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San Francisco is a picturesque city on seven hills, not far from the state’s roots of golden riches and exotic dreams. San Francisco’s tolerant spirit attracts both godly people and dark souls as well as those living in between. After the murder of her ex-husband, Rebecca Nero’s world collided with darkness. It was a darkness that the detectives did not fathom would creep into their cases.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

Sweet Plate
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Right under their noses was the taunt from criminals and murderers who patronized Sweet Plate. It was a diner where the underbelly could eat without worrying about being shot, robbed, or accosted due to Sweet Plate being a favored establishment among law enforcement officers. The talented chef and premium coffee guaranteed the patronage of cops. The addicting cuisine made regulars of those who preferred a low profile. The counter was often overrun by lawyers who were paid handsomely to pick up food for their detained clients.

The detectives’ shift, as it was called due to the large number of detectives in the diner at one time, was from five in the afternoon until five in the morning. Rebecca Nero worked from four in the afternoon until one in the morning. The detectives’ shift accommodated her needs as a single mother of a three-year-old, Sergio, and the rotating detectives made her feel safe in her nocturnal job. As her manager loved to claim, “Committing a crime near a cop will get you questioned. Committing a crime near a detective is an arrest with real-time evidence. That will put you behind bars faster than a customer ordering a meal to go.”

Anthony Samuel Colbert was an exception to the lure of Sweet Plate. After divorcing Rebecca Nero, he never again entered his favorite eatery. However, he would be seen in the parking lot fraternizing with the underbelly as they entered and exited the restaurant.

Detective Stephen Anderson dined at Sweet Plate before he started his shift, dropped in later for coffee, and ended his shift there for breakfast.

The release shift overlapped with the detectives’ shift, covering the hours from eight in the evening until midnight. Most of the criminal clientele let out on bail came to Sweet Plate to infuriate the officers by freely enjoying a meal.

Little was predictable at Sweet Plate. At the drop of a napkin, an arrest could be made between bites. Criminals who brazenly dined with a BOLO over their heads would be quickly cuffed. If they resisted, they would wind up wearing their favorite meal. What was predictable was the daily patronage of Attorney Robert Higgins. Perched at his favorite counter stool, he bridged the law with the lawless.

Robert Higgins’s masterful use of loopholes to spring clients out of their cells had earned him the moniker the Loop King. However, Higgins managed to keep himself within the margins of the law and thus he did not fear it. Yet his talent for getting people off using the fine print made him a pariah in polite society. Living between law and crime, Higgins found comfort at Sweet Plate, where clients would seek out his services and where law officers respected his mealtime.

Rebecca worked within earshot of Robert and was privy to the conversations with his clients. Despite the mixed feelings the public held for him, Robert had earned Rebecca’s respect with his courtesy toward her and his free legal advice during her divorce. She appreciated his generous one-hundred-dollar tips. Many viewed Robert’s kindness as a thank-you for Rebecca’s service and discretion. Robert’s stool would open to another diner when Robert said, “Thank you. I will see you tomorrow.” Usually, the next diner would be Detective Anderson.
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One night, standing close to Sweet Plate’s picture window, Anthony Samuel Colbert witnessed Robert hand Rebecca a large gift wrapped in paper depicting his son’s favorite cartoon characters. As he departed the parking lot, Colbert spat on the lawyer’s car.
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The Loop King is Dead
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Robert Higgins was counting a wad of cash when he was shot in the back of the head. He crashed onto the carpet in his living room. As his life bled out, he saw the shoes of his killer walk past him. As he took his last breath, he saw the killer’s hand collect the cash off the carpet next to his body.

“This is my tip for eliminating you,” the killer said and then calmly exited the home.
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In the locker at Ripped Gym, Colbert stuffed his clothes into a plastic bag and shoved it into his backpack. After a hot shower, he removed the tags from new socks, boxers, blue jeans, and a gray Henley shirt and got dressed. After quickly running his fingers through his light brown wavy hair, he exited the gym and put on sunglasses. Halfway down the street, he turned into an alley. He pulled the plastic bag out of his backpack and dumped it into a large black bin.
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Robert Higgins’s murder angered his clients. Accusations were passed between crime families. The murder also cast suspicion onto the victims of the criminals he helped spring out of jail.

