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Success makes so
many people hate you. I wish it wasn't that way. It would be
wonderful to enjoy success without seeing envy in the eyes of those
around you. — Marilyn Monroe

 


Never underestimate
the power of jealousy and the power of envy to destroy. Never
underestimate that. — Oliver Stone


 Chapter 1

The place was a stone
and steel palace. Whenever Conrad Barnes visited, which was often,
the bile rose in his throat and his stomach churned with
resentment.

But not
today.

He parked his
bike next to the fifteen-hundred-square-foot garage and hooked his
helmet over the handlebars. On any other day, he would’ve stewed
over the fact that the garage alone dwarfed his house.

But not
today.

He almost
whistled as he approached the glass-enclosed front entrance. With
his head down, he exposed to the security cameras only the top of
the long, blond wig he wore. He threw a quick glance towards the
Niagara River, which fronted one thousand feet of the property on
the outskirts of Niagara-on-the-Lake in Ontario. Coast clear,
Conrad eased the glass door open and slipped onto the porch.

Before ringing
the bell, he removed the wig and the women’s bulky sweater he wore
despite the warm, humid air and stuffed them into the backpack he
carried. Next, he wiped his lipstick-coated mouth with a moist
towelette. He shoved the soiled tissue and the rest of the packet
into a Ziploc bag and then into the backpack.

Later, he’d
burn the soiled tissue but planned to keep what remained of the
packet—no need to be wasteful. The backpack he set in the right
corner of the porch beside the front door. He ran a hand through
his jet-black hair to remove the flatness from the helmet and wig.
The pair of running shoes he’d stolen from their owner remained on
his feet.

After weeks of
snooping, he’d scoped out every camera at every angle in the place.
Thankfully, Leon Patterson valued his privacy and the electronic
eyes focused outward only. Inside, Conrad would be safe from such
surveillance, but he kept himself pressed to the front doors once
he’d removed the wig and sweater.

He drew the
cuff of his white collared shirt over his right fist and rang the
doorbell with a cloth-covered knuckle. While he waited, he stuffed
his hands in his pockets. With his right hand, he clutched the
packet of ground water hemlock
root, his ticket to riches and fame.

After a few
minutes, he repeated the bell-ringing process. As he considered
ringing a third time, the door opened, exposing a bleary-eyed,
bed-headed Leon Patterson.

“What the hell
are you doing here at six in the morning? Did we have an
appointment?” Leon yawned, his jaw cracking.

Conrad frowned.
“Oh, no. Tell me we have an appointment.”

They didn’t, of
course. Everyone thought Conrad was attending a massage conference
in nearby Niagara Falls. He’d spouted off about it often to prepare
for this morning. The conference existed—he’d timed his visit here
to coincide with it. He’d even registered for the conference,
booked a hotel room, and checked in. It made the perfect alibi for
a professional masseur, and he’d return to the room after he
finished here.

Leon scrubbed
his face with his hands and then ran them through his wavy brown
hair, spiking it up even more. “Didn’t you have a conference?”

“Starts
tomorrow.” Conrad frowned as though puzzled.

“My phone
didn’t fire off a reminder.”

“What the hell?
Weird, man. It’s in my appointment book. Sorry I woke you for nothing.” He brightened as though
struck with a brilliant idea. “Why don’t I give you a free
half-hour massage for the inconvenience?”

“I haven’t even
had coffee.” Leon hesitated, squinting in contemplation. “But it’d
be great.” After another pause, he said, “I’ll pay you. It’s your
job, and you should be paid for your time.”

Yeah, Mister
Money Bags has
it to throw around. Conrad smiled. “Sure, I’ll take your
money.”

Leon opened the
door wide and ushered Conrad into the main foyer. An opulent living
room with grey broadloom and French provincial couches, chairs, and
loveseats in tan sprawled to his right. A glass coffee table, a
glass hutch, and a large glass china cabinet added sparkle to the
room.

Whenever he
entered this house, he fought the urge to smash everything. He
visualized taking a sledgehammer to all that fragile junk. If it
weren’t for this pompous jerk, Conrad would be rich, famous—happy.
As it was, he struggled to pay his bills while Leon rattled around
in an enormous mansion with only his sister Daphne to share it.

Pretentious.
Who needs seven thousand square feet of home?

