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        Exercise Is Murder

        Book 0 (Prequel)

      

      

      
        
        Accidental drowning… or murder?

        It’s up to the blind detective to find out.

      

      

      
        
        Former homicide detective Steve Smiley and his new partner set out to find his friend's killer. He knows he’s on the right trail when a bullet whizzes by. Will Steve resurrect his life as a master crime solver, or will his sleuthing get them both killed?
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      Three firm knocks sounded on the classroom door.

      “Enter.” The command came from the instructor.

      Heather McBlythe looked up from her desk at Houston’s Police Academy, a sprawling complex spread over seventy acres, butting up to the southwest corner of George Bush International Airport. She found the location of the airport to be a noisy aggravation at first, but decided it was a good setting for learning to deal with frequent interruptions and the resulting stress.

      A loud creak from a squeaking hinge interrupted the chatter of the room’s occupants. Into the classroom walked a disheveled man, feeling his way with a white cane. The sweeping motions, like the slow wag of a dog’s tail, came with a light tap and scrape. He stopped briefly as the instructor announced, “This is retired homicide detective Steve Smiley. You can see on your syllabus that he’ll be teaching SKILLS OF OBSERVATION AND DEDUCTION. They’re all yours, Steve.”

      Who could imagine that a blind former cop would be teaching at the Academy, let alone a class dealing with observation? A snicker came from the back of the room. Instead of speaking, the retired detective adjusted his sunglasses and used his cane to orient himself to the room. He felt his way around the front without speaking, his steps slow and balking. Most of the recruits sat in silence, watching the man shuffle until he had explored the front of the classroom. A muffled conversation rose from the rear of the room. When the former detective came to the wall nearest Heather, he turned and followed it until she felt the cane touch her foot.

      “What’s your name, young lady?” Smiley asked.

      She rose to her feet. “Heather McBlythe, sir.”

      “Thank you, McBlythe. Please be seated.”

      The cane scraped the vinyl composition tile floor in back-and-forth searches as he made his way along the first row of seats toward the door of the classroom. Along the way he slowed as the metal tip, the approximate size of two nickels glued together, came in contact with one foot after another. At the last row before reaching the door he turned and shuffled down an aisle until he reached the rear wall. He backtracked and turned to the occupant in the last seat.

      “What’s your name, son?”

      “Hank Strother… Hank Strother, sir.”

      “Don’t bother standing, Hank.”

      Some of her classmates stifled a laugh while others straightened their posture. Heather covered a grin with her hand. She’d heard enough in the last few days from the yokel in the back row. He needed to be thrown back to whatever backwater he came from.

      The mysterious former detective traversed his way back to the front of the classroom. Once there he pointed down the center aisle. “Fourth seat. What’s your name?”

      “Mary Bannon, sir,” she said after she had risen to her feet.

      “Tell me, Bannon, what do you know about the death of former District Attorney Ned Logan?”

      “Uh… nothing, sir.”

      “Nothing? You haven’t heard about it on TV or read about it? Are you telling me a former assistant district attorney is dead and you and your fellow recruits haven’t been discussing it?”

      She spoke in a weak, warbling voice. “Well, yeah. I mean, yes, sir. I overheard some of—”

      “So you do know something about it. Is that what you’re saying? Why didn’t you tell me the truth the first time I asked you?”

      The serrated edge of his words cut through the air and left Mary Bannon a stuttering mess. Heather tilted her head. There was more to the curmudgeon than she’d originally thought. Time to pay attention.

      “I… I thought you meant…”

      “Meant what, Bannon?”

      She tried to speak, but whatever it was didn’t rise to the surface.

      “Sit down.”

      A low rumble of bodies rose as recruits shifted in their seats and sat erect. The former detective brought silence by speaking in a voice that demanded to be heard. “First lesson of the day. Most people know something about important events even if it’s pure hearsay. It’s your job to push through their desire not to reveal what they know. You determine what’s important, not them.”

      Heather jotted a quick line in her notebook. Steve Smiley continued, “One more. The man behind Recruit Heather McBlythe. Stand up.”

      The chair behind her scraped. “Sir, Troy Franks, sir.”

      “Front and center, Franks.”

      Troy Franks drew to within a few feet of the man who commanded a bigger presence than his five-foot-ten-inch frame portrayed. Without asking, the former detective reached out and found Troy Franks’ shoulder. His fingers slid down to Franks’ hand and then retraced the path back to the shoulder. He didn’t stop. He felt Franks’ neck, ran fingers along the crown of his head and did the same to his face.

      When he had withdrawn his hand, Smiley announced, “Six foot two inches, approximately one hundred ninety-five pounds, Caucasian male, age twenty-five, scars over both eyes. Prior military. Most likely Army Special Forces. Bandage on shoulder indicates a recent tattoo or, more probable, the modification or removal of a tattoo. I suspect recently divorced, or in the process. No wedding band. The tattoo might be a woman’s name. I also noticed he’s sitting directly behind Heather McBlythe.”

      Smiley issued a wide grin. “Someone put the clues together for me. Is Franks interested in getting to know Heather McBlythe much better?”

      A chorus of affirmative answers erupted.

      Steve Smiley patted Franks on the shoulder. “Well? How’d I do, Franks?”

      “A little too good, sir. Thanks for ruining my chances.”

      “I saved you time and aggravation. She’s not interested in you.” Without turning his head, he barked, “Are you, McBlythe?”

      “Negative, sir.” Heather cocked her head to one side. How did he know that?

      “Have a seat, Franks. Okay, everyone, take out your notebooks and pens. Turn your chairs around and face the back wall.” He waited until the noise died down before further instructions. “You have fifteen minutes to write down every observation and deduction you made of me. Whatever you do, don’t turn around.” He paused. “I’ll know if you do.”
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      Heather worked until Smiley said, “Time’s up. Turn around.”

      Papers and chairs rustled.

      “Look at your list and count how many things you observed about me by using sight. Write an ‘S’ at the top of the page and put the number.”

      He waited until the sound of pen to paper had ceased. “You should have at least twenty things recorded from sight alone. Less than twenty means you failed this exercise and you need to be more observant. A good habit to develop is start at the top of a person, their hair or the hat they’re wearing, then work your way to the shoes or lack thereof. When I had my sight, I trained my mind to recall a minimum of forty distinct observations of every person I questioned.” He lifted his chin and asked, “Did anyone get forty?”

      Silence.

      “Thirty-five?”

      “Thirty-seven,” said Heather.

      “Not bad, McBlythe.”

