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            Chapter One

          

          January 2024

        

      

    

    
      I was already tired of winter, and it was only January. It seemed like it happened every year. And it wasn’t like we got snow in New Jersey like we used to on Long Island when I was a kid. It was just rain and drizzle, and occasional freezing rain. And then it would get nice and sunny for a couple of days. And just when we’d get used to that, the clouds would close in for what seemed like months. Although it was probably only weeks. I longed for the heat and the beach and the boardwalk.

      When I slogged down the stairs, I found my surrogate daughter, Shelby, at the kitchen table, with her black hair hanging over her pretty face. Sometimes I felt old enough to be her mom, even though I was only barely a decade her senior.

      She nearly jumped. “You scared me, Cordelia! I didn’t see you come down, although I don’t know how anyone could miss that red mop.”

      I chuckled at her reference to my ginger hair resulting from my Irish descent. “I wouldn’t call it a mop exactly.”

      She grinned. “Have you looked at it yet today? It’s kind of a mop.”

      I asked, “What are you working on? I thought you were on winter break.”

      She nodded. “I am, but I’m trying to get a jump on things for next semester. This pre-law thing is harder than I expected. And all that time we spent in Europe last semester didn’t help, although it was a time I’ll never forget.”

      I agreed. “I know. Wasn’t it beautiful? We need to go back one of these days.”

      Sally came out of her room, which was just off the kitchen. She’d been my boss at Kohr’s Frozen Custard when I moved here to Point Pleasant Beach and went back to my old summer job. We got reacquainted quickly, as I’d worked for her the summer of my sixteenth year. “Hey, you know it’s Saturday, right? Unless you’re planning a vacation for us someplace warm, I’d like to stay under my electric blanket for a while.”

      I brightened. “Hey, you know, that’s not a bad idea. We should go somewhere warm while Shelby is still on winter break, or we’ll have to wait until spring break to do something together.”

      Sally reminded me, “Hey, do you think we should leave town while we are getting that office off the ground? We just hired those employees.”

      I chuckled. “Well, that was the whole point of finally hiring an office manager. She should be able to handle things while we are away for a few days.”

      Sally remarked, “We have those new contracts, though. We want to make sure we implement them properly, and Charlene is brand new. I hate to be a killjoy.”

      I grinned. “Taking a vacation was your idea. Why are you trying to kill it? Besides, nothing is happening with those new contracts over the next week or two. We have some lead time.”

      She nodded noncommittally. “I suppose so. It just makes me nervous after what happened with our Point Pleasant Beach contract.”

      I winced. “Well, we didn’t lose the contract, but we did come close. I think they did understand why we didn’t get a conviction in the last case. We simply can’t control when people lie very effectively. We just need to make sure that we are dotting our I’s and crossing our T’s from now on.”

      Sally chuckled. “Thank goodness, or we would have had to make Tim work even harder.” She was referring to Timothy King, our new sales manager, who was taking his new position very seriously. He had already secured investigative contracts with several other communities on the shore: Asbury Park, Seaside Heights, Toms River, and Lakewood, and now he was heading north, where there were bigger fish to fry, like Newark. If he could score them, we’d probably need a new office to service them alone.

      I commented, “I really like Tim. We got really lucky with him.”

      Sally agreed. “He’s really cute too. Too bad we have a ‘no dating our employees’ policy.”

      I shook my head. “You are hopeless.” I thought of something else. “We’d better tell Charlene. They made some major eye contact when she came in to interview that day. I’d hate for her to get her expectations up.”

      Shelby added her two cents. “While we are on the topic, we need to start publishing policies and procedures before we get too many more employees. We’ve been able to get away with the ‘we are a cute and growing start-up’ line for about as long as we can. Also, people are starting to ask about benefits. Reimbursing them for health insurance that they obtain on the health exchange isn’t going to fly for much longer either.”

      I looked at her like she was from Mars. “Where do you pick all this stuff up?”