His desire for
what Leon owned didn’t strike Conrad as hypocritical. The little
peckerhead had everything handed to him. Leon hadn’t earned it,
hadn’t struggled the way Conrad struggled. How was that fair?

Forcing his
teeth to unclench, he made his way to the kitchen, Leon padding
after him.

“Shall we have
coffee to wake you up?” Conrad stopped next to the cappuccino
machine and inclined his head. “I’d make it for you, buddy, but I
don’t know how to work this contraption.”

Leon, fully
awake now, grinned. “No problem. Sit.”

Conrad eyed the
four rattan-backed barstools pushed up against the gleaming white
island in the centre of the kitchen. He strolled over to a stool
snugged up against the island near the embedded gas range. When
Leon turned away to set up the coffee maker, Conrad covered his
hand with his shirt cuff and yanked the stool out. By the time Leon
spun around again, Conrad sat on the barstool, elbows on the
island’s granite top, chin resting on hands.

“I gotta say, I
rarely wake up this early.” Leon set spoons, sugar, and milk in
front of Conrad.

“Where’s
Daphne?” She was at work, but he needed Leon to verify. Better to
be safe. The last thing he needed was his future wife walking in on
him murdering her brother—not that she knew she was his future
wife. The housekeeper always arrived in the afternoon, so he was safe there, too.

“Work. She has
the morning shift at the diner all week.”

“Bummer. Wasn’t
she on the night shift last week?”

“Yeah.”

The coffee
maker rumbled and Leon retrieved mugs from the cupboard. “She
doesn’t mind. We’re sure the job’s only temporary.”

“You helping
sell her book?” A big-name author such as Leon surely worked his
magic for his sister even though he’d done diddly squat for his
good pal Conrad. Selfish. The man was self-absorbed and
selfish.

“I’m doing what
I can, sure.” Leon poured coffee and walked the mugs to the island.
He snagged a seat next to Conrad and doctored his coffee with milk
and sugar.

When Conrad
didn’t make a move to add anything to his coffee, Leon raised his
brows. “Aren’t you having milk?”

“Nah. I’m
cutting out dairy.” He wasn’t. The less he touched in the house,
the better. In a few minutes, Leon would thrash on the floor in
death throes. Whether Conrad used dairy wouldn’t matter to Leon
ever again.

“You got a
lactose problem? I didn’t know that.”

Conrad
shrugged. “Neither did I.”

He stifled the
smirk before it displayed on his face and grinned instead. A glance
at the time showed twenty minutes had passed—time to get this
project underway.

“Hey, can I buy
a copy of your last paperback from you?” That ought to shove Leon’s
ass from the room.

Delight crossed
Leon’s face. “Yeah, sure. Awesome.”

“Can you sign
it? Make it out to Beth Holmes and add today’s date? I’m giving it
as a gift.”

“Sure. Be right
back.”

The moment Leon
disappeared from sight, Conrad slipped the packet of powder from
his pocket and tipped it into Leon’s coffee.

Poison was a
woman’s weapon. As an aspiring author, Conrad often researched
murder. After deciding to use poison, he’d visited the library in
St. Catharines to figure out which one suited his needs. Water
hemlock fit perfectly into his plans. It worked fast and would make
Leon suffer before he died.

Served him
right. He should have helped Conrad sell his novel. Leon had
influence, but his petty selfishness made him keep all the fame and
glory for himself. He wasn’t even a talented writer. His editor did
the heavy lifting. Conrad had read Leon’s books and found the
stories lacked depth. They weren’t intellectually stimulating
masterpieces like Conrad’s novels.

“Here ya go.”
Leon reappeared and held up the book, front facing out.

The cover
showed a half-naked couple canoodling, glittering masks covering
their eyes, the woman’s wrists in handcuffs. He opened the book and
displayed the title page. On it, he’d written To Beth Holmes.
Hope it spices up your nights. Leon Patterson. Under the
signature, he’d written the current date. The signature displayed
exaggerated loops and swirls.

Conrad winced.
Erotica. The man wrote erotica and made millions from it. Life just
wasn’t fair. He picked up his mug and raised it in a toast.
“Thanks, buddy. Cheers.”

Leon raised his
mug and tapped it against Conrad’s. “Cheers.”

