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PROLOGUE

SEDONA, ARIZONA

MONDAY, MARCH 13, 2023

2:00 P.M.

Most of the time the door to Ali Reynolds’s office at High Noon Enterprises was wide open. That was not the case during the first two weeks of March. The fifteenth of that month was the deadline for putting together and handing over all the numbers to the accountant so that company tax documents could be prepared in time to comply with Uncle Sam’s April fifteenth deadline.

Growing up, Ali had never seen herself as a numbers person. What she had wanted was to be a journalist—specifically a television journalist, and she had done so for a number of years. At the top of her game she had been a high-profile local news anchor for an L.A. station until, in her early fifties, she’d been booted from her desk because the new and much younger news director deemed her “too old” to be on TV.

At that point, she had bailed on L.A. and come back to her hometown, Sedona, in central Arizona’s Verde Valley, and that’s when her life had changed direction. After a short foray into the world of law enforcement, she had met and married a tech entrepreneur named B. Simpson, a guy who had abandoned his given name, Bartholomew, in junior high due to unrelenting teasing about his being the real Bart Simpson.

Ali had been in on the ground floor as B. founded his cybersecurity company, High Noon Enterprises. He was the tech genius in the family. What Ali didn’t know about high tech could have filled volumes, but it turned out that, although she really didn’t care for numbers, she was good at them, and that’s how she had eventually morphed into being High Noon’s CFO.

In the world of cybersecurity, High Noon was the David to everyone else’s Goliath. With fewer than ten full-time and mostly long-term employees, the company was fast making an international name for itself. One of those employees was Lance Tucker. As a high school kid in San Leandro, Texas, he and his computer science teacher had created a piece of groundbreaking encrypted software they called GHOST, which made it possible for High Noon to prevent unauthorized incursions into clients’ computer systems while, at the same time, being able to track bad actors back to their original source.

When Ali’s phone rang at 2:45, she saw it was B. on the line. He and Lance had flown out of Phoenix the night before and were currently in Washington, DC, working with their attorney to secure a patent on the next version of GHOST.

“How’s it going?” Ali asked.

“It’s going,” B. said, sounding a bit gloomy. “Dealing with attorneys isn’t exactly my favorite pastime. I’m guessing it’s going to take the rest of the week to get this all sorted. How are things on the home front?”

“Pretty much the same,” she replied. “My having to deal with tax season is on a par with your messing around with attorneys.”

“Sounds about right,” B. replied with a short laugh. “Did Cami get off all right?”

Camille Lee, High Noon’s outside salesperson, was spending the entire week in California doing meet and greets with both new and existing customers. By far the most important of those get-togethers would be a high-profile meeting with the head of a Japanese conglomerate, Dozo International.

“Yes, she landed in L.A. a couple of hours ago,” Ali answered. “She’s planning on spending all day Thursday studying the dossiers Frigg prepared on all the Dozo company execs who will be in attendance at the dinner that evening.”

Frigg was the pet name of an AI owned by one of High Noon’s key employees, Stu Ramey. Dossiers prepared by the artificial intelligence were incredibly thorough, enough so that Cami would walk into the meeting knowing far more about her guests than any of them suspected.

“It’d be wonderful if Cami could reel Dozo in,” B. said. “It would be a huge feather in her cap, and in ours, too. Oh, wait. Lance is giving me the high sign. I have to go.”

“Okay,” Ali said. “Talk to you later.”

GRAYS, UK

TUESDAY, MARCH 14, 2023

9:00 A.m.

The text exchange was brief and to the point:


Is everything in place?

Yes.

Good. Happy hunting. You’ll get the rest of your money once she’s well in hand. Keep me posted.



With that, Adrian Willoughby shut down his computer and headed home. At long last, things were finally in motion. Once this was all over, he’d be out of here for good.





CHAPTER ONE

EDMONDS, WASHINGTON

MONDAY, MARCH 13, 2023

8:30 A.M.

That Monday morning, Donna Jean Plummer pulled her Toyota RAV4 into the driveway and used her clicker to open the garage door. Both of her employers’ cars were parked inside—Mr. Brewster’s sleek black BMW and Mrs. Brewster’s red Camaro. Mrs. Brewster used her car so seldom these days that it was covered with a layer of dust, but Donna Jean was surprised to see the BMW. That was usually gone long before she arrived.

