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Georgia actually worked in health care her entire life, literally, starting when she was nineteen, and her job as an inhalation therapist was an on-the-job training kind of thing. Later, she got certifications and stayed in the field for forty-six years. At forty, she went to nursing school but stayed a respiratory therapist. All the while she was thinking about writing.

Once she started writing, she incorporated her knowledge of medicine, her love of gardening and crafts, along with her devotion to the Catholic faith. She tries to make her characters complex, and, being an observant person, she brings in a lot of trivial things she notices about people and insignificant facts about human nature. She would never claim to be a writer, and jokes that she couldn’t write at all if she didn’t have a good grammar program. Even then, she won’t claim to have a flawless book.

She hopes you enjoy her stories. 
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She stood with her back to the tree, sweat rolling down the creases between her shoulder blades and her breasts, soaking into the waistband of her jeans. The gun quivered in her right hand. “Okay, God,” she whispered, “if there is a reason for me not to blow my brains out, now is the time?” She no longer believed in God intervening in people’s lives, helping them out and keeping them safe. And right now, on her own, she couldn’t think of a reason not to end it all. She expected punishment for such a selfish act, but she almost relished the idea; she just didn’t want it to last forever, and that was her fear.

She had been planning this for weeks, and her only hard decision had been doing it with drugs or a bullet. On her first attempt, she had parked her car at a shopping mall and walked through the mall to where she had left a bike locked to a stand two days before. She had even bought the bike at a second-hand store with cash, so they couldn’t trace it back to her. After biking for almost three hours, she rode into the woods. She used the bike for as long as she could before leaving the trail and continuing on foot. She had gone into a densely wooded area, far from anyone, and it had been her goal, then, to shoot herself in the head. Later, after searching for the bike for almost an hour, as she had returned home, shaken and drained, she couldn’t even remember why she had thought she had needed to do the whole clandestine thing.

She should have gone with the drugs; it was the more appealing choice. Had she been able to get something that worked fast, she might have, but the idea of lingering, waiting for sedation to overtake her, had been so unappealing that it had caused her to choose the gun and that after all was her comfort area. She had considered shooting up something — heroin or fentanyl. But it just wasn’t something she thought she could do. It wasn’t something in her skill set. How she could think putting a gun to her head was better than putting a needle in her arm she didn’t know, but she had thought she could pull a trigger.

After having spent all of her energy on her first try, which had taken her hours just getting to the place she had picked, where she had spent over an hour just standing there with the gun pointed at different places on her body, without her being able to pull the trigger, while worrying over her biggest fear, which was if her body ever got found, the bullet would confirm that it had come from her own gun, laying somewhere near her corpse, and that it was indeed a suicide. She had even considered tying her gun to a helium balloon and letting it float away, but worried about who might find it. Having the evidence found with her body was better, but she hadn’t really wanted people to know she was so weak that she would end it herself. 

But now, her fear of disappointing people was so diminished by the level of grief she felt, and she couldn’t get past just wanting it over. She totally understood how hard it was for families to deal with missing people, and once she finally got past the need not to have her body found, it made it so much easier. She had stewed over leaving a note, but in the end hadn’t. People would know why she did it. Hell, somebody would probably hear the gunshot and call the cops, and they would find her right away. People would shake their heads and say they hadn’t known it had gotten so bad.

She pressed the gun to her temple, closing her eyes, giving God one more chance. “It’s now or never? Show me your stuff, or I am heading the other way.” The bad thing — not that all of this wasn’t bad — was that she really believed in heaven and hell, and she wasn’t sure this was something she could get past. She knew she was putting herself in hell, but she couldn’t help it. Then she moved the gun under her chin. She couldn’t decide which method gave her the highest chance of success. “I kind of thought you might help me out before it came to this, but I guess not.” Then she thought, Hell, I am out here all alone, so even if I missed my target, dead center, I would just lie here and die in the end, unless someone actually heard the gun blast and came right away to investigate. Then they would have to find me in all this underbrush and downed limbs and call for help right away. Pressing the gun up under her chin, she angled back, wanting to get her brain and not just shoot off her face.

Then she heard it. “Up here and keep your mouths shut. Not a sound. Do you hear me? Shut up.” It was a man’s voice.

There was a woman sobbing, and another woman was saying, “Shush.”

She shook her head and looked up at the tangle of trees blocking out the sky. “Seriously?” She peered around the tree, and there they were, ruining her day. Damnation. The man holding the two young women was sweating profusely, clearly stressed. He had planned his crime since he had cleared away all the crisscrossed branches and put down a bed of moss. This man had even toted in a blanket, which he had placed on the ground over the moss. He was such a considerate pervert. Had she just stopped on the other side of the tree, she would have seen his little love-nest.

The two women huddled together, their arms wrapped around each other as they cried. 

“I want you to tape her hands and mouth.” He was giving one woman instruction. “Then you come over here and take your clothes off.” He tossed a roll of duct tape, and it fell at the feet of the taller of the two women. They both just looked at it, apparently too scared to move, or just trying to drag it out as long as possible. Then, one woman saw her. Her eyes went wide, and she looked like she were going to call out.

Holding up her hand to quiet her, she shook her head and stepped out from behind the tree. Glancing down, having to step over some fallen branches, she held her gun at mid-chest level, her feet spread as best she could, her knees slightly bent, and with no enthusiasm or authority in her voice, she said, “Drop it. Police.”

The man jumped, turned in astonishment, with the gun still dangling from his right hand. She wanted to give the creep the chance she wouldn’t shoot him, so once again, in a monotone, she said, “Drop it, drop it, drop it!” Then she thought how if he shot her, she could die in the line of duty. That would be the perfect solution — well, for her anyway. Not so much for these two young women.