      She grinned. “I keep telling you that I’m not just another pretty face. I may look like a model, but I’ve got a brain between these here ears.”

      I had an idea. “Well, since you are the self-appointed expert, why don’t you put together an employee benefits proposal, and we will review it as a team? You’re right, though. If we are going to hire and retain the best talent, we need at least reasonable benefits so that we can compete.”

      She nodded. “That’s what I’m talking about.” She started researching benefit alternatives for small businesses on her laptop.

      I grinned. “Okay, now that you two have distracted me from the point at hand, where are we going on vacation?”

      Sally was suddenly ready. “How about someplace warm and dry, like Arizona? I’m so sick of this cold and damp weather.”

      I wondered, “What is Arizona like this time of year? Is it hot?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s generally in the seventies. Perfect.”

      I asked facetiously, “Do you think we could go somewhere for a week and stay out of trouble?”

      Shelby looked at me cross-eyed. “If you mean, ‘Can we go somewhere for a week and not get tangled up with a murder?’ There are no guarantees in life since you moved into this place. Your gram is evidently calling the shots, and when she’s done helping dead people, I guess we’ll be the first to know.”

      We’d come to believe that my deceased grandmother, whose house we were living in in Point Pleasant Beach, New Jersey, somehow had a direct connection to troubled, dying people, and we were the conduit to help solve their murders. Whether that was really true or not, we would never really know unless she came back from the dead to let us know. We could always hope. I said wistfully, “I still miss my gram. She had a way of always making things okay when she was here. But since she left, my life has been very interesting. I can’t complain, though. It’s been better than before.”

      They agreed. “Ours too.”

      I smiled. “She had that effect on people in life and apparently does in death also.”
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      Three days later, we landed at Sky Harbor Airport in Phoenix at 12:30 p.m. Mountain Standard Time.

      We had all slept for the majority of the nearly five-hour flight and stretched as we taxied down the runway toward our gate. I looked around at the passengers retrieving their bags from the overhead bins. “Why do so many people carry on their bags on Southwest when your bags fly free?” I wondered.

      Sally guessed, “I suppose people are afraid of losing their luggage. That happened to me once. Well, I didn’t lose it, actually. It just ended up in the wrong city, and I ended up not meeting up with it for three days.”

      Shelby scrunched up her face. “That couldn’t have been pleasant.”

      She agreed. “It wasn’t. I was a student at the time without a lot of extra money. So, I wore the same clothes and hand-washed my underwear for three days. It was all fine. No one ever told me that I stunk, although no one sat near me during the conference I was attending either.”

      After about fifteen minutes of slow offboarding, we finally were headed to baggage claim, which was a good walk, a moving sidewalk, and an escalator away from the gate. We had to wait several minutes for our bags to catch up to us, so we camped out at a good location to grab them when they started moving up the conveyor belt.

      Shelby asked, “So how far is our hotel again?”

      I checked the navigation on my phone. “It’s the Hilton Resort in Scottsdale, not far from the TPC Golf Course, about a half hour from here. Unfortunately, there are no PGA tournaments being played this week. Next month we could have hit one. They have a cool par three with massive skybox bleachers where everyone cheers, yells, and pretty much drinks all day while they watch golf. It’s not as sedate a sport as it used to be.”

      Sally grinned. “Wow, that does sound fun. I was one of those people who thought that golf was boring. We’ll have to come next time when that tournament is on.”

      I looked it up on my phone. “It’s from February 8 th to 11 th. I think you may have to buy tickets like a year in advance, though. People plan for a while to attend these things.”

      Shelby looked amazed. “Wow. There is a whole world I was completely unaware of. People pay money to see people play golf? Who would have guessed?”

      While we sat waiting for our bags, I asked, “So, was there anything special you two wanted to do while we are out here? I kind of like to go with the flow on vacations and not plan too much too far ahead. That way, if something strikes us, we can just do it. But, if you read about something before we left or saw something on TripAdvisor that struck your fancy, let us know so we can schedule it in on one of our days.”

