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  ORMOND BEACH NEWS

Coast Guard suspends search for missing Ormond Beach plane

BY GAGE HOLLOMAN

The US Coast Guard announced today that they are suspending the search for Ormond Beach pilot and restaurateur, Michael Sinise, pending further developments. Sinise’s plane, a Cessna Caravan C-208, owned by charter company Island Connections, was reported missing on the afternoon of April 9th when he failed to arrive at North Eleuthera, Bahamas, for a scheduled pick-up. According to Miami Response Center, Sinise departed alone from Flagler Airport and indicated no signs of distress prior to dropping off radar approximately two hours into the flight.

Bill Cook, a Lieutenant with the US Coast Guard, directed the search, which began shortly after 5:30 pm on April 9th and followed Sinise’s filed flight plan, beginning with the aircraft’s last known position. The team employed Coast Guard HC-144 Ocean Sentry aircraft and Navy P-3C long range patrol aircraft equipped with radar, night vison and thermal sensors. Over the course of the next seventy-two hours, hundreds of square miles were covered with no signs of debris or oil slick.

“Thermal cameras were used at night to detect heat from an engine or even a person,” said Cook. “During the day, we’d go over the same grid we’d covered the night before, but with the benefit of daylight.”

When asked why the search was halted, Cook explained, “We followed the flight path and surrounding area, checked with nearby airports, and tried to locate the plane’s emergency beacon but never detected a signal. Should further developments arise, we’ll resume the search, but unfortunately, we don’t have promising news at this time.”

The Coast Guard plans to issue a preliminary report outlining the facts surrounding the search sometime next week. A final report is expected to take several more months. Further developments will be handled by the National Transportation Safety Board. Anyone with information regarding this case should contact the NTSB’s Response Operations Center at 844-555-9922.
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I poured myself a glass of red wine from an open bottle at the bar and pictured Michael sitting across from me. We were having a nightcap now that the diners had finished their desserts and coffee and were headed home, their tummies full of pasta with homemade Italian sauce. He raised his glass to make a toast—to having me all to himself for a few weeks. I was about to do something I considered reckless: abandoning the restaurant for two weeks to go on vacation in Italy. Before Michael, I’d never been out of the country, much less on a cross-Atlantic flight, but he’d planned our adventure to the last detail. We’d never really taken a honeymoon. I was too worried about leaving the restaurant unsupervised, but he’d finally convinced me to relax. Samantha and Alex could easily handle things while I was gone.

I guess it just wasn’t in my DNA to be so carefree, a work ethic I’d inherited from my father. Little by little Michael had shown me that it was okay to have fun. Taking time off for an overdue celebration of our marriage was part of enjoying life. He was a hopeless romantic.

I dabbed my eyes with a cocktail napkin. Now I was the romantic one, clinging to a distant memory. I was also feeling more hopeless—it had been ninety-five days since I’d last seen my husband.

I started to take a sip of wine when I heard a voice behind me.

“We need to talk,” she said.

I whipped around to see a woman leaning against the hostess stand at the front of my restaurant. We had closed over an hour ago. My bar manager and chef had just left for the night, leaving me alone to finish some paperwork. She seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

Her voice sounded like a girl’s, but she looked more like a Real Housewife. She wore a tight navy dress with a scooped neckline that accentuated her rounded breasts. Gold bracelets adorned both wrists and her heels were so high that her feet arched unnaturally. Her bleached blonde hair was tousled about her face, and her skin was deeply tanned, the color that came from hours of soaking up the Florida sun.

“We’re closed,” I said, perplexed that this woman was somehow in my restaurant at nearly 1:00 a.m.

“You’re Julianna, right?” she asked. Her eyes squinted slightly.

Most of my customers, even the regulars, called me Miss Sandoval. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something off-putting about the informal way she said my first name. Or maybe I was just irritable from a long night. Holidays were always busy, and that night’s Fourth of July dinner crowd had been no exception.

“Look, I’m sorry, but we’re closed,” I repeated. “You’ll need to come back during normal hours.”

For an instant, I thought about my pistol in the safe in the back office. It wasn’t that I felt in danger—she looked more like the type who’d be robbed than someone who’d do the robbing. Still, her presence was strange, especially on the one night when my stepson was out of town, leaving me to close the restaurant alone.

“He’s not who you think he is,” she said.

I shook my head, trying to make sense of her words. Was she drunk? High? And who was she talking about? It didn’t matter. She was keeping me from going home and I was already exhausted. I reached in my jacket pocket for the key to the front door and stepped from behind the expansive bar to escort her out. As I approached, I got a better look at her face. She was heavily made-up, with contoured cheekbones, lash extensions and plumped-up lips. I reiterated that we were closed and she needed to leave.