      A mumbled “showoff” came from the back of the room.

      Heather ignored the critic. Guys like him didn’t last long.

      Smiley continued, “Now add up every other characteristic you wrote down from sound, smell, taste, or touch. Put an OS at the top of your page for Other Senses and tally them up.”

      It didn’t take long for nervous whispers to rise. “Did anyone have more Other Senses than they had Sight?”

      No one responded.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to. Sight will be your number one asset. But, don’t neglect your other senses.

      “What you have so far are observations. I also asked you to make deductions about me based on those observations. My using a white cane is an observation. ‘Steve Smiley is blind,’ is a deduction you made from that observation. Write down the number of deductions you made about me.”

      It didn’t take long before he asked, “Did anyone have more than seven things?”

      “Yes, sir,” said Heather.

      “Anyone else?”

      Silence.

      “That’s very good, McBlythe. Tell the class what you know about me based on your observations.”

      Heather took in a deep breath and began. “You’re wearing a college class ring. At your age, which I judge to be just shy of fifty, I deduce you are a very proud graduate of your alma mater. Next, you’re a dog owner. By the length and color of the hair on your pants, I’d say a golden retriever. You’re very thrifty. I gauged this by the worn condition of your shoes, pants, and sport coat. Also, you needed a haircut two weeks ago. I didn’t notice the smell of any cologne or aftershave, but I did notice a small amount of blood on your collar.”

      “And what did that tell you about me?”

      “Two things. Your loss of vision occurred later in life and you’re not fond of change. An electric razor would be more practical for you.”

      “Keep going.”

      “Your presence here tells me you miss being on the force.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Your bearing is a little too slouchy to indicate a military background. You wear a wedding band, but your socks don’t match. That, and the need of a haircut, tell me you’re most likely a widower and you live alone. You have no desire for a new relationship and wear the ring as a guard against advances.”

      “Keep going. You’re doing pretty good so far.”

      “There was one thing I found odd. You asked Recruit Bannon what she knew of the death of Ned Logan. That death hasn’t been ruled a homicide yet. The lead story this morning was the murder of a cab driver. It received quite a bit of press coverage. The question I asked myself is why did you choose to question Ms. Bannon about the death of Ned Logan and not the cab driver?”

      “And your deduction?” asked Steve.

      Heather shrugged. “The death of Ned Logan is of particular interest to you.”

      “Excellent,” said Steve. “Ned Logan was my college roommate. Anything else?”

      “Yes, sir, but I think it best if I tell you in private.”

      “We all have our secrets, don’t we, Ms. McBlythe? Very well. I’ll see you after class.”

      He raised his voice. “Everything McBlythe said is accurate with the exception of my current ownership of a dog. He died five months ago. I haven’t worn these slacks in nine months. Thus, Beauregard’s hair remains on my trousers.”

      A voice piped up from the rear of the classroom. “What did you deduce from asking me my name?”

      “Ahh, Hank Strother. I’ll get to you in a few minutes. First, let me chat with Mary Bannon.” He shifted to where he faced her. “Bannon, all it took was one sharp question and you turned to jelly. A series of quasi-accusations and I had you near tears. Here’s what I deduced from our short conversation, Ms. Bannon. You have a fifty-fifty chance of graduation from this academy. Your chances of making it on the streets for more than a year are lower.”

      The room became graveyard quiet. Heather looked at the quivering jaw of the recruit. Here it comes.

      “You have two choices, Mary Bannon: grow a backbone or find another line of work.”

      Pow. He nailed her.

      A voice came from the back of the room. “You can’t know that from one short conversation.”

      “Strother,” said Smiley, his voice salted lightly with derision. “I thought I might hear back from you. I’m glad to see you’re paying attention considering what you did last night.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I passed your desk three strong odors assaulted me. The first, cologne. Old Spice, liberally applied. Breath mints came next, followed by last night’s consumption of alcohol seeping through your skin. The Astros played last night. You spent an evening swilling beer at the ball park. Am I right?”

      “I only had two beers.”

      Heather shook her head. Wrong answer, Bozo.

      “Don’t test my patience,” snapped Smiley. “That ‘two beers’ fairytale won’t cut it.”

      “You can’t know where I was or how much I drank last night,” challenged Strother.

      Smiley raised his chin a little as his next words spilled out. Heather knew the signs. The red flag had been waved in front of the bull and it didn’t matter that the bull couldn’t see it.

      “Strother, you have a voice like a megaphone and a mouth that needs a zipper. You were talking to the young man beside you about last night’s game when I pretended to grope my way around the room. My suspicions of an alcohol-addled mind were further confirmed when you failed to stand before you gave your name and to address me as ‘sir.’ Add to that, you snickered when you heard a blind man was going to be teaching on observation skills. You mumbled a disparaging remark when Ms. McBlythe showed you up with the number of observations she’d recorded. You are not only a drunk, you’re a belligerent and dangerous drunk.”

      “I still say you can’t know where I was or what I was doing last night.”

      Steve lifted his hands upward in a sign of frustration. “You already stand convicted by your own words. Do you need more proof? All right. I’ll be glad to give it to you.”

      “How?”

      “The testimony of an eyewitness.” Without waiting for a response, Smiley pointed with an outstretched finger. “The young man sitting in the last chair next to Strother, come up here.”

      A murmur of muffled voices rose and fell.

      “Tommy Fletcher, sir.”

      “Tommy,” began Smiley in a soft, fatherly voice. “You’ve been whispering back and forth with Hank since I arrived. You two are pretty good friends, aren’t you?”

      “Uh… good enough, sir.”

      He’s baiting the trap.

      “I’m going to ask you a series of questions. I warn you now not to lie or be evasive.” He motioned with a tilt of his head. “Sergeant Holland is standing by the door, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He’s listening to every word we say, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Lying to an instructor is cause for immediate dismissal, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He’s got a nibble.

      “You went to the ball park last night, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You went with Hank, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You drank beer, didn’t you?”

      “Half a beer, sir. It got too warm for me.”

      “Hank drank the rest of it, didn’t he?”

      “Well…”

      The voice of the instructor broke in with enough force to cause half the class to jump. “Tell him!”

      Watch out, fishy.

      “Yes, sir. Hank drank the rest of it.”

      “He got up every inning and bought a fresh beer, didn’t he?”

      “No, sir. He bought two at a time from the vendors who came down the aisle.”

      The hook is set. Now reel him in.

      “My mistake,” said Smiley. “One more question. Did Hank drive last night?”

