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Dr. Steven Caron’s lifeless body hung in his office, dealing a severe blow to the crusade against AlzCura Pharmaceuticals that he agreed to join one week earlier. He had been a principal investigator of AlzCura’s clinical trials for the Recallamin vaccine, now successfully marketed to tens of millions worldwide as a cure for Alzheimer’s and a preventative for those carrying the Alzheimer’s gene. AlzCura had tapped Dr. Caron as their regional investigator for Central Maine. Caron, a neurologist a few years removed from medical school, was eager to grow his practice. So eager that he gladly accepted AlzCura’s support to grow his practice from an office in Campion to outreach clinics in Ramsey, Namahoe, and Farrisport.

Dr. Caron had met with Jackie Deno, Curt Barnes, and District Attorney Will Wydman at the Farrisport Inn and formed the Table of Four. As they learned at that meeting, Dr. Caron’s eagerness and AlzCura’s greed resulted in some shady financial arrangements, as well as some less than professional behavior on Dr. Caron’s part. Dr. Caron had revealed AlzCura’s unconventional research protocols he claimed kept harmful data out of AlzCura’s clinical trials, assuring their vaccine’s approval. At the meeting, a repentant Dr. Caron had pledged his desire to stop living a lie and, regardless of the cost, joined the group bent on exposing and stopping the AlzCura juggernaut. Now, however, he was dead.

Rebecca Klatz, Dr. Caron’s Office Manager, was the first to find him. Pulling into the parking lot an hour before the office opened, she was surprised to see his red BMW. Dr. Caron was perpetually late and never early. Rebecca immediately grew concerned by his uncharacteristic punctuality.

“Well, what’s this, Dr. Caron? Turning over a new leaf?” Rebecca called out as she walked down the hall and stuck her head into Dr. Caron’s office.

There was no one in the office or nearby to hear her screams. The sight of his pale body, his blue protruding tongue, and the smell of urine and feces assaulted her senses in a way that would repeatedly haunt her in the coming months. Stumbling out of the office and gagging, she made it to a phone and called 911.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

Before she could mouth the words, Rebecca vomited. The 911 operator read the address on her screen and, hearing the caller vomiting, responded.

“Are you sick? Do you want me to send an ambulance?”

Finally done depositing her half-digested breakfast on the office floor, Rebecca tried to cough out the address.

“Ma’am, I have your address. Do you want me to send an ambulance?”

“Yes.”

“Are you choking?”

Finally, regaining her voice, Rebecca nearly screamed, “No, it’s not for me. Dr. Caron hanged himself. Send someone now.”

“An ambulance and the police are already on the way, ma’am. Have you cut the body down?”

“No, I can’t even look at it,” unable to believe she was even asking her that question.

“Is he dead, or do you think he can be saved?”

“Why are you asking me so many questions? Send the fucking ambulance!”

“Ma’am, the ambulance is on the way. Try to relax. I am just trying to help you save him if you think he can be saved.”

“His tongue is sticking out, and he’s white except for his blue tongue. There is piss and shit all over the place. He’s fucking dead, do you understand?”

“I understand ma’am, try to calm down. I was just trying to help. The ambulance and police should be there shortly.”

While the record would show that it only took 8 minutes for the ambulance to arrive after 911 received Rebecca’s call, it seemed like 8 hours to her. The EMTs and police arrived simultaneously and, seeing the scene, agreed that no rescue was possible.

The police approached Rebecca. “Ma’am, we’d like to ask you some questions.”

Rebecca, struggling to maintain her composure, said, “I just found him this way.”

“I understand, but we need to investigate whether he committed suicide or if foul play may be involved.”

The officer’s suggestion that this may be something other than a suicide sent Rebecca’s mind reeling.

“Was he depressed or more stressed recently? Suffered any major disappointment? Or did his behavior change radically in the last few days or weeks?”

“Not that I’m aware of. He’s been the same old Dr. Caron. If anything, he has seemed less stressed lately.”

“Do you know if anyone was mad at him? Any angry patients or family members who may have threatened him? Maybe someone in the office who may have been mad at him or someone who was recently fired?”

“No. Dr. Caron’s patients loved him. He bent over backward for his patients. As for the office staff, Dr. Caron was a perfectionist, so he wasn’t always the easiest person to work for, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill him.”

“Has anyone been fired or resigned recently?”

“No. The last person to resign was a year ago, and she was one of our medical assistants who went back to school.”

“Was he married? Was he having any marital difficulties that you know of?”

“Yes, he’s married, and I really can’t say I know anything about his relationship. He didn’t talk about it much.”

“And how was your relationship with Dr. Caron? Did it change recently?”

Rebecca, realizing the officer was now exploring whether she could have been a part of this, decompensated.

“What? You think I did this?” she blurted as tears flowed.

“No, ma’am. These are just the standard questions we need to ask,” the officer tried to say in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I made the 911 call. Why would you think I did this?” she screamed, attracting the attention of the other police officer. As if on cue, the pair of officers switched roles, with the questioner taking his leave while his partner seamlessly took over.

“Ma’am, my partner didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sure you understand we are just trying to get as much information about what happened as possible.”

Rebecca was sobbing and inconsolable, and the officer motioned to have one of the EMTs stay with her. He and his partner surveyed the scene from the office door.