“You stupid bitch,” she sneered. “You don’t have a clue!”

I stopped in my tracks. My entire body stiffened. The hatred in her voice was personal, as if she knew me, which she didn’t. Before I could respond, I heard a blast outside. Glass shattered like someone had dropped a full tray of dishes onto the concrete floor.

Her eyes bulged and she gasped for air, opening and closing her mouth like a hooked fish. Her doll-like face was now oddly contorted. She stumbled forward a few steps, struggling to maintain her balance. When she tried to speak, blood spewed from her mouth.

I screamed.

She lurched forward, arms outstretched, and tried to grab me.

I instinctively stepped back and watched in horror as she clutched her chest and gasped for air.

Our eyes locked.

She stared at me, terrified. Her expression was the haunted, helpless look of someone who knew death was certain. Then she collapsed face-first to the floor.

I took another step back, turned and sprinted through the open archway toward the kitchen. I continued retreating down the hall to my office and slammed the door behind me. My heart was pounding in my ears. My fingers trembled as I struggled to twist the flimsy bar lock on the door knob.

Only then did I realize that I had no escape. My small office had no windows or other exits.

I frantically snatched the phone and dialed 9-1-1.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I chanted into the receiver.

“9-1-1. What is your emergency?”

“A woman,” I panted. “A woman has been shot.”

I glanced at the space between my desk and the back wall and squeezed myself into the small opening. My desk was made of wood. It wouldn’t stop a bullet. Still, I felt safer crouched behind it.

“What is your address?” the dispatcher asked.

“Café Lily. 216 South Atlantic Avenue, Ormond Beach.”

“And your name?”

“Julianna Sandoval. Please, send the police right away!”

I listened for any sounds of movement in the hallway. Whoever shot her could be coming for me next. The restaurant was eerily quiet, but that didn’t mean I was alone.

“Help is on the way, Julianna. Just stay with me. Where are you?”

“In my office.” My voice cracked. I tried to swallow but my mouth was dry.

“Did you see who shot her?”

I blinked, trying to recall the scene I’d just witnessed. I’d heard the gunshot and the window shattering. Why hadn’t I looked in that direction? The entire time, I’d never taken my eyes off the woman. Why hadn’t I tried to identify the shooter?

“Ma’am, are you still there?” the dispatcher asked.

“I’m here,” I whispered.

I eyed the safe on the wall. I’d have to give up the cover of my desk to retrieve my pistol, but I had no choice. A flimsy lock wouldn’t hold up against someone determined to break down the door. I stood quickly and pressed the cold metal keypad—0216, my parents’ anniversary. Or was it 0212?

My mind went blank.

No, it was 0216.

With a single motion, I grabbed the gun and darted back to my hiding place. I squatted behind my desk with the phone pressed against my ear and my gun pointed toward the door. As much as I tried, I couldn’t catch my breath.

“You’re doing good, Julianna. The police are on their way.”

But what if help didn’t arrive in time?
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By the third ring of my cell phone, I’d rolled over in bed and glanced at the clock: 1:33 a.m. As I picked up the call, I grumbled out loud, “Somebody better be dead.”

I had just returned from vacation up north, visiting my aging parents in Jersey City. Let me rephrase: It wasn’t a vacation but time away from work, trying to convince the two most stubborn people I knew that Florida summers, while miserably hot, were still better than freezing Jersey winters. The trip was a bust. They weren’t budging, and I didn’t get any rest.

I fumbled for my notepad and pen on the nightstand as my boss, Police Chief Michele Jamison, relayed the situation.

“We’ve got a homicide,” she said, her voice somber.

My head dropped. The morning had started with a delayed flight from Newark, forcing me to take a later connection through Atlanta. Getting home should’ve taken a few hours; instead, it took the entire day. I’d just gone to bed and wasn’t due back to work until the following morning. I wanted nothing more than a few hours of sleep.

“I need you,” she added. “Hall’s never worked a homicide so I’m giving this to you. Besides, he’s up for vacation.”

Summers were always an endless juggling act of trying to fit in everyone’s time off, but it didn’t matter. There was an unspoken rule that we were always on-call. Technically, this was Detective Chase Hall’s case until 7:00 a.m. Monday, but he wasn’t ready to be the lead on a homicide.