Donna Jean worked for the Brewsters two days a week. Mr. Brewster had turned sixty over the weekend, and they’d had a big celebration on Sunday. Donna Jean had spent most of Friday getting the house ready for the festivities. Mrs. Brewster wasn’t much of a cook, so the party had been professionally catered. Nonetheless, since Mrs. Brewster wasn’t any better at tidying up than she was at cooking, Donna Jean expected that the place would be an ungodly mess.

With that in mind, Donna Jean glanced at her watch. Monday morning was garbage day in Edmonds, Washington, and one of Donna Jean’s duties was making sure the trash containers were all moved out to the curb before the trucks showed up. She wanted to have today’s garbage loaded into the bins in time to be hauled away.

Donna Jean paused in the garage long enough to break down the accumulated assortment of shipping boxes and put them into the recycle bin. Mrs. Brewster had two major hobbies—drinking and shopping online. The booze came from a local liquor store that delivered her standing order to the front porch every Monday afternoon.

Mrs. Brewster spent a fortune each month on stuff she never used. Once it came into the house, Donna Jean usually hauled it upstairs to the master bedroom where Mrs. Brewster spent the bulk of her time. Once the shipping boxes were empty, Donna Jean took them down to the garage.

As for whatever Mrs. Brewster bought? When she was done with an item, it was banished to one of the other bedrooms on the second floor. At this point, all three were packed wall-to-wall with junk, most of it brand-new. As a result, what had once been a four-bedroom home was now essentially a one-bedroom. Donna Jean had no idea why Mr. Brewster put up with his wife’s shopping nonsense, but she kept her mouth shut. After all, it was none of her business.

With the boxes broken down and in the recycling bin, Donna Jean used her key to let herself into the house via a door from the garage that opened into the laundry room. She expected the alarm to sound, but it didn’t. That wasn’t surprising, because Mrs. Brewster for sure, and maybe even Mr., had tied one on during the party. Once their guests took off, neither of them had bothered to reset the alarm.

As expected, the place was disgusting. Not as bad as the aftermath of a fraternity party, but close. The kitchen counter was loaded with the caterer’s collection of disposable bamboo serving trays and platters, along with all the leftover food. Dirty dishes—Mrs. Brewster’s collection of delicate china and crystal glassware, all of which would need to be hand-washed—were scattered on every flat surface throughout the ground floor.

Expecting Mr. Brewster to come downstairs at any moment, Donna Jean started a pot of coffee. Then, glancing at her watch, she grabbed some clean trash bags from under the kitchen sink and began her search-and-destroy mission. She began by clearing the kitchen counter of the caterer’s leavings. Just the mess in the kitchen was enough to fill two trash bags. Armed with a third, she made her way through the rest of the house collecting trash, then went out onto the patio, where, along with gathering more trash, she emptied a number of overflowing ashtrays.

The leavings in some of the ashtrays told Donna Jean that some of the previous evening’s guests hadn’t limited their smoking choices to cigars and cigarettes. She had reason to believe that, with or without Mr. and Mrs. Brewster’s knowledge, a certain amount of recreational drug use had been added to the party’s agenda, but Donna Jean’s job was to clean up the mess, not to point fingers.

By the time she managed to get all the accumulated trash out of the house and loaded into the bins, she dragged them down to the curb just as the garbage truck was turning onto the street.

Back in the house, as she collected dirty dishes and glassware, there was still no sign of Mr. Brewster. It was unusual for him to sleep so late. But then again, he did a good deal of traveling. Maybe he had been called out of town unexpectedly and had taken a limo or an Uber to the airport. That would explain why his car was still in the garage. As for Mrs. Brewster? She generally didn’t show her face until around noon, when she finally would venture downstairs for what passed for breakfast—usually coffee and toast and maybe some cold cereal.

Not wanting to let that fresh pot of coffee go to waste, Donna Jean decided to take her morning coffee break early. After having a cup, she set about washing dishes, many of which had been soaking in the sink. Then, on her next pass through the downstairs and out onto the patio, Donna Jean collected all the soiled linens, which would need to be washed, ironed, and returned to their assigned drawers.

As she brought the last of the dirty linens in from the patio, she attempted to latch the slider. For some reason, the door wouldn’t close properly. On her second try, she noticed that the cork from a wine bottle had somehow ended up in the track of the slider between the patio and the family room. Clutching her load of linens in one arm, she bent down, retrieved the errant cork, and dropped it into the pocket of her apron. Then, with the slider properly closed and latched, she headed for the laundry room.