He leveled his gun at her. How stupid was this guy? His gun was so small she hoped it wasn’t actually a cigarette lighter, but she shot him once in the chest. Her training had been to empty her gun, or at least do three shots, but it was a hard thing to do. His gun fell from his hand as his body free fell to the thick moss on the forest floor, and he grunted as he landed hard over a fallen branch in the middle of his back. His body bounced once before it settled. Had he gone the other way and fallen forward, he would have flopped right onto his love-nest. She walked forward, thinking of kicking the gun away, but it had fallen into a hole, so she bent over, needing to go down on one knee, and picked it up, shoving it into her front waistband. It looked to be a .25 caliber, such a tiny gun it was almost a joke, and she finally pulled it out of her waistband and put it in her back pocket, for fear it would fall to the floor of the forest, and she wouldn’t be able to find it. When she had been in the academy, they had told her how a well-placed twenty-two could kill you just as easily as a forty-four. One of her fellow academy cadets sitting beside her leaned in and said, Yeah, well-placed right up against your skull. But it was the caliber of choice for hitmen.

The two women were hugging each other, and one was chanting a soft scream with every breath. She groaned. Now she would have all this paperwork, and she would have to come up with a story as to why exactly she was out here with just her gun. “Utter damnation.” She had even left her cell phone in her car. She knelt and felt for a pulse, shocked when she found one, considering all the blood that had spread across his chest, dripping to the ground. Crap, now she would need to testify. “I need a phone.” As she reached for the phone, she added, “Do we even have a signal?”

The screamer was the one who handed hers over first. She dialed 911 and got, “King County 911, what is your emergency?”

“This is Detective Arnez Greer, Seattle Major Crimes, badge number 7267264, and I need a bus and police response to this location. Do you have my location?”

“Yes. You are in Seward Park at the far end of Bailey Peninsula.” 

“We have a mid-thirties male with a GSW to the chest.” She looked at the women. “Do either of you need the medics?”

Both shook their heads as the screamer now broke into sobs, still getting some comfort from her friend. 

“Please let the responding police know that there is an officer on the scene, and I am armed.” As they waited, with the 911 operator listening in, which was their normal procedure, Arnez asked the girls for names, repeating them into the phone, as she walked over branches and holes to get to them. 

“I’m Cynthia Whittemore, and this is Margo Lindstrom.”

“Why don’t you go over and stand on that flat spot?”

Both girls nodded, and holding hands, they started walking over all the fallen debris toward the blanket. 

Arnez clomped over the litter of the forest floor to check on the man, who now had his eyes open. “Are you awake?”

He nodded, groaning. 

“Medics are on their way. What’s your name?”

“Forrester, Dylan Forrester.”

She wished she had her handcuffs, but she didn’t, so she untied his shoes and tied his feet together. If he tried to get up, it would be hard and he would be slow, giving her plenty of time to shoot him again, or just kick him to the ground. She stood up and put one foot on his knee as she addressed the girls. “So, what are you two doing way out here?”

They gave her a confused look. “We were walking on the trail just below this rise. There are all kinds of people walking and riding around here. We didn’t think we were taking any kind of risk. We’ve done it before.”

Arnez shook her head. Looking down the slope, she could see the waters of Lake Washington not that far away. Clearly, she hadn’t researched her big plan enough. She had thought she was in the center of this oval wooded area, with a trail running around the perimeter. With her nerves on edge, she must have walked way too far looking for the perfect spot. 

“What were you doing out here?” The screamer asked. 

“I was hiking. Just hiking out in the trees. No trail.” She really needed to work on her story before the crowd arrived. Now, she wished she had put on something more geared for hiking, which would help her story. Decent shoes would help. Guilt finally made her lift the scumbag’s shirt and look at his wound. There was the typical small entry wound, and she knew there wouldn’t be an exit, because the police issue was hollow points. Frisking his pockets, finding a pocketknife, she flipped the blade open, and cut his shirt from him. Having to lift him so she could pull it out from under his bulk caused him to scream out. Arnez pulled the wifebeater off his fat body, exposing his huge round belly, and pressed the dingy white cloth hard into the wound. She wanted to shoot him again just for-cause. Then she smiled at the fact that she had missed her mark by four inches, putting the bullet into the far right of his chest, almost in his armpit. Clearly, she needed to spend more time on the firing range. That was if she didn’t lose her job. If they didn’t can her, that was something she would most definitely do.

Hearing the sirens was a relief. It was another ten minutes before she heard the cops calling out. Finally, this disaster would be over, at least for a while, and she still hadn’t come up with a better story. Well, she would trade one disaster for another.
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It was ten minutes before eight in the morning as she parked her car and walked toward the yellow crime scene tape. She looked around at the homes in the neighborhood; they were expensive, upscale, and well-kept, situated right along the waters of Lake Washington. She would guess way over a million dollars, but what did she know? She flashed her badge and ducked under the tape as she took the clipboard offered to her by a uniformed officer and signed into the scene. “What is it?”

“Two dead. Lieutenant Hanover is here, and two from the CSI team are here.” 

She walked up the sloping lawn, which, once she was right on top of it, didn’t look as perfect as it had appeared from a distance. The front door, which stood open, was impressive, like ten feet tall with a leaded glass circle set into rich dark wood. There was matching glasswork on either side. She stopped on the porch, and pulling booties from her pocket, she covered her shoes and put on gloves. She liked a strong first impression of every crime scene, so she slowly took the time to look around, taking it all in, making a mental note of everything that might be of importance. Tapping her fingers on the door jamb three times, she stepped over the threshold and entered the house. From where she stood, it didn’t look like a crime scene. It looked like a model home for a mansion builder. 

The place was enormous and very impressive if you didn’t pay attention to the obvious smell of urine. There was a dining room to her left, running along the front of the house, with a table that was completely set with dishes and linens, even a large, ornate bouquet as a centerpiece. With no intent, she counted all the place-settings. Twelve. To her right was an odd box, sticking out from the front wall about two feet. It was as high as a table and running four feet down the wall of the entry. It had a touchscreen on top. She took a couple of steps toward it, but she wasn’t sure what it was. Some kind of machinery. She didn’t touch it. She wasn’t too sure what the open area in the front corner was for, since there was a family room toward the back of the house. Maybe a formal living room.