Chief Jamison didn’t mention it, but I was certain there was another factor influencing her decision. She tended to be a few steps ahead of everyone else, a real chess player. If this case ended up going to trial, the last thing she needed was a clever defense attorney asking our newest detective how many murder cases he’d led before. It wouldn’t look good.

“What do we have?” I asked.

“Café Lily. The owner said she’d locked up for the night and assumes the victim must have stowed away inside the restaurant. No signs of forced entry. According to the owner, the victim seemed to be there to talk to her, but she wasn’t making sense. Then the owner heard a gunshot and the victim went down. It appears to be a single shot in the back, through the glass window. The owner didn’t see anyone.”

I was scribbling notes as she debriefed the scene. I’d learned over the years that information never came in the purest of forms—you can’t remove the human element. It was like that kid’s game of telephone. By the fourth or fifth rendition of the story, the facts changed. It wasn’t on purpose. It just was. So it was important to write everything down immediately, on first hearing, when it came to evidence and crime scenes.

“Look, Grant, I need you to solve this. Quickly. It’s peak season. That restaurant was packed full of tourists a few hours before the shooting. The Mayor has already called me.” She sounded tense but still in control.

“I understand,” I told her.

Chief Jamison was good at sheltering us from politics. It was one of the things I appreciated most about her. She was level-headed, and too smart for this small town and its petty Mayor.

“I’ll see you there,” she said and hung up.

I put the pad and pen on the edge of the bed and rubbed my eyes. I’d just taken a hot shower half an hour ago to decompress. Now I needed another one to wake up.

I walked to the kitchen, put a filter in the coffee maker and scooped a few heaping spoons of coffee grounds. Normally, it was already set up, my ritual before going to bed, but vacation had thrown off my routine.

Back in my bathroom, I stripped off my T-shirt and boxers and stepped into the shower. As I splashed water across my face, I could hear my phone ringing. I toweled off and picked it up—two missed calls from Detective Hall. I called him back as I grabbed my department-issued black polo shirt and tan pants.

“Hey,” I said. Before I could say more, Hall peppered me with questions.

“Why didn’t the chief pick me? I’m willing to put in the hours. I think I should postpone my vacation. I’ll call the cruise line.”

“Hold on,” I exhaled. “Look, I’m trying to get out the door. We’ll sort it out when I get there.”

In truth, there was nothing to sort out. He and his wife had booked a cruise, their first trip since the birth of their daughter. There’d be plenty of work when he got back. Besides, no way was the chief making him lead investigator.

Outside my apartment, I walked to my usual parking spot where my black Chevy Malibu was slowly rusting in the ocean air. I would have preferred a spot in the garage, but alimony payments didn’t allow for extras. I punched the address to the restaurant into my GPS, although I was pretty sure I knew the way. Café Lily was an upscale joint on the main road on the north side of town. Good for a first date, although I always felt you shouldn’t set the bar too high. Take her for pizza and beer and see how she reacts. Yeah, I was jaded. Divorce tends to do that to you.

The commotion at the restaurant made it easy to spot: flashing police lights, a camera crew and a small crowd gawking at the scene. I turned into the entrance. Crime scene tape encircled the entire parking lot preventing me from going further. One of our younger officers guarded the front.

“We’ve had a murder,” he said, with a mixture of terror and excitement.

“Yeah, that’s why I’m here.” I pointed to the tape which he quickly lifted, allowing me to drive in. Hall’s identical black Chevy Malibu was already in the lot so I parked next to it.

The chief and the on-duty patrol supervisor, Sergeant White, were standing outside. Jamison was taller than White, even in flats. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun. The blue lights of the patrol cars bounced off her ebony skin. When I approached, White got in his first jab.

“This shit’s following you from Daytona,” he said.

“This shit’s why you have a job,” I retorted.

“Boys.” Jamison tilted her head toward the crowd and the news truck. She was right. Some banter was fine in the office, but it could be misconstrued by an outsider, especially the media.

Hall bounded up and rocked up and down on his toes. “I’ve canvassed the area. What else can I do? Can we go in?”

I raised my right hand above his head. “Hall, you’re up there,” I said. Then I lowered my hand to his waist. “And I need you to be down here.”

Hall dropped his shoulders and stared at the ground. I felt like I’d just kicked a puppy. He didn’t deserve my reprimand. He was young and eager, but he wasn’t being reckless, not like what had happened in Daytona. I pushed all of that out of my mind and focused on the task at hand.

“Come with me,” I said to Hall as I walked to the back edge of the parking lot.

“We’re not going in?” he asked.

“We will, but we start here. I need to feel the scene. Our victim’s dead. She won’t be undead if we get in there any faster.”