“See anything suspicious?”

“Nah, looks pretty straight-forward to me.”

“Why would a doctor choose to hang himself? Don’t you think they would have access to more effective and less messy ways to kill themselves?”

“Yeah, and you’d think he’d know that death wouldn’t come quick dropping only a couple of feet. He kicked and struggled for a while, judging by the scatter of the shit in the room.”

“Yeah, it also looks like he kicked over some things on his desk. What are we missing?”

“Looks like his computer is on. I’ll glove up and check the scene some more before we call this a suicide. Check on the woman and see if she’s notified the doctor’s next of kin.”

The officer pulled out a pair of gloves and stepped cautiously into the office, traveling along the edges so as not to disrupt or cover up the indentations from foot traffic on the carpet. Approaching Dr. Caron’s desk, the officer noticed a stack of files, journals, and papers knocked onto the floor. At first, he surmised that the doctor must have kicked this stack off the desk in his struggles. Then he realized that the rest of the desk still had many stacks that appeared untouched. Given the location of the fallen stack on the desk, it seemed unlikely that he would have only kicked over that one pile. He jiggled the computer mouse, and the computer screen sprang to life. What he saw made him call out to his partner and grab his radio simultaneously.

“Dispatch, we need Crime Scene Investigators to our location ASAP, over.”

“Roger, I will send CSIs ASAP over.” 
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Curt spent the weekend following his dinner with Jackie, Dr. Caron, and DA Wydman, trying to reconcile the commitment he made to the group. He was apprehensive about its impact on his home and work life. Before he could even think about authoring a letter to AlzCura, he needed to make some decisions and difficult choices.

He pretty much knew he would have to resign as a partner of Jackson & Barnes, the healthcare management consulting firm that he helped build over the last ten years. The stakes of going up against AlzCura were just too high. He could not risk having the pharmaceutical company taking aim at Jackson & Barnes should they use a “scorched earth” approach in retaliation, as DA Wydman had bluntly intimated. Curt estimated that between Callis’ life insurance, his investment accounts, and selling his stake in the consulting company, he could probably wage this war and still provide for his kids for the next two to three years. He could probably pick up a few consulting gigs here and there to augment his finances if the fight looked like it would extend beyond that. If he and the group were successful in proving their case against AlzCura, the likely settlement he would receive would dwarf the amount invested in the battle. If being the operative word. Any way he cut it, he was taking a substantial professional and financial risk.

The immediate impact of leaving Jackson & Barnes on the kids would likely be positive. He’d be a stay at-home parent. If they didn’t want to ride the bus, he could drive them to school in the morning and pick them up from school in the afternoon. Heck, he could even volunteer in their classrooms from time to time if Caitlin or Cade wanted him to. Sure, there would be times when the kids might have to take the bus or have Jordan’s mom watch them after school, but those times would be the exception, not the rule. If anything about his decision to take on AlzCura was reassuring, it was that he would be able to be more available to his kids. He held off, telling Caitlin and Cade about his meeting with Jackie. There would be time for that in the future. He clicked off the light on his bedside table, eased back into bed, and slept soundly despite the enormity of the decisions he would set in motion the next day.

“Good morning, LB. How was your weekend?”

“Just peachy, boss, and yours?”

“Interesting.”

“Oh? How so?”

“I’ll have to tell you later. Is Sam in?”

“No, but I expect him any minute. Do you need time with him today? He’s free until 10, and then he’s booked solid.”

“Yes, I’ll meet with him first thing. Thanks.”

Curt started walking to his office but was interrupted by Loribeth.

“So, you’re just going to leave me hanging about your interesting weekend?”

“I’m sorry, LB. I promise, as soon as I’ve met with Sam, I will tell you all about it.”

“You better.”

He turned to walk to his office, and as he closed the door, he felt tears well up in his eyes. He walked into the office knowing what he needed to do but hadn’t counted on the emotional upheaval his decision was going to cause. Sam and LB were family. What seemed like an academic decision when he walked in was now beginning to feel like a painful divorce. They were so supportive of him through the whole ordeal, and now he was going to leave them. Worse, he was there for them during rocky times in their lives. He realized that a significant part of his life and identity was bound up in his relationship with them. He wasn’t so sure anymore if he could step away. As his resolve was disintegrating, a knock on his office door interrupted his thoughts.

“Good morning, partner. LB tells me you needed to meet with me?” greeted Sam, poking his head into Curt’s office.

“Sam, come on in.”

“What’s up?”

“I don’t know where to begin, Sam. I was pretty certain I knew what I needed to do after this weekend, but now I’m not so sure.”

“Well, LB told me you said you had an interesting weekend. Maybe you should begin there?”

Curt briefed Sam on the dinner meeting and the decision the group made to pursue the truth about AlzCura and the vaccine Recallamin.

“Phew, taking on a pharmaceutical company won’t be easy.”

“I know Sam, and I don’t want my decision to affect Jackson & Barnes adversely. I’m afraid that AlzCura will try to tarnish our reputation and even try to destroy our client base. I couldn’t live with that. Making this decision and having them attack me is one thing. Having them attack you, LB, and everyone else in the company is another. I think it best that I leave the company.”