      Sally was reviewing our reservation. “So, we got a two-bedroom suite. How are we going to determine who gets a roommate and who rooms alone? Or are we going to rotate?”

      Shelby and I looked at one another. “We can share.”

      Sally looked confused. “You’re going to let me have my own room just like that?”

      We nodded. “Yup. No problem. You can have the single.”

      She looked suspicious. “What’s going on? I mean, you guys are nice, but let’s face it, not usually that selfless.”

      Shelby spilled the beans. “Well, you kind of snore.”

      She looked incredulous. “I do not!”

      I confessed, “Well, um, we can hear you through your bedroom door, out in the kitchen.”

      She turned beet red. “I swear, no one has ever told me in forty-plus years that I snore.”

      Shelby grinned. “Well, maybe better to hear it from us than someone else.”

      She nodded. “Maybe.”
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      Within an hour after we picked up our Budget Fastbreak SUV, we were checked into the resort. We could hardly call it a hotel, since it was a fully stocked, two-bedroom apartment with a full kitchen, a dining room, living room, patio, two bedrooms, and two bathrooms. We could have moved in here permanently and lived comfortably. While we didn’t have much of a view from our first-floor space—pretty much a well-traveled four-lane road and an office park—it was comfortable, quiet, roomy, and well maintained.

      By two p.m., we were unpacked and ready to take on Arizona. I complained, “I’m getting hungry. They don’t serve food on planes anymore except for a few pretzels. And it’s nearly dinnertime in New Jersey.”

      Shelby suggested, “Maybe we should stock up on some food, so we’re not forced to eat out every meal. We could save a ton of money, and we’ll probably avoid gaining that ten pounds you invariably gain on vacation.”

      Sally agreed. “That’s a great idea. Especially when it comes to breakfast, you usually end up spending ten times what you would if you cooked at home and eating way more.”

      Shelby looked at her phone for shopping options. “Hey, there’s a Trader Joe’s not too far from here. It might be a little more expensive, but they have cool stuff there.”

      We agreed and were there within fifteen minutes. I remarked, “Scottsdale is way more expansive than I ever imagined it. When the city planners were laying it out, they must have anticipated hundreds of thousands of people living here. It just goes on and on and on. I wonder where the houses are, though. All I’ve seen are apartments, condos, and office buildings.”

      Sally agreed. “We’ll have to go on a house search. I’m sure they are around here somewhere.”

      As we got back in the car, Shelby asked, “Hey, after we put the stuff in the fridge, how about a trip to Dobbins Lookout? It’s a little south of Phoenix and completely overlooks the city and the whole area. I think it would be great to see after sunset.”

      I looked at her phone. “Sounds good to me. What a great way to end our first day, a view of everything. Do you think we can get there before the sun sets?”

      She looked at her watch. “I hope so. It’ll be close. Either way, we’ll get to see the city and the surrounding suburbs and all the lights. It should be amazing anyway.”

      As I drove, I remarked, “You know, the amazing thing about this country is how diverse the landscape is—from the Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Northwest, and Southwest.”

      Shelby nodded. “And all the subtle variations in between. I couldn’t imagine how the settlers felt the first time they came through the country.”

      Sally remarked, “I’ll bet the Native Americans were surprised to see them.”

      I chuckled. “Always a different perspective.”

      It wasn’t long before we reached the entrance to the park. The roadway climbing to Dobbins Lookout was five miles long and winding and treacherous in places, with a speed limit of 15 mph. We made it to the summit just as the sun was setting. We were the only car in the parking lot, having passed one car going down the mountain about ten minutes prior. I wasn’t looking forward to driving down in the dark, but I’d figure it out.

      Shelby pointed. “Look at that view! You must be able to see for a hundred miles.” She pointed again. “Hey, what’s that stone building over there by the edge of the mountain?”