I surveyed the one-story building on the small private lot. The front of the restaurant was mostly glass, with a thick, concrete border at the top. Cursive lettering in purple neon lights spelled out Café Lily. Next to the name, a single white lily with a green stem illuminated the front entrance.

In addition to the police cars, there were two other vehicles. One, a white Mini Cooper, was parked next to the front door. The other, a blue Volkswagen Jetta, was at the edge of the lot. If I had to guess, the Jetta belonged to the restaurant owner. She wouldn’t take up prime spots that were better left for paying customers.

A surveillance camera on the roof pointed toward the lot. From what I could tell, it didn’t cover the front door, which was unfortunate. I’d have Hall canvass the area for other cameras from nearby shops. Maybe they’d captured a glimpse of our shooter.

Every investigation was like a bag of puzzle pieces. You never had all of the pieces, and some of the ones you did have were from an entirely different puzzle. The key was to collect enough relevant fragments to put an initial picture together.

White strolled over to Hall and me. He stood next to us and faced the building. “This just ruined our streak,” he commented. “We haven’t had a homicide in three years.”

I chuckled. Hall wasn’t the only naïve one around here. Murders were always going to happen—it was just a matter of time. Even if you lived in a bubble, bad guys still walked among us. In fact, the nicer the bubble, the better the hunting grounds.

“Jamison is talking to the Mayor,” White needled, as if I didn’t know.

“Yeah, well, there’s a difference between solving a case and solving a crisis,” I replied. “Come on, Hall, let’s go.”

As we approached the entrance, I observed the shattered window to the right of the door. Hall and I scanned the pavement looking for the spent brass, but found nothing. The shooter must have recovered it or he’d used a revolver, which didn’t eject its casings. I assumed my killer was a “he”—most of them were, although I knew to keep an open mind.

Detective Hall and I walked to the front door, where Officer Phelps was guarding the scene. Unlike Daytona Beach, where I’d spent most of my career, Ormond Beach was a small town. Within a few months of arriving, I’d met all of the other officers. When Phelps saw us approach, he jotted down the required information into the crime scene log—our names, the date and time, and our reason for entering the building. Hall and I each took a pair of cloth booties and a pair of latex gloves from a box at the entrance. The summer humidity made the gloves hard to pull on.

“Why don’t you start with photos and then do the sketch,” I told Hall as I took in the scene. The smell of spices, maybe something Italian, filled the air.

Just inside the front door was a wooden hostess stand stacked with menus. Behind the stand was the dining room with white-clothed tables, the larger ones in the back to allow for maximum occupancy without sacrificing intimacy. A bar with mirrored shelves, liquor bottles and glasses covered the length of the back wall. To the left of the bar was an open archway, which presumably led to the kitchen and storage areas. Next to the hostess stand, the victim lay face-down on the floor.

“Do we have ID on her yet?” I called back to Phelps who was still guarding the door.

“Yeah, her bag was on the floor. I pulled out the wallet to get her ID. Everything’s on the bar. Name’s Brittany Jones. Valid license. Lives in a condo over on Myrtle Street.”

Myrtle Street was a nice area of town.

“Did you run a background check?” I asked.

“No, figured you’d do that,” Phelps said.

“Called the Medical Examiner?”

“Yep. They’re on the way.”

As Hall took photos, I approached the body. She was lying on her stomach with her head tilted to the side, her cheek resting on the shiny gray concrete. The first thing I noticed were her long legs—toned and tan. Both of her shoes had come off. They were navy heels with red bottoms. I couldn’t remember the brand, but knew they were expensive, assuming they were real. Her right hand was tucked under her body and her left hand stretched above her head. Gold bracelets rested on her knuckles, thrown forward from the fall. Her nails were painted solid white, a stark contrast to her tan skin.

She had been shot in the back with what seemed like a large-caliber handgun, probably a .45. Whoever did this meant to kill her. There was barely any blood on the floor, which led me to believe the bullet hadn’t exited her body.

I focused on the task at hand, gathering every piece of information. Still, I couldn’t escape the strange spiritual moment I felt during most murder investigations. A human being, a young woman full of life only hours ago, was lying dead in front of me. She was somebody’s daughter, sister or mother—maybe all three—and now she was gone.

I’d worked with cops who pretended not to take a case personally, but they were just lying to themselves. You have to take a certain amount of this job personally to do it well. The trick is to find the right balance. If you take too much to heart, you can’t do the work at all.