“Wow, glad I’m sitting down.”

“I know Sam, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, Curt. You need to do what you need to do. I understand. I don’t want to lose you, but if I were in your shoes, I’d probably do the same. Let’s discuss this for a moment, though. What if we dissolve the partnership, and I kept you on as an independent consultant?”

“I don’t know, Sam. That’s mighty generous of you, but I’m just worried that they will go after anyone and anything I’m associated with. Besides, I will have to devote a lot of time to the effort against AlzCura.”

“Part-time then, you name the hours. I certainly don’t want to lose your skills entirely. If the water gets too hot with AlzCura, and it looks like our consulting arrangement may reflect poorly on the company, we can always dissolve the consulting agreement. What do you say?”

Sam’s proposal successfully struck a compromise between Curt’s need to assure his decision didn’t harm the company and his need to continue to have a relationship with his partner of 10 years and his trusty assistant. Drawing an income, even if only part time, also wouldn’t hurt.

“It’s a deal.”

“Great. Well, not great, but better than seeing you walk off into the sunset. What are we going to tell LB?”

“Oh, I’m not looking forward to that.”

“She’ll understand, eventually.”

“Thanks, that’s reassuring. Perhaps we should tell her together?”

“Good idea, let’s call her in.”

LB entered Curt’s office, apprehensive. She had a radar that tipped her off the moment Curt characterized his weekend as interesting. It was also rare that the two partners would call her into the office.

“I don’t think I’m going to like hearing about your interesting weekend, Curt,” LB said, anticipating bad news.

“Sit down, LB, it’s not that bad,” Curt started.

“But it’s bad. I knew it.”

Over the next 30 minutes, Curt and Sam tried their best to let LB down easy and build her back up. Unfortunately, any disruption to their decade long relationship felt like the earth had moved out from under her feet. It wasn’t until they realized that they all had bunched up bundles of tear-soaked tissues in front of them that the scene struck them as funny.

“Look at us. Single-handedly giving an economic stimulus to the tissue making industry,” joked Sam, whose mind always thought about the economic impact of things.

That broke the tension, and the realization that Curt was still going to have some connection to the company made LB relent.

“Frankly, the only reason I’m crying is that I don’t know who will bring me my hot chocolate on those cold winter mornings,” ribbed LB.

“We’ll write it into his consulting agreement, LB.”

“Good, and if he fails to deliver, we can fire his ass.”

The somber office transitioned, and after hugs all around, the weight of Curt’s decision didn’t seem as heavy as it had been an hour earlier.

“This just might work,” Curt said to himself after Sam and LB exited his office.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


The last thing Jackie expected from her trip to Maine was that she would come back from it allied with Dr. Caron. It had taken a lot for him to admit his mistakes and decide to come clean. For this, Jackie respected him. Curt had been right in inviting Dr. Caron, and the information he could provide would be invaluable to their cause. 

On the flight back from Maine, Jackie cataloged all the things she needed to do to prepare for the upcoming battle. First, she needed to come clean herself and talk with her parents. She had yet to tell them about her dismissal from AlzCura, Stu’s preliminary autopsy results, or the crusade against her former employer that she was embarking upon. As upside-down as her life was now, she knew it would likely get worse before it got better. She would need their support, and she knew they would initially feel hurt she delayed telling them. 

Second, she had to determine how she was going to afford to fight this fight without a job. One term of Jackie’s termination was the immediate sale of her shares of AlzCura stock. Although she only took part in the stock purchase program for less than two years, she received a tidy $25,000. This was dirty money to her, and she was happy to reinvest it towards the crusade against AlzCura. Then there was Stu’s life insurance. They increased their life insurance policies to $250,000 each when Jackie became pregnant. Her most significant expense was the mortgage on the house, and she pondered whether to put the house on the market. The thought of selling it pained her, but she needed to be practical. She didn’t need an enormous home with a big mortgage. She resolved to call the realtor to see if it made financial sense to put her house on the market. She was quite sure her parents would offer Jackie the option of staying with them, but Jackie needed her own space. Oddly, the Village Square apartment that she and Stu had been so eager to move out of now seemed like the perfect option.

Third, although foremost in her heart and mind, was Ashley’s welfare. If the finances held out, being able to stay home with Ash was a blessing. At 7-months old, Ashley’s daily routines were well established. Jackie reasoned that much of her work could be done during Ashley’s morning and afternoon nap times or after her early evening bedtime. As Ashley was starting to crawl and babble, it wouldn’t be long before she was walking and talking. Jackie relished she could be there when Ashley reached these developmental mileposts.

Finally, she needed to find a good employment lawyer. One of the first shots across AlzCura’s bow was going to be appealing her termination using AlzCura’s internal appeals process. She fully expected this appeal to fail, but would then be prepared to file a wrongful termination suit. Jackie didn’t want her job back, but she and the group had agreed that these steps would accomplish several things: expose the company’s deceit, tie up some of AlzCura’s attention and resources, and restore Jackie’s spotless work record. This was a crucial strategy in exposing AlzCura’s questionable employment and research practices to attract the attention of the Food & Drug Administration and perhaps the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. If their strategy worked, AlzCura would have a whole alphabet soup of federal agencies investigating them. They knew they would need the firepower, and the sooner they could bring these agencies into the mix, the better. 

