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PRAISE FOR CYNTHIA BAXTER’S
LEAD A HORSE TO MURDER
“A cleverly constructed mystery chock-full of
dysfunctional characters all hiding motives for
murder . . . Readers—and particularly pet lovers—
[will] savor this delightful cozy.” 
— Publishers Weekly

“Baxter hits all the right marks. Her characters step out
of the pages and into the corral, with plenty of bumps,
jumps and lots of horseplay.”
 —Horse Directory

“A pure gold mystery.” 
—Midwest Book Review
“A well-written murder mystery . . . I enjoyed the
glimpses into Jess’s personal life as she put the pieces
together to solve the murder. Ms. Baxter has created a
tale that will delight her fans.”
 — Fresh Fiction

PUTTING ON THE DOG
“Dog lovers, rejoice! Baxter is back with a frisky sequel
to  Dead Canaries Don’t Sing. . . . The tale moves
smoothly as Jess mingles with the film industry’s hottest
stars, tracking down clues, but readers will derive the
most pleasure from the antics of Jess’s canine
companions, Max and Lou, the author’s behind-the-
scenes look at dog shows and the sprinkling of
information she provides on each breed.”

—Publishers Weekly
“Baxter excels at the telling detail: Her dogs wake up in
the morning as if they’ve ‘already hit the espresso pot,’
and a scene with Jessica dancing with the movie
heartthrob of the moment is so real it offers a
vicarious fantasy.” 
—Romantic Times (4 stars)

“A fun romp through Long Island’s east end . . . A real
page-turner. If you love good mysteries or love animals
or mysteries with animals, you’ll love Baxter’s


Putting On the Dog.” 
—Long Island Times-Herald 

“In a similar vein to that of Susan Conant, Ms. Baxter
does an excellent job of creating hysterical characters
and providing plenty of descriptions of their four-legged
companions. An extremely quick read,  Putting On the
Dog is a wonderful mystery that packs a lot of action
and red herrings into a slim volume that avoids the
pitfalls of pretentious punning. This is a great book
to read while curled on the couch with your own
four-legged friends.” 
—TheBestReviews.com

“Cynthia Baxter has done it once again, and created an
extremely enjoyable, laugh-out-loud funny mystery that
would please anyone. Putting On the Dog is utterly
unstoppable, and hard to put down, while the
characters are all filled with crazy quirks, leading you
to think that absolutely anyone could be the killer.
Loaded with tons of pop culture references, as well
as an exclusive peek at how the rich live, this is
sure to be an absolute hit with all.”

—Community Bugle Newspaper (CA)
DEAD CANARIES DON’T SING
“Dead canaries don’t sing, but you will after reading
this terrific mystery!”

—Rita Mae Brown, New York Times bestselling author
“A little bird told me to read this mystery, which is
awfully good. For the record, I would shred
any canary who insulted me.”

—Sneaky Pie Brown, New York Times bestselling cat
“Clever, fast-paced and well-plotted, Dead Canaries
 Don’t Sing stars an appealing heroine and furry
sidekicks sure to enchant pet lovers.”

—Carolyn Hart, Agatha, Anthony and  Macavity awards winner
“Dead Canaries Don’t Sing is top dog, the cats’s
pajamas, and the paws that refresh all rolled into one
unfurgettable mystery entertainment.”

—Sarah Graves, author of the  Home Repair Is Homicide series
“Loads of fun! Baxter’s veterinary sleuth and her
menagerie of animal companions are a great way to
spend an afternoon. So pull up a chair and dive in.”

—T. J. MacGregor, Edgar Award winner  and author of Category Five
“An auspicious debut . . . Messages, murder and a
menagerie of odd animals are along for the fun.”

—Mystery Scene
“Should be on your [summer reading list].” 
—Newsday 
“Baxter’s light-hearted, enjoyable mystery is an
entertaining debut featuring a likable menagerie of
characters, a few surprising plot twists and a touch
of romance.” 
—Lansing State Journal

“Charmingly humorous . . . [Baxter is] funny without
being fussy. Along with lovable Jessica and her
menagerie, the author has created a subtle yet creepy
antagonist whose unmasking is as intense as it
is surprising.”
 —Romantic Times

“A truly refreshing read that moved the plot right
along. I’m looking forward to more in this new series.”

—Rendezvous
“A lighthearted mystery with a strong convincing plot.
Recommended.” 
— I Love a Mystery Newsletter

“Baxter tells her story with straightforward cheerful
simplicity [and] with an undemanding plot. Dead
Canaries Don’t Sing is a satisfying read, and should
especially appeal to animal lovers and residents
of Long Island.”
 —mentalhealth.net

“You’ll fall in love with Popper’s four-legged
sidekicks. . . . Integrat[es] veterinary work and murder
in a fast-paced, light style that will keep you turning
the pages.”
 —I Love Cats

“A wonderful new mystery by newcomer Cynthia
Baxter . . . Jessica and her menagerie of pets are fun
new characters who have a nose for truth, and
the curiosity to go along with it. . . . An exciting,
intrepid new mystery.”

—Community Bugle Newspaper (CA)

A Note to Readers
Hare Today, Dead Tomorrow is a work of  fiction, and all names and characters are the  product of the author’s imagination. Any  resemblance to actual events, organizations,  or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.  Although some real Long Island places and  some real people are mentioned, all are used  fictitiously.