On the floor between the box and the door was a basket full of dog harnesses and leashes. There was a bag of dog treats. In front of her was an expanse of hardwood floors. The kitchen looked massive, with the usual granite and stainless steel, and it was off to her left. The only interior wall in the place was between the dining room and the kitchen, so part of that room was out of her line of sight. She could see the island, which, like everything else, was oversized. She didn’t walk into the kitchen or the enormous great room just beyond. The far end of the room was a wall of glass. She thought they were two sets of French doors, and there was a view of Lake Washington in the distance. Unable to make out the backyard, she figured there was a patio and maybe even a pool. She could see one crime scene tech working in the living area. This house was way more than a million bucks.

She turned and walked toward the stairs. They were wide and made of dark wood, curving slightly in a gentle arch. It was an impressive staircase. Three times she tapped her fingers on the banister, which curved into a little spiral as it started its way up. Stepping up, she started the climb. Right away, she noticed the wooden edges of the steps were dusty, as if neglected for a long time. There was dog hair accumulated there, along with the ubiquitous pine needles. Just beyond half-way, she started noticing bloody dog paw prints, and the further she climbed, the more prints she saw. It was like the dog headed down the stairs, and then turning, ran back up. There were no human footprints; barefooted or shod. Squeezing her hand into a fist, she resisted the compulsion to tap her finger on the ornate marble knob at the top of the banister, but she just bumped it with her fist. She stepped onto the landing. All the upstairs doors were standing wide open, and she wondered if it was from the police clearing the house. Then she noticed how the landing needed a good cleaning, with a few leaves on the floor, along with dust and more dog hair. The leaves were old and dried out, as if they were brought in from outside last winter. The smell of urine was considerably stronger, but not terrible. There was an underlying odor of decomp.

She took a right and walked to the double doors of the main bedroom, following the bloody dog-paw trail. Taking several deep breaths, she pressed her fingers to her throat. Letting out a hard sigh, she stepped in and glanced at the body of the dead woman, and she Crossed herself and muttered a prayer for mercy for a departed soul. Then, she started a slow examination of the space this woman called home. The room was enormous, way bigger than any bedroom she had been in before. It was as big as her one-bedroom apartment. Starting on the right-hand side of the room, she could see there was the walk-in closet at the outside wall and to the inside of the space, on the right was the primary bath. There was a long, dark-wood dresser along the wall between the two doorways. Piled high with what looked like laundry. It looked clean. Over the dresser was an ornate mirror. There was a large open oval area of hardwood, free of any clutter, which was everywhere in the rest of the room. 

As she let her eyes run to her left, there was a window, with the blinds pulled halfway up, then a small refrigerator sitting on a low stand raising it up from the floor, and on top of that sat a microwave, rotated to face the bed. Sitting on top of the microwave was a collection of what looked like supplement bottles, and a jug of liquid sat beside the fridge on a small ledge of the table. The next thing was the bed — at least a queen, but it could have been a king, with a frame of dark wood, with a padded headboard. She skipped looking at the body. The bedding looked neatly mussed and smoothed, as if someone had pressed out the wrinkles and folds in the lavender and gray bedspread. There were four pillows in white cases, one behind the victim and three to the side. Lying to the side of the body were a remote control and a cell phone. It looked like there was a laptop partly covered by the bedspread. On top of the bedding, there was a dish of spilled food. It was in a black plastic dish.

Next, there was another table, or a big nightstand; she couldn’t tell. It had two drawers and a shelf at the bottom. There was a lamp and a collection of books, some papers, and a container with pens. Everything was dusty.

Then there was another matching bed, with a matching gray and lavender bedspread. This one had rumpled bedding, with the head of the bed raised at forty-five degrees. She looked back at the first bed, noting that it too had the head raised a little. She went back to the second bed. There were some magazines and what looked like a laptop sitting in with the bedding. Two cell phones and a square box of something she couldn’t make out.

“Hey, look who’s here. Welcome back.”

Arnez nodded. “Yeah. What a welcome-back surprise.” She went back to scanning, and her partner knew how she worked, so he went back to what he was doing. She couldn’t miss how he let his eyes linger on her for a few seconds. They would talk when she was ready. Arnez walked between the foot of the beds and a beautiful floor-to-ceiling entertainment center, which held two big-screen TVs and a few other items, placed around with precision, as if by an interior decorator. There were three green leather-bound books, with the names written on them in embossed gold. Vergil, how many people now days read Vergil? How many people even had a copy of Vergil? Dante’s Inferno, another odd choice. One book was on its side, with a small marble sculpture of a man’s head sitting on it. She thought it was Pope John Paul II. Everything had a light coating of dust. There was a framed picture of the Blessed Mother. It wasn’t a piece of art she recognized, but just slightly different, so she wondered if it was an original work.

She noticed how both TVs were on but were silent. When she got past the second bed, she saw the second body. And again, she glanced away as she muttered her prayer for mercy. Beyond the bed, against the wall, was another refrigerator with another microwave on top, more supplement bottles, and two jugs of clear liquid. Then there was another window, this one with the blinds closed. On the floor beneath the window were two oval cloth dog beds, one holding a small white dog, obviously shot in the head. Pushed up against the wall, just past the dog beds, stood a metal frame, which had wheels on the front, with yellow tennis balls, which someone had sliced open and shoved over the legs. She knew it was something to help people walk. 

Continuing through an open area, leading toward the east corner of the room, which was all windows, she saw an entire living room, including another much bigger big-screen TV, which was turned off. She walked up to the back of the couch, tapping the leather with three little subtle strokes, before she smiled at the crime scene tech who was processing this area. “Wendy.”

“Welcome back, Greer.”