Conrad sipped,
his gaze riveted on Leon’s eyes as he drank the tainted coffee. No
matter what, Conrad wanted to witness the light in the other man’s
eyes dim and flicker out. He’d read about killers who’d watched
their victims die. What a rare and precious opportunity to observe
the moment of death. This would be research as well as revenge.

Fifteen minutes
later, the tremors started and Leon’s mug crashed to the floor. His
mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, and he made a pleading
gesture with his hands. His eyes went wide and the aroma of shit
rent the air. He tumbled from his chair onto the cold, hard floor,
his groans filling the room as he curled into a ball.

“Gee, buddy,”
Conrad said, “don’t you feel well?”

 


***

 


The whole thing took
too long, and not only did Leon soil himself, he puked. Conrad
almost missed the eyes going blank when Leon’s flailing flipped him
onto his stomach. Though it disgusted him, Conrad, who’d slipped on
a pair of gloves, turned his victim over and kneeled on him,
holding his face until life fled. When Leon finally lay still,
Conrad rose, dumped his coffee down the sink, and washed and put
away his mug.

He rushed up
the short flight of stairs to Leon’s office.

Bright sunlight
streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling windows that provided an
unobstructed view of the lush grounds and the glittering Niagara
River backdrop. Almost every room in this house overlooked the
Niagara River. Conrad seethed. This property was worth at least
eight million. Soon it would be
his—well, his and Daphne’s.

He’d already
laid the groundwork. They’d dated twice. She hadn’t allowed him to
fuck her yet, but he’d get there. Once she was his, she’d fall in
line. Stupid cow, using sex as a weapon, withholding it from him.
He’d have to set her straight now she couldn’t hide behind
Leon.

With a shake of
his head, he forced his attention back to the job at hand. Where
was the laptop? Ah, there. The bag for it stood next to the desk.
Leon had probably been working outside yesterday. His covered patio
off the back of the house overlooked not just the pool, but the
Niagara River. The deck even sported a television and wet bar.

Conrad snatched
up the bag standing next to the desk and removed the laptop. As
soon as it booted up, he logged on with the password he’d stolen
from Leon. The trusting idiot. It’d been too easy. The moron had
written it on a Post-it
note and kept it right in his desk drawer where anyone could find
it. Conrad had located it within seconds of nipping into the office
on his way to the bathroom two weeks ago.

From the left
pocket of his jeans, he retrieved a memory stick and stuck it into
the first available slot. Now to find the files he wanted. This
machine stored Leon’s whole life. Conrad had asked him about
backups, and Leon had replied that, sure, he backed everything up
to the cloud before he shut down. But he’d saved all the original
files on the laptop.

This included
industry contact lists and works in progress—and one work in
progress was a non-fiction book on online book marketing. The notes
contained a wealth of strategies and secrets.

He found the
folders he needed no problem, but security prevented him from
accessing them. Dammit.

A glance at the
time showed him hours remained before the housekeeper arrived, but
he needed to return to his hotel room before room service showed up
with breakfast. He opened the internet browser and checked the
history to see if he could find the backup folder location. No joy
on that front either. It, too, was password protected. Conrad
copied the link for future reference.

Maybe Daphne
had access and wasn’t so careful about security. She always beta
read for Leon, often the first person to read the completed work
and provide feedback on it. Perhaps he’d provided her with copies
of everything.

As Conrad
powered down and tucked away the laptop, he scanned the room. His
gaze landed on a smoky quartz rock, Leon’s souvenir from an
archaeological dig he’d
participated in when researching for a novel. Yeah, he’d researched
archaeologists for an erotica
novel. Mister Self-Important
wanted to be genuine.

Conrad snatched
up the rock and stuck it in his pocket. Mine. My trophy. My
precious. He snickered and headed to Daphne’s office.


 Chapter 2

Stately trees on either
side of the peaceful country road screened the mansions behind
them. Daphne Russel, driving a Mazda 3, approached the home she and
her brother shared—a situation that must change soon.

She loved Leon,
and the house was spacious enough, but she felt like a freeloader
and wanted her own place. The last time she’d survived off the
kindness of relatives was before she moved from her parents’ place
to attend university. That’s why she worked as many hours as
possible at a twenty-four seven diner in downtown Niagara
Falls.

If she’d wanted
more reasonable hours, she’d have found employment closer to home
in Niagara-on-the-Lake. But then earning the money required to rent
a decent place to live and move out would take months longer.