The joke among the customers was that murder was the special of the day, as murder was often discussed at Sweet Plate. It was not until the end of her shift that Rebecca heard about Robert’s death. With her eyes cast down, she was about to remove her apron when a customer brought in a portrait of Robert.

“Good morning,” he said to Rebecca.

With a quivering lip, she responded, “Good morning.”

“Who do you think killed him?”

“I don’t know,” Rebecca stated in a low voice as she fought back tears.

“Management told me it was okay to put his portrait on the counter, as it was his office of sorts.”

With a white cloth, Rebecca cleaned the counter where Higgins had sat each day.

The customer stood the portrait to face what had been Higgins’s favorite stool.

“Robert really appreciated your discretion. We all do. I remember when he counseled me, and you served us professionally and without judgment.”

Rebecca looked at Higgins’s portrait. His kind blue eyes brought tears to her eyes. “Out of respect for his memory, no one will occupy the stool for a while,” she promised.

“He will be missed. I’m sad that he could not realize his dream. The world of crime has a way of sucking you in. If you’re lucky, it will only chew you up and spit you out. But for others it becomes a way of life, whether it be on the side of law or crime.”

Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut and whispered, “I know.”

“His plan was to retire early. He dreamed of trading in an unpredictable life for a predictable one where he could enjoy the company of a woman and not worry about her safety for being associated with him. He was right to be fearful.”

Rebecca pulled out napkin from the dispenser and wiped away her tears.

“Given the nature of his business, he did not trust many people. But he trusted you. He confided to me that you were the woman with whom he had hoped to start a new life.”

The customer leaned over the counter and touched Rebecca’s arm. “I’m sorry.”
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Rudy Banks, Luis Llamas, and the Wong brothers faced the open sea. It was a cold morning. Standing on the pier, they spoke with their heads down as they blew smoke into the mist.

“If it was none of you, then who?” Banks asked angrily while clenching his joint between his teeth.

“Maybe it was you,” Llamas challenged.

Carson Wong said, “You were the last one to deal with him.”

Banks removed his diamond-encrusted eye patch. His green eyes darted from Carson to Llamas. “It was legitimate business. I was never in his home.”

“The world knows you were pissed that he got your lovely fiancée’s brother off on a technicality. Why don’t you appreciate family being around?” Llamas quipped.

“Not when they steal from me,” Banks said.

“Who else had him on retainer?” Andrew Wong asked as he zipped up his blue jacket.

“He sheltered himself. Socializing was off the table. He never spoke about his work. Every conversation I had with him was regarding legal questions pertaining to me,” Banks said.

“Who would want him dead and why?” Carson wondered.

“I had legal dealings with him only. I didn’t even know where he lived,” Llamas said.

“Damn it! We’ll need to find another lawyer, but it won’t be easy. Higgins was a professional who the law could not touch. I didn’t even know he was single until I read about his death in the paper,” Carson pointed out.

“The police are tight-lipped about his murder and are not letting any clue leak that we can work with. The pigs joked that with Higgins being dead, he wouldn’t be able to get his killer off on a technicality.” Llamas smirked.
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Dressed in black with baseball caps shading their eyes, the Wong brothers entered Gordo’s office. Luis Llamas’s number one rule in letting them meet at the auto shop, which was attached to the back of Llamas’s pub, Talk of the Town, was to make sure the space was clear of bugs before they uttered a word. The Wong brothers used two different bug sweepers to confirm that the office was clean. No bugs found. Banks’s green eye glared at Andrew Wong’s new tattoo.

“Did a chicken attack you underneath your eye?” Banks asked.

“It is a Chinese symbol,” Carson Wong said.

“Meaning blue,” Banks stated.

“How do you know that?” Andrew asked as he adjusted his blue cap.

Banks laughed. “Because it is in blue.”

“We are not here to discuss my brother’s tattoo,” Carson said.