Chapter 1
“A man who carries a cat by the tail learns  something he can learn in no other way.”
—Mark Twain
What!?”  “Cassandra’s cat. He just stared at me....  There was blood everywhere, and she was lying  on the floor, not moving—” Suzanne Fox’s voice broke  off in a hoarse choke. We were sitting in her living room,  less than forty-eight hours after she’d first called me  with the news.
“Start at the beginning,” I instructed her, struggling to  keep my voice even. I’d done the same thing hundreds of  times before—usually while trying to calm an alarmed  animal owner. “Slow down, take a deep breath, and tell  me exactly what happened.”
She let out what sounded more like a desperate gasp  than a deep breath. “Jessie, the police think I murdered  my ex-husband’s fiancée. Her name is—was—Cassandra  Thorndike. What am I going to do?”
“Thorndike—as in Thorndike Vineyards?” I asked,  naming one of the most successful and best-known  wineries on Long Island.
“Exactly. She was found stabbed to death at her house  in Cuttituck, out on the North Fork.” Suzanne paused,  as if she was trying to find the strength to go on.  “Apparently her next-door neighbor dropped by for a  visit. But Cassandra didn’t come to the door, even  though it was wide open. The neighbor noticed her car  was in the driveway and the TV was on. So she dialed  911. The police showed up, expecting to find some senior citizen with an overly active imagination and too  much time on her hands.” In a strained voice, she added,  “Except it turned out she was right.”
“But why would the police think you had anything to  do with it?” I asked.
“They have witnesses, people who live in the neighborhood, who claim they saw a car the same make and  color as mine drive up to her house not long before her  next-door neighbor called. They said the driver had  bright orange-red hair.”
“Were you there?”
“Yes.” She let out a little choking sound before  adding, “I—I saw her body, Jess. So I wasn’t really surprised when the cops showed up on my doorstep a couple of days ago and said Cassandra had been murdered.”
“You told them what happened, right?”
She waited for what seemed a very long time before  answering. “Not exactly.”
“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?” My mouth had  suddenly become very dry.
“I—I told the police they had the wrong person. That  I’d never even been to Cassandra’s house.” Before I had a  chance to react, she cried, “Jessie, you’ve got to help  me!”
It’s not easy staying calm when you’ve just found  out one of your best friends is a murder suspect. I liked  to think my decade of working as a veterinarian had   taught me to handle all kinds of situations, especially  the past few years of traveling around Long Island with  my clinic-on-wheels. But this...well, this was something new.
I just stared at Suzanne for a few seconds, not wanting  to seem too horrified by her situation but not quite able  to take it all in. Even though she sat in a wooden rocking  chair, she remained motionless. The fact that I always  think of her as one of those people who never sits still  made the image especially peculiar.
It was late morning, yet the blinds were drawn and the  lights were off, casting the room in shadow. Even in the  dim light, I could see that her huge, round eyes, the same  shade of blue as cornflowers, were swollen and rimmed  in red, as if crying had become as much a part of her routine as breathing. Her nose and cheeks were also puffy,  and they’d taken on a pinkish tinge. Her remarkable  orange-red hair looked surprisingly lackluster. While she  had tamed her wild, wavy mane during our college years  by wearing it in a waist-length braid, she’d recently gotten it cut into layers. Somehow, through either physics or  chemistry, she’d also made it dead straight. It was usually stunning. Today, however, it hung limply about her  face, looking as dejected as she did.
“I’m still not getting this,” I told her. “Why were you  at Cassandra’s house in the first place?”
She glanced at me warily. “You know how upset I was  when I heard Robert was engaged. For heaven’s sake,  we’d only been divorced for a few months! The body  that was our marriage was still warm.”
I cringed at the metaphor. Somehow, the image of anything dead, even a relationship, hit a raw nerve.
“I do remember you telling me how painful it was for  you,” I commented.
“ ‘Painful’ is an understatement,” she replied. “I felt   worse than I did when my impacted wisdom tooth got  infected. Anyway, I decided that meeting her might make  me feel better. I figured that once I saw for myself that  she was just another person, maybe even someone I  could be friends with, the idea that Robert had chosen  her over me wouldn’t hurt as much.”
Frankly, I thought that sounded like a really bad plan.  But at this juncture, it seemed kinder to keep my opinions to myself.
“So I found out where she lived,” Suzanne continued.  “On Tuesday afternoon, I went over to her house and  rang her doorbell. I figured I’d introduce myself and that  maybe she’d offer me coffee or something. I was hoping  that by the time I got out of there, I’d have the closure I  was looking for.” She shook her head sadly. “I mean, she  couldn’t have been an ogre. She was probably a very nice  person, someone I would have liked if we’d met under  different circumstances.”
“Probably,” I replied unconvincingly.
“Anyway, when I got there, I was pretty sure she was  home. But she wouldn’t come to the door.”
“Why did you think she was in the house?” I asked.
“Her car was parked in the driveway.”
“How did you know it was hers?”
Suzanne rolled her eyes. “Jess, it was a red Miata with  the license plate CASSLASS. Who else could it belong to?”
“Good deduction,” I said, nodding.
“Besides, the front door was open. That wasn’t surprising, since it was one of those gorgeous October days.  And the TV was on.”
“So you rang the bell?” I prompted.
“Two or three times. Then I knocked, really loudly.”  Frowning, she noted, “My first thought was that she  knew perfectly well who was on her doorstep. I figured  she’d looked out the window and recognized me from  Robert’s description, or photos he had.
“Anyway, the idea that she was holed up inside her  house, hoping I’d just go away, got me mad.” Suzanne hesitated. “Finally, I opened the screen door and walked in.”
I guess a look of surprise crossed my face, because she  quickly added, “It’s not like I barged in or anything. I  just stepped inside and called her name. You know, like,  ‘Cassandra? Are you here? Anybody home?’
“I could hear the television blaring from the back of  the house. So I followed the sound. But I kept calling her  name. I mean, I wasn’t trying to sneak up on her or anything.
“Then I reached a room that looked like a home office. It had a computer and a fax machine and a little TV,  stuck up on a shelf. I got as far as the doorway. And  then, and then—” Her voice broke off. “I saw her.”
“Exactly what did you see, Suzanne?” I asked gently.
She paused to take a couple of deep breaths. “She  was . . . she was on the floor, facedown. But she was  crumpled up, as if she’d fallen. There was blood everywhere. Most of it had soaked into the carpet, I guess.  And there was plenty of blood on the desk. Everything  on top was in chaos. Papers were lying all over the place,  and the pencil mug was on its side with pens and pencils  scattered.