Since Warren,
Daphne’s ex-husband, worked only
sporadically, she paid him support, which chafed. He insisted his
band would hit the big time soon,
but he’d said that for the last five years of their marriage. The
cliché was akin to caricature—the wannabe rock star living off his
woman and never catching the big break.

The groupies
he’d slept with, when Daphne discovered their existence, pushed the
marriage off the cliff on which it teetered. Did he think her an
idiot? She refused to slave away at menial jobs so he could booze
and carouse and sleep until noon every day.

But they’d sure
had fun before and even, for a while, after they’d married. Warren
knew how to have a good time. The problem was, he didn’t know how
to get serious and didn’t seem to care they were always broke.
Music ruled his life, and, while she wanted to support his artistic
pursuits, if he never treated it as a business, he’d never
succeed.

She sighed in
frustration. Lately, she constantly rehashed her life with Warren.
Of course, she’d wanted to stand by her man. Daphne understood
wanting to have a career in the arts. Her brother made a living as
an author, and she received small revenues from sales of her
novels. But it resulted from hard work and treating it as a
business first.

“Love you. Love
you. Love you,” she muttered, and her tension eased. Damn.
Thoughts of Warren had her repeating phrases. She’d gone a whole
week without using the self-soothing technique.

How many times
had Warren insisted he lived to write and play music? Yet he never
promoted himself or the band. Damn. Here she was, back onto
Warren. Dammit, get out of my head.

Thankfully,
she’d arrived home. The rest of her stress released at the thought
of the free evening ahead. The clock read only three o’clock. If he
hadn’t eaten yet, she’d pester Leon to stop working long enough to
have dinner with her. They hadn’t had a meal together in days.

Daphne spotted
the police cars while halfway down the long, tree-lined driveway.
The sun cast dappled shadows over the asphalt, the trees arching
overhead reminiscent of a green tunnel. Ahead, on the roundabout by
the huge fountain in the courtyard, sat two police cars, two
unmarked cruisers, and an ambulance.

The blood froze
in Daphne’s veins, and her heart thudded against her chest. “Oh,
God. Leon?”

For a selfish
moment, she hoped Giselle Northrop, the housekeeper, needed the
ambulance rather than her brother. Then guilt overwhelmed her, and
she shoved the thought aside.

Daphne left the
car in the driveway, almost forgetting to put it in park before jumping out, and rushed to the
entrance.

The glass door
of the porch and the ornate front doors stood propped open. A
police officer positioned outside held up a hand before she reached
the porch.

“I’m sorry,
ma’am,” he said, “but you can’t enter.”

“I live here.
What happened? Where’s Leon?” When he hesitated, she added, “My
brother.”

The cop, who
looked younger than Daphne’s thirty-four years, asked her to wait a
moment and used a walkie-talkie to
call into the house. “Detective Turner, the sister’s here.”

“What happened
to Leon? Why is a detective here?”

“I’m sorry.”
His expression showed true sorrow. “Detective Turner will explain
everything.”

A tall man in a
business suit appeared, and the
officer introduced Detective Jacob Turner to Daphne. Barely
registering the man’s outthrust hand and grim expression, Daphne
tried to push past him.

“I need to see
my brother. Who’s the ambulance for? Why do you need an
ambulance?”

 


***

 


Jacob gripped her upper
arms and held her still, assessing the woman standing before him.
He recognized her brother’s square jaw, but the doe-brown eyes and
flowing black hair were all hers. The eyes held fear and worry.

“I’ll explain,
but first, please verify: you’re Daphne Russel?” He eased the grip
on her arms and then released them.

“Yes, yes. Let
me in.”

“I need to see
identification.” His voice was firm but kind.

Daphne dug into
her purse and fished out her wallet. When she located her driver’s
license, she thrust it at his
face.

“Mrs. Russel, I’m sorry. Leon died this morning.
The death looked suspicious, so the homicide unit was called
in.”

The tech guys
had reviewed video footage from the security cameras. The
recordings showed a blonde woman on a bicycle approaching the
house. For now, Jacob kept that to himself.

“Homicide?” The
fear in her eyes turned to shock. “Who’d hurt Leon? You’re
mistaken. Please, let me in.”