      The brief hesitation gave Heather the clue she needed to know the fate of Hank Strother. The delayed response mingled regret with conviction. “Yes, sir.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Fletcher. Have a seat.”

      The voice of the instructor came next. “Strother. Grab everything you brought to class and go to my office.”

      Fish landed, gutted, and filleted.

      Heather looked on as the door closed with more force than necessary. Steve pointed again to Mary Bannon. “Bannon, was I too hard on Strother?”

      “No, sir.” The voice had more substance to it than her previous responses.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her words rang with conviction.

      “Explain yourself.”

      “He’s an alcoholic. He had at least seven and a half beers in a two-hour period. They stop serving in the seventh inning to cut down on drunk drivers. He was drunk when he drove home.”

      “You don’t sound very sympathetic.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Congratulations, Ms. Bannon. Your chances of graduating and becoming a good cop are up forty percent.”

      His voice rose to address the entire class. “Train all your senses, not just sight. Ask questions, lots of them. Get over being shy about making people uncomfortable if you want to be a cop. This concludes my presentation.”

      Steve received accolades as recruits filed past on their way to lunch. The door shut and only Heather remained.

      “Ah, Heather McBlythe, you didn’t run out on me.”

      “No, sir. That was an impressive presentation.”

      The compliment passed with a simple nod. “Miss Bannon needed to find her backbone while Mr. Strother didn’t belong.” He paused. “You had something for me you didn’t want to share with the class. What is it?”

      “Before I tell you, I noticed you failed to pronounce your deductions concerning me. I’d be most interested to hear them.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “That sounds ominous, but yes. Don’t hold anything back.”

      “Very well. Your placement in the room intrigued me. You sat on the front row but against the far wall. This told me you were intent on getting the most out of the training but you wanted to remain inconspicuous, under the radar, so to speak. Next, I detected a slight accent in your voice. I had my suspicions when you gave only your name, but these were confirmed when you spoke later in complete sentences. Boston, I believe. You’ve done a good job in hiding your accent by purposefully slowing your speech and drawing out certain vowels, but that particular dialect is a tough one to shed.”

      “So far, so good,” she said.

      “A slight scent of perfume came to me. I can’t remember the name, but I once splurged and bought Maggie a small bottle for her birthday. You, Miss McBlythe, have expensive taste.”

      “Keep going,” she said.

      “Based on the sound of your voice in relation to my ears, I’d say you’re five foot six. I didn’t detect any odor of makeup. Based on Troy Franks’ interest in you, I’d say you’re a naturally attractive woman of approximately thirty years of age.”

      “How did you come by my age?” asked Heather.

      “Your skills in observation and deduction are too advanced for someone younger than that.”

      “I’m twenty-nine.”

      Steve acknowledged the one-year mistake with a slight bow.

      “What else?”

      “You’re starting over. You’ve already been a detective somewhere. The cadence of your speech and the specificity of your words have ‘detective’ written all over them. No raw recruit ever comes up with over thirty-five observations, nor do any but a few regular cops.”

      “Any final deductions?”

      “You’re very well-educated and poised. I’m guessing Ivy League. For some reason things didn’t end well for you when you were a detective. You have something to hide. Why else would you be starting over?”

      She purposefully kept her voice flat and emotionless. “Most interesting. May I finish my observations and deductions concerning you?”

      “By all means.”

      “You believe the death of Ned Logan will be ruled a homicide and you’re trying to find a way to solve the case.”

      “Ned was on the university swim team and he stayed in good shape. The pool he drowned in is only about four-feet deep.” He paused. “Sorry I interrupted. You were saying?”

      Heather had to regather her thoughts. Her words came out slow but soon gained speed. “You were a superb detective and you’re completely adrift without the job you loved. You believe these infrequent training classes are a form of charity from the department and you don’t like that feeling. You also lost the only woman you ever loved.”

      Steve issued a tight-lipped smile. “If things don’t work out for you here, look me up.”

      Heather lowered her voice and leaned in. “I might have to do that. Where do you live?”

      “If you can’t find me, McBlythe, I can’t use you.”
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      Steve Smiley swung open the door to his townhome and said, “That didn’t take long. I went to the Academy on Friday and here you are on Tuesday. Were you followed?”

      “No.” Heather brushed past him and said, “It took a brisk walk, a ride on a bus, and an Uber driver with dreams of a NASCAR career, but I lost him. How did you know?”

      “I guessed, but it was an educated guess. You being out of breath and the six insistent bangs on the door led me to believe—”

      With hands tented on her hips, she interrupted. “Let’s get something straight right now. Can you see, or are you really blind?”

      “I can tell day from night, but that’s all.” He continued to speak as he ambled back to his recliner. “Dark, rainy days are a real pain. I’m not crazy about winter, either.”

      Steve settled himself in a recliner covered with a garish tartan plaid fabric and raised his feet with the pull of a wooden handle. She asked, “Do you know your recliner clashes with the okra-colored couch?”

      “Looks fine to me,” he replied. “Why don’t you go ahead and make a lap around the place? I know you want to check it out to see if it meets your need. It’ll save you from making up an excuse to use the bathroom.” He paused. “Correction: you also want to check me out, and you plan on doing that by giving the place a once-over. Help yourself.”

      “Thanks. But the need of a bathroom is no ruse. The tall mocha latte I drank on the bus was a mistake.”

      Steve pointed toward the hall. “First door on the right. Both bedrooms have full baths. Take your time looking around. If you’re considering moving in you might as well know all there is to know.”

      “The shopping bags were too obvious. You must have heard the paper crinkle when I set them down.”

      “Bags instead of a suitcase. Smart, considering someone is tailing you. Of course, there’s much more we need to discuss and clarify before we each reach a decision.”

      “Agreed.”

      Heather made her way through each room. She took in all she could and considered what it would be like living with a blind man who had a better idea of what surrounded him than most sighted people. The townhome appeared new, as did the beds, dressers, washer and dryer, furniture, everything. Blank walls. Only one photo adorned a nightstand in Smiley’s bedroom. She picked it up and studied the face of a middle-age woman with kind eyes that held a dash of mischief. Her smile looked genuine, the kind that didn’t have to be manufactured for a photo. She wore a skewed baseball cap over blond hair brushing her shoulders. In the photo the joy of Steve Smiley’s life stood before an easel, one eye squinted, as if searching for the right perspective or blend of colors.

      “So you’re Maggie,” said Heather in a whisper. “I think I would have liked you.”