Arriving at the airport on Saturday night, she waited until the following morning to have her heart-to-heart with her parents. Arriving at her parents’ home and seeing Ashley hold out her little arms when she recognized her mother was like heaven for Jackie.

“Aw, Mommy missed you sooo much,” she said, scooping Ashley up and drowning her in kisses.

“Well, I hope these weekend trips don’t become a habit, or I’m going to give your employer a piece of my mind,” Jackie’s mother warned.

Although this would have been a perfect segue for Jackie to inform her parents, she was tired and stuck to her original plan to speak with them in the morning.

“Don’t worry. I doubt it will happen again. This was just a special situation.”

“Yeah, well, that’s how they getcha,” Jackie’s father replied. “Suddenly, every situation is special.”

“Thanks for taking care of Ash. How was she?”

“She was a little angel, as always. It won’t be long before she has Nana and Papa running circles around here, though. She’s got crawling down to an art, and we’re going to have to beef up baby proofing the house. You should let your father help you do the same at your house.”

“Thanks, Mom, that would be good.”

“So, will we see you at 10 o’clock Mass tomorrow?”

“We’ll be there. Maybe we could go to Momma’s afterward for brunch?”

“Your dad and I are always up for that!”

“Ok, see you tomorrow at church.”

Jackie couldn’t have choreographed it any better. She successfully sidestepped her parents’ ire with her employer and set up a potential time and place for her to break the news. She reasoned that divulging this news after church and in a public place would likely curb any histrionics. 

Jackie was eager to get Ashley back to the house and sleep in her own bed. She pulled into the garage and thought about Stu as the automatic garage door opener he installed did its work. She hadn’t counted on this prompting his memory, and her heart sunk in sync with the door’s closing. Her tears flowed as she picked Ashley out of her car seat. As she approached the back door, her sinking heart suddenly did an about-face and lodged in her throat. Shattered glass and the back door stood ajar. Momentarily paralyzed, she tried to determine what she needed to do. Her impulse was to run to her parents’ house rather than take time to bundle Ash into the car. Instead, she opted for the phone. With Ash in one arm, she reached with the other to pull out her phone. She punched in the numbers.

“911, what’s your emergency?” 

“Someone has broken into my home.”

The 911 operated confirmed Jackie’s address and instructed her to stay out of the house, find a place to hide, and stay on the line. Jackie moved into the shadows of the shed, one of Stu’s household projects, after they had moved into the house. Oddly, she found some comfort standing next to the shed as if it were Stu himself. 

“Why don’t I hear sirens?” Jackie asked, wondering what was taking so long.

“This is a silent response, ma’am. They don’t want to scare the intruder away. They should be there soon. Where are you hiding so that I can inform the officers?”

“We’re beside the shed in the backyard.”

“We?”

“Yes, I have my 7-month-old daughter with me.”

“Okay, don’t move and try to keep your baby quiet.”

“She’s asleep.”

“Okay, good. You will probably not even hear the patrol cars pull up. They will park their cars and walk in. Tell me when you see them.”

Almost as if on cue, two officers appeared on the backyard walkway. Jackie couldn’t believe how quietly they moved as both officers were substantial human specimens. They entered through the back door, and Jackie braced herself for potential gunfire. Beams of light danced through the house, and the only thing Jackie heard was the officer’s voices.

“Clear,” said one voice.

“Clear,” said another.

All in all, four officers entered her home - two from the front and two from the back. After all the officers had shouted “clear,” an officer appeared in the back door.

“Ma’am, it’s all clear. You’re safe. You can come out now.”

Jackie took a couple of unsteady steps out of the shadow of the shed, and suddenly, the entire world seemed to spin. She saw the officer moving quickly towards her and then nothing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


“Jeezum Crow! You can’t be serious.” DA Wydman couldn’t believe that Dr. Caron, likely the best witness against AlzCura, was dead.

“Yes, sir,” said Inspector Adams. “DCPD just called the CSI team and me in, and I’m standing here in his office. He’s deader than a doornail, sir.”

“Obviously, DCPD thought there was something suspicious about it. What have you figured out so far?”

“Not much. PD found some graphic pictures of Dr. Caron in compromising positions with a cute blond on his computer, and a pile of files knocked off his desk.”

“I’m assuming the blond isn’t his wife?” DA Wydman surmised. “He told us last week that he had done some things of which he wasn’t proud.”

“No, his office manager told us his wife is a tall brunette.”

“Have you spoken to the wife yet?”

“No. I’m going to finish up here and then go speak to her at her house.”

“Any idea who the blond is?”

“Not yet, but from the pictures, it looks like they may have been in a hotel. They also look like they were into asphyxiation sex.”

“Jeezum, what whack jobs. Well, that throws a wrench into things. Could his hanging be sex play gone awry?”

“Maybe, but I doubt it. He’s fully clothed, and judging by the limited height from which he fell, he would have struggled for a few minutes before he died. I would think if it was sex play, his partner could have easily righted the chair for him.”

“Did he leave a suicide note?”

“We haven’t found one yet.”

“Has the medical examiner arrived yet?” DA Wydman questioned.

“No, but I heard that Dr. Corpisen is on the way.” 