“I made an agreement with two flight attendants to carry my stones and your drugs and grass,” Banks said.

“What airline?” Andrew asked.

Banks chuckled, “Blue Ship.”

Andrew leaned back on the leather couch and smiled. “Blue is my lucky color.”

“You are an idiot,” Banks retorted as he adjusted his eye patch.

They removed their caps, picked up their prepaid cell phones, and conducted business. When they were done, they looked in the mirror that hung on the wall that the office shared with the pub to make sure their caps were positioned to shadow their faces.
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Dusk settled over the park. The trees’ shadows concealed the wooden benches that formed a circle in front of Saint Peter and Paul Church. In a café across from the park, Colbert sat by the window. With his coffee in hand, he read the newspaper article about Higgins’s murder. A customer looked at Higgins’s picture in the newspaper and commented, “I don’t think anyone should be surprised that Higgins was killed.”

Without removing his eyes from the article, Colbert responded, “I hope he’s a defendant in Hell’s court.”

The customer laughed as he walked out the door. Colbert looked out the window and watched Carson Wong as he swaggered toward the park. The man was wearing glasses, a gray tweed sweater, black pants, and a black fedora hat, and he carried a blue aluminum attaché case.

Carson Wong looked at his watch, then sat down on the park’s bus stop bench.

Colbert finished his coffee. He tucked the paper under his arm and, with his hands stuffed in his pockets, traipsed across the street. With his eyes down, Colbert sat next to Carson. The bus pulled up. After the last rider boarded, Carson dashed through the closing bus door. Two pigeons fighting over a crumb grabbed the attention of the bystanders. Colbert slid over to where Carson had been sitting, his legs concealing the attaché case. The bus pulled away, and Colbert lowered the newspaper and used it to cover his actions as he pulled the case from under the bench through his legs. He quickly rose, and with a tight grip on the attaché case handle, he tossed the newspaper into the trash can. With his eyes focused on a point in the distance, he departed the park.
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The threat of rain did not stop people from enjoying the Union Street Fair. Colbert smiled as he pushed through the crowd. Night was a better cover, but an ocean of people would suffice at high noon. Among the beer drinkers were a few people carrying backpacks. He relaxed his shoulders and adjusted the backpack on his own back. He searched the venue and spotted the man standing next to a heat lamp; he too wore a backpack. Colbert approached him and smiled, and they shook hands. They ordered beers and chatted as they drank their beverages. A table with two plastic chairs opened, and they sat down. After finishing his beer, Colbert’s companion stood up and went to the portable toilet. Colbert put his backpack on the plastic chair. The man returned and made his way to the other side of the table, removed his backpack, and placed it on the ground next to Colbert, all while surveying the venue. All the attendees were enjoying their drinks and their time with their friends. Rain started to fall. Colbert stood up and shook his companion’s hand. The man grabbed the pack from the chair, put it on his back, and left. Colbert stood under the table umbrella and finished his beer. When he removed his cap to wipe the sweat off his brow, a stench rose to his nose. He picked up the backpack off the ground and strapped it firmly to his back before leaving.
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At three in the morning, the drone concealed by drizzle flew over a six-foot brick wall and dropped a white envelope into Banks’s garden.

At nine that same morning, Banks was in his garden admiring the four brick walls canvased with growing poison ivy. His fiancée, Cora, put down her cup on the glass garden table and marched toward her beloved red rose tree in the center of the garden. She raised herself on her toes and plucked out the white envelope.

“This must be for you,” she moaned to her fiancé, who was enjoying his coffee.

She dropped the envelope on the lawn and stomped on it.

Banks clenched his jaw as she rushed past him.

He picked up the envelope and opened it. The note inside read, 1 M 4 D. Send with AS.
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Latin music pounded out of Gordo’s auto shop as Banks cursed and pumped his fist into the air. The Wong brothers laughed. Colbert stood at the door and watched Banks’s reflection in the mirror.

“Dude, calm the fuck down,” Carson said.

“The diamonds were not delivered,” Banks complained.

“Did your supplier rip you off?” Andrew asked, reclining against the leather couch.