      She continued through the townhome, opening every drawer, medicine cabinet, and closet. She even looked in the washer and dryer, searching everywhere she could to gather clues as to the character of this man named Steve Smiley. Experience had taught her people’s possessions, especially what was hidden, give you a window into their lives.

      Everything had a new smell to it. No trace of cigarettes, pipe, or, thank the Lord, her grandfather’s cigars and the accompanying plumes of smoke forming a cloud around his gray head. A single, lonely bottle of beer stood in a near-empty refrigerator. The search revealed no hard liquor or wine and no collection of empty bottles in the trash. She repeated her floor-to-ceiling search of the kitchen, ending at a pitifully stocked pantry.

      He spoke from the comfort of his chair. “Did it meet your approval?”

      Heather settled herself on the couch. “Quite satisfactory, except for the pantry. You don’t cook much, do you?”

      “I’m big on calling Grub Hub.” Smiley cleared his throat. “I’ll go first. Then it will be your turn to bare your soul. Two years ago this past Saturday, Maggie… I take it you had a good look at Maggie’s picture?”

      “I did. Beautiful, with adventure in her eyes. You were a lucky man to have her.”

      Steve nodded an affirmation. “Anyway, Maggie and I were leaving an art exhibit at a small gallery near downtown Houston. We had to park some distance away. I was armed and didn’t think anything about walking into a dimly-lit parking lot at night. Two homeless women and a man approached, seeking a hand-out. They were high as a kite, aggressive, and demanding. I never saw the second man. He took me out with the fat end of a broken pool cue. He then used it on Maggie. I lost my sight. Maggie died.”

      Steve leaned forward as if he were conducting an interrogation. “The cop in you wants to know if I’m seeking revenge.”

      “You read my mind.”

      “The answer is ‘no.’” He settled back in his chair. “All four were caught and punished, if you can call it punishment. It’s a story you’ve heard a thousand times. No reliable witness to identify them. That’s one of the many disadvantages of being blind. I couldn’t point at them and say, ‘Yes, I recognize that one.’ If they hadn’t been caught with my gun and our cell phones they would have walked. As it was, all the D.A. could prove was possession of stolen property. They pled out to three years. Probated sentences, of course.”

      Indignation that comes from gross injustice rose up in Heather. It didn’t happen often, but when it did her Scottish temper boiled like a cauldron. “Why don’t you want real justice?”

      Steve took in a deep breath and released it slowly through his nose. “Two reasons. The first is I’m getting it—slowly. A couple of years in the dark gives you plenty of time to think. Sure, I could arrange a hit on them, but would that bring Maggie back? Besides, like I said, justice is being doled out slowly. One of the women is already dead from an overdose. The guy who killed Maggie didn’t last long on the streets. He’s serving a sixty-year sentence for murder with a deadly weapon. His chances of being buried in the prison cemetery are good.”

      “What about the other two?”

      Steve shrugged. “Remains to be seen. They sowed some bad seeds. I’m sure they’ll reap a harvest sooner or later.”

      “And the second reason?” asked Heather.

      “Simple. Maggie wouldn’t want me to.”

      “If that’s not why you want me, it must be because of Ned Logan.”

      For the first time since she’d arrived, Steve stiffened, his chin set as he spoke through clenched teeth. “Ned was murdered. I can feel it and see it. He was found at the bottom of his exercise pool.”

      “Do you mean an infinity pool?”

      “No, an exercise pool. It’s much smaller than a regular swimming pool. A steady stream of water pushes against the swimmer and they swim against the current. It’s the same principle as walking on a treadmill. You can even adjust the current just like you can adjust the speed of a treadmill.”

      “What did you mean when you said you can see it?”

      “Say the name ‘Ned Logan.’”

      She hesitated, but complied. “Ned Logan.”

      “I see pale red.” He paused. “I don’t really see it, but my mind gives me the impression I’m seeing through a red lens.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s called associative chromesthesia. Certain sounds evoke colors. I had it before I lost my sight. It’s most common in highly creative people—artists, composers and the like. I’m none of those, but I’m pretty good at crime. Seeing red came in handy when we couldn’t determine if a death was suicide or homicide. Leo and I would go to a crime scene and he’d say the name of the victim. I’d either see a shade of red or nothing.”

      “How do other people react when you tell them about this?”

      “Most don’t believe it. That’s why Leo and I kept it quiet.”

      “Are you sure about Ned’s death?”

      “Pretty sure. I’ll know for certain when we go to Ned’s house. It helps for me to be in the place where the murder was committed.”

      “Any other superpowers?”

      Once again, he morphed into a relaxed, rather dowdy widower. “That’s it.”

      She shifted on the sofa. Was this guy for real? She’d have to check out this associative chromesthesia thing. He seemed to be waiting on her to continue so she asked, “Why is solving his murder so important to you?”

      Even though they both knew he couldn’t see her, he turned to face her all the same. “To begin with, Ned was a straight arrow, as fine a man as I’ve ever met. He was more than a friend, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I think I do.” She paused. “What else?”

      “Ned told me something a few years ago that I didn’t pay much attention to at the time. He told me that if he died, he’d like for me to make sure his wife and kids were set up. I think I agreed to be executor of his estate. But he may have changed that because I haven’t heard from Kate yet.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. I went from wearing a gun and working twelve hours a day to sitting in the dark with nothing to do and nobody to do it with. If I don’t get my mind and body in motion, I won’t be around much longer. I’ve tasted the barrel of my .9 mm twice. What’s the old saying? Third time’s a charm?”

      A pall settled over the room. To move the conversation forward Heather said, “I suppose it’s my turn to tell you my deepest, darkest secrets. I’m sure you’ve concluded I come from a big pile of old Northeastern money.”

      “I gathered as much.”

      “Along with the money came certain… expectations. Chief among these was the completion of an Ivy League education—Princeton.”

      “Not Harvard?”

      Heather breathed a sigh. “I needed to get out of Boston. Not all prisons have fences and bars.”

      “I understand. Please continue.”

      “After graduating, my father expected me to take a cutting off the money tree, water it with sixteen-hour days, fertilize it with my soul, and raise an orchard of little money trees to full maturity. I was to continue the time-honored tradition of the rich getting richer.”

      She expected a quip to come, but he only nodded.

      “I was compliant in obtaining the education my father desired, but drew the line at Wall Street. Too many of my classmates became addicted to Aderall, cocaine, and greed. Some have already burned out.” She paused. “Don’t get me wrong. I have nothing against being rich. In fact, I prefer it. But, the relentless pursuit of more for the sake of more would be like slicing away bits of my soul until there was nothing left.”