“When they’ve
finished collecting evidence from the scene, you may enter.”

“The scene?”
Daphne’s brows drew together, and she frowned, broadcasting
confusion, puzzlement, more shock.

“The kitchen.”
Jacob hated this part of the job. Informing someone of a loved
one’s murder always affected him. For the sake of the victim’s
family, he must present a strong yet compassionate demeanor. Their
lives would alter after he finished speaking to them. How he
handled them influenced how they coped afterwards.

“Did he choke?”
More denial.

Jacob shook his
head. “Nothing’s certain until they do the autopsy.”

“Where’s
Giselle?” Daphne’s voice broke and tears trickled from her eyes.
She swiped them away.

“Home. She
found your brother’s body and called nine-one-one. I questioned and
released her.” Gently, Jacob pried the wallet from her hands and
dropped it back in her purse.

“Why didn’t you
come and tell me at the restaurant?” Her tone was accusatory.

He stifled a
retort and gentled his voice. “We were getting to that. First, we
needed to secure the scene and interview the housekeeper.”

“Let me see
him. I need to verify it’s him. What if she made a mistake? It
might be someone else.”

“Mrs. Northrop reported she’s worked as a
housekeeper for Leon for four
years. She’s certain it’s him. I’m sorry.” He took her by the arm.
When he tried to steer her towards the driveway, she balked.

“Let me go to
him.” She gasped between sobs.

“I’m sorry, but
the house is a crime scene. You can’t enter. If you want to see
him, you can call the coroner tomorrow and request a viewing.”
Jacob kept a light grip on her arm and spoke soothingly. “I must
interview you, Mrs. Russel. Come
with me. One step at a time, all right?”

Daphne
struggled at first and tried to break free but when their gazes
locked, she quieted. Her shoulders slumped.

“Okay,” she
whispered.

Jacob guided
the wide-eyed woman to his car, a Ford Explorer. “You can help him
best by answering my questions. First, do you want water?”

She nodded.
“I’ll get it.”

He gave her
kudos for trying and signalled to the officer standing at the front
door. “Officer, please ask someone to get Mrs. Russel a glass of water. We’ll be out here.”

After that, she
allowed him to ease her onto the back seat of the car. She sat
primly at the edge of the seat, feet on the floor, hands folded in
her lap, and head lowered. Jacob indicated she should slide over,
and when she did, he sat beside her. He remained silent until the
police officer returned.

The cop handed
a tall glass filled with water to Jacob, who passed it over to
Daphne. She sipped from it and then rested the glass on her thigh,
clutching it one-handed to keep it steady. Jacob cleared his throat
to attract her attention.

“What do you
want to know?” She sounded weary.

He retrieved a
digital recorder from his pocket. After turning it on, he rested it
on the seat between them. “I’m recording this conversation.”

When she gave a
small nod, he stated the date and time, identified the interview
participants, and then launched the first question. “You live here
with your brother?”

“I already said
so.”

“I’m verifying
for the record. This is difficult for you, Mrs. Russel, I know, but I need information if I’m to
find who did this to Leon.” Maybe using the victim’s name would jar
her into cooperating.

“Yes. Okay. I’m
sorry.” She heaved a sigh and, lifting her glass with a trembling
hand, sipped water.

“When did you
last see or speak to Leon?”

She rested the
glass on her thigh. “Last night, before we went to bed. He was out
all day—meetings about his book.”

“Who did he
meet?”

She frowned and
her expression perked up as recollection dawned. “His agent. They
had a dinner date.”

“Date?” Jacob
raised his brows.

Daphne’s face
clouded. “They’re not romantically involved. She’s his agent. It’s
business.”

“Just trying to
understand, ma’am.”

“Oh, for God’s
sake. Call me Daphne. I’m not married anymore and am changing the
last name. And ma’am makes me sound like an old lady.” As soon as
the words were out, she clapped a hand over her mouth. Hurriedly,
she said, “Sorry. Please, I didn’t mean to be so harsh.”

“It’s okay.
Daphne.” He smiled, hoping to ease her guilt and fear. “Let’s take
this one question at a time, okay?”

She nodded.
“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” He’d
even try to answer truthfully.

“Why are you
convinced someone mur—someone hurt Leon?”

Daphne hadn’t
been able to say the word. So much denial. She’d have to get past
it to deal with this. Jacob made a mental note to send a grief
counsellor her way.