Nodding, Arnez looked at the items on the glass coffee table, seeing what looked like more computer magazines and two books on computer science. There was another laptop sitting on the couch. There were two joysticks: one on the coffee table and one on the couch. The entire area, strewn with empty or near-empty food containers, was strong with the smell of rotting food. She could tell that there was a large balcony outside the French doors, and beyond them was the backyard and the view of the lake. She smiled at the tech, shaking her head. This poor woman had a full day ahead of her. Arnez turned to walk back to Rondo, but Wendy asked, “Did you see Washington’s baby pictures?”

Arnez nodded. “Yep. Very cute. Being away doesn’t leave you out of the baby picture loop.”

Wendy smiled, but she too looked to be studying her.

Finally, she turned, heading back toward the scene, when she noticed an automated dog food dispenser and a water dispenser, with fresh water flowing down it like a mini waterfall. It was up against the wall, just east of the entertainment center. She had seen nothing like it before; it seemed very useful. Handy. Your dog would always have fresh water. Arnez walked back to Rondo, patting him on the shoulder, where he was squatting beside the man’s body. She looked at the male victim. He looked to be in his mid-to-late thirties, dressed in a giant pair of brown, lightweight cotton pants. His top was of similar fabric, just a lighter color. Lying on the floor, face down, his head turned to the side, his body kind of pooled out in a soft blob. It was unclear exactly where his wound or wounds were. There was blood coming from under the body and signs that a dog had walked in it repeatedly, including jumping up on the man’s back. She turned and looked at the dead dog. His feet were clean. “Is there a second dog?”

“With a dog walker, I think.”

“Did you find casings?”

“One. From the dog, probably.” He pointed to the copper jacket of what looked like a .38 caliber from a semi-automatic, maybe a nine-mil, ejected as the bullet fired. It was just to the side of the dog bed, up under the edge of the refrigerator stand. 

“Gun?”

“Not yet, and there will probably be more casings mixed in with all of this” He pointed to a pile of mostly cardboard cartons for frozen foods and takeout that formed a semicircle against the edge of the bed, and now up under the body. It appeared as if these people ate in bed and just tossed their garbage onto the floor.

She walked to the other bed, looking at the woman. She had been leaning against the elevated back of the bed, with one pillow behind her head. There was a single gunshot wound through the center of her forehead. There was no stippling around the wound, almost no blood.

She walked back to the male body, as she said, “Okay, run the scene as you see it.” 

Rondo Hanover was a lifelong cop, going into the academy right out of high school, and was walking a beat back in the day when cops did actually walk a beat. He had climbed through the ranks until he became a lieutenant, who chose not to go into management but to stay a major crimes detective. Rondo had even turned down the position of being a supervisor because it wouldn’t be as a major crimes detectives but at a precinct. He wanted to stay out in the field. He was a tall, thin man with a full head of dark gray hair, and all his own teeth, which he was apparently quite proud of, since he had mentioned the fact to Arnez on more than one occasions. Once, having had a long conversation about it while on a stakeout. 

He groaned as he tried to stand up from his squatting position without touching the surrounding junk. Arnez put out her hand, and he pulled himself upright. “Okay, the dog walker comes every morning between six and seven. Today it was six-forty, and again in the evening, around five or six. He came to the door, which he had a keycard for. One of those electronic things. He pushed the button on the doorbell, which is one of those computerized devices, but when he didn’t get a response, he used the key.” 

“He keeps two dog harnesses and leashes right inside the front door, so he called for the dogs, who, if not waiting for him, will usually come running. This morning, he said the Scottie Terrier came running to him, and he realized his paws and coat had dried blood on them, and the dog acted quite distressed. He walked into the house until he saw all the bloody prints on the stairs, and after calling out two or three times, he turned and left. He took the one dog outside and called 911.” 

Rondo walked to the first bed. “I would say that the husband killed the woman, his wife, Bonnie Turcotte, and then he killed himself. So how do you see it?”

“Have you touched either body?”

Rondo got a grin on his face. “I’m glad you’re back.” He winked at her. “No. But the coroner is on her way.”

Arnez walked to the woman, and using her gloved hand, she jiggled the woman's jaw. “Okay boss. I would say that the woman is out of rigor. Look at how relaxed her hand is?” The woman was sitting up, her body a pyramid, in a span that could be as wide as five feet across at her hips. She was so broad that she couldn’t actually fall over, but her upper torso tilted to her right. She had been holding a dish of food, which had slid from her hands and spilled onto the bed. Her mouth was open, hanging loosely. “Completely out of rigor. So, she died, what?” 

“At least twenty-four hours ago, maybe longer. So, Sunday morning, Saturday night.”

Arnez nodded. “The husband,” they walked back to where the husband was lying on the floor, “is clearly still in rigor. In fact, he might be in early rigor. His body appears at least partly rigid. Rigor is holding his jaw open. His hand is in a fist.” Arnez sighed, “Okay, I do not know how morbid obesity effects post-mortem changes, but I would think that all that fat would hold in body heat and do something. Would it affect lactic acid buildup? I don’t know.”

Rondo nodded. “So, the husband killed his wife and then waited a long time before he killed himself.”

“Do you think his balance would be good enough for him to climb that pile of trash beside the bed, to shoot his wife? She was eating, so she had to be awake. Which means he would have to sneak up on her, or you would think she would set the food aside if he came at her with the gun drawn. He would have to be rather close — not a contact shot, but something close enough to make an accurate shot. I can’t imagine that he is a practiced shooter.” Arnez lowered her hand, as if lining her hand up with the bullet wound. “I think she got shot from the foot of the bed. Not a hard shot. But this one is dead center.”

Rondo walked back to the far side of the bed with the woman in it, as he took a couple of steps up onto the mound of boxes, which didn’t really look smashed down from foot pressure, and the husband would have been a lot of pressure. They caused him to slip and stumble. He reached over the body and picked up a metal fork. “A real fork, when she has a whole container of plastic forks right here.” He pointed to the box beside the microwave. And then, glancing down, he said, “And plastic ones on the floor.” He opened the refrigerator, and the only thing in there was another jug of liquid. He walked back as he said, “So he killed her, and then much later, killed himself.”