Banks’s green eye darted angrily around the office. “I established a protocol to ensure that the transaction was completed. The supplier texted me on the number reserved only for him.”

“I dropped off the money as you directed,” Colbert said.

“The mule didn’t show up. He and the supplier are nowhere to be found,” Banks informed them.

“Is it the mule with a strawberry birthmark on his ass?” Carson inquired.

Banks stared accusingly at Carson. “How do you know that?”

“On a happier occasion when you were stupid drunk, you made fun of his birthmark. You said that if he was killed, all they would need to do is look at his ass to know who he was. Because nothing else about him is remarkable.”

Banks grabbed Carson by his shirt and lifted him from the couch. Andrew jumped up.

“Get your nasty hand off my shirt,” Carson warned.

“Do you have my diamonds?” Banks demanded.

Carson punched Banks in the face. Banks raised his fist and swung at him, but Andrew blocked the blow.

“One of my mules saw him in prison. Call the authorities and ask if they can look for your stones up his ass,” Carson taunted him.

“You’re right. My stones are not for consumption like your product. I will find my diamonds. Put your hands on me again and I’ll blow your head off,” Banks said.

“This love-hate relationship is tiring,” Llamas scolded as he entered the office.

Banks went to the cabinet and poured himself a drink.

“What’s the problem?” Llamas asked.

“Banks didn’t get his shipment,” Colbert said.

“Honor among thieves is romantic, but it’s bullshit,” Llamas cautioned.

“I miss people not robbing where they shit,” Banks fumed as he stormed out.

“I miss food,” Carson said.

“I’ve got the munchies too,” Andrew added as he followed his brother out.

Llamas looked at the motionless Anthony Samuel and asked, “What do you miss, Colbert?”

“I miss being around happy people.” Colbert sighed.

“You’re always talking about happy people. When you die, you’ll be remembered as the miserable man who appreciated happy people at the same time that you ruined them.” Llamas laughed.
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Colbert held his meal securely with both hands—his favorite tacos from the truck that rolled through town until three in the morning. He ascended the stairs and stopped at the landing. As the warmth of the food sunk into his hands and the smell of the spices wafted around him, he watched a man dressed as a gladiator march back and forth. So devoted to his craft was he that he didn’t notice his one-person audience. Nor did the appetite-inducing scent of his food make the gladiator put down his sword. Colbert turned away from the show and entered Condo One, which he was being paid to house-sit, to enjoy his tacos.
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Anderson sat down two stools away from the growing memorial to Higgins. With a warm smile, Rebecca handed him a menu.

“Thank you. How are you this evening?” he asked.

“I’m doing fine. Thank you for asking. How are you?”

“Hungry,” he answered with a smile.

“What can I get you?”

Anderson took a few moments to scan the busy restaurant. The ambience was calm, and the diners’ eyes were on their food.

“I’ll have the beef tips and mash please.”

When his meal was ready, Rebecca placed the dish in front of Anderson.

He didn’t take his eyes off her.

Rebecca’s hazel eyes looked at Higgins’s memorial. “Who killed Robert?”

“We have no leads. I know he was kind to you. I’m sorry.”

***
[image: ]


Anderson sat with Lieutenant Gavin Sanders to view security videos.

“The initial investigation established that Higgins let the murderer in. The day of his death, a bonded moving company was scheduled to pick up a table to be delivered to an antique shop. The delivery men arrived and discovered the body through the open door,” Anderson stated.

On a neighbor’s security footage, they watched as a man dressed in a similar moving uniform and cap walked into Higgins’s home.

“Behind his ears you can see that he’s wearing sunglasses,” Sanders said.

“It wasn’t that cold for a moving man to be wearing a jacket. He must have had the gun in his pocket,” Anderson stated.

The man quickly went up the stairs and rang the doorbell. Higgins opened the door, then walked back inside, and the man followed him.

On another monitor Sanders and Anderson watched Higgins’s home surveillance footage as Higgins pointed to the table. Higgins pulled out money and counted the bills.

“A tip for the movers,” Sanders suggested.