“There’s
evidence. The autopsy will verify, but the divisional detective
deemed it suspicious enough to call in homicide.”

“So you don’t
know for sure?” Her voice held hope, and he hated to squash it.

“I know enough
to take this investigation seriously.”

“Will you catch
whoever did this?”

“I won’t stop
looking until I do.” That wasn’t a definite yes or no, but he could
at least assure her the case wouldn’t close until they caught
someone. A time might come, if the
trail grew cold, when he’d have to deprioritize it, but he’d never
stop hunting.

Daphne
swallowed and braced herself, her body going rigid.

“How can I
help?” She whispered the words, but he heard them. He hoped the
recorder caught them.

“You said you
saw Leon yesterday evening. How did he seem?”

“A little tired
but okay. Pleased. They’re negotiating movie rights for his first
novel. He said talks are going well.” Her eyes welled up then, but
the tears didn’t fall. She retrieved a package of tissues from her
purse.

Jacob waited to
speak while she settled. “He has a good relationship with his
agent?”

“Yes!” Anger
flared in the word, and she made a visible effort to calm herself.
“Yes,” she repeated, her voice under control. “He likes her. They
work well together. She loves his work—that’s why she represents
him.”

“So no
animosity? No friction?”

She shook her
head. “As far as I know, their partnership thrived. Detective, his
books made her rich. She has no reason to complain.”

“He seemed in
good health when you spoke to him?”

“Yes.”

“What time did
he get home?”

“Nine?”

“Are you
asking?” He shifted in his seat, angling his body towards her.

“I’m not
positive what time he arrived home.”

“What were you
doing at the time?”

“Getting ready
for bed. I have the early shift this week and needed to go to
sleep.”

“What time did
you leave for work?”

“Five
thirty.”

“Did you see
him at all, hear from him at all, this morning?”

“No. You asked
me when I last saw him. I told you. Last night. Then not again. Oh,
God, never again.” Her breath hitched on that last bit, but she
continued. “I never spoke to him either. When I left this morning,
the house was quiet, the kitchen empty. I assumed he was in bed,
sleeping. Leon’s not an early riser, so Giselle doesn’t come in
until the afternoon.”

Daphne stopped
speaking, horror dawning on her face. “She found him when she got
here? Already dead?”

Before Jacob
could respond, a commotion from the doorway had him rising to
investigate. He tossed a glance back at Daphne. “Wait there.”

But she’d heard
the voices and climbed from the car. “No. It’s Warren, my ex.”

Jacob held up a
hand, halting her. He kept his voice low and firm but kind and
gentle. “Wait, Daphne. You can’t speak to him yet.”

She paled; her
body trembled. Anger flitted across her face, but to Jacob’s
relief, she returned to the back seat of the vehicle. He rushed to
the front entrance where a long, lanky man with shaggy, brown hair
struggled to push past the officer on sentry duty.

“Mr. Russel. What brings you here?”


 Chapter 3

“Where’s Daphne?
Where’s Leon?” Warren sounded panicked.

“Answer my
question first.”

“Personal
business. With my wife.”

“She didn’t
mention expecting you.”

Warren
shrugged. “She wasn’t, exactly.”

“So, exactly,
why did you come?”

“To ask for an
advance on the support payment.” His eyes shifted so his gaze
focused beyond Jacob and down the front steps.

“Daphne?”

Jacob stepped
closer to Warren. “You’ll see her in a moment.” He leaned into the
open front door and called to the woman who hovered near the
kitchen entrance down the hall. “Officer, make sure Mr. Russel stays outside but doesn’t leave.”

The police
officer nodded and moved to Warren’s side, motioning with her arm.
“This way, sir.”

“I want to talk
to Daphne.”

Jacob shook his
head. “Later. When I’m done talking to her, I’ll want to talk to
you.”

This day grew
longer by the moment. The sound of a vehicle approaching caught his
attention. A news van pulled up to the house.

“Shut the
doors,” he said to the sentry. “No one else in or out unless I say
so.”

 


***

 


Warren’s arrival had
unnerved Daphne. Why was he here? He shouldn’t be here. Money. Must
be. He never came around unless he needed money. Too often, he
darkened her doorstep with his hand out.