      I started in that direction, and they followed. “Looks like a good place to view the city lights at night. It probably keeps tourists out of the sun during the day.”

      As we approached the building, I heard a faint voice yelling from what sounded like it was coming from down the side of the mountain. “Help.”

      I asked the girls, “Did you hear that?”

      Sally nodded. “It was someone yelling for help. It sounded like a woman.”

      Shelby agreed. “That’s not good. We are running out of light, and we don’t know anything about the hiking trails here.”

      Sally noted, “Well, we do have a trail map. We picked it up on the way through the gate on the way in. But I suppose it’s not going to do us much good in the dark without a flashlight.”

      I was frustrated. “Well, we have a little light left.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, probably just enough to get out on a trail and get stranded. That’s not going to help anyone.”

      I tried to think of an alternative. “I see your point.” I wondered, “Hey, is there any emergency contact number on the trail map, like how to contact rangers or whoever might be in charge of the parks, or this one in particular?”

      She nodded. “There’s a website and a phone number. But I’m not sure how the internet signal is up here.”

      I thought back. “On another summit we went by on the way up here, there were a bunch of TV and radio towers. I wonder if there are any cell phone towers up there. That would really help our signal.”

      She looked at her phone. “Good call. The signal is pretty strong. I’ll see if I can call somebody. That’s probably smarter than us trying to climb down some trail we’ve never been down in the dark. That sounds like a recipe for disaster.” She dialed.

      She put it on speaker. “Thank you for calling the Ranger Office for the South Mountain Park and Preserve. If you are getting this message, we are either out of the office or closed for the day. Please leave a message, and we will return the call as soon as possible. If this is an emergency, please dial 911, and you will be connected to the Phoenix Emergency Response Team for further assistance. Thank you for your call, and have a good day.”

      I glared at her phone. “Now what should we do? Do you think we should call 911? I suppose if someone is really in life-threatening danger, we don’t really have an alternative. Right?”

      Shelby responded, “Well, we could then put it in their hands. Maybe the 911 system has better means of getting a hold of the park rangers, and they could contact them directly.”

      Sally agreed. “Maybe they do. At least we wouldn’t be in the middle like we are now.”

      I wondered, “Do you think we should yell down to this person and see if they respond?”

      She considered our options. “I don’t suppose it could hurt.”

      I wondered, “Which one of us has the loudest voice?”

      They both looked at me.

      I smiled. “Okay, just making sure.” I yelled as loudly as I could. “Are you all right down there?”

      We all listened. There was no response.

      I sat down on a bench near the stone building. “Now what do we do? Are we sure we really heard anything? If we called 911, what would we even tell them? We think we heard someone yell ‘Help,’ but we’re not sure from where, and we yelled down and got no response, so now we’re not even sure we heard it in the first place?”

      Shelby stated the obvious. “Well, we can’t just do nothing.” She grabbed her phone. “I don’t know about you, but I’m climbing down there.”

      I looked at her with concern. “Are you crazy? We don’t need two casualties here. We need a better plan.”

      Shelby wasn’t backing down. “I guess you two are coming with me then.”

      Sally agreed. “I’m in. I was studying these trails earlier, and they didn’t seem that bad.”

      I felt like the whole world had gone insane. “I understand that, but if we had hiking gear, some light, and some basic knowledge, we might be just a little bit safer.”

      Shelby suggested, “Well, let’s all put our camera flashlights on and see if we can find the trail down the face. It traverses the face, similar to how the road was designed, so if we can find it and stay together, we should be okay. We just need to go slow and steady. If we find that we can’t spot the trail and stay on it, we’ll head back. I don’t have a death wish either. But I have to try.”

      We held hands and flashlights and spotted the trailhead almost immediately. Maybe this wouldn’t be so impossible. Just as I had that thought, my left foot slipped on some gravel, and I tumbled down on my rear end. “Ouch. Are you guys sure this is a good idea?”

      Shelby came back to check me out. “Are you okay?”