“Okay, good. Continue your investigation. I probably don’t need to tell you, but we need everything in that office bagged, tagged, and brought in. I need every phone call, email, text, post-it note, or tweet he may have made in the last week. If this wasn’t suicide, it could be a nervous pharmaceutical company silencing their biggest potential problem.”

“Will do, boss.”

DA Wydman heaved a sigh as he ran his hands through his thinning hair. The group had agreed at their dinner meeting that each would assemble the evidence against AlzCura and review it with him. His meeting with Dr. Caron would not be happening. He only hoped that whatever evidence that Dr. Caron may have had was still available. Maybe he was over-reacting. Perhaps the stress of what Dr. Caron did was too much. Maybe this was just a straightforward suicide. Perhaps the pictures on his computer were his suicide note. He would have to wait until Adams completed the investigation for answers. In the meantime, it was a fatal blow to their case against AlzCura, regardless of what caused Dr. Caron’s demise. He reached for the phone and called Curt.

“Curt, it’s Will.

“Hi Will, what’s up?”

“Bad news. Are you sitting down?”

“Yeah.”

“Dr. Caron is dead.”

The silence from the other end of the phone was deafening.

“Curt? Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, I can’t believe it. How did he die?” 

“It looks like he hung himself in his office, but we’re investigating to make sure it’s a suicide. One thing is for certain; the good doctor was into some crazy shit.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, I can’t say, open investigation and all. Let’s just say he participated in some dangerously unconventional behavior. I really can’t say more.”

“I can’t believe it,” Curt repeated, not immediately able to wrap his mind around the news.

“Listen, I think you should get in touch with Jackie and let her know. Maybe this was just Dr. Caron committing suicide. Maybe not.”

“What are you saying?” Curt said, still trying to recover and think clearly.

“I’m saying it wouldn’t hurt to be a little extra cautious and aware. This could be AlzCura’s way of trying to stop our crusade before it even begins.”

“Whoa, are you saying they may have killed Dr. Caron?”

“No, I can’t say that, but there is some suspicion around his hanging. All I’m saying is that we should all be careful,” said the DA, trying to modulate his warning so as not to spook Curt further.

“You got me a little nervous there, Will.”

“I’m sorry, Curt, I didn’t mean to upset you, but I just got the news myself. I’m a little rattled myself.”

“Well, I appreciate your call, although it probably won’t make me sleep any better tonight.”

“Well, I’ll be an insomniac right there with ya, partner. You got my cell phone number. Call if you need.”

“Thanks, Will. I will call Jackie and let her know.”

“Good, sleep tight.”

“Gee, thanks, Will. I’ll call you if I learn anything from Jackie.”

Curt hung up the phone, and immediately the fears crept in about his decision to join Will, Jackie, and Dr. Caron in their effort to expose AlzCura. If they were bold enough to drive Dr. Caron to suicide, or worse, murder him and make it look like a suicide, what were they willing to do to him? What were they willing to do to his kids? He almost called Will back and told him he was out, but then thought better of a knee-jerk reaction. He reached for his phone to call Jackie, but then realized that he was late in picking up his kids at school. They had grown accustomed to his chauffeur service back and forth from school in the last week, and he enjoyed the feeling of being a more attentive parent. Curt vowed to call Jackie later that evening. Instead, he hopped into his car and drove to pick up his kids at school.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


“Why, doctor, you told me I’d only feel a little prick,” Margo pouted, employing a verbal device usually reserved to prepare patients for how the Recallamin injection would feel.

“I’m sorry, Margo, but I had to use a bigger needle,” Dr. Sheridan quipped from behind her as he withdrew and zipped his pants.

Margo pushed herself up from being bent over the back of his office couch and pulled her skirt down. “Excuse me a minute,” she said as she made her way toward Dr. Sheridan’s executive-size bathroom. “I think your syringe had an extra-large dose in it, ya know.”

“Well, I wanted to be sure you were properly vaccinated,” he chuckled, making his way over to the wet bar to refill his crystal tumbler with Scotch. He eased into the leather chair behind his massive desk, kicked his feet up, and momentarily tried to relax and lose himself in the view from his penthouse perch. Neither the sexual release nor the Scotch could calm him. 

“When you said you wanted to debrief me, ya know, I had no idea,” Margo winked at him as she emerged from the bathroom. 

Playtime was over, and Dr. Sheridan got to the point. “Did you get what we needed?”

“Most of it.”

“Most is not all. I knew we should have...”

As Dr. Sheridan was about to launch into a tirade, his office assistant’s voice came over the intercom announcing that Ms. Baker was there to see him.

“Send her in.”

Cheryl Baker breezed in, gave her daughter a quick hug, and saw that Dr. Sheridan was about to decompensate.

“Asa, don’t worry,” she started.

“Don’t worry? How in the hell am I supposed to not worry? I knew we should have just torched his office.”

“Oh yeah, that wouldn’t have looked suspicious at all. Asa, think. He has three other offices. What were we going to do, torch all four offices?”

“I guess not.”

“Asa, didn’t your debriefing with my little Alexis here put you at ease? We need to stick with the plan.”

“So, Margo disappears?”