I guess he’s
due. Typically, he pestered her at the beginning of the month
and, oh, look, it was the beginning of the month. He’d likely
burned through all his funds and wanted an advance on the support
payment.

Why did it have
to be today? Now? Didn’t she have enough to deal with?

“Love you. Love
you. Love you.” No, don’t. Not while the cops are around.
They’ll think you’re crazy. She buried her face in her
hands.

Hearing
footsteps on the driveway, she shifted her gaze to verify who
approached. She’d been grateful when the detective intervened,
delaying the inevitable confrontation with Warren. Now, a frisson
of fear had her holding her breath. If Warren confronted her, she’d
break down. The first person she talked to about Leon’s death
shouldn’t be her ex.

When Jacob
Turner strode to the car, she exhaled in relief.

“Ready to
continue?” he asked.

“Does it
matter?” The words shot out before she could stop them. “Again, I’m
sorry. I want this to not be real. It’s impossible.”

Her heart hurt,
and it would hurt until the day she died. Even if they arrested
someone for it, she’d always carry this ache with her.

“I’m sorry,
Mrs.—Daphne. I’ll try to make it quick. In the meantime, can we
notify someone you can stay with?”

She
contemplated. Robin Carson and Beth Holmes were her closest
friends, but Robin hated to leave her house. Beth ran a bed and
breakfast. She’d have difficulty stepping away, but one of her
staff might take over for a few hours. Daphne didn’t want to drive
herself. Her whole body shook. She couldn’t focus, couldn’t
concentrate.

“Yes. Elizabeth
Holmes.” Oh, Beth, she thought. Please come and get
me.

 


***

 


Jacob took Beth’s
contact information from Daphne and assigned an officer to call
her. One news van would become multiple vans—maybe even a
helicopter. Leon Patterson had been a big-name author. The media
would go crazy over his death. They’d overrun this house. He didn’t
envy Daphne the ordeal she’d endure over the coming weeks.

“All right,” he
said, distracting her as emergency personnel loaded the bagged body
into the ambulance, two officers keeping the reporters at bay.
“Let’s pick up where we left off.”

By the time
Jacob finished his interview with Daphne, her ex, and Beth Holmes,
his watch read seven o’clock. He had a long list of follow-up names
from the witnesses. Most were friends and family, and others were
colleagues or work associates of Leon’s.

He’d also
supervised Daphne packing a few items in an overnight bag to take
to her friend’s place. The police would spend days collecting
evidence from the house. Banishment from her home on top of her
brother’s murder distressed her—you didn’t need to be an empath to
sense it—but he couldn’t help it. Sometimes the tiniest item held
the best clue.

First, though,
he’d escorted her around the house to see if anything was missing.
From this walk-through, he ruled out robbery as a motive. She’d
only reported one item stolen: a rock made of smoky quartz that had
sat on Leon’s desk. Jacob didn’t comment on it, but the killer had
taken it as a souvenir. Nothing else seemed to be missing.

The worst part
of the walk-through had been the kitchen. Daphne had fallen apart
at the sight of blood and bodily fluids on the kitchen floor. The
rest of the house appeared untouched though Daphne had pointed out
a number of items shifted out of place. Whatever had been moved,
Jacob flagged for the forensics team.

Leon’s laptop
sat zipped up in its bag. Even so, they’d confiscated it as well as
Daphne’s—under vocal protest from its owner. She’d saved a novel in
progress on it and didn’t want him to take off with her work. He
refused to feel guilty over it. If she didn’t back up her stuff to
the cloud, it wasn’t his fault.

Sure, she’d
hate him forever, but he promised her they’d return it as soon as
they’d inspected it. From the road, he contacted the tech geek
who’d be working on it and made him promise to alert Jacob when
they’d finished with the laptop. That was the best he could do for
her. He then remembered he’d wanted to send the grief counsellor her way and left a message on the
woman’s voice mail with Daphne’s contact info.

All loose ends
tied up for the night, Jacob headed home to his apartment in St.
Catharines, a city southwest of Niagara-on-the-Lake. He’d grown up
there and preferred the anonymity of city life to small-town
living. Each day, he commuted to the Niagara Region Police Station,
which also covered the town of Niagara-on-the-Lake. Calls to
investigate a homicide in the little town came infrequently, and
this one would be high profile.