She was my responsibility now and I needed to find out why someone wanted her dead. If I succeeded, she’d have justice. But if I failed, her death would become nothing more than a cold case, a file folder archived on some shelf in a warehouse. That wouldn’t be right. No matter her situation, she didn’t deserve to die like this. Somebody needed to answer for her murder.

“Hey, look at this!” Hall broke into my thoughts. He was kneeling by her side, pointing to her neck. I took a few steps so that I was standing next to him. At first it appeared she had a birthmark, but when I crouched to get a better look, I could see why Hall had called me over. She had a tattoo of a dagger interwoven with a vine of small flowers on the side of her neck.

“Make sure you get it when you do your close-up shots,” I said as I stood.

Something was off about this woman. She had fancy shoes, nice jewelry and perfectly manicured nails. But her hair was bleached too yellow and the tattoo was kind of trashy—not the artwork, but the placement. Girls trying to be upscale choose the ankle or small of the back, not the neck.

I walked to the bar where her wallet lay open next to her other possessions. Her ID indicated that she was twenty-two years old. The photo showed a much more natural version of the young woman in front of me. Her bag, a medium-sized clutch, had a designer label: Louis Vuitton. I rummaged through the matching designer wallet to find a few credit cards: a Platinum American Express, a Bank of America debit card and a Dillard’s department store card. She had $200 in cash, all crisp twenties like they were fresh from the ATM. I expected to find the latest version of the Samsung Galaxy or iPhone, but instead found a Tracfone, the kind you prepay and can’t be traced. Made me wonder what kind of trouble she’d gotten herself into.

Sorting through the rest of her bag, I pulled out a makeup pouch with some powder and lipstick and tortoise-shell Coach sunglasses. Then I found the most curious item of all: a small digital recorder. As far as I knew, the only people who needed recorders were journalists and detectives, neither of which Brittany Jones seemed to be.

Hall was peering around my back. His eyes widened when he saw the recorder. I could tell he was itching to play it. I was, too, but I knew better. All evidence had to be turned over to FDLE, the Florida Department of Law Enforcement, to be sure we didn’t accidentally destroy it. I’d put a rush on it, though, as I had to believe it would provide useful information.

The last item in her purse was a keychain with three keys: one for a Mini Cooper, presumably the car parked outside, and two silver door keys. A fourth key, dark green and not on the chain, stood out. The blade reminded me of an alligator snout and the hole at the head looked like an eye. We were about ninety miles from Gainesville and the University of Florida Gators. Maybe she went to college there?

I put her bag and its contents into an evidence pouch, sealed and labeled it, and then turned around to study the dining room one more time.

“What do you see?” Hall asked.

I squinted, surveying every part of the room in more detail. It was important to assess the scene and all its evidence before I talked to the witness. Once I spoke with her, it’d be too easy to focus solely on her account of the story, but there was always a bigger picture to consider.

“I’m thinking attempted robbery,” he said. “Maybe the perp got spooked when he saw multiple people inside.”

I shook my head. For as tech savvy as Hall was—and he was a digital whiz kid—he had yet to develop instincts for a crime scene.

“Look around,” I replied. “This is an upscale restaurant. Clients pay with credit cards, not cash. There’d be nothing to rob but paper receipts. And her wallet—it still had cash and credit cards.”

“Maybe there was no time,” he offered.

“It would have taken seconds to snatch her bag. And why shoot one person point blank and not the other? This wasn’t a robbery,” I said, and then pointed to the lifeless body. “She was targeted.”

“So how are we going to solve this?”

“She’s the only person who might be able to tell us, and she’s not talking.”

Hall grew pensive, a notable change from his typical behavior, which I’d labeled “Energizer Bunny on Red Bull.” If he could just learn to be still and absorb the scene, he had real potential.

Chief Jamison had hired me from Daytona to head up the criminal investigations division after the supervisor and another veteran detective retired. She had just lost over fifty years of experience and was short-staffed. My job was to rebuild the team, doing both the recruiting and the training. This case would be a good test of Hall’s aptitude and an even better test of my patience.

Once I felt I had a good grasp of the scene in the dining room, I was ready to move on.

“Where’s the witness?” I asked Officer Phelps, who hadn’t moved from the front door. He was doing an admirable job of keeping extra folks out. People, especially other officers, wanted the chance to be involved. In reality, all they’d do was contaminate my crime scene.

“We moved her to the back office,” he replied. “Jenkins is with her. Name’s Julianna Sandoval.” He pointed to the archway at the back of the restaurant.

“What’d she say?” I asked.