As Donna Jean washed, dried, stacked, and put away all of Mrs. Brewster’s prized china and crystal, she found herself humming under her breath. Creating order out of chaos was something she found immensely satisfying, and being able to do so without a homeowner under foot and getting in the way was even better. Mr. Brewster was never a problem on that score, but Mrs. Brewster? When she was around, she tended to issue orders left and right, and nothing was ever done quite to her satisfaction.

Donna Jean had just moved the load of linens from the washer to the dryer when her cell phone rang. Extracting the phone from her apron pocket, she spotted her daughter’s smiling face on the screen.

“Hey, Amy,” she said. “How’s it going?”

“I wanted to be sure that you’re still good with picking up Jacob’s birthday cake from Safeway on your way home tonight.”

Today was her grandson’s sixth birthday. A joint party with one of his friends from school would be on a Saturday later in the month, but this evening’s celebration would be family only—his folks, his baby sister, and his grandmother—gathering for dinner and dessert.

“Of course,” Donna Jean replied. “No problem at all.”

Still, with afternoon traffic between Edmonds and Seattle, Donna Jean reminded herself that she’d need to finish work in time to head out a few minutes early.

Back in the kitchen, she was in the process of wiping down the countertops when she noticed for the first time that one of the knives—the largest one in fact—was missing from the knife block. For someone whose cooking consisted mostly of heating food in the microwave, Mrs. Brewster was exceptionally fussy about her knives. If one of those had disappeared, Donna Jean knew there would be hell to pay.

She did a quick search through all the utility drawers, thinking someone from the catering company might have mistakenly put the missing knife away in the wrong place, but after a thorough search, she realized there was no such luck. The knife was gone, and no matter who had misplaced it, Donna Jean knew she was the one Mrs. Brewster would hold responsible.

By eleven the downstairs was squeaky clean. As Donna Jean started on the ironing, she was beginning to worry that if Mrs. Brewster didn’t wake up pretty soon, Donna Jean would be hard-pressed to have the master bedroom done before it was time for her to do the family’s weekly grocery shopping, which she did every Monday afternoon. Fortunately, since the other bedrooms were packed full of junk, the master bedroom was the only one she had to deal with upstairs. Donna Jean was a dozen or so napkins into the ironing process when she heard a bloodcurdling scream.

Heart pounding in her throat, she abandoned the ironing board and raced toward the horrific sound. Halfway through the living room, she looked up the stairs and skidded to a stop. Mrs. Brewster stood on the landing at the top of the stairway screeching wordlessly at the top of her lungs. That was bad enough, but the woman’s ghastly appearance took Donna Jean’s breath away. Her nightgown was covered with blood. So were both hands, one of which held a bloodied knife.

“What happened?” Donna Jean demanded as she clambered up the stairway.

“It’s Chuck,” Mrs. Brewster managed, speaking intelligibly for the first time. “I must have stabbed him. He’s dead.” With that, she collapsed onto her knees, sobbing but still holding the knife.

Pausing halfway up the stairs, Donna Jean grabbed the phone out of her pocket and somehow managed to dial 911.

“What is the nature of your emergency?” the operator asked.

“Someone’s been stabbed,” Donna Jean replied. “He may be dead.”

“Is he breathing?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him. He’s in the bedroom. I’m outside on the stairs.”

“What is the address?”

Donna Jean reeled it off.

“First responders are on their way to your location.”

“Thank you,” Donna Jean said.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Donna Jean dropped to her knees next to the distraught woman who was sobbing brokenly.

“How could this have happened?” Mrs. Brewster demanded, frantically waving the bloodied knife in the air. “How could I have done this?”

Afraid the woman might accidentally harm herself, Donna Jean gently eased the weapon out of the her hand and slid it safely out of reach. At that point Donna Jean realized that the blood she was seeing on both the nightgown and the knife was completely dry.

“It’s going to be okay,” Donna Jean murmured over and over. “It’s going to be okay.”

That wasn’t true, of course, because nothing was going to be okay, but she didn’t know what else to say.

At that point Mrs. Brewster folded herself over until her forehead was touching the hardwood floor. That’s when Donna Jean saw something red come streaking out through the bedroom door and onto the landing. It took a moment for her to make sense of what she was seeing. The guided missile turned out to be Mrs. Brewster’s precious kitty, a snow-white longhaired cat named Pearl. Now as bloodstained as her mistress, Pearl raced across the landing and dove under Mrs. Brewster’s heaving chest where the animal vanished from view.

In all the years Donna Jean had worked for the family, that was the first time she’d ever seen Pearl emerge from the master on her own. That’s where the cat lived—in the bedroom suite. On those rare occasions when she’d had to visit the vet or go to the groomer, she was always transported through the rest of the house in a cat carrier. Obviously the poor animal was as frantic and traumatized as her owner.