      “What did your father say when you told him you wanted to become a cop?”

      “He laughed. That is, he laughed at first. He thought it was a naïve girl’s flight of fancy that would soon run its course.”

      “But you found police work to be to your liking, and that put you on a collision course with him.”

      “I pacified him temporarily by pursuing a law degree while I worked as a patrol cop. Father became concerned when I passed the bar and made sergeant a week later. I dug my heels in about being a cop and it resulted in quite a row. That’s when he cut off my allowance. The transition from silver spoon to plastic fork took some doing, but I found I enjoyed the challenge of stretching a paycheck. When I received the promotion to detective, he became more determined.”

      “There’s something you’re not telling me,” said Steve. “Your father turned up the heat even more by getting you fired from the Boston P.D. Now he’s pulled strings all the way down in Houston and done something to get you removed from the Academy.”

      Heather leaned back on the couch and looked at the ceiling. “I underestimated his tenacity in tracking me and planting a false story. He seems to be intent on starving me into submission. He’s gone so far as to hire people to track my movements to make sure I’ll be dismissed from any job I happen to land.” She let out a soft giggle. “It’s all so silly of him. My grandparents on my mother’s side left me an inheritance in a trust. On my thirtieth birthday I’ll be obscenely wealthy.”

      “Your state of destitution is temporary?” asked Steve.

      “Three months from now I’ll be in a position to purchase this townhome complex and dozens more like it.”

      “But for three months, you need a place to live where you aren’t known or bothered? Then you can reconcile with dear-old-Dad on your own terms. And your terms will include solving crimes.”

      Steve became silent for several long seconds. “It’s doable. There are details, of course, but nothing that can’t be overcome.”

      “Like what?”

      “You need to disappear, to drop completely off the grid. No credit or debit cards, no checking account—you know the game as well as I do. The spare bedroom of a middle-age, blind ex-cop is a place nobody would look.”

      “So, you agree hiding here is a good plan? So far, we’re on the same page.”

      Steve continued, “Considering your desperation, I don’t think this next one will be a deal breaker.”

      Heather raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. Depends on what it is.”

      “Nothing unseemly, I can assure you. Maggie was my one and only.” Steve cleared his throat. “However, we will need to change your appearance from time to time. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re much too attractive not to notice. Luckily, that’s easy to fix. You can make any gorgeous woman ugly, but doing the opposite is a lost cause.”

      “I think I can handle a little role play.” Heather sighed. “I never thought I’d have to go into a self-imposed witness protection program.”

      “Do you own a car?” asked Steve.

      “A Porsche.”

      “We’ll have to get something else.”

      Heather stood and began to pace. “So, if you’re just looking for a work partner, what are your expectations of me?”

      Steve lowered his legs and cleared his throat. “I need your eyes and a way to get around. You have exceptional powers of observation and you can drive.”

      Heather hesitated, but not for long. They might be mismatched roommates but both had needs, real needs, the other could meet. “So far I have no objections to this arrangement, but there are a couple of things on my end that might be a deal breaker.”

      “What are they?”

      She dipped her head and lowered her voice to a whisper. “The first is money.” Why was this so hard to say? She raised her chin and spoke up. “I’m down to my last hundred dollars. It took almost all I had to relocate. My father has been most effective in making sure I feel the pinch. I’ve been out of work for six months.”

      “That’s no problem,” said Steve. “I’ll cover room and board and pay you enough to get you by until your ship comes in.”

      “One more thing. Max has to come with me.”

      Steve’s head jerked back. “You didn’t tell me you had a kid.”

      Heather laughed. “He’s definitely my baby, but of the four-legged variety.”

      “A dog?”

      “Not exactly. Max is a lazy, lovable lap cat.”

      Steve spoke through clenched teeth. “I hate cats.”

      Heather changed the subject before he could launch into a diatribe against cats. “When do we start going after Ned Logan’s killer?”

      Steve seemed to refocus and said, “So far they’re calling it a suspicious death. The cops’ll do some routine investigating but won’t be real interested until after the autopsy. The coroner’s always backed up. We should have about a week to wrap things up before we’re told to butt out. I’ve already done some work, but we need to interview the family tomorrow. Can you move in today?”
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      Heather looked at her reflection in the bathroom mirror and frowned. A wig bearing a striking resemblance to the thatched roof of an English cottage, stiff and tawny, covered her mane of auburn hair. The makeup looked like cheap stucco. Globs of eyeliner and the longest, thickest, false eyelashes the store had to offer partially hid her emerald eyes. It reminded her of a brief flirtation with going Goth between terms at prep-school. She parted her lips and beheld teeth that bore a likeness to her hair, mottled dark-tan and yellow, something Van Gogh might have painted.

      She backed away from the mirror and smoothed the front of a man’s blazer, fresh from the garage sale she and Steve had attended at dawn’s early light, her first garage sale ever. The navy blazer covered a dingy yellow shirt which buttoned on a side her fingers were unaccustomed to manipulating. She rolled her shoulders forward the way Steve had instructed. Sure enough, she seemed to shrink two inches and looked devoid of both ambition and a high school diploma.

      “All I need is a dip of snuff and people won’t know if I’m a man or a woman.”

      With her transformation complete, Heather prepared to make her grand entrance before a man who couldn’t see her. She’d almost made it out of the bathroom when a voice boomed from the kitchen. “Heather! Get your cat out of here.”

      Oh no. What had Max done now? She took quick steps toward the site of Steve’s explosion.

      Her black Maine Coon squatted on the countertop, lapping milk from Steve’s bowl of cereal. Max looked up as if to ask, “What?” He dropped his head and went back to lapping two percent from between squares of Frosted Mini-Wheats.

      Steve’s voice dripped with disgust. “I know people who owe me favors. They know people who do bad things. If your cat can’t swim underwater, I suggest you do something with him.”

      Heather gathered Max in her arms and hustled him to her bedroom, stroking his head as she went. She sat him on the bed and thought about giving him a good talking to. He turned his backside to her, stretched, and lay down to clean his whiskers. She wondered if Steve was able to hear Max’s sonorous purrs of contentment all the way in the kitchen.

      By the time she returned to apologize, Steve had dumped the cereal down the garbage disposal. “Sorry,” she offered.

      He responded with a grunt.

      “What time is Mrs. Logan expecting us?” She hoped to change the subject.

      “Ten o’clock. I already told you that. Trying to get my mind off that sorry cat, aren’t you?”

      Heather shot back, “It’s called redirecting. It’s what you do when you have a hostile suspect or witness.”

