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            ANGEL OF MERCY

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel of mercy.

      It was a term she’d heard before – most caregivers had. It was the stuff of legend, and for many people, nightmares. Someone who was supposed to protect and heal, who chose instead to kill.

      A monster.

      She’d never applied the term to herself, never really thought much of it. Until recently.

      Mercy.

      That word was the most important, wasn’t it? That was what she was really doing, after all. Showing mercy to those who were suffering, who couldn’t let go on their own. Whose families wouldn’t allow them to let go. Even some who were being kept alive artificially thanks to the advances of modern medicine. But what kind of life was it, lying in a hospital bed and getting rotated every few hours like a hotdog on a convenience store warming rack?

      These weren’t people, not anymore. The nursing home only wanted to keep them around for the money they paid to be here, and their families just weren’t strong enough to say enough was enough.

      She was, though.

      She’d do what needed to be done, even when no one else was willing to. And for that, if anyone ever caught her, she’d be ostracized, demonized, transformed into a monster that polite society would point their crooked fingers at.

      Well, she had no plans of ever getting caught.

      It was late in the day, and a lot of the residents were taking their after-dinner naps. The staff was busy with all the usual shift change tasks – catching up on charting, filling in the oncoming night shift, checking in with patients. And distributing evening meds – she was in the middle of that now.

      Ten residents down… one more to go.

      She imagined massive white wings sprouting from her back as she pushed the med cart down the hallway, so large they brushed both walls. Angel of mercy, it had a nice ring to it. And she was about to dispense a kindness.

      She retrieved Mr. Huber’s medications, the last on the med cart, and couldn’t help feeling for the insulin syringe in the pocket of her scrub top. She didn’t bother glancing around to make sure no one noticed her doing it – the rest of the staff were all clustered around the nurses’ station, and half the patients didn’t even know what day it was, let alone what meds Mr. Huber was supposed to be getting.

      Mr. Huber himself… well, he was past the point of questioning her coherently.

      She stepped into the room and softly clicked the door shut behind her. The overhead light was off and someone had turned the television on for him. It was turned to ESPN, the volume low like white noise. The old man lay in his bed, eyes shut and chest rising and falling with even inhalations.

      His wrists and ankles were tethered because lately, they couldn’t trust him not to wander off, fall, or wind up in some other resident’s room causing trouble. Last week he’d gone into Mrs. Jesty’s room a couple doors down and tried to climb in bed with her. He thought they were teenagers who were “going together” and she started screaming bloody murder.

      His dementia had been progressing fast, and when they got to this point, there wasn’t much the staff could do but tie them down.

      Or help them go.

      “Mr. Huber,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she smacked his arm with the back of her hand.

      “Huh!” He startled awake, straining against the straps. “Where am I?”

      She rolled her eyes. Not this again. “Mr. Huber, it’s time for your evening medications.” She pushed a button to raise his bed so he was sitting upright, and he just kept struggling like he was a kidnapping victim or something.

      “Why am I tied down? Let me out of these!”

      “You’re tied down because you tried to assault Mrs. Jesty,” she said, then held the paper cup containing his pills up to his mouth. “Open.”

      “What are those?” he asked, turning his head away.

      Lord, she had to resist the urge to grab him by the hair and force his mouth open. It was like this every single time. But this would be the last time, and he deserved a calm exit.

      “Your blood pressure and Alzheimer’s meds and a multivitamin, same as always,” she said, picking up a nearby cup of water and bringing the straw to his mouth.

      He looked like he didn’t believe her, like he had no damn clue he’d been in this room and taken these same meds every day for the last two years. But he opened his mouth, thankfully, and she dumped the pills in. He swallowed some water and she set the cup down.

      Okay, time for the main event.

      “Good, we’ve got one more thing,” she said, preparing the insulin syringe. She pulled off the protective cap and gave the syringe a flick – not that air bubbles mattered much in this case. But it was ingrained in her, muscle memory.

      Mr. Huber narrowed his eyes. “What’s that for?”

      “It’s insulin.”

      “I’m not diabetic.” His expression clouded. “Am I?”

      She could tell him the truth. He might even find it comforting knowing that his suffering was about to end. But it would be more trouble than it was worth and she’d had a long shift – she wanted to go home. So she just said yes and informed him she was going to lift his shirt to administer the injection.