Mrs. Brewster continued to sob. “It’s all right,” Donna Jean murmured again and again. “I called 911. Cops and EMTs are on their way.”

“It’s too late for EMTs,” Mrs. Brewster managed. “They won’t be able to save him. Chuck’s dead. I must have killed him.”

The next hours were a nightmare. The EMTs and uniformed officers showed up almost simultaneously, but the EMTs were forced to wait outside until the cops came through, clearing the house to make sure the killer was no longer inside.

Eventually Donna Jean was escorted to a patrol vehicle, where she was placed in the back seat and questioned in detail by one of the first officers on the scene. Some amount of time later, still from that vantage point, she watched as a man and a woman—detectives most likely—led Mrs. Brewster from the house, still wearing her nightgown and with her hands cuffed behind her back. A blanket had been tossed over her shoulders, presumably to hide the bloodstains, but as she moved, Donna Jean still caught glimpses of red. By then a large crowd had gathered out on the street. No doubt everyone there saw the bloodstains, too.





CHAPTER TWO

EVERETT, WASHINGTON

MONDAY, MARCH 13, 2023

9:00 A.M.

As Adam Brewster and his partner, Joel, waited at Paine Field for their flight from Seattle back to California, Adam was in a world of hurt. He had a hell of a hangover, which was unusual for him because, unlike his long-estranged father and his father’s friends and associates, Adam wasn’t much of a drinker. But yesterday, faced with seeing his father and stepmother in the flesh for the first time in close to two decades, his nerves had gotten the best of him. Every time a server had offered him a drink, he had taken it and tossed it down. As a result, he had been way beyond tipsy when Joel had called for an Uber to take them back to their hotel.

The party had been a lavish, catered affair in honor of his father’s sixtieth birthday. When he and Joel had walked up onto the still familiar front porch to ring the bell, Adam had actually been holding his breath, preparing himself for being greeted by either his father or his stepmother. Instead, the door had been opened by someone in a catering uniform. It was only after they stepped out of the vestibule and into the living room that his father had caught sight of him. Whereupon, drink still in hand, his father had made his way through the crowd and greeted Adam with an enthusiastic hug.

“Thank you so much for coming,” he said. “It’s good to see you in the flesh after all this time.”

At that point, his father had turned to Joel with his hand extended in welcome. “And you must be Joel,” Charles Brewster had added. “Welcome. I’m glad to meet you.”

His father’s greeting had left Adam thunderstruck. Things had been far different back when he was a senior in high school. The situation at home had been tough. For one thing, his mother had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Treatments for breast cancer back then weren’t nearly what they are now, and it was clear from the start that she was terminal. Adam had dealt with it by absenting himself from the house as much as possible. That had resulted in his being involved in his first ever romantic relationship with a guy named Daniel Herndon, someone several years older than Adam.

At the time, Adam had been too naive to realize what was really going on. Dan had claimed to be working toward a career as a professional photographer, and when he had suggested that they take a few titillating photographs of each other, it had seemed like a playful part of their blossoming sex life. It wasn’t until they broke up a year or so later that the reality had hit home. Sextortion is all too familiar these days, but back then it had come as an unwelcome surprise that Danny had sought Adam out primarily because he was a rich man’s son.

After the breakup Danny had threatened to send some of the photos to Adam’s father unless Adam forked over five thousand bucks.

“Have a ball,” Adam had told him. “Do your worst.” That’s what he had said, but he hadn’t believed that Danny would actually go through with it.

In the meantime, Adam had begun noticing that with his mother so ill, Clarice Simpson, his mother’s best friend and the wife of his father’s partner, B. Simpson, was spending a lot of time at their house, most of it at his mother’s bedside. Back then, Adam had really admired Clarice’s kindness to his mother and appreciated her loyalty to a dying friend.

But then Dan had carried through on his threat. Once the packet of photos showed up at the house, all hell broke loose. Adam’s father had been absolutely livid at the very idea that his son might be queer. His father hadn’t actually ordered him out of the house. Adam left of his own accord, and fortunately, he’d had somewhere to go—his grandmother’s place. It turned out his mother’s mother was a lot more open-minded about homosexuality than her son-in-law. She had noticed that her grandson was “different” while he was still in grade school, and she had always been nothing short of loving and supportive. Gran had taken Adam in without a moment’s hesitation and no questions asked.