“The whole scene was horrible, Jess! And what made  it even more disturbing was the fact that, right in the  middle of this grotesque scene, there was one single sign  of life.”
I blinked. “What are you talking about?”
“Like I told you: Cassandra’s cat. He was lying on the  floor next to her, acting as if he was just waiting for  someone to come and help. He looked up at me and  blinked, then let out a loud meow. It was really creepy. I  almost got the feeling he was trying to tell me what had  happened. Or that maybe he was asking me why it happened.”
The idea of someone’s poor pussycat witnessing such a  horrendous event broke my heart. I immediately thought  of my own two cats. Cat—Catherine the Great—was a  longtime companion who had often picked up on my  bad moods, everything from sadness to grumpiness.  She seemed to have a sixth sense about what was going  on with me, and she seemed to long to comfort me.  Tinkerbell was still just a kitten, but I’d even caught her  staring at me, wide-eyed, at times when I was upset, as if  she had also noticed that something was amiss.
“Anyway, I panicked,” Suzanne continued. “I just  turned and ran. I got in my car and drove off.” Her  shoulders slumped. “That’s what happened. But somehow, I couldn’t bring myself to tell the police.”
The face of Lieutenant Anthony Falcone, Norfolk  County’s chief of homicide, flashed before my eyes like  one of the bursts of light that often precede a migraine.  Even in my imagination, he didn’t look happy.
“Why not, Suzanne?” I demanded, trying not to sound  exasperated. “Why didn’t you just tell them the truth?” I  realized I was perched so far on the edge of the couch that  I was close to toppling onto the floor. I also noticed that  the brightly colored fabric, splashed with cheerful flowers, looked painfully out of place in the somber room.
“Jess, when they showed up at my house, I just  freaked! All these thoughts started racing around in my  head, like, They’re going to think I killed Cassandra  Thorndike because I was jealous! and  I can’t let them  know I was there!” The tears that had pooled in her eyes  began streaming down her cheeks. “I didn’t want to get  involved. I was afraid they’d suspect me.”
In a choked voice, she added, “But I didn’t do it,  Jessie! You believe me, don’t you?”
“Of course I do!” I cried.
In fact, I was one hundred percent convinced that she   was innocent. Suzanne Fox and I had been friends since  our freshman year of college, when the fact that we both  wanted to become veterinarians had instantly bonded us.  We’d memorized the periodic table together, filled out  our vet-school applications together, and even opened our  letters of acceptance together. Even though we lost touch  for a few years after she went to vet school at Purdue  University and I went to Cornell, the previous June we  had reconnected when I discovered that she, too, was living on Long Island. She was someone I’d been friends  with for more than a decade and a half. As far as I was  concerned, that was more than enough time to be certain  of her true character.
“What did the police say when you told them it wasn’t  you their witnesses had spotted?” I asked.
Suzanne’s lip trembled. “I’m not sure they believed  me. When they left, they told me not to leave the New  York area. In fact, they said I’d be wise to stay on Long  Island.”
“Suzanne, listen to me,” I said, doing my best to remain calm. “You’ve got to tell them the truth. Sooner or  later, the cops are going to—”
“Don’t you see?” she cried. “I can’t change my story  now. It’ll only make things look worse.”
“But don’t you think that sooner or later they’re going  to figure out you really were at Cassandra’s house that  day? That they’ll find your hair or your fingerprints or...  or some other proof?”
She shook her head hard. “I’m not even going to  think about that right now,” she insisted. “If that ever  happens—and I don’t see any reason why it should—I’ll  deal with it then.”
Her capacity for denial was truly remarkable. Then  again, she’d already astounded me with it through her  choice of boyfriend.
I decided to try a different tack. “Have you contacted  an attorney?” I asked. “Someone who can give you advice?”
She nodded. “Marcus put me in touch with somebody. A guy he went to college with. I think they were in  the same fraternity.”
Great, I thought as a wave of dismay swept over me. I  hoped that, whoever he was, he’d turn out not to have  gotten through school the same way as that boyfriend of  hers, Marcus Scruggs: by majoring in Girls and Beer.  “Who is he?”
“Jerry Keeler,” she replied. “He’s got an office right  across from the Norfolk County Courthouse.”
I made a mental note of his name.
“Is there anything you can do, Jessie? Can you talk to  that obnoxious guy in homicide? You know him, don’t  you? What’s his name—Vulture or something?”
“Falcone,” I corrected her. “Lieutenant Falcone.”
“If he hurries up and finds the real murderer, I’ll be off  the hook, right?” she asked anxiously. “Besides, aren’t  you two friends?”
I hesitated before replying, “Actually, he and I are not  exactly on the best of terms.”
That was an understatement. Not only was the man  utterly convinced that I spent way too much time investigating murders; the fact that I occasionally turned out to  be better at it than he was only furthered the damage.  Given our history, I suspected that alerting him to my  connection to this case would only aggravate what was  already an appalling situation.
But I had to take action. Especially since Suzanne  didn’t seem to realize that she’d made a bad situation a  hundred times worse by lying to the police about having  been at Cassandra Thorndike’s house the day she was  murdered. Despite my feelings about Falcone, he was   sharp enough that such a blatant lie was bound to raise  red flags.
And when Falcone was seeing red, there was no telling  what he might do.
Before I drove off, I took a long look at Suzanne’s  house, a small West Brompton Beach bungalow that  had clearly been built as a summer home. It looked  ridiculously cheerful and full of hope for the future, despite the fact that whoever designed it had clearly been  influenced by the Shoe Box Movement. Suzanne had  done a valiant job of making the best of it. Its white  shingles had been painted recently, probably around the  time she and her then-husband, Robert Reese, moved in  two years ago, when they’d relocated to Long Island so  he could open his own restaurant. Back then, of course,  Suzanne didn’t realize their marriage had already gotten to dessert.
Even though she’d been born and raised in the  Midwest, she’d opted to keep the house, buying out  Robert’s share as part of their divorce settlement. She’d  already set down roots in the area, establishing a veterinary practice in nearby Poxabogue. Somehow, the house  suited her. The simple, one-story structure reflected her  Midwestern practicality. Yet she’d added a few flashier  touches—painting the shutters turquoise and lime green,  for example, and putting out one of those cynical door-mats that read Go Away— that I tend to think of as her  ever-increasing New York–ness.
It was certainly true that Suzanne had changed a lot  since our college days, when she’d arrived at Bryn Mawr  literally right off the farm. But she was a long way from  being tough enough to withstand something like this  without completely crumbling beneath the stress.
