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        I want to dedicate this book to Lynn Cole, who has been my stand-in grandma my whole life. Thanks for always thinking of me. Since you’re an animal lover, I thought this would be the perfect book to honor you since it features a dog. Hope you enjoy it!
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        A Few Days Ago

        Saturday, October 12, 2024

      

      

      

      
        
        Orlando Print News Report Excerpt

      

      

      
        
        Local Woman Found Dead During Suspected Robbery.

        

        Yesterday, Orlando resident Rosemary Adams was found dead in her home by her daughter, Rachel, in what appears to have been a robbery gone wrong. Authorities believe the local jewel thief known as Casanova may be responsible.

        By Juan Rivera

      

      

      
        
        Last night, Rachel Adams discovered her elderly mother, Rosemary, dead after stopping by to check on her after getting off work. Authorities believe Rosemary was killed with a fire poker during the suspected robbery. Several pieces of jewelry were reported missing, though a few valuable items were found near the body. Police suspect the local jewel thief, commonly known as Casanova. He has been linked to a string of robberies targeting older women who live alone over the past few months. His signature cologne and a single red rose were found at the scene.

        Rosemary Adams leaves behind her daughter, Rachel, and her son, Matthew. If you have any information, please call the hotline. Services for Rosemary Adams will be this Friday at Austin’s on Old Silver Road.
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        Wednesday, October 16, 2024, 7:00 p.m.

      

      

      

      At her chipped black-and-white tiled counter, Iris cracked eggs into a bowl. Her phone rang, making her jump. A second later, a text notification followed. Hoping everything was okay, she wiped her hands on a dish towel before grabbing her phone. Stella’s name popped up on the screen. She opened the text message and read it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Please call me back when you can.

      

      

      

      

      

      After a few rings, Stella’s voice came through. “Good evening, Mom. I’m glad you called me back so soon. I’ve got a favor to ask.”

      “What do you need me to do, Stel?”

      “Word’s gotten around that you cracked the Underwood case, as well as Aunt Amelia’s murder, and my coworker, Rachel, wanted me to ask you if you would be interested in looking into her mother’s murder.”

      Iris paced back and forth in her kitchen, considering what to say. She wasn’t a detective or a private investigator. Besides, solving those crimes had been an unplanned thing. She’d promised herself never to get drawn into another investigation after her aunt’s case. It had taken more out of her than she cared to admit.

      Her late husband’s words echoed in her mind. Everyone deserves justice, regardless of who they are.

      Iris sighed as she said, “I’m not saying I’ll take on the case, but can you tell me more about your coworker’s mom’s murder?”

      “That’s fair, although you’ve probably already read about it in the paper. Her mom is Rosemary Adams, the local woman who died in that robbery about a week ago. My coworker, Rachel, thinks it was staged. She thinks someone took advantage of the recent robberies reported in the media to stage a robbery gone wrong, thereby hiding their crime. So, what do you think?”

      The situation seemed interesting, thought Iris, as she said, “Before I say yes, I want to talk to Rachel. I want to get the full details from her and hear her side of things.”

      “That’s understandable. I’ll let Rachel know and get back to you.”

      “That works.”

      “I appreciate you indulging my coworker. She’s going through a tough time right now. Rachel and her mom were close.”

      “I can relate to that. I still get upset over Aunt Amelia’s death, even though it’s been several weeks. I can understand her pain in wanting to find closure,” said Iris with a somber smile.

      “Yeah, I know, Mom. You might be able to help her find it.”

      “Maybe. We’ll have to see how things go,” said Iris as she continued to pace the kitchen.

      “I know, but I’ve got to give the kids a bath. I’ll call you tomorrow with more details.”

      “Have a good night, and kiss my grandbabies good night.”

      “I will, Mom. Love you, good night.”

      “I love you, too,” said Iris before she hung up and finished cooking for the night.
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        Thursday, October 17, 2024, 11:00 a.m.

      

      

      

      Morning sunlight warmed Iris’s porch as she flipped through last week’s newspaper. The details pointed to the serial jewel thief, Casanova, but Iris wasn’t convinced. At the same time, she saw how easy it would be for someone to read about the recent robberies and think I could use that to cover up a murder. Before she leaped to any conclusions, she needed to learn more about the situation from Rachel. Just then, her phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. Putting that thought aside, she withdrew her phone from her pocket and saw that Stella was calling. That was good timing, thought Iris as she answered the phone.

      “Good morning, dear. Are you calling to update me on your coworker?”

      Stella chuckled. “How did you know?”

      “Mother’s intuition. So, what are the details?”

      “I know this is sudden, but Rachel was wondering if you’d meet her for lunch today to discuss the case?”

      “Sure, that’s fine. Does she have a place and time in mind?”

