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      Detective Rose Perez leaned back and sighed in appreciation of Skep River’s cooking. The kitchen, the dining room, really the whole house smelled of marinara sauce, cheese, and Italian spices. She sat at Skep’s oak dining room table, wondering how he’d developed such a magic touch with food. The man had a way with spices. He could turn the most common dish into something magical. No one could accuse Skep of being a crappy cook.

      Christy Miller, Skep's business partner, and Lacy, her wife, sat across the table from Rose. She, Christy, and Skep had all met in middle school, graduated from the same high school, and kept in touch. Somehow they managed to stay friends. By some cosmic miracle, they all wound up involved in some form of law enforcement.

      The strange twists of fate Rose liked to call it.

      Christy scooped out another piece of lasagna and ate with gusto. She hadn’t changed at all since high school. She ate enough for two men, still looked amazing. Tall, over six feet, blond, and beautiful enough to make people stop and stare.

      In high school, everyone called Rose and Christy Mutt and Jeff. Yeah, sure it was a very clichéd nickname. Cliché or not, it captured the humor of a slender five foot four Latina, watching her diet because the women in her family tended toward chubby, while hanging out with a slender over six foot blond who could eat her weight in food.

      Becoming best friends with Christy taught Rose that life wasn’t fair, and she should never expect things to turn out as planned. Back in the day, she’d been jealous of Christy's height. Now, not so much. She’d learned there were advantages to being short.

      Skep often described himself as having the face of a thug and the heart of a scholar. Neither was exactly true. He was more handsome than he gave himself credit for, but his face often hardened into a scowl when his thoughts turned serious. That face did have a tendency to frighten strangers.

      He was one of those men who could have been a chef. He had the talent and the love of cooking. But when they all graduated from high school, instead of moving to Paris to go to a famous culinary school, he and Christy enlisted in the Marine Corps. They tried to get her to join, but traveling the world and maybe shooting at people didn’t appeal to her. So, in the most anti-logical move she could make, Rose joined the police academy.

      Now, she was a detective, and Skep and Christy ran their own PI firm.

      Skep had just finished telling a story about a man who went to New Orleans, got drunk, and was hanging from a tree completely nude when the police found him and arrested him. The man’s wife paid Skep a great deal of money to fly to New Orleans, bail him out of jail, and hand him divorce papers. The poor drunk thought he’d been rescued from jail, which technically he had been, but the kicker was the divorce papers. The man went back to the French Quarter’s bars and got in a bar fight. Skep hadn’t stuck around to bail him out again.

      The story sounded funnier when Skep told it. Their laughter had just settled down, when Skep turned to Rose.

      “Got a story that can top that one?” he asked.

      She considered the question for a moment and decided to recount a mysterious death that happened three years earlier.

      She didn’t quite have Skep’s flare for storytelling, but her tale sounded so weird that most people got sucked into the details. Plus, the crazy facts left people puzzling over who really committed the crime.

      Lacy stood up. “Hold on, before you get started, does pie and coffee sound good?”

      She scurried off to the kitchen and brought a banana cream pie to the table. While Christy poured everyone a mug full of coffee, Lacy cut the pie.

      She pushed a piece of pie toward Rose and said, “Come on, Rose, let’s have your story.”

      Rose leaned back, took a sip of black coffee, and looked at her friends sitting around Skep’s solid oak table. She was pretty sure she could top Skep’s story about a wayward husband getting divorced.

      She grinned and winked at Skep.
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      A little over three years ago, I got called to a crime scene. It was late, almost at the end of my shift. I was annoyed, but hoping for something straightforward and easy.

      I headed for the crime ridden city of San Dimas.

      Everyone chuckled.

      San Dimas did not have the same reputation as New Orleans or Los Angeles when it came to crime. It’s a sleepy small town, east of Los Angeles but still inside LA county. There was nothing particularly crime-ridden about the town, but a sleepy small town in LA County didn’t sound like the good beginning of a crime story.

      I arrived at the After Tea Apartments. Going by the name of the place, I had high hopes that this was a senior apartment complex and things would go smoothly.

      When I arrived, the apartment manager was waiting out front. His frown was worse than Skep’s. He was not a happy camper.

      He held up his watch and said, “I’ve been waiting forty-one minutes.” He was a smoker with yellow stains on his right fingers. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days, but he had nice blue eyes and a riot of reddish-brown hair.

      I squinted at him until he got nervous enough to look away.

      “Detective Rose Perez and Officer Jackson,” I said, pointing to the rookie at my side. “And you are?”

      “I’m the one who called forty⁠—”

      “Forty-one minutes ago,” I said. “Do you have a name?”

      “Zeke Barron. I manage the apartments”

      Jackson flipped open his notepad and wrote down Zeke’s information.

      “There’s a body. Pete Samson. He’s around this way.”

      We followed Zeke through the tall wrought iron gates that were standing open.

      “Time?” I asked Jackson.

      “Two thirty,” Jackson said, as he made another note.

      Jackson was new and asking him questions was my way of getting him used to how I liked things done.

      The After Tea Apartments were newish, and the grounds were well kept. These weren’t luxury apartments, but they weren’t cheap or rundown. I kept an eye on Zeke. I guessed he was ex-military. His short haircut and the way he stood spoke volumes. He probably kept things running like clockwork.