      “Are you sure?” he protested. “I don’t remember that.”

      “You don’t remember a lot, Mr. Huber,” she said, getting impatient to do what she came in here for. An anticipatory tightness was building in her chest, and she knew it wouldn’t go away until she pushed that plunger. It was time. “Lie still.”

      “But– Oww!”

      He squirmed violently when she stuck the needle in, and she couldn’t resist saying, “Oh, hush. I didn’t say oww when you pinched my ass last week.”

      “I did that?”

      “Don’t play dumb.”

      She pushed the plunger down slowly, a nearly orgasmic pleasure surging through her as that anticipatory pressure reached its peak. She imagined the insulin diffusing its way through Mr. Huber’s system, doing its work. It would take a few hours—maybe even a few days, depending on how strong his body was. And it wouldn’t be entirely painless… death never was.

      But it was inevitable now.

      “Go back to sleep, Mr. Huber. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Maybe.

      “I don’t… feel right.” He was still trying to struggle against the restraints, but not nearly as effectively now, and when she pushed his forearm down, it fell limply to the bed. “What…”

      “Relax, Mr. Huber,” she said. “Just let it happen.”

      That surge of pleasure was working its way through her body just as the insulin was having its way with Mr. Huber’s system. She left the room like an addict floating on the best high of their life, filled with euphoria and satisfaction and pride.

      She’d helped that man.

      Things would be better for him soon, and better for all the women around here that he’d been bothering, too.

      She did that. An angel of mercy.

      Yeah, she could wear that title—if only ever in her own mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            TATE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Macawi, call just came in. You’re up.”

      Tate immediate perked up in her desk chair. This was the moment she’d been waiting for. She’d been in Fox County for about two months and she’d been reviewing cold cases, getting to know the various departments in the precinct, and attending trainings. So. Many. Trainings. She’d shadowed her bosses, Tom and Arlen, on a handful of cases, but so far, she hadn’t gotten permission to go out on one solo.

      Tate’s fellow new-hire, Julia, went out on an investigation with Tom on her very first day and eventually got to take the lead on the case. Renee was still trying to figure out the identity of the tree-eaten skeleton from the woods, among her other duties.

      Meanwhile, Tate, Ariel and Lena, as the three least senior detectives among the new staff, had been twiddling their thumbs and waiting. At least that’s what it felt like.

      “What’s the case?” she asked as she jumped to her feet, ready for action.

      “Nursing home death,” Tom said. “Over at Briar Ridge.”

      “Oh, that’s one of the fancy ones,” Ariel said. She was local and seemed to know every street, building and dark alley in Fox County. Tate, on the other hand, was still trying to figure out the layout. She drove around sometimes in the evenings just to familiarize herself with the city, and it was a pretty good excuse to scope out interesting restaurants, too.

      “Suspicious death?” Tate asked Tom.

      “Not particularly, from what the nursing staff says,” he shook his head. “But the family is insisting on an autopsy. They say the decedent was in good health aside from an Alzheimer’s diagnosis.”

      “Okay, I’m on it,” Tate said. She was slightly deflated—sometimes families just couldn’t handle that kind of news, and it was within their right to ask for an autopsy, but the majority of nursing home deaths were natural. Especially at nice facilities like Briar Ridge apparently was.

      Still, anything was better than watching another mind-numbing training video on FCPD procedures.

      “Am I shadowing again?” she asked.

      “I have a meeting with the chief in ten minutes,” Tom said. “And Rose and Duvall are meeting with a forensic anthropologist on the tree skeleton case.” Tate tried not to let the excitement be visible on her face. It sounded like she was about to get her first solo case here. Tom turned to Ariel slouching at her desk. “Sterner, you wanna tag along in case Macawi needs you?”

      Ariel grinned and popped out of her chair. “Love to.”

      Tate had been a detective in Rapid City, South Dakota, for three years before she transferred here so this wasn’t her first rodeo, but Tom and Arlen had been making all the new detectives shadow for a while until they proved their mettle. Julia had the most experience of any of them and he’d stuck to her like glue until he’d personally confirmed that she could handle herself.