      She could tell he tried not to, but the corners of Steve’s mouth pulled up ever so slightly.

      It must have been his turn to redirect because he asked, “Are you dressed like we discussed?”

      She glanced down at her outfit. “Don’t you think this is a little extreme?”

      “All part of the plan. Kate Logan is a high-maintenance woman. She wants everything in her world to be perfect. Give her a big smile with those yellow teeth and watch her reaction. The way I have you pictured she’d count it a blessing if she didn’t have to look at you very long. I’ll keep her occupied and you snoop around.”

      “Anything special I’m supposed to be looking for?”

      “Concentrate on her kids’ rooms. One is out of college and on his own. The girl is a sophomore at Brown. You may not have a lot of time—”

      “Brown? As in Ivy League Brown University in Rhode Island?”

      “That’s the one,” said Steve. “I understand it’s trendy for the nouveau riche to mix with you blue bloods.”

      Heather cringed as soon as she sat in the driver’s seat. “Of all the cars in the world, why did you have to get a police auction Crown Vic? This ragged-out patrol car smells like a drunk tank.”

      “All part of your disguise and protection,” said Steve. “The guys your dad hired to keep tabs on you are looking for your car, which is hidden under the canvas cover I had delivered. After you got booted out of the Academy, this is the last thing they’d expect you to drive. Besides, this car may look and smell a little gamey, but it has an almost-new police interceptor engine. It may not be able to outrun every car out there, but it can put the rental you said those guys are driving in the dust.”

      “Tell Leo thanks for keeping my father’s minions occupied.”

      “He enjoyed it. It was no trouble considering the low-rent area you were living in. It made waiting an hour for a K-9 to sniff their car plausible.”

      Heather added, “And all the while they watched me pack my car. Detaining them in handcuffs was a nice touch.”

      “Leo loved it when you waved at them as you passed by.” He paused. “Let’s get going.”

      The trip passed without words. The rapid acceleration onto I-45 demonstrated the power of the car and brought back a flood of foot-to-the-floor memories in Boston. The sound of the wheels on pavement changed as they left the interstate. Being around Steve had made her more aware of sounds and smells. She pondered this as they followed a serpentine journey through The Woodlands, a migration destination for those fed up with Houston who had money enough to drive north until they encountered pine trees and less crime. Heather brought the car to a stop and said, “It’s not a villa on the French Riviera, but this home is no slouch.”

      “Ned did quite well for himself after he left the D.A.’s office.”

      “Did he make a lot of enemies when he was an assistant district attorney? If so, this could get complicated.”

      Steve changed subjects, as she was learning he was apt to do. “I’ve been thinking how I want to play this. Ned, Kate, Maggie and I go all the way back to our first year in college. Ned and I stayed in touch, but I’ve only seen Kate a few times since he left the D.A.’s office. People change over time, but not Ned. Kate wanted to run with the country club set, not with me and Maggie. I’ll need you to tell me what she looks like and give me your honest opinion of her. I’ll also want a full description of the home.”

      “You got it, boss. Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Make a bad impression on Kate and go do your snooping as soon as you can.” He paused. “By the way, your name today is Pat Beerhalter.”

      Heather let out a snort. “With a name like that I don’t see how I could make a good impression.”

      The opening of the front door produced a visual assault on Heather’s eyes. Steve had warned her Kate Logan leaned toward glitter and gold, but she didn’t know that applied to Kate’s entire world. Even the area rugs, strategically placed on the gold-veined marble floors, set the stage for a Midas-touched mini-mansion. New money and bad taste sprang to her mind but, thank goodness, didn’t escape her lips.

      “Steve,” gushed Kate. “How good of you to come see me.” Kate swept them into her home with a motion of her hand reminiscent of a game show hostess. Steve had not come to see her. That was Heather’s job. The faux pas, along with the attempt to slather her life in gold, set Heather’s teeth on edge. She made a point of smiling widely and revealed a most unappealing set of incisors and bicuspids. Kate’s eyes opened wide and then shifted to Steve, never to return to the lowly Pat Beerhalter.

      “Hello, Kate. I’m so sorry to intrude on your time of mourning,” said Steve. “Are you sure it’s not too much of an imposition for me to come and offer my condolences?”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s I who have been remiss. I do apologize for not reaching out to you when Maggie—”

      Heather cut Kate off in mid-sentence. “You got a spot I can park Mr. Smiley?” Her Pat Beerhalter accent came straight from a single-wide trailer with a beer-can-infested yard, complete with a 1972 Monte Carlo, tires missing and up on blocks.

      Kate Logan cringed from the tips of her highlighted hair down to her gold house slippers. She made a quick recovery. “Yes, of course. Let’s go to the living room. Follow me.”

      Heather directed Steve to a wing-back chair, pulled out two pillows—gold, of course—threw them on the floor and said, “There you go, Mr. S. You look like a king on his throne.” She turned and examined the room, but didn’t look at the not-so-grieving widow.

      “You got a TV I can watch?” asked Pat Beerhalter. “Mr. S said he didn’t want me hanging around while he talked with you. I got a habit of flappin’ my gums.”

      Kate Logan pointed toward a hallway. “The den is on the other side of the hall bathroom. The remote is on the coffee table.”

      “Thanks, honey. Come get me when you and Mr. S are done chewin’ the fat.”

      Heather slouched her way out of sight, then straightened her spine. She retrieved her cell phone, made a quick video of the den, and turned on the television, making sure to keep the volume loud enough to cover most any sound she might make. Her crepe-sole shoes squeaked on the marble floor so she left them by the coffee table and eased her way down the hall. Two closed doors were on her left and a third at the end of the hall. On her right stood another series of doors, all closed. With the kids’ rooms as her main objective, she needed to hurry.

      The first door on her left opened to a game room, complete with billiard table. The second smaller room contained a miniature beauty parlor with wash sink and all the necessary potions and lotions. At the end of the hallway, double solid doors opened to the master bedroom suite, an expanse of wall-to-wall gold carpet and baroque furniture. She made yet another video of the bedroom, bath, and closet.

      Opening the first door on her retreat back to the den brought the corners of Heather’s mouth upward. “Eureka,” she whispered and scurried up a back stairway.

      Upstairs might as well have been on a different planet. The carpet appeared worn and the doorjambs bore the marks and smudges of children growing into adults and fleeing the nest.

      With the turn of a handle she entered the world of a young man, a singularly messy young man. It didn’t take much of a detective to realize most of the lad’s meals had been taken, and spilled, within these walls. The photos surrounding her showed a handsome high school boy involved in football and track. His two prom pictures showed two different girls, both with perfect teeth and afflicted with near-terminal cuteness. She put her phone’s camera to use again, scanning the room and the closet.