      I smiled. “I’m fine, just a little freaked out.”

      She assured me. “We won’t go very far. Once we get a little closer, we’ll yell again to see if we hear anything.”

      I decided to try now. What would it hurt? “Hello! Are you okay?” No response. We continued moving about a minute later. Our eyes were starting to get used to the lighting between the three flashlights and the full moon. It wasn’t quite as dangerous as it had been at the outset. We started to feel more sure-footed and confident.

      About five minutes later, Shelby asked, “Hey, what’s that up there?”

      Sally strained her eyes and moved her light. “I think there is someone lying on the trail.”

      I couldn’t see quite that far but took her word for it.

      We accelerated down a relatively flat part of the trail. Within a minute, we reached the young woman. I said a short prayer as I checked her pulse. “She’s alive!” I was nearly gleeful. This was a rare find since I’d moved into my gram’s house. I had nearly resigned myself to the idea that the young woman would be dead.

      Shelby smiled. “Wow! Things are looking up. Maybe we really are on vacation.”

      Sally had a practical question. “We’re not used to dealing with people while they are still alive. What do we do now?”

      I wasn’t an expert, but tried to improvise. “We determine, to the best of our ability, what is wrong with her. If we can possibly transport her up the hill without making her worse, we will. If not, we will call 911 and have the EMTs transport her from here.”

      We shined our flashlights on the patient. She was a pretty, petite blonde, probably around twenty-five. There were no obvious areas of bleeding, either on her exposed skin or otherwise. She just appeared to be sleeping peacefully. She had no obvious bruises or marks on her skin. It was a real mystery.

      I asked, “Do you guys think we could carry her up to the parking lot? That could save some time when the EMTs arrive.”

      They looked at me with doubt. Sally shook her head. “We have no idea what her issue is. I’m afraid we could do more damage without meaning to. I think we should wait. One of us can meet the first responders up in the parking lot and lead them down here, and the other two can wait down here with her.”

      I volunteered. “I’ll go up and wait in the car.”

      Shelby teased me. “Look at you, ‘Little Miss I Can’t Hike in the Dark.’ Now you are volunteering.”

      I laughed. “Well, now that I’ve done it once, I know that we didn’t plunge to our deaths, so it’s a bit easier.” I left them there, feeling proud of myself.
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      An hour and a half later, we were sitting in the lobby of Phoenix Memorial Hospital, a comprehensive inpatient facility in Southwest Phoenix. They rushed Jamie Freelander from the Austin Hills neighborhood of Austin, Texas, at least according to her I.D., to have several tests done, including an MRI to see if they could determine the source of her issue.

      While we weren’t family, exactly, the doctors kept us filled in, since we had brought Jamie in. Dr. Patel was the neurologist on call and explained to us, “While we see no visual proof of a head injury, her symptoms are consistent with one, so we are starting there. She was lucky that you came along. It is forecasted to go as low as freezing tonight, especially at higher altitudes.” He asked, “So, you said that you heard her call for help?”

      I stepped up. “Yes, we all heard it. That was why we ventured down the trail after dark. We were sure that we had heard a woman’s voice yelling for help.” I wondered. “It seems odd, though, that she sustained a head injury and then was able to yell ‘Help.’ Don’t you think?”

      He nodded. “The brain is a funny thing. Sometimes, we can’t predict or explain it.” He then asked, “Will you be around so that we can discuss the test results? We are still trying to get ahold of her family members. Have you been able to contact anyone based on her I.D.?”

      Shelby responded. “Not yet. We’ve done all sorts of internet searches. We’ve even paid for a couple of those personal information reports but have come up with nothing on her. It’s like she doesn’t really exist or was carrying a fake I.D.”

      Just then, a Phoenix police officer strolled up to us from down the hall. “Are you the women who found Ms. Freelander?”

      Sally nodded. “That’s us.”

      He smiled. “Good work. Do you have a few minutes to answer some questions?”