      Telling Tate to go out on her own but take Ariel, who was fresh out of detective training, was as close as Tom got to a vote of confidence.

      “Come on, I’ll drive,” she said.

      They went to the nursing home, which was just like Ariel said—in an affluent part of the city full of old, well-kept and sprawling houses with lush lawns. Hell, some of them were large enough to be classed as grounds.

      Briar Ridge was set on top of a gentle slope, a long, ornamented brick building that reminded Tate of some of the buildings at Mount Marty where she went to school. It didn’t scream nursing home, but from the manicured lawn and gravel drive, it did scream money.

      “How much do you think it costs to die here?” Tate wondered aloud as she pulled her unmarked car up to the entrance, right behind the ME’s van.

      “More than I’ll ever have,” Ariel snorted.

      They went inside and met briefly with the director, Rebecca Newsome, who directed them upstairs to the memory care unit and promised to meet them there shortly.

      The closer they got to the decedent’s room, the more tense the atmosphere became. The staff had corralled the residents into a day room for a rather dispirited game of Bingo, but it was obvious they all knew what was happening.

      Not an uncommon occurrence in a place like this, but death was never comfortable.

      Ariel smiled at a woman with shock-white hair pushing a walker down the hall past them, and the woman just looked away and muttered, “I hate days like this.”

      “You ever think about being, I don’t know, a baker?” Tate asked Ariel. “Everybody’s always happy to see someone holding a cake box.”

      “Nope,” Ariel said. “This is all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

      Tate sighed. “Yeah, me too.”

      Well, when she was really little, she dreamed of playing for the WNBA. But then her older sister went missing when Tate was just thirteen and that changed the trajectory of her life completely.

      It wasn’t hard to find the decedent’s room. There was an empty stretcher in the hallway in front of the door, and a man and woman standing against the opposite wall, arms crossed and bodies swaying impatiently. A woman in scrubs was handing them each bottled water and tissue packets, and when she saw Tate and Ariel coming, she nodded to them then excused herself.

      Tate held out her hand to the man and woman. “I’m Detective Tate Macawi. Are you the family?”

      The woman—who looked to be in her mid-forties and had clearly been crying—shook Tate’s hand. “I am. Ruth Cramer, I’m his daughter. And this is my husband, Jason.”

      “Hi.” Tate shook his hand too. She introduced Ariel and left the couple with her while she peeked into the room. There was a laminated nameplate on the door that read George Huber, along with warnings labeling him a fall hazard and at risk of wandering off.

      Not anymore, Tate thought grimly.

      She stepped inside and found the investigator from the medical examiner’s office slipping evidence-preserving paper bags over the decedent’s hands. He was lying on his back in the bed. He looked to be in his seventies or eighties, average height and weight, with no remarkable physical characteristics or injuries that Tate could see.

      “Detective Macawi,” she identified herself to the investigator, who nodded her way.

      “Tyler,” he said. “Another newbie?”

      “There’s a whole crop of us,” she confirmed, then gestured to the body. “How’s it looking?”

      “Friction burns on the wrists show signs of a struggle,” Tyler said, lifting one of the paper bags momentarily to show her.

      “Friction burns?” Tate narrowed her eyes and looked at the bed, where she noticed heavy-duty canvas straps lying loose. “Was he restrained when you arrived?”

      “No, the nurse I talked to said they were used last night, but they were taken off this morning before he passed.”

      “I’ll have to talk to her, she still on shift?”

      “I think so,” Tyler said, distracted by preparing the body for removal. “Name’s Marianne Fenton.”

      “I’ll track her down.”

      “I’m just about ready to move the body, unless you have any other questions,” he added.

      They were both careful not to speak too bluntly since the family was standing within earshot, but Tate was here to do a job and she had questions. “How long ago was he pronounced?”

      “About two hours – noon.”

      “And the family asked right away for an autopsy?”

      Tyler nodded. “It happens—especially if they have some reason to be mistrustful of the nursing home.”

      “I’ll be sure to ask about that.”

      “Less often in a place like this, though. They tend to treat you right when you’re paying what this place costs,” Tyler added.

      “You need any help?” Tate asked.

      “Want to help me get him on the stretcher?”

      “Sure.”