When she’d first called me to tell me she was in trouble,  I was lying in a hospital bed, recovering from having my  stomach pumped. The entire thing was so surreal that I’d  wondered if I was simply experiencing some bizarre side  effect from the drugs the doctors had given me.
Unfortunately, the sick feeling that immediately  lodged in my stomach told me it was all terribly real.
Of course, that feeling was probably also due to the  fact that I’d been poisoned not long before. I still wasn’t  feeling even close to perky.
I didn’t look particularly perky either, I realized as I  climbed into my red VW and caught sight of myself in  the rearview mirror. My face was pale and drawn, and  my expression made me look like someone who had just  received some of the worst news of her entire life. My  dark-blond hair, badly in need of washing, was pulled  back into an unflattering ponytail. And my green eyes  had a dull look that I knew could only be cured with a  cup of joe. I promised myself that I’d dash into the first  Starbucks I spotted—whether my stomach agreed that it  was a good idea or not.
At least locating some desperately needed caffeine  wasn’t likely to prove too much of a struggle. West  Brompton Beach was like most of the other communities  on Long Island’s South Fork, the nickname for the bottom prong of the fish-shaped island’s tail: It was filled  with establishments that catered to the needs of individuals with more money than they could spend in several  lifetimes. During the summer, swarms of ridiculously  wealthy actors, writers, artists, pop stars, and rappers,  along with the behind-the-scenes business moguls who’d  made them all household names in the first place, moved  the glitz and glamour of their Manhattan lifestyles one  hundred miles east to the area known as the Bromptons.  My mobile veterinary practice, a 26-foot van that serves   as my office, frequently took me there to treat the dogs,  cats, and other pets that belonged to both locals and  summer residents. So I knew only too well that between  Memorial Day and Labor Day, you couldn’t find a parking space, buy a cup of coffee for under three dollars, or  walk more than twenty feet without spotting someone  you’d seen on the cover of People magazine.
But the seaside village had a split personality.  September had just eased into October, and the summer  playground of the rich and famous was already showing  signs of rust. Many of the luxurious vacation homes  were closed up for the winter season, along with some of  the boutiques. As for the restaurants, maître d’s who  would laugh at anyone calling for a reservation less than  a month in advance during the high season were now  desperately pushing three-course prix fixe dinners for  under thirty bucks.
Actually, autumn and winter were my favorite times  of year on the island’s East End. The beach towns took  on a magical quality, thanks to the stark gray-white  light of the luminescent sky. The endless white-sanded  beaches, not a soul in sight other than the shrieking sea-gulls scavenging for food, always struck me as romantic.  The same went for the beach communities’ Main Streets,  as crowded as cities during July and August but as deserted as ghost towns in the fall. It was easy to see why  the Tile Club, the group of artists who had first trekked  out to the South Fork from New York City in the late  1800s, had instantly fallen in love with the area’s natural  beauty. Famed architect Stanford White, painters  Winslow Homer and William Merritt Chase, and the  other members of their exclusive group published their  drawings and paintings of the South Fork in a popular  magazine, instantly creating a brand-new tourist destination.
Besides, Starbucks was open year-round.
Sure enough, I found one less than a mile from  Suzanne’s house. After I’d obtained a double grande cappuccino, enough industrial-strength coffee to jump-start  an entire football team, I settled back into the front seat  of my car and made a bunch of phone calls, rescheduling  the rest of the day’s appointments.
Then I dialed Nick’s cell phone number. I only hoped  he wouldn’t be so involved in contracts and torts and  whatever else he was learning about in his first year of  law school that I wouldn’t be able to reach him.
Relief washed over me when he answered on the second ring.
“Jess?” he asked eagerly. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Nick,” I assured him. “A little shaky, but  that’s to be expected.” I paused before adding, “I wish I  could say the same for Suzanne.”
“What’s going on with her?” He’d been standing  right next to me when Suzanne had called me at the hospital. And when he’d driven me home earlier that morning before heading off to a full day of classes, her  predicament was pretty much all we’d talked about. So I  knew he was anxious for an update.
“It’s as bad as it sounded on the phone,” I told him,  figuring there was no point in telling him the truth: that  it was actually even worse. “Suzanne’s in serious trouble. She’s apparently a suspect in Cassandra Thorndike’s  murder.”
“But that’s insane!” he exclaimed. “Suzanne Fox is  the last person in the world who would ever be capable  of something like that!”
“My sentiments exactly.” I paused for a few seconds  before adding, “I have to help her, Nick, whether it  means talking to the police or...or just holding her hand  as she goes through this. . . .”
“I understand that, Jess. But if she’s innocent—”
“There’s something else.” I took a deep breath, bracing myself before dropping the real bomb in his lap. “She  lied to the police. Several witnesses saw someone who fit  her description in a car that matches hers near the victim’s house around the time of the murder. But when the  police questioned her, she denied being there.”
He let out a long, loud sigh. “Whoa, boy,” he muttered.
“Nick, I can’t just sit by and watch her go through this  without doing everything I can. I know I’m supposed to  give myself a few days to recover—but that also gives me  an excuse to take a little time off to do what I can for  Suzanne. I want to check out her lawyer and make sure  he’s the best guy she can possibly get and—and maybe  talk to Lieutenant Falcone. I don’t even know what else  to do yet, but whatever it is, I have to do it.” I hesitated  before adding, “And even though you’re busy with law  school and all, maybe you could help me...?”
I really did need Nick’s help in this. For one thing, the  years of experience he’d racked up as a private investigator, back before he decided to change careers and go to  law school, might come in handy. But even more important, helping to get Suzanne through this wasn’t going to be easy, and I knew I’d need his moral support.  Desperately.
“Okay, Jess,” he said solemnly. “I hear what you’re  saying. And I promise I’ll do whatever you need me  to do.”
“Thanks, Nick,” I breathed. “You have no idea how  much that means to me.”
That last part was painfully true. I suddenly felt overwhelmed by Suzanne’s situation.
One thing was certain: I was glad she hadn’t wasted  any time finding herself a lawyer, even though she’d had   nothing more than Marcus Scruggs’s recommendation to  go by. At this point, making sure she had crackerjack  representation appeared to be our best hope.
I just hoped that whoever Jerry Keeler was, he’d turn  out to be really, really good.