      The doctor let him know, “I’m pretty much done here. I’ll let you all know what we find after the testing is complete, and thank you again for being so socially responsible. There are not a lot of people who would go out of their way to help a stranger these days.”

      I shook his hand. “Thank you, Doctor. We have an investigative firm back in New Jersey. I guess it sort of comes naturally.”

      He gave me an odd look. “Well, whatever your motivation was, I’m glad that you were nearby.”

      The policeman led us to a nearby waiting room. He looked around. “I guess this will have to suffice for now.” I looked at his badge. It read, “Officer David Buckwalter III.” He looked hopefully at the three of us. “This shouldn’t take long. I’m just trying to gather as much information as I can on Ms. Freelander in case this turns into a police case.”

      I smiled. “Good idea. I suppose it’s still possible that there was no foul play involved. It just seems like these days that is less and less likely.”

      He agreed. “Too true. Hey, before we go too far, I’m Officer Buckwalter, but you can call me David. Dave for short. Did I hear you tell the doctor that you have an investigative firm?”

      I nodded. “Yes, we’re Cordelia, Shelby, and Sally from Women Investigating the World. We’re actually part of a larger team with offices in New Jersey, Florida, and Texas. We’ve made a pretty good niche business, contracting with police departments that find themselves shorthanded in terms of investigative staff, and we supplement them, thereby assisting the departments with additional horsepower without having to hire additional full-time investigators. It’s a win-win. It saves the municipalities money, and the departments only use us when they need us.”

      He gave that some thought. “That’s a really good idea. We’ve had times when we could use, in the short term, additional investigative help, but it wouldn’t have made sense to hire someone just for a case or two and then lay them off, so we suffered being shorthanded for a while.”

      I nodded. “So, you understand what we do. That’s great. It takes most people some time to grasp the concept.”

      He asked, “Don’t the unions give you a hard time?”

      Sally smiled. “Sometimes, especially those who aren’t very forward-thinking. The most progressive ones see it as the wave of the future. Those who aren’t have sometimes been forced to put a provision in their collective bargaining agreement allowing for short-term contracted employees during peak periods, so times they are a-changing.”

      He collected his thoughts. “Anyway, tell me in your own words what happened with Jamie Freelander: how you came to discover her, what you did when you found her, the condition she was in. Stuff like that. As investigators, you know exactly what I’m looking for, so this shouldn’t be hard.”

      We each described our own impressions of Jamie when we found her. Since it was pretty dark, we didn’t have much to tell, but we went through the whole process of whether we should climb down to attempt to find her, finding her, calling 911, and ending up here at the hospital.

      He asked, “So, do they have any idea what is going on with her? What was she doing down there? Why was she unconscious? Whether she came to the park alone?”

      Shelby showed the officer her phone. “South Mountain Park/Preserve has a bunch of trails and a single road that twists and turns five miles from the entrance to the park to Dobbins Lookout, which was our destination and where we parked.”

      He nodded. “Oh, yeah, I went up there a hundred times as a kid. Not so much lately, but I know it’s still a popular tourist spot.”

      Sally noted, “There were no other cars parked at the Lookout parking lot, which means one of two things: She hiked all the way up there, almost made it, and collapsed, or she came up with someone who left her up there and took the vehicle they came up in.”

      I asked, “So, how much do you know about the sophistication of the ranger operations in the state parks? Do they have any surveillance video at the gates tracking vehicles going in or out?”

      He thought for a second. “I honestly have no idea. It’s a good question to ask them, though.”

      Sally grinned. “I hope next time we call, they answer the phone. We were impatient and didn’t leave a voicemail before we finally called 911, I have to admit.”

      He had an idea. “Hey, I’m working on a case right now, and I’m way behind. If I refer you to my boss, do you think you could talk to him about providing us with some support investigative services, even if only for the time that you are in town? It could really make a difference in helping this woman.”