“Who killed the dog?”

“What?”

“The dog?” Arnez nodded toward the dead animal. “Somebody shot the dog at point-blank range. There is a contact burn, and by looking at all the blood, the bullet wound was a through and through. This man, at what, five-hundred pounds, couldn’t come close to bending over far enough to touch the gun to the dog’s head. I am willing to bet, if he were to go down on his knees to crawl to the dog and shoot it, he could never get back up.”

“But he is on the floor, so maybe he was on his knees when he shot himself.”

“His legs ended up under the edge of the bed. I’m not too sure a kneeling man could end up in that position unless he started out sitting on the bed and then went to his knees. Which would mean he would need to kneel in all this trash while he shot himself? I would say he fell from standing at or sitting on the side of his bed.” She pointed. “See how all these boxes on top have slid forward? He slid forward.” 

“Do you think he could stand?”

“Somebody used that living room area, and he has a laptop computer and magazines, which are the same as what is in that corner. He has that walker thing on his side of the bed.”

Rondo nodded. 

Arnez pointed to the clear plastic tube lying next to the body, peeking out from under the clothing and disappearing again. “What is that?”

Rondo raised an eyebrow. “According to Wendy, he has a tube into his bladder. There is a bag attached to that tube, which collects his urine. It is somewhere under his body now.”

Arnez shook her head. “More reason to think that he fell.”

As they walked back to the woman’s body, Arnez tripped over a pizza box, which was just one of the several hundred food-related items scattered across the floor, mostly around Bonnie’s side of the bed. “With enough money to buy a house like this, why didn’t they hire a maid?”

Rondo laughed, “Now that is the real pressing question.”

“Good Lord, have mercy on me.” 

They both looked to see Doctor Hanna Briscott standing in the doorway, her black medical bag sitting on top of her feet, as if she didn’t want it to touch the floor. The coroner was a woman in her late fifties, with three feet of gray hair pulled back in a braid that came past her waist. She had a voice so gravely it reminded Arnez of someone scraping the needle across the surface of an LP record. She was the poster child for why you shouldn’t smoke. Not only was her throat destroyed, but her skin hung loose, as if she were approaching ninety-five, rather than fifty-five. Even when the woman let out a loud, wheezy sigh, it had a rasp to it. “How in the hell am I going to get this woman out of here?”

Rondo said, “Well, Doc, the husband is even bigger.”

Hanna ran her hand over her forehead, across the top of her head, and pulled down on her braid, and then, tugging it over her shoulder, she ran her hand down until she reached the end. It was a common expression of frustration for her. Both detectives had seen it many times. “Crap. We are going to need a crew so we can cut a hole in the wall and lift them out with a crane.”

“Is there any way to give us a quick time of death?”

The woman turned her hard face to Arnez and pinched her mouth shut. She shook her head. “I can’t use a liver probe because I don’t think it is nearly long enough, especially with her sitting up. It looks like rigor has passed. Let me see.” She looked at the floor, taking a few steps, before she got to the avalanche of food cartons which someone had piled up close to the bed. She let out a second raspy sigh that sounded more like a growl.

Wendy came running over. “Let me take a few photos before you walk on that.”

Arnez turned to Rondo. “I’m going downstairs for a quick look.”

Rondo nodded. “I’ll wait for Hanna.” Then he turned and started using his pen to lift the bedding from the husband’s bed.

Arnez went to the walk-in closet and looked inside. The room was bigger than her bedroom. There were three walls of hanging space and a large shoe rack that was empty. The far wall had built-in drawers and a large mirror. There were two long, mostly empty racks for clothing, and what was hanging there looked unused, and she picked out one sack-dress, which was big enough to upholster her car. It was size fifty-four with the tags still on it. In the back half of the closet, there was a mound of unopened boxes, mostly Amazon, with their smiley logo. 

When she walked back out into the bedroom, Hanna was lifting the bedding, and Arnez could see a bag with a tube attached. The bag was half-full of urine. She walked into the bathroom. The place was dusty and looked as if it hardly got used. The shower stall was huge, done in natural stone. It looked as if someone had been using that. There was a handheld showerhead dangling near the floor and a collection of bottles of bath soap sitting on a shelf. She looked to see that they were all medical, with antibacterial properties. One had a prescription label, but you couldn’t read it. There was a stack of towels on the stand and a basket full of used towels. The toilet looked clean, and as if someone had used it. No grimy ring around the water level. She had learned that if you didn’t use a toilet, the water evaporated and left a mineral deposit behind. This one didn’t have that. The stand-alone tub had a layer of dust over the white porcelain. Surprisingly, there was a potted tree in front of a tall, narrow window, alive and watered. It seemed out of place. 

There were two medicine cabinets above the two sinks. The counters looked as if someone had cleaned them recently. No dust, no spilled product, except in the corners. It had been a sloppy cleaning job. There were some dental care supplies, including two electric toothbrushes, one at each end. One cabinet had more dental items and two jars of skin cream. The other cabinet had shaving supplies, dental care products, some Band-Aids, and several tubes of ointment. One prescription bottles that had two antibiotics left in it. It was several months old. There was one bottle of aftershave, and Arnez opened the top and sniffed it. It was nice, musky.

She looked in the mirror, running her fingers through the thick bangs of her short dark hair, and she thought she looked better, rested even. For months, she had been the proud owner of a matching set of dark eye bags, which finally had gone their way. Recently she had looked pasty, but that had improved a little. She had been trying to get more sun. After putting it off for seven months, she had even gotten her haircut, shearing it up the back and keeping it short around her ears. Standing there, Arnez looked at herself. It had taken her a while to pick what to wear. Now, she had on a medium-gray cotton blazer and darker gray slacks. She had worn a kind of tie-dyed tank top for a splash of color, wanting to look — something. Arnez definitely hadn’t wanted to look depressed.