The man never raised his head. He pulled out the gun and shot Higgins in the back. Higgins dropped to the floor.

They watched as the murderer used his foot to push the dying man onto his back. With his head bowed, he crouched over Higgins and removed his sunglasses. A look of surprise flashed on the dying man’s face. The murderer picked up the cash off the floor.

“He said something to Higgins,” Anderson pointed out.

“It’s personal,” Sanders agreed.

They watched as the killer rushed toward the open door. Sanders froze the frame on the man’s profile when he turned to walk down the stairs.

“It wasn’t a robbery; it was a hit,” Anderson declared. “The cash was a convenient bonus. He didn’t even take the fifteenth-century table valued at half a million.”
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Condo Two’s door slammed shut. It wasn’t the bang that jolted Colbert as he stood in front of his door but that their eyes met at two in the afternoon. After a nod and a quick hello, Colbert entered Condo One and then closed and locked the door. He blinked his tired eyes as he thought about the man who had exited Condo Two. Colbert was not sure if he was the occupant. What he was sure about was that there was more movement in Condo Two in the wee hours of the morning than in the afternoon. He wondered briefly about all the people he had seen entering and exiting the condo.
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The Duck Squad
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Three men with drawstring bags set securely on their backs jumped into a closed atrium of a coffee shop and made their way into an unsupervised storage room. The men, who were similar in height, put on identical khaki trench coats and pants that they pulled out of their bags and then donned matching white bushy wigs. They concealed their faces with the same plastic duck masks with oversize protruding yellow beaks. They wore similar yellow rubber gloves to hide their fingerprints.

After tossing their bags into the huge blue bin, they crossed the atrium and opened the café door, ignoring the surprised eyes and amused laughter of the coffee shop patrons. They crossed the coffee shop to the adjacent windowless bank lobby, where they were met by horrified stares. One of the men tossed an object toward the ceiling. Before it made contact, the object exploded, and confetti rained down. The startled bank customers ducked for cover. As the two armed men watched over the crouching customers, the third man thrust duffel bags at two tellers and then raised his gun and demanded cash.

A two-year-old-child in his protective mother’s grasp giggled at the duck-faced men as he squealed, “Ducky, ducky, ducky.”

As the men dashed out toward the atrium, one quickly grabbed lollipops from the candy dish. He handed one to the laughing tot and cooed, “Be a good boy.”

Back in the atrium, the men jumped on the garbage bins and hoisted one another up onto the roof. They took off their coats and pants and tossed them into a homeless camp, and they threw their masks, wigs, and gloves into the camp’s barrel fire. They stuffed the money into their jackets and then jumped onto different rooftops before climbing down and dispersing among the citizens.
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[image: ]


A lollipop securely in his mouth, the man sprinted up the stairs and past Colbert.

The scent of strawberry from the pop mingled with a rotting stench that made Colbert’s stomach churn.

The man pulled the pop out of his mouth and said, “You’re looking gray, mate. Are you all right?”

“Do you smell that stench?”

“I smell strawberry. Perhaps you smell a dead rat?” he suggested as he opened the door to Condo Two.

The man was dressed in street clothes, and his hair was longer than Colbert recalled. The rotten smell clouded his memory. Colbert wasn’t sure if he had seen him before.

“Go inside before you get sick,” the man advised as he entered his condo.

Colbert quickly went inside Condo One and closed the door to the stench in the hallway.
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Fallon Sullivan waltzed into a store, placed items into his large backpack, and walked out. Customers and employees stared helplessly while others pretended not to notice. Sullivan could imagine what they thought of him. Broke, cheapskate, rebel, lowlife. He preferred that they direct their inner ire on retail thievery brought on by inflated prices. His basement was stocked with stolen goods from pharmacies and grocery stores that he offered to the financially challenged at a discount. Easy money. But it required hours to list and ship. Stolen goods, on their own, would be considered misdemeanors on an odd day. But contained collectively in his basement, it was grand theft tenfold.
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Colette Ely was Fallon Sullivan’s ex-girlfriend, and her new job as a barmaid at Talk of the Town put him back in touch with an old classmate of his, Luis Llamas. At the pub, he watched as Colbert and Llamas had a private discussion. When Llamas left, Sullivan sat down next to Colbert and struck up a conversation. After a few drinks, the inebriated Colbert informed Sullivan that Llamas’s passion was not serving drunks but the acquisition of expensive cars that the average bastard never heard about.
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Llamas was detailing his BMW M2 Competition at his car shop, Gordo’s.