      I smiled. “I would never reject an opportunity for new business. It would have to be quick, though. We are only here until Friday.”

      He chuckled. “Only Friday? That’s a week from now. That’s nearly a lifetime in police work time.”

      I agreed. “We’d be happy to. Just let me know who to talk to and grease the skids by getting us an introduction. And thanks.”

      He stood up. “Just give me your cell phone number, and I’ll let you know who to talk to and when.”

      I gave him the number. “My teammates here are probably going to have my head for taking their vacation time.” They weren’t giving anything away until he left, but I could feel a vibe.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Sally whined, “What kind of vacation is this? I thought you said we could be free, free, free for a whole week, and we wouldn’t have to think about investigating until we saw the Atlantic Ocean again. What happened to that?”

      Shelby just glared at me.

      I tried to think of an explanation. “Well, this would be a chance to expand the business into a new time zone. Wouldn’t that be exciting? What if this was the first step to opening a regional office out here? We could come out here any time we wanted to.”

      Sally chuckled. “Oh, yeah, just like we are constantly traveling to Florida and Texas to check out those operations.”

      I considered her point. “But the fact is that we could.”

      Shelby finally gave up. “It’s fine. I figured something like this would happen. The good news is that Jamie is alive. That’s something new and exciting. Let’s try to keep her that way.”

      Just then, Dr. Patel came through the double doors. From the look on his face, I could tell there was something wrong. He motioned us over. “I’ll be frank and direct. Jamie Freelander is dead.”

      I suddenly had a headache. “Oh no. What happened?”

      He looked very stressed. “It’s rare, and we don’t have an explanation, but she died in the MRI machine about halfway through. When we have the analysis completed, we will let you know if you want to stick around for a half hour or so. Otherwise, I can contact you.”

      I looked at the girls. From what I could tell, they wanted to stay. “We’ll stay. We’ll be right here.”

      He stood up and went back through the doors. “I’ll be back within the hour. Thanks.”

      We sat on the couches in the waiting room. Sally asked, “What do you think that means? Do you think there was foul play or not? Maybe she just had an aneurysm or something. Maybe that’s why there were no visual issues when we found her. She was hiking, had an aneurysm, and collapsed, but it wasn’t initially bad enough to kill her. Then, when she was in the MRI machine, it completed, and she died as a result. It’s sad that she had to die, but wouldn’t that be the best result?”

      Shelby had a different take. “Some guy brought her up there and slipped her some drug that rendered her unconscious or worse. Maybe there’s some new drug that will put you to sleep, and as soon as they put you in an MRI, the magnet kills you. So then they can’t be blamed for the murder, since all they did was administer the drug, making her unconscious.”

      I gave her a look. “Is this based on fact or something you are just making up to fit the situation?”

      She smiled. “I’m just making it up, but I could see someone inventing something that devious.”

      I couldn’t argue. “So true, but I hope it’s not real.”

      The doctor returned much sooner than we expected. “I wanted to get back to you as soon as we read the MRI. I’m afraid it didn’t tell us anything. It was completely normal. All we can say is that her death was coincident with the MRI. We are not seeing a cause and effect. I’m sorry we couldn’t provide anything more.” He headed back through the double doors.

      We all stood up to head toward the car. As we drove back toward the hotel, I said, “Well, I guess we’ll probably meet with the local police tomorrow to see if we can put an investigative contract in place, although I’m not sure there is anything to investigate here. Was this just death by natural causes?”

      We all just sat in the rental car in silence until we got back to the resort.
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      As soon as we got to the resort, Shelby started talking nonstop, as if a dam had been broken. “How can this suddenly just turn into another one of these boring investigative outings when we were promised a week’s vacation? I, for one, am getting sick and tired of having my life interrupted with people dying. And, quite honestly, it’s not our problem. We got this woman taken care of by the appropriate authorities, and that’s where virtually everyone else in the world would turn on their heel and get back to their vacation.”