She noticed the black elastic hairband used for pulling hair back into a ponytail sitting on the counter. She knew it wasn’t Bonnie’s because she wore her hair short, and the dust puddled around it told her it wasn’t part of the evidence. Picking it up, looking at it, she stretched it out and snapped it back before she slid it into her pocket. Leaving the bathroom, she stopped at the dresser; where she noticed how the laundry was mostly big square pads. One side had a kind of plastic coating stuck to it. She walked toward the door as Rondo called, “Anything of interest?”

“No. They must have been mobile since the shower looks used.”

She stopped at the doorway and tapped the wood trim three times, then she dragged her nails down the wood and, sticking her hand in her pocket, she squeezed the band. She needed to stop this nonsense. When she got to the top of the steps, she started to tap her foot three times, but she stopped herself. She needed to get past this. Walking down the stairs, she stepped around the area of bloody prints, noting how they had marked that spot with evidence numbers. Looking out at the view of the rooms below, she could tell what a pleasant place this was. Someone had taken the time to decorate, matching things up and doing a professional job. She noticed there were six teal couch pillows and teal in two pieces of wall art. The flowers in the dining room had two shades of teal. Even the area rug. She wondered if Bonnie had an eye for decorating. 

Walking into the kitchen area, she looked over to where Tony Landor, another crime scene tech, was working. He had numbered several items of interest. Arnez opened the microwave, sniffing. “Tony, come here a minute.”

He walked from the far end of the great room into the kitchen. 

“What do you smell?”

He inhaled slowly through his nose. “Pizza? Something cheesy?”

“Do you think you could collect some fumes from the microwave and test them? Or just see if something had splattered inside. Compare it to the food spilled on the bed upstairs?”

“Sure. We can do that.” He pushed the door closed.

She continued to look around, pulling open several drawers and cupboard doors. She found nothing out of the ordinary, except for the lack of actual food. There were dishes and silverware, all neatly stacked, as if never used. There were only a few staples. There were a few canned or boxed foods. No cereal, but four cans of soup and two of chili. Some flour, sugar, cooking oil, salt, pepper, and that kind of thing. Then she noticed how there were other baking supplies, like cake flour and brown sugar. Even chocolate chips, walnuts, and dates. There was an enormous bottle of real vanilla. Opening a narrow cupboard next to the oven, she found baking pans and cookie sheets. Someone had used them, discolored from the heat and not cleaned all that well. She looked in the oven, and this, too, showed signs of use on more than a few occasions. 

She pulled out a drawer, which turned out to be a trash compactor. There, sitting near the bottom of the container, was the box for the frozen Chicken Fettuccine. She lifted out the box, but it was empty. “Bag this and take a couple of pictures.” 

Tony leaned over and looked at where Arnez had placed the box back at the bottom of the deep bin. “Got it.” 

There were only a few other garbage items, and no one had compacted those items. “Can you print the refrigerator door and the compactor handle?”

She opened the computerized refrigerator, but it was almost empty. The six cubes of butter, unsalted, like what you use for baking, seemed mildly weird. There was one can of soda and a few condiments. The freezer had an ice maker that dispensed its cubes out through the door, along with water. There were two frozen meals: one spaghetti and the other Asian chicken and rice. “Anything in the living room?”

Tony shrugged. “Hard to say. There is one spot in front of the TV that looks like someone might have sat there occasionally. There are some smudges and a lot of good prints.” He stood there, looking back into the living room. “I understand how the victims didn’t leave their rooms, so someone else used that spot. The remote was sitting on the couch. When I turned the TV on, someone had turned it to the sports channel. ESPNII.”

She took a slow stroll through the living room, not finding anything of interest. She looked out the glass of one door, seeing a brick patio covered in leaves. Someone mowed the grass in the backyard. The shrubs were neat. They must have yard care done for them, but whoever did it didn’t bother to clean the patio. She thought they must have a sprinkler system. She knew that on the other side of the back fence was a street. Not too sure which one. Then there was a slope, and one more row of homes, then the lake. She had Google Mapped the area before she came there. Because of the slope, she could only see the chimney of one house and some treetops. She knew that from upstairs the view was uninterrupted, looking over the tops of everything.

She detoured to the dining room, surprised to see that dust had settled over the entire table. There were cobwebs wrapped around the center bouquet. It took her a few minutes of looking before she realized they were high-end silk flowers, which she had to reach out and touch to be convinced they were fake. Wondering how long it had been since someone had even touched this table, she ran her finger over a plate, smearing dust. She was running her eye down the table settings when she noticed a small matching sugar bowl to the china set. Picking it up, she turned it over and read, “Noritake Crestwood Platinum.” Inside the empty sugar bowl was a small silver spoon, the end of the handle protruding from an opening at the rim of the lid. Tarnished from lack of use, it was still beautiful. The tapered handle had a floral design at the end; the bowl of the spoon had a clam shell shape, with ornate scallops around the edge. Arnez took the hairband out of her pocket and placed it in the empty sugar bowl before sliding the spoon into her pocket. She shook her head. She needed to stop this.

She walked back up the stairs, stopping to look at a photograph hanging on the wall. It was a wedding picture, with the happy couple standing hip to hip, her arm pulled through his. They were both overweight, but nothing like they were. Arnez would guess that she weighed around two-hundred, and he was north of two-fifty, and taller than she would have guessed by looking at his body. Looking at the picture made her feel sad for them. What had they done to themselves? It was so sad. Entering the room, she walked toward Rondo. “Got anything?”

Rondo shook his head. “The gun got mixed in with Hugo’s bedding.”

Arnez raised one dark eyebrow and said, “Does he have any guns registered to him?”

“No. Not that I could find.”

She picked up the plastic bag and looked at the gun. “What is this?”

“It’s a Kimber. Not your run-of-the-mill find.” Then he raised his eyebrows. “Somebody has scratched the serial number off.”

“Scratched?” 

Rondo nodded. “Yep. Someone did a terrible job.”