Chapter 2
“A kitten is more amusing than half the people one  is obliged to live with.”
—Lady Sydney Morgan
The temporary lift that resulted from my caffeine  orgy had all but faded by the time I maneuvered  my Volkswagen through the congested streets surrounding the Norfolk County Courthouse. As if feeling  both exhausted and overwhelmed weren’t enough, a  steady rain had begun to fall. I was glad I’d grabbed my  navy blue polyester fleece jacket that morning before  jumping into my car to drive to Suzanne’s. It wasn’t exactly the height of fashion, since it was embroidered with  “Jessica Popper, D.V.M.,” but it was perfect for weather  like this.
The rain made it hard to read the numbers on the imposing glass and steel office buildings as I tried to find  one that matched the address I’d found in the phone  book. After half an hour of peering through the streaks  the wipers made on the windshield, I decided it was time  to stop and ask directions.
I pulled into the first parking space I saw and was nearly  sideswiped by a Mercedes whose driver had decided it   should belong to him—even though I got there first. I  wasn’t surprised that his license plate read ILL SUE 4U.
“Lawyers,” I muttered, groping around the backseat  for my umbrella. I only hoped somebody in one of the  slightly seedy stores I’d parked in front of would be able  to help me locate 1211 New Country Road. Between the  bail bondsman, the pawnshop, and the delicatessen,  someone was bound to know something.
Once I was out on the sidewalk, cowering under my  umbrella and mournfully watching raindrops splatter  over the one pair of good shoes I own, I realized I was  only steps away from the very place I was seeking. While  I’d just assumed that Marcus’s college pal would have an  office in one of the ultramodern buildings closer to the  courthouse, he apparently ran more of a budget operation.
I stood outside the nondescript red brick building for  a good five minutes, hoping against hope that I’d gotten  it wrong. Surely the man in whose hands Suzanne Fox’s  entire future lay couldn’t be based in a third-floor walk-up above a deli whose claim to fame appeared to be the  $4.99 Al Capone Meatball Sub Special.
The peeling gold letters stuck on the third-floor window told me otherwise. I could see for myself that they  spelled out Jerry Keeler’s name. Right below were the  words Criminal, Divorce, Immigration, Bankruptcy.  In  smaller letters, down at the bottom, were the phrases Se   Habla Español and Payment Plans Available.
Not exactly in the same league as O.J.’s defense team,  I thought, my spirits plummeting.
Give the guy a chance, I told myself. Maybe he’ll turn  out to be one of those dedicated types who’ll do anything  for his clients—the kind who doesn’t give a hoot about  fancy offices and other unnecessary niceties. Like functioning hardware, I thought, wrestling with a tarnished   doorknob that didn’t appear to have been updated since  1975.
When I finally managed to accomplish that feat, I  stepped into a small foyer that was so dark that it took  a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. Once they did, I  cringed. The dull green linoleum in the hallway was  cracked. So were the yellow plaster walls. I surveyed the  row of mailboxes, noticing that the metal doors on two  of them had been bashed in.
I walked up two flights of stairs. The hallway smelled  funny, from something I couldn’t quite identify. Frankly,  I didn’t try very hard.
On the top floor, I found several wooden doors, each  one inset with a window made of frosted glass. Written  on the one at the end of the hall were the words Jerry  Keeler, Attorney At Law.
At least, that’s what I thought it said at first glance.  But something didn’t look right. I moved closer and  studied the letters more carefully.
What it actually said was Jerry Keeler, Attorny At Law. 
The little bit of optimism I’d been clinging to was fading fast. I opened the door and found myself in a small  waiting room. It was furnished with dark-red plastic  chairs with chrome armrests and a coffee table made of  Formica that was designed to look like wood. A few  horrifying pieces of what I assumed was supposed to be  artwork hung on the mint-green walls. The floor was  covered in the same type of linoleum that was in the entryway. Same vintage, too. And condition.
The receptionist sitting behind a glass partition  glanced up. She looked surprised, although whether that  was because an unexpected customer had just walked in  or because her eyebrows had been tweezed to form two  unnaturally high arches, I couldn’t say. Her hair was  a startling coppery color, styled into a bubble that reminded me of the last Doris Day movie I’d seen. She also   wore a great deal of makeup, including an electric-blue  eye shadow that I suspected lit up in the dark. If the blue  stuff smeared on her lids didn’t, then the glitter in it  had to.
“Can I help you?” she asked doubtfully.
“I’d like to see Mr. Keeler, please. And by the way,  there’s an e in attorney.”
She just stared at me and blinked, her heavily mascaraed eyelashes creating a breeze that was nearly strong  enough to knock me over. In fact, she was so shocked  that she even stopped chomping her gum.
“ ’Scuse me?”
“The word attorney,” I said again. “There’s an e in it.  You might want to correct your sign.”
She squinted at me suspiciously. “Who’d you say you  were?”
“My name is Jessica Popper. Dr. Jessica Popper. I’d  like to speak with Mr. Keeler.”
“If ya don’t have an appointment, I can’t just let you  walk in there,” she insisted. She snapped her gum, which  seemed to be back in operation. “This happens to be a  professional office, not a drive-through.”
I glanced around, wondering how long paintings on  velvet had been considered appropriate décor for professional offices.
“I understand that,” I replied patiently. “But if I could  just have five minutes of Mr. Keeler’s time—”
“Dottie, what the hell is going on out—oh, hello.” A  man in his late thirties had opened the door that led off  the waiting area and stuck his head out. His demeanor  changed the moment he saw me. Maybe he was pleased  that a potential customer had entered the premises. Or  maybe, like his buddy Marcus, he was simply impressed  by the fact that I possessed two X chromosomes. “Is  there something I can help you with?”
I composed myself quickly. “One of your clients is a   friend of mine. Suzanne Fox. I was wondering if I could  talk to you about her case.”
“Well, there is such a thing as attorney–client privilege,” he said, chuckling.
“I understand,” I told him. “I’m not looking for information. I just thought we might be able to...chat.”  Without me being billed, I was tempted to add.
“Okay, sure. We could do that.” Jerry Keeler turned  to Dottie. “Hold all my calls, will you?”
Given the fact that his phone wasn’t exactly ringing  off the hook, I thought he was being overly optimistic.  But I followed him into his office and sat down.
The same decorator who had created the waiting  room’s distinctive look had obviously worked his magic  in here as well. He had gone with the same refreshing  mint-green walls—refreshing referring to the fact that it  reminded me of breath-freshening chewing gum. The yellow linoleum floor not only set off the green walls; it also  complemented the gunmetal-gray furniture. The artwork  in here differed, however. Instead of the classic kittens-on-velvet motif, the walls were dotted with framed diplomas that celebrated the educational and professional  accomplishments of Jerry Keeler, Attorny At Law.