      “Let me go ask. I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay, Stel. I’ll be here.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” said Stella before the line went silent. A few moments passed before Iris heard Stella say, “I’m back. She wanted to ask if 12:30 p.m. at the Olive Garden on Old Silver Road works.”

      “Sure, that’s fine.”

      “Wonderful. Thanks for doing this. Rachel will appreciate it.”

      “No problem, Stel. I’m going to get ready. I’ll call you later to update you on how it goes. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye, Mom.”

      Before heading inside, she paused. Old Silver Road… why did that sound familiar? After some thought, she realized it was the funeral home where Rosemary had her service.

      It might be wise to go there and question the workers about the family after lunch. She made a mental note to stop by after lunch, but for now, she headed inside to get ready for her meeting with Rachel.

      

      As Iris pulled into the parking lot of the Olive Garden, a thought occurred to her. She had yet to learn what Rachel Adams looked like. She called Stella for a description. After parking the car, she called her daughter.

      “Hi there. Sorry to bother you, but I wanted to ask you what Rachel looks like since you didn’t tell me earlier.”

      “Oops, I forgot. Rachel has short, curly brown hair and is wearing a leopard-print dress. She should be easy to spot.”

      “Thanks for the information, Stel. I’m about to go into the restaurant. Call me after you get off work, and I’ll update you on how lunch went.”

      “Sounds good, Mom. Talk to you later. Bye.”

      “Bye, dear,” said Iris, hanging up. Then she got out of her car and headed inside the restaurant.

      Once inside, Iris spotted a woman fitting Rachel’s description standing off to the side of the host’s stand, texting on her phone. So, she approached the woman and asked, “Excuse me, but are you Rachel Adams?”

      The woman looked up from her phone and smiled, saying, “That’s right. You must be Iris. Thank you for coming to meet me. It means a lot.”

      “No problem, dear. Let’s get a table. Then you can tell me all about what happened.”

      “Sounds good,” said Rachel before heading over to the hostess’s stand.

      A few moments later, they were escorted to a booth. After sitting down, Iris said, “So, can you start from the beginning, when you got home and found your mom?”

      “Of course. I had just gotten off work when I called my mom to check on her. But I got no response. So, I tried again, but still got nothing, so I drove over to check on her in person. When I arrived, her car was parked in the driveway, and the front porch light was on. Everything seemed normal. Once inside, the first thing I noticed was the smell of cheap cologne. I wondered if Mom had a male visitor over. I called out to her, but there was no answer. So, I searched the house. That was when I found her lying on the ground by the fireplace in her bedroom in a pool of blood. Beside her were a few pieces of jewelry and a bloody fire poker. I screamed and went to check her pulse, but she was dead. That’s when I called the police.”

      Just as Iris was about to answer, a waitress appeared and took their drink order. After she left, Iris said, “Tell me about the jewelry you found on the ground.”

      Rachel frowned. “I think it was… a couple of rings, bracelets, and some earrings. Why do you ask?”

      “Were the pieces of jewelry you found valuable? If a robber came in to rob your mom, they would want to take things they could pawn, not cheap costume jewelry.”

      But before Rachel could answer, the waitress returned with their drinks and took their order. After she left, Rachel said, “I see what you mean. In that case, I would say the jewelry I found on the ground was fairly valuable, but there were certainly more expensive pieces of jewelry in her collection. Nothing stolen has been insured, if that helps answer your question.”

      “Do you know if any expensive pieces of jewelry had gone missing then?”

      Rachel sipped her drink before saying, “I’m not sure. The police asked me to look through the jewelry, but I was so shaken I could barely stay in the house, so I haven’t gone through it yet. If you’d like to come with me, we can go to her home and check. It would also give you a chance to check out the crime scene as well.”

      “Sure, that could be helpful. Did you find a red rose in the house? The police mentioned it in the paper.”

      Rachel sipped her drink again before saying, “I did. It was on the coffee table, and the living room was where I smelled that cheap male cologne. The police seemed to think that those two things pointed to the serial robber, Casanova, who’s been in the papers recently. But I think that someone is trying to copy his calling card to cover up my mom’s murder, since he’s been in the news a lot lately and would make an easy scapegoat.”

      “I can see why you think that, dear, but what proof do you have that someone did this? Did anyone have a reason for wanting your mom dead?”

      Rachel’s eyebrow rose. “Several people. My brother, my mom’s boyfriend, her best friend, and her next-door neighbor, to name a few people.”

      “But what motive do they have?”

      The waitress returned with their food before Rachel could answer. After she left, Rachel said, “It’s primarily financial motives for the most part. My brother, Matthew, and I both get a decent inheritance. My mom’s boyfriend, William, also gets a chunk of the inheritance. Then there is my mom’s best friend, Susan. She gets some of my mom’s jewelry and other odds and ends. And the last person on the list is my mom’s next-door neighbor, Beth. She disliked my mom’s dog, Ruben, who likes to run outside and dig in her flower gardens. She has threatened to call animal control on my mom before.”