“It’s a shame you can’t polish a million-dollar beauty,” Sullivan said, ribbing him.

“What do you want, Fallon?”

“I want in. I want to rake in big rewards with less work and a lower profile.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Llamas replied as he continued to polish his car.

“I want to help you procure wheels.”

Llamas pointed to his car. “I have a great set of wheels.”

“You damn well know what I mean. Colbert told me about your love for fancy cars and how you acquire them—on a very good discount too, I bet.”

“Stick to what you know.”

“You can trust me to keep my mouth shut.”

“Your lips are moving.”

“Colette can vouch for me.”

“Stop harassing her.”

“You and I were tight in school, Luis.”

“You needed validation back then too. You’re incapable of keeping your mouth shut.”

“You’ll regret this, Llamas.”

Llamas pointed at his pit bull, who was standing close by, and warned, “I suggest you leave before my puppy gets hungry.”
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It was an unseasonably warm day in San Francisco. Colbert preferred the fog to the sun. He was eager to go back inside until nightfall. Sullivan blocked his path. Under the shade of a tree, Zito Rocco could see that they were in a heated discussion. As Rocco made his way toward his building, he was curious as to the topic of their conversation. As he approached the men, Rocco pulled out his phone. When he was few feet away from them, he pretended to be on a call so that he could eavesdrop on them. The quarreling men did not notice Rocco.

“I didn’t tell you anything,” Colbert argued.

“You don’t remember because you were drunk.”

“Well, you misunderstood. He’s not in that business.”

“Drunks don’t lie. All I want is in. I love fancy expensive things,” Fallon said.

“Listen, Llamas was very angry with me. I don’t like it when he’s upset.”

“All I am asking is to be part of the crew. My loyalty can be bought.”

“You’re not my problem,” Colbert fumed and pushed him out of the way.

Colbert walked past Rocco without glancing at him. Rocco studied Fallon, who glared angrily at the retreating man.
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The cashier’s line was short. Rocco waited his turn with an item in each hand. He swiveled his head as he yawned and spotted the man he saw arguing with the condo sitter. The man did not make eye contact with anyone as he walked to the aisle behind Rocco, who watched as the man stuffed expensive toiletry items into a tote bag. Rocco paid for his items. Fallon ignored the alarm as he exited the store. Rocco grabbed his receipt and raced out to find Fallon.
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Colbert met with the Wong brothers and Banks after hours at Gordo’s. They swept the shop’s office for bugs in silence; none were detected. Unbeknownst to them, Colbert was again followed to the meeting. The uninvited man stood in the shadows holding a to-go cup. His other hand pointed a listening device toward the wall with the window that showed the shadows of the men in the low light.

“My hot merchandise has cooled. My clients are not willing to wait much longer. I need to ship pronto,” Banks said.

“Our clients are not happy about waiting, and we’re not the only provider in town. We ship first,” Carson Wong said as his brother, Andrew, nodded.

“The flight attendants are getting nervous about the increase in shipments. So either I ship first, or we need to find a new transport.”

“It always has to be your way or no way,” Carson fumed.

“It’s because Banks’s merch makes more than what you two are shipping,” Colbert said.

“I’m getting really tired of your condescending tone,” Carson said.

“What are you going to do? Chop off my ass?”

Carson stood up. “You do need your ass kicked.”

Banks pulled out a gun and pointed it at Carson. “Should we see what’s faster? Your kick or my bullet?”

“Fucking coward,” Carson spat.

“His knuckles are reserved for the missus,” Andrew mocked.

Banks laughed. “Keep Cora out of this, boys.”

“Colbert, how does Llamas ship his cars?” Carson asked.