At least he went to a real law school, I thought, instead of taking classes on the Web.
He leaned back in his chair, crossing one ankle over  his knee and studying me. Meanwhile, I studied him. I  didn’t like what I saw very much. Whether it was the  shine of his slicked-backed hair or the shine of his polyester suit, I couldn’t say.
“First of all, how do I know you’re who you say you  are?” He picked up a ballpoint pen and began tapping it  on the edge of his desk in a most annoying manner.
“I’ll show you my driver’s license.”
“That’s not what I mean. How do I know you’re a   friend of Suzanne’s and that you’re not, you know, working for the prosecution?”
Does that kind of stuff really go on? I wondered. But I  didn’t ask.
Instead, I reached into my wallet and pulled out a  photograph of Suzanne and me, taken the day of our  graduation from Bryn Mawr College. After she and I had  reconnected four months earlier while I was filling in for  Marcus at a charity dog show in the Bromptons, I’d  come across this photo and stuck it into my wallet to  show her. We’d had a great time reminiscing about our  college days—and marveling over how quickly the years  since then had passed. I’d been meaning to put the photo  back in the album where it belonged but had never gotten around to it.
I dropped it in front of Jerry Keeler. “Recognize us?  That’s Suzanne and that’s me. This photo was taken at  our college graduation.”
He glanced at it, his face lighting up immediately.  “Hey, you were both pretty hot back then! What were  you, twenty, twenty-one?”
Whatever traces of optimism I’d still been clinging to  vanished. In fact, I felt as if a wrecking ball had just  landed on my stomach.
“You could call Marcus Scruggs,” I told him. “He’d  vouch for me—and the fact that Suzanne and I really are  friends.”
He leaned forward, stroking his ballpoint pen in a  way I found most disconcerting.
“So you’re a friend of Marcus’s, huh?” he said, his expression definitely leering.
“Yes, as a matter of fact.” I sat up a little straighter  and folded my hands primly in my lap. “I’m a veterinarian, too.”
“I see. You know, I’ve always wondered about female  veterinarians and horses.”
“Excuse me?”
“Veterinarians have to perform some pretty—shall  we say personal procedures? I remember reading once  that—”
I could feel my blood heating up. “I’m here to talk  about Suzanne,” I insisted. “I want to know if you think  the Norfolk County cops have a case.”
He slumped back in his chair and tossed his pen on  the desk.
“Between you and me?” he said, not quite looking me  in the eye. “I wouldn’t bet any money on her getting off.  I mean, the police got witnesses who saw Suzanne going  to the victim’s house shortly before she was found dead.”
“But a jury would never convict her on something  that shaky!”
He narrowed his eyes. “And what law school did you  say you graduated from?”
It took all the self-control I possessed not to do him  bodily harm. “I watch Court TV whenever there’s a rerun on Animal Planet,” I said dryly.
He actually seemed to accept that as a valid explanation. “Okay, then you’ll understand that on top of all  that, they also got a powerful motive: jealousy. This  Thorndike lady was boffing Suzanne’s ex.”
“Actually, Cassandra Thorndike and Suzanne’s ex-husband were engaged to be married,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, I seem to remember something about that.”
My blood quickly went from simmer to boil. “If you  don’t mind me saying so, you don’t seem to be putting a  lot of effort into this case.”
He shrugged. “Look, I been doin’ this a long time. It  gets to be routine, y’know? I guess what I mean is, I  don’t sweat it the way somebody who’s brand new at this  might.”
“Does that mean you can’t be bothered to remember  the facts of the case correctly?”
“Hey, when the time comes, I’ll read through my  notes. Right now, I got three different dope dealers, an  armed robbery at a florist, and a guy running cock fights  in the basement of the local elementary school. D’you  believe that?”
“Quite an illustrious list of clients,” I observed, already planning what I was going to say to Suzanne the  moment I left Jerry Keeler’s office. She simply had to listen to reason. “By the way,” I asked, “how many murder  cases have you handled?”
He squirmed in his seat. “You mean including this  one?”
That wrecking ball that had started slamming against  my stomach a few minutes ago was back in action. “Yes,  including this one.”
“Well, now, let’s see.” He screwed up his face as if  he was thinking very, very hard. And as if he found the  effort painful. “One, two...three...”
I stood up. “I think I’d better talk to Suzanne about  finding another lawyer.”
“Hey, I’m practically doin’ this for nothing!” he cried,  sounding hurt. “It’s a real favor to Marcus, since we’ve  been friends for so long!”
“I’m sure your intentions are good,” I said, even  though I didn’t believe that for a minute. “I just want to  make sure Suzanne has the best possible representation.  And so it only makes sense that she consider more than  one attorney.”
“Whatever.”
“Well, thanks for your time,” I said.
A glazed look came into his eyes. “Listen,” he said, his  voice suddenly as smooth as chocolate pudding. “There’s  this great little Greek restaurant I know, not too far  from here. You should see what they can do with their  couscous.” His eyebrows were jumping up and down as   if he were the villain in a silent movie. “How about if,  later on, you and I...”
I wondered if the college Marcus Scruggs and Jerry  Keeler had attended offered a major in Hitting on  Women Who Aren’t the Least Bit Interested in You. Or  maybe this particular skill was something their fraternity  specialized in, like chugging beer and vomiting it back up  again in an exceptionally short period of time.
“Thanks, but I’m involved with somebody.”
“Too bad. For you, I mean!”
I considered forcing a polite smile, then decided it  wasn’t worth the effort.
“Well, if you ever change your mind, you know where  to find me,” he went on. Grinning, he added, “And if  you don’t, the cops do.”
He leaned across his desk and handed me his business  card. I took it reluctantly, then glanced down, just to  check. Sure enough; like the sign on his door, it read,  Jerry Keeler, Attorny At Law.
“You know, you really should fix your sign. And your  business cards.”
“Huh?”
“There’s an e in attorney.”
“No shit. Hey, if you’re accusing me of being a bad  speller, then I’m guilty as charged!” Jerry shrugged. “But  believe me, I got plenty of other assets—and being innocent isn’t one of them!”
As I left his office, I could hear him guffawing over his  own cleverness. I only hoped the steam that was coming  out of my ears wouldn’t make my hair frizz.
As soon as I got back to my car, I pulled out my cell  phone and punched in Suzanne’s number.
“Suzanne, it’s Jessie,” I said as soon as she answered.  “I just paid a little visit to your lawyer. I thought it might   be a good idea to check him out. You know, so you could  get a second opinion.”
“He’s great, right?” she asked hopefully.
“Suzanne...” I realized it probably would be kinder to  resist my natural inclination to tell her what I really  thought. Somehow, words like turkey and idiot seemed so  harsh. “I really think you need to find a new lawyer.”