“How would he get a gun?”

“No idea. Someone would have needed to bring it to him. But who would he ask?”

“Find it online?” Arnez offered.

“Yeah, I would guess.”

“That would be something Tony might find on his computer. If he did a search, looking to get a gun.” 

Rondo took back the bag, looking at the gun, shaking his head. “You can get almost anything delivered these days. 1-800-need-a-gun.”

“Burnerpiece.com. Any idea how it would get up on the bed if he was standing where?” She looked down at the floor, with all its boxes and a splattering of magazines, with so little open area. “I guess you might just get used to walking over boxes and stuff and not have it determine where you might stand by where the smallest pile of crap is.” You could tell he had kicked stuff to the side, making room to roll his walker up to the bed. But no spot was truly open. She shifted her eyes to Rondo. “How good do you think his balance was?”

Rondo shrugged. “He had that thing to help him walk. There are a few drops of blood on the floor, right at the edge of the bedding.”

Arnez looked at the numbered marker. “I can’t see how he could have shot himself while standing, and have the gun drop on the bed, that far in.” She pointed to the numbered marker sitting on the bedding, at least eighteen inches or even two feet from the edge. “And definitely not if he was kneeling. So, we are back to him sitting on the side of the bed, shooting himself, dripping some blood, and tossing the gun before or as he fell? It wouldn’t have naturally fallen that far.”

Rondo shook his head. “The spread covered the gun, so if he just tossed it, how did that happen? I think he had to have been sitting. It’s two homicides. It must be two murders.”


“Three. Somebody shot the dog.”
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They walked down the stairs, Arnez tapping the spoon in her pocket as she started the descent. It kept her from tapping the railing, so she switched one compulsion for another. She wasn’t too sure that it was actually making headway. Maybe. Who knew? They walked toward the front door. Arnez asked, “What is that box?”

“No clue.” Rondo walked over to it as he called Tony. “Have you processed this box?”

Tony came jogging over. “I have. Do you know what it is?”

Both detectives shook their heads. Arnez noticed how they had tucked it into the wall, and they constructed it of attractive wood, like a piece of furniture.

“It took me a few minutes. I touched the screen, but nothing happened. Then I went out on the porch. It is a kind of mailbox designed for packages. I put that package through the porch opening. There is a place to scan the package, so your security must tell you that your package has arrived.” He darted through the open front door and disappeared around the corner, then he rushed back to stand by the device. “Now, touch the screen.”

Rondo ran his finger over the screen, and it lit up, reading Bin Number 3. Rondo tapped the number three, and they heard a slight humming sound. The touchscreen, which turned out to be part of the opening, slid to the side, and there was an Amazon box. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“It would outwit porch-pirates.” Arnez offered.

“How many packages would you need to have delivered to justify putting in something like this?”

“It will handle four packages. And it has a drop box for smaller envelope packages.”

Arnez said, “But they would still need someone to empty the boxes?”

“Did you look in the walk-in closet? There are a couple hundred packages that they haven’t even opened yet.” Tony looked puzzled.

Changing the subject, Rondo asked, “Any sign of a break-in?”

“Nope. If someone came in, they had to use the front door. Both sets of French doors all have leaves piled up outside, and if they opened those doors, leaves would have fallen into the house.”

“Leaves? Okay.” Rondo nodded. “And nothing on the front door?”

Tony shook his head. “There isn’t a lock to pick, not with an electronic lock. He walked to the front door, which was still standing open. “They had a security door with a double deadbolt.” He pointed to the top and then the bottom half of the door. “They could have used a keycard. This entire house is massive electronics and wired for video, and as soon as I find out where they stored that video, I should be able to see who came into the house. There would be a record of any keycard use. There is a porch cam, and at least two focused on the entry area from inside. Or one at the door and one looking down the stairs. I’m not sure how many more.”

Arnez looked around, studying every corner, and finally she said, “I don’t see any.”

Tony laughed, looking rather animated. “You've got to love this. These are state-of-the-art, top-of-the-line, tiny-as-a-baby’s-tear-duct cameras. I found the first one by sheer accident. My flashlight beam glinted off the lens of the one at the top of the steps. I had to get a step stool and climb right up and search before I found it. Then I had to remove it before I believed it was really a camera.” He held up his little finger, marking just the tip, demonstrating the size. “They are wireless, so the pictures could go to any of the laptops upstairs, and definitely the phone. Permanent, in that they were hard-wired into electricity. I guess there are four laptops, three and a tablet. I’m not too sure what the point is, but we have four of them to go through, not counting the three cell phones.” 

“With cameras upstairs,” Arnez looked at Rondo, “that should help.”

Tony said, “I haven’t searched yet, but since one covers the steps, and another at the main bedroom door, there is the chance he might have some in that room. He might have recorded his own murder. I will make every attempt to track down who installed them. They should be able to tell me exactly where all of them are. They could be hard to find.”

The two detectives strolled around on the first floor together, agreeing there wasn’t much there, before they walked out the front door where they could see the young dog walker coming up the street, with three dogs on leashes. He was carrying three little plastic bags, apparently full of dog poop. When the dog walker came up to the patrol car, he just stood there, as if he didn’t know what else to do. The patrol officer must have given their only witness permission to walk his dogs. The man was so clearly stressed that he was almost vibrating. Rondo put out his hand. “Detective Hanover, Detective Greer. We thank you for making yourself available. You are?”

“Ray Wedger.” He ran his fingers through his shaggy blond hair as he took an exaggerated breath. One dog put his front paws on Rondo’s leg, and he bent forward and patted the dog. Ray pulled the dog down and said, no. All three dogs sat at the end of their leashes. 

Rondo asked some questions about walking the dogs and how long that took. He said he did a half hour, letting them walk down a trail in the woods. Pointing south, where the stand of trees was obvious just a couple hundred feet away. He said all the dogs enjoy the trail better than the sidewalk. He was talking in gasps.