Colbert shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do. You’re his shadow. But you’re afraid of him.”

“Llamas will kill me,” Colbert said.

Banks admired his gun and pointed it at Colbert. “This beauty is new. It has yet to shoot a victim. Colbert, if you don’t tell us how Llamas ships and give us his contact, you’ll be this weapon’s first kill and your ex-wife will be the second. For me to spare your child, you will leave a suicide note saying you couldn’t get over the divorce.”

“You son of bitch!” Colbert snarled.

“It’s not personal, Colbert; it’s business. Now give me the information, and I won’t kill your wife. And to show it’s not personal, I’ll give you a tip that you can take to the bank. You starving fuck.”

Colbert looked at the Wong brothers. Andrew adjusted his blue cap and then looked at his brother. Carson said, “Don’t let your son wind up an orphan.”

“Freight train. The contact, Peter Long, is an employee of the freight train.”

“Damn! The train. Why didn’t we think of that?” Banks said.

“Llamas doesn’t like us loitering here,” Colbert reminded them.
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An Early Death
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It was a warrant that initially brought police officers to Condo One at 6:00 a.m.

“A shot was heard at three in the morning,” Detective Javier Cordova informed Detective Anderson.

“There were no calls to 911, Anthony Samuel Colbert. Cleary, no one gave a damn for you,” Anderson said to the corpse lying faceup in a pool of blood.

Cordova lowered himself for a closer look. “One single shot straight through his heart.” With his pen, he signaled at the corpse’s open eyes and added, “The last person he saw was his killer.”

Anderson took note of what Colbert was wearing. “He wasn’t dressed for bed but instead was wearing a shirt buttoned and tucked into his faded jeans. His shoes are lined up next to his body. He was the only man I knew who wore faded jeans with black Stacey Adams.”

“Complete disrespect for the brand,” Cordova said.

“The jeans or the shoes?” Anderson questioned with a laugh as he looked at his Stacey Adams and then at Cordova’s.

“Stacey Adams. Colbert’s arrest warrant was for unpaid child support,” Cordova said.

“Another deadbeat dad,” Anderson grumbled.

“His rap sheet is long—narcotics, racketeering, illegal gambling, aliases, aggravated assault. And a murder suspect. This condo isn’t registered as his address. Yesterday, SFPD was surveilling another suspect and saw Colbert enter the building using a key.”

“Who is the owner of the condo?” Anderson asked.

“A neighbor told the officers that Colbert was condo-sitting for a month prior to his demise. The owner is Charles Alberts, who is on a business trip in the Far East.”

“If the warrant was ready yesterday, he would still be alive. Is Alberts related to Colbert?”

“According to the neighbor, prior to his trip, Alberts told her he hired someone off an app. She said Colbert introduced himself to her as John Stevens.”

Anderson walked to the front door that the officers had busted in. He noted that the chain and latches were torn off their hinges. The door was heavily locked from the inside. He took the flashlight from the officer standing at the entrance and used it to illuminate the dark corner. The beam barely penetrated the shadows. He handed the flashlight back to the officer and asked, “Did you guys turn on that table lamp?”

“No, Detective. It was on when we got here. It was the only light on.”

Anderson walked to the living room’s tall windows and pulled up the blinds; the windows were locked. He inspected all the windows in the one-bedroom condo, and they were locked too, even the small window in the bathroom that only a child could squeeze through. Cordova glanced into the dimmed pantry. There were no signs of a struggle anywhere. Everything appeared to be in order. Dust was not disturbed. Electronics were not taken, and there were piles of one-hundred-dollar bills stacked on the coffee table. Anderson inspected the white rug and the floor near the body. There were no bloody shoeprints or other items that could identify the killer.

“It warmed up over the last couple of days, yet not one window was cracked opened. The condo is more fortified than Fort Knox. And there’s no note,” Anderson reported.

Cordova’s brown eyes scrutinized the dark corner as he scratched the scar beneath his five o’clock shadow. He then pointed at the end table. “The gun is resting on there. The body collapsed here next to where the casing was recovered, several feet away from the gun in the room, and there’s no sign of a break-in.”