“Yes. We fire ditzy, fuck me Margo and magically send my little baby to our Paris office to charm the pants off those grabby French physicians. Literally.”

“Oui, oui, Docteur. Voulez-vous voir mes actifs?” said Alexis in perfect French as she stood, placed her arms on the desk, and leaned over, accentuating her breasts.

“See, she’s a natural.”

“Yes, maybe, but I don’t speak French. What did you say?”

“Yes, yes, doctor. Would you like to see my assets?” replied Alexis.

Dr. Sheridan blushed uncharacteristically.

“Why, Asa, you haven’t seen or touched my daughter’s assets, have you?” Cheryl questioned in mock indignation.

“No, Mommy,” Alexis cooed in a little girl’s voice. “Dr. Sheridan just injected me with a vaccine he said would be good for me, ya know,” as she moved one hand under the back of her skirt and rubbed her left butt cheek.

They all erupted in laughter. 

“What about Jackie?” Dr. Sheridan asked, interrupting the gaiety.

“I think we’ve taken care of that problem too. Asa, you need to relax and do as I always say.”

“Just sell the drug,” Dr. Sheridan said in his best Cheryl Baker imitation.

“Good boy. Now say goodbye to Alexis, I mean Monique Deuvolet, and I’ll see you tonight for my vaccination.” 

“What? No ménage à trois?”

“I thought you didn’t speak French?”

“Some of it must have rubbed off on me when I was vaccinating Margo. Or was that Alexis or Monique?”

“Sorry. You’ll only get to vaccinate this old broad tonight. Alexis will be on a plane.”

“What a shame, I’d recommend another dose for her, just to be on the safe side.”

“She has 15 minutes. I’m going to see what Anthony discovered at Jackie’s.” She kissed her daughter, wished her a safe flight, and bid them adieu.

Dr. Sheridan got up from his chair and rounded the desk where Alexis sat. “The doctor recommends that the second dose be oral.”

Sliding from her chair to her knees, Alexis slowly tugged at his zipper. “I wouldn’t think of going against the doctor’s orders, ya know.”
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Chapter 6
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The light was blinding her, and she felt lost. She heard and felt the rumble of a diesel engine. She tried to move her arms and legs but couldn’t. Suddenly, the bright light in her eyes subsided, and the silhouette came into focus along with the surroundings. She panicked. She was in a tiny space, unable to move with someone hovering over her she couldn’t quite make out.

“Relax, ma’am,” said the dark shadow hovering over her. “My name is Ronald. I’m an EMT, and you’re in an ambulance outside your home. You fainted.”

Jackie stopped straining against the restraints that were holding her down, and Ronald’s face came into focus.

“Fainted?”

“Yes. Thankfully, the police officer caught you and your daughter before you fell to the ground.”

“Ash? Where is Ash?” she panicked again, renewing her struggle against the restraints.

“Relax ma’am. Your daughter is fine,” placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We took care of her until your mother arrived.”

“My mom? How did she find out?”

“Your cell phone, ma’am. The entry ‘Mom’ in your phone directory was a dead giveaway. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No...is she here?”

“Yes. Do you want to see her?”

“Yes, can I get out of here?”

“No, I want to be sure you’re okay before we let you go. I’ll have her join us here. When your vitals return to normal, then I will remove the IV and the restraints and let you go.”

“Okay.”

Ronald radioed his partner and instructed her to bring Jackie’s mother and daughter. Moments later, the back door of the ambulance opened. The other EMT assisted Doris Selaney, who was cradling Ashley in her arms, up into the back of the ambulance.

“Jackie, what happened?” Doris asked while bending to kiss her daughter on the forehead.

“I don’t know, Mom. They said I fainted,” as she once again strained to at least pull her arms up to return her mother’s affection. Ash whimpered.

“Can you please take these straps off me? I promise I won’t try to escape,” she directed towards Ronald. Sensing her growing frustration, Ronald moved to release the straps across her legs and chest.

“Okay, but let me help you up slowly. I don’t want you to have an orthostatic event.”

Jackie, not knowing what Ronald was warning her of, waited for his help. She thought to ask him to elaborate, but as she reached an upright position, the urge to hold her daughter took precedence. She held her arms out, rewarded with her little bundle of joy.

“Oh, Ash,” Jackie cooed and kissed her. Ash squinted because of the transition from the darkness of night to the bright lights that illuminated the inside of the ambulance. Her whimpers turned to wails.

“Can you turn down the lights some?” she asked Ronald, who almost immediately flipped a switch, dimming the back of the ambulance. As their eyes adjusted, Ash’s crying subsided, and Doris, still not comprehending what had happened to her daughter, resumed her questioning.

“Jackie, I’m so concerned. Are you sick?” she said, turning to Ronald to see if he would divulge any information.

“No, Mom,” Jackie responded. “I’m not sick. I don’t know what happened.” As she strained to reconstruct the moments before things went dark, patches of memory returned.

“I remember calling 911 when I saw the house had been broken into. Then I was hiding by the shed. The police came, and...” She then turned and looked to Ronald. If on cue, he filled in the gap in their knowledge.

“The police officer said that he called to you, you stepped away from the shed and wobbled. He ran and caught you just as you were about to fall. The police called us, and that’s how you got here.”