“Said the victim came out of nowhere after she’d locked up. When she told her to leave, the victim started cussing her out. Once she heard the shot, Ms. Sandoval ran to safety.”

I nodded and motioned for Hall to follow me. We walked out of the dining area and down a narrow corridor. Wine crates were stacked neatly on the side and a few papers were tacked to a large bulletin board on the wall, showing daily menus and staffing charts. On the other side of the hallway were swinging double doors that led to the kitchen. Jenkins stood just beyond the kitchen, outside the entrance to a small office. I beckoned him over.

“How’s the witness doing?” I asked.

“Nonstop questions,” he whispered. “Who was she? Can she change her clothes? When can she go home?” He rolled his eyes. “I asked her to pull up video from the parking lot to keep her busy until you got here.”

In my experience, people who witnessed violent crimes reacted in one of three ways. Some went catatonic; they completely shut down, barely able to function. Others became hysterical. The rest asked a lot of questions, probably out of a need to regain control. Not that any of the three reactions were desirable, but if I had to pick one, I’d take the third. At least you could get information out of those witnesses.
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A man dressed in a black polo shirt and khaki pants, with a sizeable gun holstered at his side entered my office. He had salt and pepper hair, cut in a short military style. His hazel eyes had noticeable bags, yet struck me as kind. He was tan and muscular, the type of man who might like the outdoors.

“I’m Detective Grant,” he said, extending his right hand. As we shook, he cupped his left hand over mine. His palms were warm, like Michael’s. I quickly withdrew my hand.

“This is Detective Hall,” he added. A younger man dressed in a similar black polo shirt and khaki pants, also with a holstered gun, nodded at me but didn’t speak.

“Are you okay?” Detective Grant asked.

A nervous laugh came over me.

Was I okay? I was alive, which was more than I could say for the woman in the other room.

He continued, “I know you’ve been through a lot this evening and I know you’ve been asked a lot of questions. You’re probably exhausted. I just wanted to speak with you for a few minutes and we can talk more tomorrow, after you’ve had some rest. Would that be okay?”

I nodded and pointed to an empty chair next to my desk. He was the first person to ask if it was okay to question me. I appreciated that.

Detective Grant sat down, putting us at eye level. The younger one, I forgot his name, remained standing like a statue, guarding the door.

“Do you need something to drink? Some coffee? Water?” Detective Grant asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I should be offering you something. What can I get you?” I looked at his partner. “Either of you?”

“No, we’re fine, thanks,” the detective replied. “You’re the owner of the restaurant?”

His question surprised me. I thought he’d want to know about the shooting. “Yes. My parents opened it years ago and I took over after they died.”

“It must be hard to run a restaurant on your own, especially during peak season.”

I tugged the edges of my jacket. His words “on your own” struck a chord.

“Well, I have help. My staff. My stepson.” I paused. “And my husband…until he went missing.”

The detective’s head tilted slightly.

I explained, “You probably heard about it on the news. Michael Sinise. The pilot whose plane disappeared. That was my husband.”

A look of recognition came over his face. “I’m sorry,” he offered. “I didn’t connect the name.”

“Sandoval’s my maiden name, but when you get married late in life, well…” I paused. “Too many people already knew my name to change it.”

The younger detective stepped forward as if he was going to ask me a question, but Detective Grant held up his hand, blocking him. It was clear who was in charge.

“Can you tell me a little bit about your day? What time did you come in?”

I wondered why that mattered, but told him anyway. “I got in around ten. We have a buffet brunch on Sundays, so the menu is easy. I usually come in earlier but knew it was going to be a late night with the holiday.”

“What time did you open?”

“Eleven,” I replied.

“Who else was working today?”

“Let’s see. Our chef and her staff. They were already here when I arrived. And the bar manager and servers came in not long after me.”

“Maybe it would be easier if I could have a copy of today’s schedule?”

“Of course.” I grabbed the shift schedule that was still on my desk and handed it to him.

“Have you let anyone go recently or had any issues with customers?”

I shook my head. “No. No issues. Most of our employees have worked here for years, since my parents owned the place.”

“And you took it over from them?”

“Three years ago. They were in a fatal car crash.” My eyes drifted to the framed photo of my parents on my desk. They were arm in arm. Mom was looking at the camera, smiling, and Dad was leaning over, kissing her on the cheek. It was my favorite photo of them.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

His condolences seemed sincere, not just the obligatory response that comes with tragedy. I shrugged. It sucked. I missed them every day, but the best way to honor their memory was to keep the restaurant going. For them, and for Lily.

“Did you leave at any point today?”