“So, Ray, what can you tell us about the two occupants of the house? Did you know them very well?

“Are they both dead?” The man almost cried.

Rondo nodded. “Yes, I am afraid they are.”

“And Annabelle?”

Rondo started to ask the question, but Arnez said, “The dog got killed, too.”

He looked down at the three dogs sitting at the ends of their leashes, shaking his head. He took another extremely deep breath, looking pale and sweaty. “They were both pleasant. Captives of their lifestyles, but so very sweet. Hugo was a computer guy; he had a degree.” He licked his lips, but his mouth was dry, and his tongue just scraped across the dry surface. 

Arnez turned around and looked at the patrol officer. She made a movement as if drinking something. “Ray, why don’t you take a seat in the back of this car? You look a little shaky.”

Ray turned, and Arnez opened the back door of the cop car and, putting her hand on the back of Ray’s head, she said, “Watch your head. You can keep your feet out.” Arnez handed Ray the bottle of water, which was cold, and she wondered if the officer kept a cooler in his patrol car. If he did, it was a considerate thing to do. They responded to so many accidents, and people in shock often got parched mouths. She wished that idea were hers. It would have been a kind gesture.

He took a long swallow, gulping it down, his hand shaking. “Thanks.” He took a couple of breaths and another swallow. “I didn’t know either of them very well. I know Hugo ran an online business. Bonnie,” he let out a moan, “oh, poor Bonnie. She was a sweetheart, and she was trying to turn her life around. Changing things.” He looked up. “She used to send me pictures of the dogs. You know, things she took with her phone.”

“Is that where they got their money from Hugo’s business?”

“No, they won the lottery. They won like thirty-five-million dollars, twenty something after taxes.” He looked from face to face. “He bought a single ticket every week. What luck.”

“How did you find that out?”

“He told me. Then I looked it up.”

Arnez turned and looked at Rondo. The detective shook his head, saying, “That will complicate things.”

“How did you meet them?” Arnez asked.

“I have an online ad for dog walking, for the area. Hugo contacted me. I came and met them both, and the dogs. They were much better back then. You know, able to use the entire house, and Bonnie was quite the baker. They gave me a key.” He held up a computer card hanging from a lanyard around his neck. “They did the twice a day, one play day, deal. I even tried to get Bonnie to walk with me. She said, she had bad knees.”

“How long ago was that?”

“A little over two years. Not that long after they bought the house. They had Rumble, an older Pit Bull mix, and Annabelle then.” 

“So, did you see them once a month?” Rondo asked.

“No. I met them and then about three or four months later I talked with Hugo because Rumble needed to go to the vet. He was limping a little. I learned how neither dog had current shots. Even though Hugo had checked the box that said shots up to date, neither dog had been to the vet in years. It wasn’t a task they could do. Hugo was better, but they were both pretty much housebound at that point.”

“How did he contact you?”

Ray looked confused. “He emailed me or texted me. I’m not sure? We signed an e-signature for a six-month contract, and he renewed it every six months. Later, he asked if I knew someone who could take Rumble to the vet, and after that, I took both dogs. Hugo made the appointments, and I kept them. I took both dogs to the groomer every six weeks.”

“So, you didn’t see him in order to get paid?” Rondo continued.

“No.” He shook his head. “He paid me online. He probably paid for everything online or gave them a credit card number to bill. No one ever asked me to pay for their services. He had always taken care of it.”

Rondo nodded his head, still busy trying to keep up with the idea of how people could do everything online.

“So, did you ever come into contact with other people who might have been at the house?” Arnez asked.

“They had some kid who came in the afternoons, but I’m not too sure who he is or what he did. Not a kid, kid, but like twenty. I just called out to him about how I was taking the dogs. One time, when I came to get them, he was playing ball with them in the backyard.”

“How often did you see him?”

Ray shrugged. “Maybe a couple times a week. Sometimes not for weeks.”

“Any idea what he drove?”

“A truck. An older truck. I never paid attention. No idea about the make.”

Arnez asked, “Can you think of anyone else?”

Ray shook his head. “I wish I could.” He knitted his brow. “A few months ago, there was a woman. A housekeeper, I think. I haven’t seen her in a while. When I got back with the dogs, she was there sometimes. With the morning walk, not the afternoon one.”

“Okay. Well, thanks.”

Arnez reached out. “I’ll need the key.”

“Oh, yeah. Sure.” He slid the cord over his head and handed it over.

The two detectives handed over business cards, asking Ray to call if he thought of anything. They turned, ready to walk away, when Arnez turned back, putting out a hand to steady Ray as he stood. “Did you walk the dogs yesterday, Sunday?”

“Rose Wilsher walked this one Sunday morning, but she texted me that Hugo knew she couldn’t make it Sunday afternoon.”

“She said that she walked only one dog?”

“Yeah. That has happened before, but not often. Sometimes, Bonnie, I don’t know why, but she would hold a dog back.”

“She didn’t notice the bloody paws?”

“I guess not. She didn’t mention it, and I am sure she would have,” Ray said. “She just texts me what dog she walks, so I can do the billing.”

“Can you give me her number?” She handed over a second business card, and he took out his phone and looked up the number. Arnez looked at Rondo, thinking they could return to the station and do some background. 

Arnez thanked him and turned back toward her car, but Ray, after gulping down the last of his water, asked, “What about Ruben?”

“Who’s Ruben?”

He pointed down at the white Scottish Terrier. “Can I take him home until we know what is going to happen to him? I don’t want him in some shelter, or with a stranger.”

“Just make sure that the officer here has your information.”

Rondo said, “If you think of anything, call us.”

As they walked away, Ray called, “What will happen to Annabelle?” Both detectives stopped and turned, and the confusion must have been plain, because he clarified, “To her body, what will happen to her?”

“No idea.” Arnez said.

“Could I get her body and have her cremated, so they could put her in with,” his voice broke, and he sobbed out, “Bonnie.”

Arnez almost got tears in
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