“But Marcus recommended him!” Suzanne insisted.  “He and Jerry have been friends for years! Besides, he  must know what he’s doing. Otherwise, how would he  have gotten through law school? How would he have  passed the bar? How would he have kept his practice going for all these years?”
I suddenly remembered a lawyer joke I’d once heard.  A lawyer goes to court to defend his client, who’s found  guilty. The client turns to him and says, “What happens  now?” The lawyer shrugs and says, “You go to jail, and  I go back to my office.”
I’d never found that so-called joke particularly amusing. But today I found it downright chilling.
I burst forth with a long list of reasons why Suzanne  would be making the biggest mistake of her life by putting all her eggs in Jerry Keeler’s basket, meanwhile  watching the rain streak down my windshield.
“Jess, I know you mean well,” she finally said, sounding as if she was losing patience. “But I have to go with  the lawyer Marcus thinks is best. He loves me. I’ve got to  trust him!”
Her words—and the sentiments behind them—set my  teeth on edge. The fact that love was a four-letter word  wasn’t wasted on me. It had the potential to be extremely dangerous. In fact, the longer I lived, the more I  saw people doing all kinds of crazy things because of  what they claimed was love.
As I hung up the phone, I was tempted to call Marcus   to beg him to change his mind—and Suzanne’s. But I  knew I wouldn’t have any better luck with him than I’d  had with her.
I was starting to suspect that if anybody was going to  get Suzanne out of trouble, it was me. The frightening  thing was, I had yet to figure out how I was ever going to  accomplish such a daunting task. But I figured that going  straight to the top wouldn’t be a bad way to start.
I was sitting in my car, still watching the rain and trying to muster up the nerve to drop in on Lieutenant  Anthony Falcone, Norfolk County’s chief of homicide,  when my cell phone rang. I glanced at the number that  appeared on the screen but didn’t recognize it.
“Dr. Popper,” I answered.
“Dr. Jessica Popper?” a squeaky female voice inquired.
“That’s right. Who’s this?”
“Dr. Popper, my name is Marlene Fitzgerald, and I’m  calling from Sunshine Media—”
Great. A telemarketer from the company that supplied my cable service, interrupting me with an annoying  sales call at the least convenient time possible. “I’m sorry  to be rude,” I snapped, not trying in the least not to  sound rude, much less even remotely sorry about it, “but  I’m in the middle of something important and I really  don’t have time for this.”
“But—”
I hung up before I had a chance to say anything even  ruder. Then I turned the key in the ignition and drove off,  wondering if I was making a huge mistake by not fortifying myself with the $4.99 Al Capone Meatball Sub  Special before venturing into the belly of the beast.
I knew I was taking a chance by simply dropping in on  Lt. Falcone at his office. Then again, it was raining, and   Falcone was the kind of guy who’d think twice about going outside on a day when he might ruin his shoes—even  if they were probably pleather.
I pulled into the parking lot surrounding the intimidating complex of gray brick buildings that included the  Norfolk County Police Department’s headquarters and  dashed into the lobby, where a uniformed officer sat at  a high, imposing counter that practically had a moat  around it. I nodded in his direction, then headed toward  the metal detector that led to the elevators.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” the officer at the desk sang  out. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“I have an appointment with Lieutenant Falcone.”
“In that case, I’ll check your ID, call upstairs to confirm your appointment, and then send you through the  metal detector.”
I slid my New York State driver’s license across the  counter, then stood calmly in front of him while he made  the call. I half-expected a cauldron of boiling oil to be  poured on me the moment I was found out.
“Hey, Joe. I got a gal here name of Jessica Popper who  says she has an appointment with Lieutenant Falcone.  No? Then I’ll—sure, I’ll hold.” He glowered at me while  he waited. It took every ounce of nerve I possessed to  continue looking him in the eye.
“Yeah? Really? Okay. I’ll send her up.”
He hung up the phone and shrugged. “He says the  lieutenant will see you. Fifth floor.”
“Thanks,” I told him, unable to keep either the triumph or the surprise out of my voice.
When I exited the elevator, I found Lieutenant  Anthony Falcone standing in the doorway of his office.  Whether he was waiting there to greet me or to bodily  block me from entering, I couldn’t say.
“Dr. Popper,” he said. Only, thanks to his New York  accent, the way he pronounced my name was more like   “Docta Poppa.” Smirking as if he were about to say  something terribly clever, he added, “The vet with a nose  for murder. I see you’re up and around again.”
“Hello, Lieutenant,” I said, trying to sound friendly.  “Thanks for seeing me.”
“Yeah, well, I figured this wouldn’t take long,” he  replied gruffly.
Falcone stood only about five foot four, so even  though I’m not exactly a giant, talking to him meant  talking down to him. I was glad that he headed straight  for his desk and sank into his chair. Today, as usual, he  was wearing a cheap shiny brown suit that made him  look like a fashion “don’t.” His equally shiny, blue-black  hair was slicked back, giving the impression he was auditioning for Grease.
But it wasn’t his fashion sense, or rather his complete  lack of it, that irritated me. It was his cocky attitude.  Maybe it came from being short and slight of build, factors that Dr. Freud could no doubt have gone to town  with. Or maybe it stemmed from the fact that his line of  work not only entitled him to carry a gun; it also allowed  him to boss around other people who carried guns.
Even so, I was determined to act all sweet and gooey,  hoping he’d forget some of our past history. Perhaps  even all of it.
“I’d like to talk to you about a recent case,” I began as  soon as I sat down facing his desk, “though I know you  haven’t exactly been crazy about my past interest in murder investigations.”
He grimaced. “Isn’t that what more literary types call  an understatement?”
Literary...or literate? I thought dryly. Fortunately,  this turned out to be one of those rare occasions on  which I had enough self-control to keep my mouth shut.
“This is about the Thorndike case, right?” he added.
I nodded.
“I thought you and Suzanne Fox might be pals, since  both you ladies are veterinarians and all. In fact, it  wouldn’t surprise me if it turned out you two were as  thick as thieves. Of course, that may not be the best  metaphor, given the situation.”
“Simile,” I muttered.
“Excuse me?”
“As thick as thieves is a simile, not a metaphor.”
“What, you’re an English teacher now?” Falcone said,  scowling. “It’s not enough that you’re a veterinarian and  an amateur detective?”
“You’re absolutely right,” I replied crisply, ignoring  the last of his obnoxious comments. “About Suzanne  and me being friends, I mean. We went to college together. We were lab partners in every single undergraduate science course we took together. We even applied to  vet school at the same time and opened our acceptance  letters in front of each other.”
“Now, isn’t that sweet,” Falcone replied sarcastically.