“No,” I replied. “Wait, yes. Once. I walked over to Jamba Juice for a smoothie. I know, in a restaurant full of food, I go somewhere else for lunch.” I glanced at the empty plastic juice cup still in my trash bin and wondered if he wanted proof. Instead, he chuckled slightly.

“Has anything odd or unusual happened recently?” he asked.

“No, not until she showed up,” I said as I looked past him toward the dining room. Before Detective Grant arrived, I’d been retrieving surveillance video, but I could hardly concentrate. The whole time I kept wondering who she was and what she wanted from me.

An officer poked his head in my office. “Medical examiner’s here.”

Detective Grant nodded. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

The thought of a dead body in my dining room gave me the chills. “She’s…I mean, they’re going to…”

“She’ll be taken care of. In case you need it, there are companies you can call for clean-up and stain removal. Your insurance should cover it.”

“I have to do that?” I asked.

Detective Grant didn’t reply, but reached into his pants pocket, pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to his young partner. “Give this company a call. See if they can come over tonight and wait for them outside. And see if they can secure that broken window.”

“Thank you.” I shuddered. I hadn’t thought about having to deal with the clean-up. My mind was preoccupied. What would I say to her family? Could I have helped her if I hadn’t run away? It all happened so fast. And what was she trying to tell me?

Then there were the more practical concerns. Who was going to want to eat at a restaurant where a woman had been shot? Would business suffer? I couldn’t afford to lose any revenue. I didn’t have enough saved to cover payroll. All I needed was a few busy summer months to replenish my cash reserve, but now that was at risk. I sighed. I shouldn’t have spent so much money on our lavish vacation. It was against everything my father had taught me, but I’d allowed myself to be irresponsible.

“We can call the clean-up company,” the detective said, “but you’ll have to sign the paperwork. Do you mind if I ask you a few more questions, since we have to wait for them anyway?”

“Okay,” I replied as I exhaled. The last thing I’d been doing before all this happened was pouring myself a glass of wine. Now I really wanted a drink to calm my nerves.

“How about we get you some water?” he offered.

I shook my head. “How about we get some wine?” I stood and walked into the hall where Alex, my bar manager, had stored a few crates of the latest delivery. I grabbed a bottle of Josh Cabernet and took it back to my office. Fortunately, I had a corkscrew in my desk because there was no way I was going back into the dining room to retrieve one. I rummaged through my drawer and found a sleeve of plastic cups, ones we used for wine tastings with vendors. I poured myself a glass and offered one to the detective.

“Can’t. I’m on duty,” he said.

“Oh, of course.” I had no idea what had possessed me, offering alcohol to an on-duty cop. Exhaustion and the stress of the last few months were clouding my mind.

He continued with his questions. “So, can you walk me through your day? When you arrived at ten, where did you park?”

“At the edge of the lot. I drive a Jetta.”

“And you said the chef and her staff were already here?”

“Yes.”

“You came in through the front door?”

I nodded.

“Was the door locked?”

“Yes. We keep it locked until we open.”

“When you unlocked the door, was there anything unusual about the lock or how it worked?”

“No, nothing.”

“Okay,” he said, jotting something quickly on his notepad. “Then what’d you do?”

“I did some paperwork in the office, the usual stuff. I double-checked the evening menu against our supplies in the kitchen. My dad always insisted on that, even though our chef, Samantha, is always on top of things. Brunch ended at three and I went out for a smoothie before getting ready for the dinner crowd.”

“And then?”

“Let’s see. We went over the specials—it was a fixed-price menu for the holiday—and the staff started setting up. I took a few more reservations. We reopened at five, as usual. Between the reservations and walk-ins, it was a busy night, but everyone was in a good mood. Around ten, we all poked our heads outside to watch the fireworks at the pier. Our last customers left around eleven fifteen.”

He nodded, jotting down a few more notes.

“What time do you normally close?”

“Around eleven, but we don’t push anyone out. I have the servers start changing the linens on the empty tables, which usually gives the hint to the stragglers that it’s time to leave.”

“And then?”

“We cleaned up. The staff left. Usually Samantha, Alex and I leave together.”

“The chef and bar manager?” he clarified.

“Yes, they’re a couple. I had some paperwork to finish, so I told them to go ahead and start their day off. I was only fifteen minutes behind them.”

“What time was that?”

“Probably around twelve forty-five.”

“Do you remember locking up?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I locked the front door behind them.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Positive. I even jiggled it to make sure it was secure.”

“What did you do after they left?” He shifted in the chair as he spoke.