      Tate pulled it into the room, positioning it beside the bed. She could hear Ariel asking Ruth basic background questions—how long her father had been in the nursing home, what his medical history was, whether he’d complained of mistreatment while he was here.

      “Done this before?” Tyler asked.

      “Once or twice,” Tate nodded. She positioned herself at George Huber’s feet and Tyler took hold of him by the armpits.

      “One, two, three…”

      With a grunt, Tate lifted and slid the body onto the stretcher, then helped Tyler arrange a sheet over him and strap him down. Tyler pushed the stretcher down the hall to the elevator, and Ruth Cramer cried against her husband’s chest as she watched.

      Tate stood patiently, giving her a minute to compose herself, and asked Ariel to head to the nurses’ station to track down Nurse Fenton. When Ruth was ready, Tate said, “Do you mind answering a few more questions? I’ll keep it brief.”

      “Okay,” Ruth said, then looked at her dad’s room. “I don’t want to do it in there, though.”

      “Of course.” Tate looked around and saw a glass door that led out to a balcony with some seating. “How about there?”

      They went outside, where it was sunny and warm and birds were chirping in nearby oak trees. Ruth sat close to her husband on a padded bench, and Tate took a seat catty-corner to them on a wrought iron patio chair.

      “I’m sorry for your loss. Were you close with your father?” she asked.

      “Yes, or I was until the Alzheimer’s.” Ruth closed her eyes, her face tense.

      “It was hard for her to visit him when he didn’t recognize her,” Jason explained. “And it was hard on him too—he always seemed so distressed. He knew he was supposed to know her but he just didn’t.”

      Tate asked a few more establishing questions, some of which she was sure were repeats of what Ariel had asked. She learned that Ruth was George’s only child, and that his wife had passed a few months before he came here.

      “Mom had been taking care of him,” Ruth said. “Handling the senility better than I ever could. When she died, I knew I didn’t have it in me to take over so I put him in the best facility I could find, but I had a bad feeling about this place on the day he moved in.”

      “My wife fancies herself a Sylvia Browne type,” Jason said, which earned him a sharp look from Ruth.

      “I never said I’m psychic, I just trust my instincts. It wouldn’t hurt you to get more in touch with your own intuition.”

      Jason turned to Tate. “She wanted to turn right around and move him somewhere else that first day, just based on a feeling, nothing else. I convinced her she was being silly.”

      Ruth pressed her lips together, displeased. “Nowhere else in the city is as highly rated as Briar Ridge, so I tried to forget about it.”

      “Did you ever see or suspect abuse during his stay here?” Tate asked. She didn’t mention the injuries to Mr. Huber’s wrists – she wanted to see how much Ruth knew. “Anything to confirm that intuition?”

      Ruth looked to her husband and a silent conversation passed between them before she turned back to Tate. “I never saw anything. The staff here have always been very nice—to our faces. But I’m not here all the time.”

      “I understand,” Tate nodded.

      “It’s just that he didn’t have any other health problems, besides a little high blood pressure,” Ruth said. “And then all of a sudden he… Well, it doesn’t feel right. And when we found out they were restraining him, we were very upset.”

      “The nurse told us it was normal, that it was for his safety,” Jason added. “But it just doesn’t sit right – with either of us.”

      “And hard enough to leave marks! Are we being unreasonable?” Ruth asked.

      “Your instincts are important,” Tate said. “I pay close attention to them in my job. But I’m also very thorough with the facts – if anything inappropriate occurred during your father’s care, I’ll find out.”

      She had a few more questions for them, then gave Ruth her card and left the two of them on the balcony. Inside, Ariel was waiting for her at the nurses’ station.

      “Any luck tracking down Nurse Fenton?”

      “She’s in the day room running Bingo,” Ariel said. “She said she could step away whenever you’re ready for her. What do you think so far?”

      “The staff had been strapping Huber to his bed and the family is mad about it,” Tate told her. “Seems inappropriate, but then I’m not a nurse. Maybe that’s SOP for Alzheimer’s patients who don’t want to stay put.”

      She intended to ask Nurse Fenton about that.
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      Callie Mazur’s heart rate spiked when she came back from her lunch break to find the medical examiner’s van parked in front of Briar Ridge.