“What is this?” asked Jackie, pointing to the intravenous line in her arm.

“D5W,” Ronald shot back. 

Jackie’s expression communicated that his answer didn’t register.

“I’m sorry. It’s just a sugar-water solution. Dehydration can cause fainting and low blood pressure. I’ll check your BP and remove it after your visit.”

Satisfied with his explanation, Doris once again jumped in, rattling off a series of questions aimed as much toward Ronald as her daughter.

“Are you okay? Did someone check on Ashley? Who could have done this?”

“Mom, I’m fine. Relax. I’m still trying to piece things together.”

“The baby is fine. We checked on her. Except for missing her mom, she is fine,” added Ronald.

Doris relaxed and suddenly recognized how cramped the back of the ambulance was with three adults and a baby.

“Let me take Ash. We’ll wait for you outside. You can stay with us tonight.”

Not wanting to give Ash up, she looked up at Ronald. “Can I get out of here? I feel fine.”

“You can hold your baby. I want to do another set of vitals, and if everything is fine, you’ll be good to go.”

Doris exited the ambulance, and after a few minutes, Jackie emerged from the back of the ambulance with Ashley. She wasn’t prepared for the scene outside. A cadre of police officers combed the area in and around her home, flashlights aglow, cutting beams of light in the darkness. Some neighbors came out wondering about the commotion and late-night light show. Jackie felt uneasy as if the invasion of her privacy was continuing. It was bad enough that someone broke into her home. Now she felt naked and exposed and just wanted everyone to go away so she could return to the warmth and safety of her home. She realized that her home, however, wasn’t safe. The reality of her situation washed over her. No Stu. No job. Her home invaded. She felt alone and anchorless. Had a burly police officer not made his way towards her, she may have thought herself into another fainting episode.

“Ma’am, I’m Officer Todd. You may not recall, but I caught you as you were going to ground.”

“Thanks, Officer, you’re right. I don’t recall.”

“As you can see, we’re still busy investigating. Do you and your husband and baby have a place to stay tonight?”

The question struck her as insensitive until she realized the officer had no way of knowing about Stu. Not up to explaining, Jackie answered him.

“Yes, we can stay with my parents,” gesturing towards them with her hand.

“Good, because it’s a mess in there. We’ll be sure to secure the area and your home when we’re done,” he said as he handed her his business card. “Call me in the morning. I want to go through the house with you and your husband if you wouldn’t mind. It will help us understand and document what may be missing.”

“That would be fine. Do you have any idea who may have done this?”

“No, ma’am. Other than the broken window, we’re still investigating,” he lied, not divulging the ominous message spray-painted in the baby’s room. Officer Todd felt that she probably had enough stress for one evening. There would be an opportunity the next morning to explore who may have such a vendetta.

“If you don’t mind, ma’am, where do your parents live?”

“Just down the street a bit.”

“I’ll need the address, please.” This caused Jackie to wrinkle her face with suspicion. Before she could ask, he added, “Just procedure, ma’am. I want to put it in my report to document that we assured your safety.” 

Jackie’s curiosity quelled, she gave him the address.

“Thanks, ma’am. If you don’t have questions, I would suggest you get some rest.”

“Thanks, Officer Todd. I’ll call you in the morning.”

Jackie and Ashley accompanied her parents for the short walk to their home. Once inside, she placed Ashley into the crib that was still in Jackie’s childhood bedroom - a fixture from when Jackie had stayed there, coma-like, after Stu’s death. She felt dirty, like the act of the intruder somehow left invasive germs all over her. She took a hot shower, hoping to wash away the feeling and perhaps relax enough to get some sleep. As the water pelted her back, neck, and shoulders, she felt some of the grime melt away. As she stepped out of the shower, a sudden wave of exhaustion overtook her. She had all she could do to dry off, slip into a T-shirt, and make it over to the bed. Curious to see if the police were still in front of her home, she peeked out the window blinds. To her surprise, there were none, but there was one directly across the street from her. She snapped the blinds closed, lay down on the bed, but couldn’t sleep. She was tortured by questions about why the police were outside her parent’s home.

Why were they here?

Was it just Officer Todd assuring her safety?

If so, why didn’t he say he would station police outside her parents’ home?

Could he have found something in her house to cause concern for her safety?

Maybe the police cruiser was checking the address and not stationed there.

Did AlzCura know about her trip to Maine?

She sat up and cracked the blinds again to see if the cruiser was still across the street. It was. Now, for sure, she knew she wouldn’t get any sleep.
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Chapter 7
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Charlene Caron answered the door cautiously, surprised to have a visitor this early in the day.

“Can I help you?” She said, opening the front door just far enough to show her face.

“Mrs. Caron?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Inspector Adams,” he declared, holding his investigator identification up so she could see. “I need to speak with you. May I come in?”

Charlene Caron’s expressive face had always been easy to read. Her look of surprise turned to one of distress. “Is something wrong?” She asked, trembling and unable to open the door further.

Seeing that she might decompensate right there in the doorway, Adams softened his tone. “I’m sorry to startle you, Mrs. Caron. I think it would be more comfortable for both of us if we could discuss this matter in your home.”