      The next bedroom proved to be the polar opposite of the sty down the hall. A girl’s room, no doubt, but a girl of order. Extreme order. The clothes in the closet looked to have been spaced with a micrometer. The toes of all the shoes and boots could have been set along a surveyor’s line. Books on the shelves were arranged in descending order, a singular collection including Gray’s Anatomy and more than a few relating to neurology, kinesiology, Alzheimer’s, and dementia. Even the underwear and socks in closed drawers were folded and stacked with absolute precision.

      Heather wanted to stay and examine everything in more detail, but the minutes ticked away. She didn’t know how long Steve could make chit-chat and she certainly didn’t want to get caught this far away from the TV’s soap opera. She pivoted in the center of the room with her phone’s camera capturing images as she spun a slow three-sixty. Easing the door shut she hastened to the stairway. In her rush to descend, a sock-clad foot flew out from under her. She landed on the bottom step with a resounding thud. No time to check for damage. She sprinted down the hall and into the den. She scaled the back of the couch and stretched her feet onto the coffee table.

      Heather craned her neck to see Kate Logan as she entered the room and issued a tart, “Mr. Smiley is ready to leave.”

      Heather joined Steve, who had risen from his gold throne. He turned to the spot of the scuffing of Kate’s house shoes and asked, “Do you mind if Ms. Beerhalter takes me to Ned’s exercise pool? I don’t plan on coming to the memorial service and it’s the last place he was alive. I’d like to pay my respects there if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. Stay as long as you wish.”

      Kate pointed the way and Heather led Steve out a back door, past an outdoor pool, and into a glass-enclosed room between the main house and a two-story garage. Once inside Steve said, “Describe it to me.”

      Although there was no need to whisper, Heather spoke in a muted voice out of reverence for the man she knew only from Steve’s description. “The exercise pool is halfway above ground. Bend over and touch it. You can walk all the way around it if you want to. It’s not more than eight or nine feet long and the water is about four-feet deep, four and a half at the most. There’s a pump at the front that forces water against the swimmer.”

      “It’s not very wide, is it?” said Steve.

      “Not more than five feet.” Heather paused, then spoke in a normal voice. “Ned Logan.”

      Steve froze in place. “Bright red,” he said. He hung his head for a moment and mouthed something she knew was not for her. After a near-silent prayer, he said, “Let’s get out of here.”

      Heather reached in her jacket pocket and retrieved a glass vial. “Let me get that water sample you wanted.”

      Kate met them at the back door and led them through the living room and into the foyer. The front door opened before Heather could reach for the handle. A young woman wearing, of all things, a poodle skirt, saddle oxford shoes, a starched white blouse, and a pink bandanna passed through the portal and came to an abrupt halt. She tilted a cloth-side, wheeled suitcase upright and stared at the unlikely duo of strangers.

      Kate made a shoes-to-hair examination of the girl and grimaced. “Carey, dear, please tell me you don’t dress that way at Brown. I thought we agreed you’d not wear such garish costumes.”

      Carey rolled her eyes. “Mother,” she said with chin raised, “who are these people?” Her voice held the sharp edge of suspicion.

      “You remember your father’s college roommate, don’t you? This is Steve Smiley.”

      The young woman summoned a tight smile. “Of course. Please forgive me for not recognizing you. Father spoke of you frequently.”

      “How are you, Carey?” asked Steve. “I came to offer my condolences. Your mother tells me a memorial service will be tomorrow. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      An awkward silence fell. Steve broke it by saying, “Goodbye, Katherine. Goodbye, Carey.” He turned and said, “Are you ready to take me home, Pat?”

      “Ready, willin’, and able, Mr. S.”

      Three steps down the sidewalk Steve said, “You need to be more careful on stairways. That crash you made sounded like an elephant jumping off the high dive.”

      She came right back at him. “If you hadn’t insisted I wear stretched-out socks, I wouldn’t have slipped.”

      “Did you get a good look at Carey?”

      “Yeah. Five foot four, one hundred and ten pounds. Straight black hair touching her shoulders. Obsessive-compulsive and unhappy in the extreme. Upper-middle-class girl wishing she were somewhere else doing something else.”

      “I guess you can spot ’em,” said Steve.

      “She’s miserable. Carey was dressed like she’s going to a sock-hop, not a wake, or whatever you do down here. She’s in denial about her father’s death, but there’s more to it than that. That outfit she has on is a plea for help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “I’d say she’s seeking attention, but what do I know? I studied finance and law.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short. You know a lot more about twenty-year-old women than I do and you have great instincts.”

      “Thanks; same back at you.”

      Steve’s cane tapped the side of the car. He made no move to get in. “I have a good camera with a telephoto lens. Everyone on my list will be at the memorial service tomorrow. Let’s get close-ups.”

      Heather nodded and reached for the door handle. “Did I hear you call Kate ‘Katherine?’”

      “Yeah.” Disappointment seasoned his words. “She goes by Katherine now.”

      “A gold-gilded name if I ever heard one.”

      “She’s not the woman I once knew.”

      “Has she changed enough to be the killer?”

      Steve took in a deep breath and released it in a huff. “I don’t know. I can’t rule her out. Let’s go.”

      “Hold on a minute. A lawn maintenance truck is pulling into the driveway.” A tall, slender man in his early thirties climbed out of a three-quarter-ton truck. She scanned the contents of the truck’s bed: garden implements, bags of mulch, an orange five-gallon water cooler and a large ice chest. The lanky, dark-haired man walked to the side door of the home and entered without knocking.

      “Now can we leave?” asked Steve.

      “Yeah. Chinese for lunch?”
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      “Heather!”

      Steve’s summons came from his bedroom at daybreak. She threw back her covers and scurried to his room. “What? What’s wrong?”

      “Get your cat off my bed. Put him in your room and keep him there or I swear, I’ll…”

      Heather scooped up Max. “I told you I can’t. If I close the door he’ll tear up the carpet trying to get out. He has to have the run of the entire house. Besides, he likes you.”

      Steve sat up in bed, mumbling something under his breath. He slumped back and threw up an arm over his face.

      She tried softening her voice. “Steve, I’m sor—”

      “Don’t! Don’t say it.”

      Heather allowed an awkward amount of time to pass before her Boston accent and Scottish temper joined forces. “Get dressed, you grumpy old man. I’ll cook you an omelet.”