      I looked at her, almost afraid to open my mouth. I couldn’t argue that she had a point.

      Then Sally broke in. “And now we’re at a point with this woman that we don’t even know if there was any foul play involved. This may simply have been either an accident or a health issue. Done. Nothing to investigate.”

      I could see that they were getting impatient and riled up with me. I wasn’t sure which tack to take. I started talking slowly. “You both have very good points, and I, quite frankly, am getting frustrated too. I didn’t ask to be put in this position, and sometimes I quite honestly hate it. I mean I love my gram and everything she taught me over the years. But if she’s the one responsible for putting dead bodies in my path, enough is enough.”

      Shelby looked at me with suspicion. “Does that mean you will take off from sleuthing for the rest of the vacation no matter what happens?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, I did pretty much promise that nice policeman that I would meet with his superiors.”

      She wasn’t amused. “I know, but that was when we thought there was a case. What if there is simply nothing to investigate? Would you be able to just drop it like a normal person?”

      I knew that I was at least a little bit obsessed, and part of it was because I felt responsible for the company that I had started and a little bit guilty when I wasn’t doing anything at all to keep it in business. But I got her point. One week was not going to hurt us. I agreed. “Okay, if it is confirmed by Dr. Patel that there is simply nothing to investigate and that Jamie Freelander died of natural causes, I will not do anything else during our trip to further our business.”

      Shelby was typing on her laptop.

      I asked, “What are you doing?”

      She grinned. “I’m going to make you sign this pledge. Otherwise, you will, I’m afraid, slip into your old ways. This is for your own good as well as ours. You need to relax once in a while too.”

      Sally suggested, “You know what we need to do, rather than the typical vacation things to do while we’re in Arizona? We need to meet some interesting men. That’s something you’re never going to find on TripAdvisor. I swear they have the same tours in every city you go to. Segways, walking tours, four-wheeler tours, hiking tours, and they are all the top ‘things to do’ in every city and location. How can that possibly be? There has to be something more interesting to do, or some more interesting people to meet.”

      I suggested, “How about nightlife? Maybe we are looking under the wrong categories.”

      After looking online for twenty minutes, Sally suggested, “How about Rock Bar in Old Scottsdale? They have live music, and listen to this: Scottsdale’s most appreciated bar/music venue. It’s one of the very few places in Old Town Scottsdale that is known for being a place where Arizona’s professional musicians go on their time off to have a great time and listen to live music. If you’re looking for a place with excellent live music, people, cheap drink prices, and great service, take the time to stop by and check it out.”

      Shelby smiled. “This is what I’m talking about. The scenery is great, but we need some action. Everything else we have seen to do around here is too sedate. We need to take it up a notch.”

      I asked, “How far is it from here?”

      She chuckled. “What do you think I am? A native? I’d say it’s fifteen to twenty minutes. It’s at 4245 North Craftsman Court. Just put it in your Waze, and let’s get this party going.”
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      It was nearly eleven when we got there, and the place was in full swing. There was a classic rock band doing “L.A. Woman” by the Doors, with a lead singer who looked just like Jim Morrison when he was alive, like fifty years ago. My parents and grandparents had made sure I was well versed in music from all the decades, dating back to the forties, so this was very familiar to me, although I was surprised to see so many people my age grooving to it.

      A hostess dressed in a black leather skirt, a white crop top, and leather boots showed us to one of the few remaining tables, since we said we would be getting something to eat. Drinkers were left to fend for themselves at the bar.

      We ordered a few finger foods and a couple of drinks so that we wouldn’t be asked to give up our table. It wasn’t long before three guys approached us. A guy about thirty asked, “Can we join you? I’m Jose. These are Orlando and Gorge.”

      Before I could respond, Sally smiled. “Feel free. We could use some entertainment.”

      Of course, the music was so loud, we had to guess a little bit about what was being said, but this was the crux of the conversation. Either way, they immediately joined us.

      Shelby asked, “Where are you guys from?”
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