When he arrived
home, he checked the mail compartment for his unit and retrieved
two bills and three flyers. The sun had set—in August, the days
grew noticeably shorter. The air had chilled to what was, for him,
a comfortable fifteen Celsius. He rode the elevator to the third
floor and headed for the shower before contemplating food.

Although he
always covered up his hands and shoes at a crime scene—as per
regulations—his clothes weren’t protected. He felt compelled to
throw everything he’d worn into the laundry and have a shower the
moment he returned home. It meant an extra trip to the dry
cleaner’s tomorrow for the suit, but so be it.

His routine
never varied. The upside to having no one waiting for him was the
freedom to come and go. The downside? Wasn’t one as far as he could
see. No one messed with his stuff. If he wanted to eat at the sink,
no one told him not to. Nothing flowery or fluffy anywhere in the
place.

After he’d
showered and dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, Jacob fixed himself a
sandwich. To prove a point, he ate it at the sink while he checked
messages. He’d screened his calls while at the Patterson residence
and needed to catch up.

The first
message was from his mother. A
family gathering on Labour Day weekend at his parents’
place. He’d go, but it’d be hell without a date. As an only child,
he was his mother’s last best hope for a grandchild. She pressured
him to procreate, and he didn’t have a steady girlfriend.

The second
message was from Stacy, a woman he’d dated twice. As soon as he
heard her voice, he regretted giving her his number. She seemed
nice enough but spent a great deal
of time talking about her best friend who’d just married and had a
baby. Stacy wanted to settle down. He shivered at the thought.

Messages
completed, Jacob turned off his phone.

His sandwich
consumed, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and strolled
into the living room to turn on
the television. He flipped to the
news and waited. The media would be all over the Patterson story by
now. They’d tried to get a statement from him as he left the house,
but he’d given them a firm “no comment.”

He’d have to
give them an official statement sometime soon, but he wanted to
wait until he uncovered information helpful to the case. If he
found a witness who saw a suspicious car in the area or a piece of
useful video footage from the cameras, he’d release the
information. Then the media would aid the investigation while
getting the ratings bump for which
they always scrabbled.

An image of
Leon Patterson appeared on the screen, and Jacob turned up the
sound. The newscaster, a classy brunette with a strong voice,
announced Patterson’s death. She focused on the suspicious nature
of it and the fact that the police had spent the entire day at the
house and still had it cordoned off.

A clip ran,
showing Jacob exiting the house and shaking his head at the
reporters swarming him. Then they cut to another clip, this time of
Warren getting into his car. Before he pulled out, he also
shouted “no comment” at the
reporters.

Next came Beth
and Daphne. The two women had left before Jacob, but the news
played this clip last for a reason. To Jacob’s irritation, Daphne
stopped and appeared ready to spill her heart out. Shit. He
should have been more emphatic when he’d told her not to talk to
the media.

A sinking
feeling in his gut, he turned the sound up further.

“The detective
told me not to discuss the investigation, so I won’t. But thank you
for taking an interest in what happened.” She paused and stared
sadly at the reporters and into the camera.

They’re
eating it up. A gorgeous woman, grief-stricken. The camera loves
her. She looked beautiful. Beautiful and vulnerable. He should
have walked her to her vehicle. Shit.

Bad enough he’d
refused her request to stay until the investigators left so she
could lock up the house herself. Jacob sensed fanaticism in her
routines. He’d promised her repeatedly they’d secure the doors
before they quit for the night.

One reporter, a
guy with slick-backed hair and an expensive suit, jammed a
microphone into Daphne’s face. “Mrs. Russel, what can you tell us about your brother’s
death? How did he die?”

“I don’t know.
They wouldn’t tell me.”

“What happened
when you went inside? Did you see Leon?”

She shook her
head and pressed her hands to her face. When she dropped them, she
said, “They wouldn’t let me.”

Beth whispered
in her ear then, and Daphne said, “Okay. You’re right.” She turned
her gaze back to the reporter. “I’m sorry. We need to go.”

“Are you
leaving for the night because the police are still in the
house?”

“Yes. I have to
go. Sorry.” She truly looked sorry.

Jacob cursed.
At least Beth had cut the interview short. God knew what Daphne
would’ve divulged to the press without meaning to. No more
interviews for her. If necessary,
he’d lock her up. He took
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