“No defense wounds, nor did he turn to get away. The shot blasted him onto his back. Must have been someone he knew,” Anderson said.

“How did the person get in?” Cordova wondered out loud.

“He was facing that direction. Not the door. Toward the dining room with a locked window, next to the kitchen with locked windows,” Anderson said.

The technicians took photos, dusted for fingerprints, and combed for evidence. From time to time, they looked over their shoulders and at each other with unease in their eyes.

Crouching next to his own body, Anthony Samuel Colbert looked at the dark corner that Anderson had illuminated earlier with the flashlight. Confused by his ghostly transformation, Colbert struggled with the pressure that was compressing him.

Cordova read from his cell phone. “He was an only child, and his parents are deceased. The closest next of kin is his ex-wife, Rebecca Nero, who works at Sweet Plate downtown.”

Anderson glared at the dead man’s eyes locked in a stare.

“See something, Anderson?” Cordova asked.

Anderson whispered, “Rebecca.” He then addressed the corpse. “Tell us who killed you, Colbert. Just doing my job. I really don’t care that you’re dead. I just need to know who did it. I don’t want to spend too much time hunting down your murderous buddy. There are missing children, abused people, and victims murdered by thugs like you and the guy who killed you. We have work to do, and we don’t have time for garbage like you.”

“He won’t talk without a lawyer present,” Cordova said sarcastically as he stuffed evidence envelopes with bundles of one-hundred-dollar bills.

Anderson stared at the cash. “Hording money and not one cent for his son.”
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The Twins
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The detectives walked into the circular hallway shared by the four condos.

Anderson looked at the large golden picture of twin sisters in their nineties that hung between Condo One and Condo Two.

“Finding a murdered man in her condo must have her rolling in her grave,” Cordova sympathized.

“Her condo? Didn’t they live together?”

“They worked for the same employer, and they dressed the same every day, but they lived in separate condos,” Cordova informed him.

“Interesting.”

“They were decorated identically so that if you were ushered into one of the units blindfolded, you wouldn’t know if you were in Condo One or Condo Two. The kitchens share a wall. The twins joked that they would talk to each other through it as they prepared their meals,” Cordova recounted.

“I’m surprised they lived apart,” Anderson said.

“They inherited the condos from their aunt, who stipulated that each twin must reside in separate units or they would be sold to strangers. Their aunt was adamant that they have some individuality. They wanted to be in the city, and they found solace that they would be living in the same building, so they agreed.”

“Are you the twins’ historian?” Anderson asked with a laugh.

“I read an article about them in the paper when they died of natural causes five minutes apart.”

“In their respective condos?”

“No. They died in Condo One,” Cordova said.

There was no answer to their knocking from Condo Two.

Condo Three’s door opened. “Why are you pounding so hard so early in the morning?” a woman demanded.

“Sorry to disturb you,” Cordova said as he flashed his badge.

“Oh no. Did someone die?”

“Someone was killed, Ms. . . .”

“Jessica Henley,” she said as she steadied herself against the doorframe.

She looked at Anderson’s badge clipped to his belt and asked, “Who was it?”

“The house sitter in Condo One.”

“Oh, John?” She shrugged with relief.

“You’re not surprised?” Cordova asked.

“No.”

“Why is that?” Anderson inquired.

“He had a parade of women coming into the apartment. He gave off bad vibes. Aside from the women, men would loiter around outside and wait for him. He would rush out talk to them for a few minutes. For a house sitter, he had the cash to be out all night. The garbage bins would spill over with his to-go leftovers. On my way to work, I would see him shuffle down the hall yawning. It’s a pity that such a charismatic soul was snuffed out,” she said sarcastically as she ruffled her wet hair.

“Do you think it was a crime of passion?” Cordova asked.

Jessica tightened her bathrobe belt. “Who knows?”

“The door knocking disturbed you but not the smashing in of Condo One’s door?”

“I was in the shower. The radio was on loud. I heard something, but with the other noise, I wasn’t sure what it was.”

Anderson walked back to Condo Two and knocked again as
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