      To the average person, it was an unremarkable white cargo van—intended to be inconspicuous so as not to cause alarm. But Callie had been working here long enough to spot the giveaways. The subtle Fox County Medical Examiner emblem, small but present on the driver’s side door. The red and white county license plates.

      Sure enough, the atmosphere inside Briar Ridge was tense like it always was when a resident died.

      Callie clocked back in, then found her shift supervisor, Marianne, running a game of Bingo in the day room. She approached and asked under her breath, “Who died?"

      “George Huber,” Marianne said softly, then called out a number. “G50. G50.”

      Callie looked at the residents sitting at tables around the day room. There were about two dozen of them, along with a handful of nurses and aides scattered through the room.

      Callie didn’t always work the memory unit – the nurses with lower seniority worked wherever they were needed. But she knew Mr. Huber.

      He was cranky and volatile like a lot of the Alzheimer’s patients, but he also loved college basketball and he had an absolute lust for Salisbury steak, of all things. Callie wondered when was the last time it had been on the menu.

      “He was kind of groggy this morning but I just assumed he had a bad night’s sleep. What happened?”

      Marianne just shook her head tightly. “Not here. Want to go check on Mr. Anderson? He’s lucid and no one’s sitting with him.”

      “Sure.”

      Callie was about to walk away when the day room door swung open and a couple of women with badges dangling from their necks stepped in. Callie didn’t need to see those to know they were cops—their demeanor said it all. Upright, confident bordering on entitled, their eyes probing and sharp. As a general rule, Callie tried to give cops a wide berth. It was safer that way.

      She moved toward Mr. Anderson, but Marianne put a hand on her forearm. “Hang on, I think they’re here for me.”

      She called another number to keep the residents busy—B5—and Callie watched one of the cops ask something of an aide at the back of the room. Sure enough, he pointed at Marianne.

      “What do they want from you?” Callie asked.

      “I’m the one who found George. Will you take over calling numbers?”

      “Sure.”

      Distractedly, Callie pulled a little wooden ball from the cage while she watched Marianne walk to the back of the room. Both of the cops were women, one blonde with a slim build, the other tall with black hair neatly pulled back and warm brown skin that reminded Callie of terra cotta. She drew Callie’s eye and kept it.

      “What’s the number?”

      Something poked Callie’s leg and she looked down to see the resident nearest her was jabbing her with his cane.

      “Oh, sorry.” She looked at the Bingo ball in her hand. “G59.”

      “Bingo!” someone at the back of the room called.

      “Bullshit,” their tablemate shot right back. “She’s cheating.”

      “How do you cheat at Bingo?” the winner demanded. “She’s going to check the numbers, dummy.”

      Callie tried to suppress a smirk as she forced her attention away from the cops exiting the day room with Marianne and focused instead on mediating the Bingo dispute. One thing about working in a nursing home, you never knew what you were going to walk into on any given shift.
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        * * *

      

      The Bingo game had ended and Callie and the rest of the staff were distributing an afternoon snack when Marianne returned. The cops were nowhere in sight and Callie hoped that meant they’d left, but that hope didn’t last long. Marianne said something to Steph, one of the nurse’s aides, then made a beeline for Callie.

      “The detectives want to talk to everyone who took care of Mr. Huber today,” she explained. “You were with him this morning, right?”

      Callie nodded. “Right when I got here.”

      She’d spent more than an hour feigning interest in March Madness while she attempted to bathe him and change the sheets on his bed, despite the fact that basketball season ended three months ago and the games he was recapping for her took place over a dozen years ago. Even though it bored her to tears, she had to hand it to him, his memory for sports hadn't atrophied at all.

      "Detective Macawi is in the hall waiting for you," Marianne said.

      "Super."

      Callie would have rather stayed here and spoon-feed every resident in the room by herself, but when she got to the hallway, there was a silver lining after all. Detective Macawi turned out to be the one with the jet-black hair, and up close, she was even more striking.

      Her eyes were a dazzling speckled gray, like the many facets of a geode, and she had a square jaw and plump lips that gave her a subtle Sandra Bullock vibe. And Callie fucking loved Miss Congeniality.

      Not that now was the time for imagining Detective Macawi in a glittering evening gown, handgun strapped to her upper thigh.

      “Nurse Mazur?”