“I came back to my office to finish closing out the receipts. It had been a long day, so I decided to get a glass of wine at the bar. I was pouring my drink when I heard the woman’s voice behind me saying that we needed to talk. At first, I thought it was Samantha. I turned around and saw this woman next to the hostess stand. I couldn’t figure out how she’d gotten in. I told her we were closed and then she started cussing at me. Next thing I know, I hear a blast and glass shattering.”

“And then?”

“She fell to the floor. I wasn’t quite sure what had happened. I mean, I think I realized she’d been shot, but it felt surreal. I ran in here, locked the door, called 9-1-1 and got my pistol. I hid in my office until the operator assured me that police were at the front door.”

His brows furrowed. “Where’s your pistol now?”

“In the safe. The operator told me to put it away before I opened the door for the police.”

Detective Grant’s partner reappeared. “Room’s clear and the clean-up crew is on the way.”

“Thanks, Hall,” he said. “Did someone canvass the neighboring businesses for cameras?”

“Already on it,” the young detective replied. “There’s a nail place, a pool supply shop and a few retail stores. Looks like one of the stores has a camera. I’ll call the owner in the morning.”

Detective Grant shook his head. “Do it now. If it’s looping, we can’t risk losing the last few hours.”

The young detective nodded and disappeared again. I was starting to feel the effects of the wine, which was making me more tired. All I wanted to do was to go home and I wondered when I’d be allowed to leave.

“Do you happen to have any other clothes you can change into?” he asked.

I looked down at my white shirt, dotted with blood spatter, and suddenly felt nauseous. Good thing I had skipped dinner.

“I have gym clothes in my car.”

“If you could get them, please, and come right back. I’ll need your clothes for evidence. But first, I’ll need to swab your hands for gunshot residue.”

“What?” I stammered. “You think I shot her?”

“No,” he replied. “I don’t think you shot a woman in the back while standing in front of her.” He pointed to the blood on my shirt and his voice softened, “But I’m responsible for figuring out who did and need to collect evidence.”

I exhaled with relief.

“And I’ll need to temporarily secure your firearm until we get everything handled with the autopsy. Don’t read anything into it. Just following procedure.”

My mouth fell open. He’d just said he didn’t suspect me, but he was swabbing my hands and taking my gun. How was I supposed to protect myself?

The detective repositioned himself in the chair so he could reach into his pants pocket. “Here’s my cell phone number.” He handed me a business card with a hand-written number. I hesitated to take it, fearing I’d somehow be tampering with my hands before they were tested. He added, “Do me a favor and give me a call tomorrow, once you get up. I’ll meet you wherever you like.”

“Tomorrow like today, or do you mean tomorrow like Tuesday?”

“Tomorrow like today,” he said. “Okay, so let’s secure that gun and get you swabbed. Once you’ve changed clothes and the clean-up crew finishes, you’re free to go home.”

I started to get up to open the safe when the younger detective reappeared. “I have a few questions. Had you ever seen that woman before? What exactly did she say to you?”

Detective Grant stood abruptly. “Hall, a word?” The two men left my office and walked into the corridor. I could hear hushed whispers. I took another chug of wine and looked at the clock. It was just before 6:00 a.m.

Detective Grant returned to my office, alone. “Sorry about that. He means well, but he’s a little eager. Let’s pick this back up once you’ve had time to rest. Is there anyone I can call for you?”

Who could I call? There were Samantha and Alex. They were more than my chef and bar manager—they were like family—but they’d find out about the shooting soon enough. Better to give them a couple more hours of sleep. As far as other friends, I had acquaintances, but no one I could think of calling to a crime scene at 6:00 a.m. I’d been so married to this restaurant that I’d had little time for anything else. Then Michael came along and revealed a whole new world I’d been missing, complete with flying, fishing, long walks and great sex.

Now he was gone.

Jasper still lived with me, but he was celebrating the Fourth in Miami with friends. How pathetic that I truly had no one to call.

When I didn’t reply, Detective Grant suggested that one of his officers give me a ride home.

“I’d prefer to drive myself, if that’s okay. I don’t live far.”

He hesitated, then asked, “You mentioned a stepson?”

I nodded. “He’s in Miami for the long weekend. I assure you, I’m fine to drive home.”

After turning over my gun, getting my hands swabbed and retrieving my gym clothes from the car, I changed out of my blood-spattered shirt and jacket. The detective waited just outside the bathroom. Maybe this was all protocol but I felt like I was in a precarious situation. Did he believe me or was he trying to put me at ease so I’d slip up and say something wrong?

When I emerged from the bathroom, I
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