“Lieutenant Falcone, I wish there was some way I  could convince you that Suzanne had absolutely nothing  to do with Cassandra Thorndike’s murder. She told me  that herself, of course, but she didn’t need to. I’ve known  her for more than fifteen years. There’s no way she was  involved.” I hesitated before adding, “You have no real  evidence to link her to the murder, do you? Aside from  what a few witnesses might have said?”
He narrowed his dark, beady eyes. They reminded me  of the black button eyes on stuffed animals—except  those are usually cute and cuddly. There was nothing the  least bit cute or cuddly about this compact bundle of  polyester-wrapped testosterone.
“Surely you didn’t come here thinkin’ I’d be willing to  discuss the details of this case with you.”
I sat up straighter and looked him in the eye. “As a   matter of fact, I was hoping that you would. You and I  have the same goal: making sure the person who really  killed Cassandra Thorndike is caught.”
“Oh, I intend to do exactly that,” he returned. “And  since you’re so dedicated to finding the killer, maybe  you’ll pass along a few words of advice to your friend.”
I held my breath.
“Tell her that when it comes to murder, honesty is the  best policy,” he said. “Especially since we got the best  forensics experts in Norfolk County working on this  case. If she had anything at all to do with Cassandra  Thorndike’s murder, we’ll find out.”
Any last lingering hopes that Suzanne wouldn’t be implicated were now gone.
“But I also got a message for you, Dr. Popper,”  Falcone continued. “I hope the fact that you have a personal relationship with one of my suspects—and she is a  suspect, or at least a person of interest—doesn’t mean  I’m going to be tripping over you every step of my investigation.”
I held my head up a little higher. “Let’s just say you  probably shouldn’t fall over in shock if our paths happen  to cross every now and then. I’m not about to let an innocent person—especially a friend—be implicated in a  crime she didn’t commit.”
“I was afraid of that.” Smirking, he added, “Actually,  maybe you can be of some assistance, since this is one of  those rare cases where there’s an animal involved.”
Ha-ha, I thought, not the least bit amused by what I assumed was a reference to Cassandra’s pet cat, who’d had  the misfortune to witness his mistress’s horrible death.
But I let it pass.
“What about her neighbors?” I asked. “Did anyone  hear anything during the actual murder?”
Falcone shook his head in disgust. “The neighbors   aren’t much good. The only ones close enough to have  heard anything are the ones next door. And that’s just an  old lady who’s hard of hearing and a kid who’s barely  out of diapers.”
“Still, either one of them might have noticed something out of the ordinary or heard something that—”
“Look, Dr. Popper,” Falcone said tiredly. “I got an important press conference to get to. So why don’t you  hightail it out of here—no pun intended—and go back to  that animal hospital on wheels of yours.”
From the twisted smile on his face, I could tell his bad  pun was very much intended. But at the moment, that  wasn’t what had me so ticked off. It was the fact that  he’d already determined that Suzanne was guilty—and  that he wasn’t even willing to seriously listen to input  from someone who’d once solved a case he’d insisted  wasn’t even a murder! Besides, how could a photo op be  more important than solving a murder?
“Lieutenant Falcone,” I said, giving it one last try,  “please let me help you with this. Surely there’s something I can do to—”
His expression twisted into a sneer. “I mean it. You  don’t belong around a murder investigation. You’re not  a homicide detective. This isn’t your business, and I intend to do everything I can to keep you as far away as  possible.”
“This isn’t my business?” I repeated, doing my best to  sound as condescending as he did. “The police think one  of my best friends may be connected to the worst possible crime, and it’s not my business?”
“I don’t care if the investigation involves your own  mother,” he countered. “I don’t want you stickin’ your  nose where it doesn’t belong. And I meant what I said  about telling your friend to come clean. She might think  she’s smart, but she’s playing with fire.”
I opened my mouth to reply, but I knew he was right.  Falcone had been right about something else, too: that it  was only a question of time before the cops gathered  enough evidence to implicate Suzanne. In fact, if there  was one thing I’d learned this afternoon, it was that her  situation didn’t look good.
Yet something positive had come out of this meeting.  And that was that having the opportunity to once again  experience Falcone’s arrogance firsthand increased my  resolve to wrench Suzanne out of his slimy grasp—even  if it meant figuring out who killed Cassandra Thorndike  myself.
I’d barely gotten back into my car when my cell phone  trilled again. I was so busy muttering to myself about  Falcone’s obnoxiousness that I answered without bothering to check the caller ID.
“Dr. Popper,” I barked. It was more of a Rottweiler  bark than a poodle bark.
“Dr. Popper, it’s Marlene Fitzgerald again. From  Sunshine Media?”
I tensed, wondering how I’d let myself fall into this  trap twice. I was about to growl that, no, I wasn’t interested in adding the Arena Football Network to my cable  service, but decided to go for a more direct approach.
“Please don’t call me again. I really don’t have time  for—”
“This isn’t a sales call,” the young woman at the other  end of the line insisted, sounding even more like Minnie  Mouse than she had the last time she’d called. “Channel  Fourteen is starting a new television show, and we’re  looking for someone like you to be on it.”
I was still trying to digest the image of me on some  ridiculous game show when she added, “We got your   name and number from Forrester Sloan. He said he  thought you’d be interested.”
Forrester? Just hearing his name gave me pause. I’d  met the Newsday reporter a few weeks earlier while  treating a polo pony in the posh community of Old  Brookbury. He’d been covering the murder of a handsome young polo player, and he’d enlisted my aid. I  found the killer, all right, even though the investigation  had landed me in the hospital.
But our relationship, at least from my perspective,  would best be characterized as complicated. Okay, I had to  admit he was mildly attractive. At least, if you like the  preppy type. Still, there was something about him I found  infinitely irritating. It was partly his self-assurednessbordering-on-arrogance and partly his constant flirtatiousness—which I was certain I did absolutely nothing to  encourage.
“Forrester was mistaken,” I replied. “Thanks, but  you’ve got the wrong person.”
I switched off the call, stared at the phone for a fraction of a second, and then punched in a number.
“Forrester Sloan,” a deep masculine voice announced.
“Forrester, what on earth is wrong with you?” I demanded.
“Hey, Popper!” he replied without hesitation. “But  shouldn’t I be asking you that question? After all, you’re  the one who’s been in the hospital. Speaking of which,  have they sprung you yet?”
He sounded genuinely happy to hear from me. Which  only fueled my irritation.
“I didn’t call to discuss my health,” I replied impatiently. “I called to ask you where you came up with the  bright idea of telling Sunshine Media to harass me!”
“Sunshine Media . . . Oh, you mean Channel Fourteen!”
“Whatever they’re called, I don’t need them calling me  on my cell phone when I’m in the middle of something  important.”
“You mean the way I’m in
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