      “Take Lucifer with you. We have a busy day ahead of us and it’s off to a bad start.”

      After breakfast, Heather broke the silence. “How much did you learn yesterday?” She rinsed the remains of an omelet from Steve’s plate and placed it in the dishwasher.

      “Some.” He grimaced when he sipped the dregs of his coffee. “Kate had plenty of good things to say about her daughter, but virtually nothing about her son. She did drop the name Brittany Brown when I asked her who might have an axe to grind against Ned. She’s an attorney—the only other attorney in Ned’s office.”

      “Partner, or junior partner?”

      “Neither. Kate thought that might be the problem. Brittany followed Ned when he left the D.A.’s office and she’s right where she started. We’ll pay her a visit in a day or two.”

      Heather filed away the name Brittany Brown. She reached for the coffee and poured Steve a second cup. He’d left his sunglasses on the nightstand and looked very different without them. More vulnerable. His thinning brown hair was a rat’s nest. How she’d hate not being able to see, especially not knowing how her makeup looked.

      Steve interrupted her musings. “Tell me your impressions of Kate.”

      “Do you want the unvarnished version?”

      “Straight, no chaser,” said Steve.

      “If I only had one word to use, I’d say facade.”

      “Use more than one word.”

      Heather put down her coffee cup. “She’s chasing her youth, but it’s pulling away fast. She’s had work done of the plastic variety. Everything that drooped or sagged has been pinned up, snipped or tucked. She needs to stop. There’s a tipping point with plastic surgery when you begin to look freaky. She’s got a way to go yet, but she’s heading in that direction.”

      “What else?”

      “She’s obsessed with money and not happy that someone put her on a budget. I saw that in her home.”

      “Hmmm,” said Steve. “Tell me about her home.”

      “Big and gaudy. Think of her design style as a mix between Louis XIV and a lottery winner. The intent is to show opulence, but everything is beginning to look dated. I’d say nothing new has been purchased in the last four to five years.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. She has a boy-toy.”

      Steve had his coffee to his lips but immediately set it down. “Are you sure?”

      “A pair of damp swim trunks, size thirty-two, on the rail of her oversize bathtub says yes. The men’s pants, what few there were in the half-acre closet, were size thirty-six.” Heather snapped her fingers. “I wonder if those swim trunks belong to the lawn maintenance guy. He’s the right size and he seemed right at home. A nice-looking guy, in a swarthy kind of way. I’ll check him out.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me if she did some daytime entertaining. Ned told me he moved into the apartment over the garage four years ago.”

      Steve took a sip of coffee and resettled his mug. “It’s also possible she was spending money faster than Ned could haul it in. I bet she’s set to get a bundle from life insurance and the sale of Ned’s law practice.”

      “Kate told you that?”

      “She all but said it. People obsessed with money like to talk about it.”

      Heather wagged her head. “Sounds like trouble in paradise. It could be motive enough to kill him.”

      “Yeah,” said Steve as he raised his cup for another sip. He had pulled back into himself, another of his quirks.

      Since Steve ended the conversation about Katherine, Heather moved on. “Was that Leo calling last night?” The question came to bring the turtle out of his shell.

      Steve nodded. “He managed to find out there were two superficial puncture wounds to Ned’s back, about four inches apart.”

      Nothing came to her mind as to a possible cause, so she asked, “Any ideas?”

      “I spent most of the night thinking about what could have caused the wounds. I think it was 3 a.m. when it came to me. Taser.”

      Heather envisioned the scene from the perspective of the killer. Someone stood at the side of the pool. Two metal wires snaked downward from a black and yellow, hand-held pistol-looking device. The wires led to barbed tips, like tiny straightened fishing hooks, which entered Ned’s back and stayed there until he drowned and the killer yanked them out.

      She spoke out loud, but mainly to herself. “He was killed the same way an electric eel would kill something that came close. Stun it and let it drown. Ned didn’t stand up because he couldn’t.”

      “That’s how I see it… so to speak.”

      She brought herself back to the present. “What else did Leo say?”

      “No signs of forced entry. Security cameras outside show the people that came and went all day. The Woodlands P.D. is concentrating on the two hours before and after the estimated time of death.”

      Heather thought for a moment. “How did the coroner determine that?”

      “It wasn’t a coroner,” said Steve. “There were no obvious signs of trauma so the responding officers didn’t suspect foul play. In Texas a Justice of the Peace is usually called if the death doesn’t occur in a hospital. They give an official pronouncement of death and make a judgment as to the need for autopsy. If it hadn’t been for the two small places on Ned’s back, he might have gone straight to the funeral home.”

      “What’s the time frame we’re working with?”

      “Ned’s body was found at 11:45 a.m. Ned answered a call from his office at 8:15 a.m. Add fifteen minutes on each side and that’s the four-hour window the cops are using.”

      “Are we getting a list of those people?”

      “My former partner came through for us. Leo sent it this morning.”

      They both sipped their coffee and allowed the revelations to sink in. Heather broke the silence. “Are you sure you don’t want to go with me to the memorial service? I could reprise my role as Pat Beerhalter.”

      “No. I’m not keen on funerals. Besides, a blind guy and Pat Beerhalter would only draw attention. I do want you to go, but as an upper-middle-class professional. Dress conservatively. Pull your hair back and wear dark glasses. Go late and sit in the back of the chapel. Leave before the last ‘Amen’ and park where you can get pictures.”

      Steve’s plan made sense and she loathed the thought of dressing up as Pat Beerhalter again. A thought occurred to her. “Do you want me to talk to anyone?”

      “Not unless something unusual happens or you have to. The internet search you did last night provided you with fairly recent photos of everyone. You should be able to recognize all of them.”

      “And you still want current photos?”

      “Humor me. Old habits don’t die easily. Expect the usual eulogies and a short sermon. Your mission is to get good photos and observe the actions of the people we talked about last night.”

      Heather thought for a moment. “That puke wagon you bought me to drive won’t fit the image of a woman in heels and hose. Can I take my Porsche?”

      “A black Camry rental will be here at nine thirty.”

      This guy doesn’t miss much. “I’ll go early and get a good place to park at the church. I might catch some of the people on the list as they arrive.”

      “Good thinking. Go get ready. You don’t want to be late. And I’m expecting a delivery this morning. I’ll need your help getting it set up this afternoon.” He rubbed his hands together as if they needed a good wash. “With luck, you’ll have the face of a killer looking at you tonight.”

      “It can’t be that easy.”

      “Get pictures of everyone on the list and we’ll go from there.”
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