      When we pulled up to the apartments, I noted that the vehicles parked on the street were newer, clean, and solidly common. Except for a few lights on here, the rest of the street had been dark and quiet. Crickets chirped their annoying song, and a big dog barked nearby

      We walked into a common area that was surrounded on all four sides by apartments. Small lights lined the walkway at measured intervals. They gave off a nice ambiance. The grounds were clean and landscaped and manicured.

      The apartment building had two stories. All the upper-story apartments had balconies. All the apartments faced toward the common area. There was the front entrance and directly across the common area was the back entrance. The garages and parking spaces were in the back.

      The center area was unusually big and roomy. There was a pools, lots of grass, and trees, benches, and an area for barbecues. I didn’t see a playground, so I assumed no kids.

      I counted eight adults sitting around the pool. It was summer, so the air was cool enough for a light sweater, but not cold. Two of the people were senior citizens. The rest looked to be in their mid-thirties or early forties. They all stood when they saw me and Officer Jackson.

      I’d left two cops out front for when the coroner arrived. Also, I could use them to take statements.

      “Who are those people?” I asked.

      “The residents. Ida Cain couldn’t sleep and came out to sit by the pool. She found him.”

      “In the pool?”

      The manager shook his head and raised his bushy eyebrows. He grimaced and pointed to the balcony to the left. That apartment overlooked a flower garden in full bloom.

      “Nothing, and I mean nothing, like this has ever happened on my watch,” he said.

      I followed the direction his finger pointed. I agreed with the man. I’d never seen anything like what was hanging on a balcony. A fifty something man, in excellent shape except for being dead. He was naked and letting it all hang out. Probably an old athlete or someone obsessed with his looks. His arms were spread wide and tied to the top balcony rails. His feet, also spread wide, were tied to the bottom rails.

      Clearly someone was going for Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man.

      The two cops with me were working on grins. I frowned at them. I knew their grins were anxiety, but the bystanders wouldn’t know that.

      “Why are all these people awake?” I asked.

      “Most of them are night owls. Plus, when Ida glanced up and saw him, she screamed like a banshee. Also, there was a bit of a scene earlier. They are all witnesses to the earlier disturbance involving Pete. They all saw something that happened between him, his girlfriend, his lover, and his lover’s husband.”

      At that point, I gave up on the hope of having an early night.

      All the witnesses had been sitting together for at least forty-one minutes, probably more. Of course, they had talked to each other. I really hoped they hadn’t collaborated their stories. The coroner arrived while the manager told me his story. With the noise that was being made, more people were going to wake up, and I had to expect nosy neighbors to show up.

      “You see any of this?” I asked the manager.

      He grinned, his white, white teeth gleaming in the moonlight.

      “Yes, I sure did. Mr. Samson up there, he’s one giant scumbag. I’ve been trying to get rid of him for years.”

      “So you didn’t like him?”

      “True.” He grinned again. “But I didn’t kill the son-of-a-bitch or string him up.”

      “You think one of them did it?”

      He grinned again and shook his head. “Have no idea. I doubt it. They’re all pretty nice folks. Someone pretty big had to do that. Most of them sit around all day.”

      He verbalized my thoughts.

      He pointed to the eight people my officers were separating.

      “I did try to keep them apart like you told your cops to do. But even I can’t harness a group of serial gossipers. I’ve watched enough cop shows to know all their testimony is polluted.” He grinned again. “Polluted big time.”

      “You sound a little gleeful about that,” I said.

      Jackson, who was taking notes for me, kept a straight face, but I could tell he wanted to laugh.

       I paused my story to take a couple bites of pie and sip some coffee. Everyone else had finished their pie and my coffee was getting cold.

      “You’re going to tell us who did it, right?” Lacy asked. 

      “Maybe. First, I’m going to recreate the story of what happened, and let you private investigators guess. Zeke set me up in a community room, made some coffee, and even set two boxes of donuts on the table for the officers.”
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      Mrs. Ida Cain was sixty-eight. She discovered the body and lived next door to the victim. She seemed more than willing to tell her part of the story.

      She smelled like mint and roses. She wore a pink jogging outfit and looked healthy for her age. She also had sharp blue eyes and seemed to take in everything. I wondered if librarians watching over books were observant. If so, that might help me.

      She was the kind of lady that made you aware of your every move, as if she could read everything you were thinking. It was a little freaky because I had a feeling she would have made a good detective.

      When questioned about what she saw and heard on the day and evening of the murder, she made the following statement.

      “In the afternoon at 3:10, I stepped out of my apartment to go down the hall to exercise with Lydia. We have an exercise tape that we do five days a week. On the weekend, we go for a walk. Lydia’s not here. She takes sleeping pills. Not me. I just wake up and wander around until I get sleepy again.”

      “How do you know it was 3:10 in the afternoon?” I asked her.

      “Well, ’cause we exercise at three. I looked at my watch. I was ten minutes late. When I opened the door, Sarah Jean, Big Dick’s fiancée, stood in the hall.”

      “Whose Big Dick?”

      “Oh, that’s Pete Samson. We call him
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