      “That seems like an interesting list of potential suspects. But you didn’t mention your mom had a dog. Where was it when you went to check on her?”

      Rachel took a bite of her salad before saying, “Oh, I forgot. He was hiding under the bed.”

      “Did you hear him making noise when you entered the house?”

      “No, he didn’t. It was quiet when I entered the house.”

      “If Ruben hadn’t barked, then the killer wasn’t a stranger. That kind of silence only comes from trust or fear.”

      Rachel took the last bite of her salad before saying, “You’re right. Then, I don’t seem crazy thinking someone close to her killed her.”

      But before Iris could reply, the waitress came with the bill.

      After paying, the two women got up to leave, but as they did, Iris said, “I think there’s more than meets the eye with your mom’s death, and I’d like to look into it more, but I can’t promise anything since I’m not a detective or a private investigator.”

      “I’m glad you want to look into it. I’m sure you’ll find the truth. I’ve got to get going, but I’ll have Stella send you the address to my mom’s house and the time to meet later.”

      “Sounds good, dear. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Until then, take care,” said Rachel before taking off.

      As Iris walked to her car, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation. What exactly was she getting herself into? She supposed she was about to find out.
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        Thursday, October 17, 2024, 1:45 p.m.

      

      

      
      As Iris headed home, she passed Austin’s funeral home and remembered considering stopping by to ask who had attended Rosemary’s service. It might help her better understand her potential suspects. So, she turned around and headed to the funeral home.

      After parking, she took a breath, straightened her blouse, and rehearsed her story one last time before getting out and heading inside.

      The scent of lilies hit her, stirring memories of Aunt Amelia’s funeral. Iris blinked it away, reminding herself of the purpose of her visit. So, she approached the front desk, where a young woman was on the phone. The woman raised her hand and said, “One moment, Miss.”

      Iris smiled as she said, “Take your time, dear.”

      The woman smiled at Iris as she finished her phone call and said, “Sorry for the wait, Miss. What can I do for you today?”

      “Hello, I missed my friend Rosemary Adams’ service last week and was hoping to find out who came.”

      “Of course. Let me take you to the funeral director so he can answer your questions.”

      Iris smiled as she said, “That would be wonderful.”

      “Excellent. Please follow me, Miss,” said the woman as she went from behind the desk toward a hallway. Iris followed her. A few moments later, the woman stopped at a closed door. Then, she knocked on the door, saying, “Excuse me, Barry, but I’ve got a visitor for you.”

      “You can send them in.”

      “Okay,” she said, then turned to Iris and said, “You can go see the director. He should be able to answer your question.”

      “Thank you, dear. I appreciate it.”

      “No problem, Miss. If you need anything else, you can find me back out front,” said the woman before heading back down the hall.

      After she left, Iris headed inside the funeral director’s office. The room was dimly lit, with a large desk at the center and shelves filled with various funeral-related documents and items lining the walls.

      “Good afternoon. How can I help you today?”

      “Hello. I told the receptionist I missed the service for my friend, Rosemary Adams, last week, and I wanted to inquire about how the service went and who attended.”

      The funeral director, a man of about fifty, took off his glasses and cleaned them with a damp cloth before putting them back on and said, “I’ll do what I can to help answer your questions and put your mind at ease. Let me see… Rosemary was the poor woman killed in that robbery about a week ago. It’s such a terrible business. But my workers did a fine job of fixing her up and making her look presentable. And the service was lovely. People sent many flowers and other mementos to comfort the family. It was nice to see so many people coming together to support the family in their time of need.”

      “That’s good to hear. Were there many people at the wake and the service?”

      “Yes, though many seemed to have come after hearing about it in the paper or on the news.”

      “I see. What about close friends and family?”

      “There were her two children there, along with Rosemary’s boyfriend and her best friend, Susan. That’s who comes to mind.”

      “That’s good to know. Thank you so much for sharing that with me. It’s just a shame I couldn’t be there.”

      “No problem. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “No, that is all. I’ll take my leave.”

      “Have a good day then.”

      “You too,” said Iris before she left and headed to her car.

      
      As Iris was driving home from the funeral home, she reflected on her conversation with the funeral director. She hadn’t expected such a turnout. It gave her a glimmer of hope in humanity. However, she was surprised that so few close friends and family had been there. That thought made her sad. Perhaps Rachel could tell her more about who had attended the funeral and how they’d behaved later tonight. That could be helpful to know. But until then, what could she do to further her investigation?

      After some brainstorming, she realized her son could find out what was in the police report. She called him up, and after a few rings, she heard him say, “Good afternoon, Mom. What’s going on?”

      “Good afternoon, Sammy. I was calling to ask for a favor.”
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