His empathetic tone momentarily propped her up. “I’m sorry. Come in,” she offered, finally opening the door and letting Inspector Adams into the expansive white marble-tiled foyer. Adams was familiar with homes in this neighborhood occupied predominantly by doctors and lawyers. No matter the lengths to which homeowners here went to build palaces of extravagance, it always shocked him. Dr. Caron’s home was no different. A grand stairway worthy of royalty ascended to the second floor. Although the day was just dawning, the brightness inside the home was striking. The open architecture, the over-sized windows, and thick, pristine white carpeting lay like a blanket of snow. A white baby grand in one corner and white furnishings formed a blizzard of white, contrasted only by the gold piano casters and the colors that erupted from the stunning artwork framed in white wherever wall space permitted. Adams marveled at how all the whiteness matched so perfectly. The home screamed purity.

“What a beautiful home you have, Mrs. Caron,” Adams remarked. 

He knew that in seconds, he would either shatter the world of an unsuspecting spouse or detect the telltale signs of a spouse who was only acting as if her world was shattered. In his years as an investigator, the difference between the two was stark. To Adams, the fakers were like listening to a band whose drummer had no sense of rhythm. The next 10 seconds would likely tell him more than the following 10 minutes.

“Thank you,” she said in a rehearsed manner as if she would have been surprised not to receive the compliment. “Please, have a seat. Would you like some coffee?” She offered to sound hospitable even as the apprehension on her face gave away her true feelings.

“No, thank you,” Adams said as he eased uncomfortably into a white upholstered living room chair that looked too white and too expensive in which to sit. The thought of having a cup of coffee amongst all this whiteness almost made him shutter. Although Dr. Caron wasn’t a surgeon, Adams felt like he should have been garbed in a sterile gown with surgical booties to cover his shoes. He fought through his growing discomfort with the virgin whiteness around him.

“I need to speak to you about your husband.”

“Okay,” she said, as her body language showed she was trying to hold on to the last vestige of sanity that remained.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Caron, but your husband is dead,” he said, trying to strike a balance between empathy and the blunt reality that would provide the fuel for a response that would tell him whether she was being genuine or fake. 

His words fell with a thud, and he waited for her response. Charlene Caron’s face fell, and her body reacted as if his words had punched her in the stomach. She seemed to crumble before his eyes. To Adams, it seemed like minutes from her implosion to the time she could open her mouth. In a flash, he knew she wasn’t involved in her husband’s death. A genuine reaction to bad news involves clear facial and body language a beat or two before the person verbalizes anything. Fakers didn’t have the facial or body language changes, or their words preceded their facial expressions or body language. Before Charlene Caron could speak, he cursed himself for not thinking to have someone from the Victim’s Advocate Service waiting in the wings.

“How did...”

Those were the only words she could get out before the tears erupted, and some primordial sound emanated from deep within her. Adams controlled his urge to offer her immediate comfort, waiting to see if she would recover enough to finish her obvious question. Suddenly a wave rolled up from her middle, overtook her, and caused her to pitch forward and vomit violently onto the previously unspoiled carpet. Falling to all fours, she continued to deposit the remains of her cheese, sausage, and red pepper omelet with orange juice she had swallowed only minutes before. Her retching continued until she produced nothing but the racking pain and staccato gags of dry heaves. Adams couldn’t restrain his empathy any further. He went to comfort the woman whose world had been turned upside down. These moments were what he hated most about his job, but oddly, they were also the moments that fueled his passion for the job. Giving bad news sucked. Finding the guilty party and bringing them to justice was most gratifying. Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure there was any guilty party to bring to justice in this case. Perhaps he wasn’t done shattering Charlene Caron’s world. He couldn’t imagine having to tell her now how her husband was found and that they also found sexually explicit pictures of him with a blonde. As he kept one arm wrapped around her as she continued to gag and heave, he radioed dispatch.

“Dispatch, this is Adams, over.”

“Go ahead, Adams, over.”

“Send a VAS representative to the Caron residence immediately. Over.”

Receiving confirmation that a Victim’s Advocacy Service person was en route, Adams went to the kitchen and retrieved a wet dishtowel. Charlene Caron was trying to make her way back into her chair, and he assisted her and gave her the damp towel.

“Thanks,” she managed as she wiped her face.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Caron,” as Adams stepped carefully around the collage of color seeping into the carpeting.

“What’s a VAS representative?” she asked.

“Oh, a Victim’s Advocacy Service representative,” he replied and then immediately regretted saying so.

“Victim?” she paused as a quizzical look crossed her face. “Did someone kill my husband?”

“We’re uncertain, ma’am,” trying to stall on more details until the VAS representative arrived. “Perhaps you’d like to freshen up a bit before we continue?” he asked, hoping to buy some time.

“No, I’m fine now. Why aren’t you certain? How did he die?”

Adams stammered, knowing that there wasn’t any hope of waiting for the VAS representative and no delicate way to break the news. “He was found hanging in his office, ma’am.” 

“Hanging? No,” she shook her head as her momentary composure melted into tears of disbelief. “Steven would not have done that.”

Adams paused briefly, trying to determine if her denial was the type most people have when first hearing terrible news.

“Why don’t you think he would do that?” he said after she regained her composure.

It was almost as if her knowledge of the mechanism of his death injected strength and resolve into her. 

“My husband would be the
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