      She nodded and held out her hand. “Callie.”

      “That your legal name?”

      Callie cringed automatically. “No, it’s Calypso.”

      The detective smiled, and it sent unwelcome butterflies fluttering into Callie’s belly. God, why did she have to have the most charming smile in the world? That probably set even the most hardened criminal at ease. “That’s unique.”

      “I hate it,” she said. “But my mom was a history teacher and she’s always been obsessed with Greek mythology. Her family immigrated from Greece, so…”

      Good lord, why was she giving this woman her life story? That damn smile really was disarming – the detective was in the right line of work.

      “Anyway… you wanted to talk to me about Mr. Huber?”

      Detective Macawi cleared her throat. “Yes. Nurse Fenton is letting me use her office, so let’s step in there.”

      Callie followed her, passing an open door where Steph was talking to the other cop.

      They walked through the nurses’ station and into Marianne’s office, where Callie sat down in one of the two padded chairs in front of the desk. Rather than taking the seat behind the desk, Detective Macawi sat next to her. Their knees were nearly touching in this small office, and Callie’s heart was racing again. She couldn’t help thinking about the last time she was in a room alone with a cop – although that one hadn’t been nearly as nice to look at, and she certainly hadn’t seen him smile.

      “So, your supervisor indicated that you cared for Mr. Huber this morning,” the detective began. “Why don't you walk me through your interaction with him today?”

      Now Callie's heart was really pounding. It felt like she was being interrogated, and that was not something she thought she was signing up for when she decided to go to nursing school.

      "Can I ask how he died?"

      The detective frowned and shook her head. "I really can't go into that with you at this point."

      "Right, because maybe I killed him." Callie would have smacked her own forehead if it wouldn’t make her look even worse. Why would she say that out loud? She was really fucking this up. “Not that I did. I wouldn’t do that.”

      She told the detective that her morning had been business as usual, nothing out of the ordinary.

      Then Detective Macawi asked, “Did you like Mr. Huber?”

      Callie felt herself tense up and she was sure Detective Macawi could see it. “How do I say this without sounding terrible?” She thought for a moment. “The memory unit is a really difficult one to work on. A lot of the people here aren’t the same as they were before the dementia, and for whatever reason, Alzheimer’s tends to bring out the worst in people – things that might not have even been there before.”

      “Can you give me an example?”

      “Well, Mr. Huber was one of the ones who got grabby,” she said. “He had no filter left when it came to what is appropriate behavior toward women.”

      “Did he get grabby with you?”

      “Oh yeah. Me, pretty much the whole female staff, some of the other residents,” Callie said. Then because it felt like she was speaking ill of the dead, she hurried to add, “When he was lucid, he never acted like that. It was just the disease.”

      “How often was he lucid?”

      “Not very, recently. He was definitely getting worse.”

      “How close to the end was he, in your opinion?”

      Callie pressed her lips together. “I really can’t say—I’m not a doctor, and I don’t work this unit all the time. Marianne would be able to say better than me.”

      “But it wasn’t imminent. You weren’t expecting him to pass when he did.”

      She paused, not sure if she should stick to her non-answer. It was always better not to get tied down to specifics when talking to a cop. Detective Macawi leaned in toward her, closing the distance between them, and Callie blurted, “No, I don’t think it was imminent.”

      “How was he this morning?”

      Callie told the detective about how sleepy and unhelpful Mr. Huber had been when it came time to change his sheets. Pretty much everything was a battle when he wasn’t lucid, though, and she hadn’t thought too much of it.

      “He just wanted to be left alone, unless you were willing to listen to him talk about sports,” Callie said, then gave a slight snort. “I was on yesterday too, and he kept telling me I was interrupting the playoffs.”

      Tate’s brow furrowed. “What playoffs?”

      Callie smiled. “The 2015 NCAA Tournament. He thought he was watching the Baylor versus Georgia State game.”

      Unexpectedly, that charmer of a smile made a comeback and the detective said, “When the fourteen-seed overtook the number three seed. An important game.”

      Callie chuffed. “Apparently.”

      “The ME’s investigator noted that ESPN was on the TV when he arrived,” Detective Macawi said. “Were they playing reruns of the games?”

      “I wouldn’t know
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