Two weeks later, when Adam had gone back to the house in Edmonds to collect the rest of his stuff, he had let himself in with his key. On the way to his room, he had poked his head into the master, hoping to say hi to his mom, but she had been sound asleep, with her faithful housekeeper, Donna Jean Plummer, dozing in the recliner next to the bed. Rather than disturb either of them, Adam shut the door and let them be. But when he opened the door to what had been his own room, he had been in for a shock when he found his father and his mother’s good friend, Clarice Simpson, getting it on in what had formerly been Adam’s single bed.

Stark naked, his father had come roaring off the bed with both fists raised in the air as if prepared to knock Adam into next week, but Adam had stood his ground.

“Go ahead and hit me, you asshole,” Adam had snarled at his father. “You can’t hurt me any more than you already have.” Then, pulling the door shut behind him, he fled the house. The rest of his stuff remained exactly where he’d left it because he’d never gone back to retrieve it.

That was the last time Adam and his father had spoken for the better part of twenty years. Adam had attended his mother’s funeral two months later, but during the course of that, he and his father hadn’t exchanged a word.

It turned out that, in his late teens, Joel Franklin, Adam’s husband, had lived through similar circumstances. He, too, had been banished from the family home. To Joel’s profound regret, his father had died before there had been any kind of resolution between them. Joel was the one person in Adam’s life who had urged him to try reconciling with his own father before it was too late.

A little over a month ago, Adam had finally decided to take that advice. Screwing his courage to the sticking place, he had picked up his phone and dialed the number listed for his father’s Seattle-based company, Video Games International.

When the person answering the call asked if she could tell Mr. Brewster what this was all about, Adam came close to hanging up the phone, but he hadn’t.

“I’m Chuck Brewster’s son,” he had said. “I’d like to talk to him.”

When his father got on the line a few seconds later, he had sounded ecstatic to hear his son’s voice.

“Oh, Adam,” he exclaimed. “Adam, Adam, Adam! This is an answer to a prayer. I’m thrilled to hear from you! Where are you living? What are you doing with yourself? How are you?”

Adam had been genuinely surprised by his father’s effusive greeting, and that initial phone call had lasted more than an hour and a half. Before it ended, Adam and Joel had been invited to Chuck Brewster’s sixtieth birthday party coming up a few weeks later on Sunday, March 12.

Lost in thought, Adam was startled when Joel poked him in the shoulder. “They just called our flight,” he said. “Time to board.”

Adam and Joel were seated in first class. Adam made it through watching all the economy passengers file to their seats in the back of the aircraft. He managed to listen to the droning safety measure announcement. And he was still awake when the flight attendant came through taking drink and breakfast orders. Adam assured her that the only thing he wanted was not to be disturbed. Then, once the flight attendants said passengers were free to do so, he pushed his seat all the way back and fell sound asleep. The next thing he knew, that same flight attendant was shaking him awake and saying that they were preparing to land and he needed to raise his seat back to its full upright and locked position.

Once on the ground, they made their way to long-term parking and drove to their spacious home on Churchill Drive in Huntington Beach’s Holly-Seacliff neighborhood. Adam had showered, changed clothes, and was ready to head for the office when the doorbell rang. A glance at the front door surveillance screen showed him that two uniformed police officers were standing on the porch.

“Good afternoon, Officers,” Adam said, opening the door.

“Are you Adam Brewster?”

“Yes, I am. How can I help you?”

“We’re sorry to have to tell you this, but your father was found deceased in his home earlier today. The investigator in charge of the case is Detective Raymond Horn of the Edmonds Police Department in Edmonds, Washington. He’d like you to give him a call at your earliest convenience. Here’s his contact information.”

Adam was floored. He had seen his father yesterday for the first time in decades and now he was dead?

“Are you s-sure?” he stammered as the officer handed him a piece of paper. He stared at it but could hardly make sense of what was written there. “How did this happen?”

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. Brewster, but we don’t have any details at this time. For those you’ll need to speak with Detective Horn.”

“Yes, of course,” Adam said. “Thank you.”

With that, he backed away from the open doorway, shut the door, and then staggered over to the living room sofa.

“Who was that?” Joel asked, emerging from the bedroom while tying the belt of his robe around his waist.

“It was the cops,” Adam answered unsteadily, “about my father. He’s dead. They came by to tell me and gave me the name and number for a detective in Edmonds.”

“Oh, no,” Joel said. “How’s that even possible?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said, shaking his head.

“Are you okay?” Joel asked

“I’m not okay,” Adam answered, fighting back tears. “Just when I’m supposedly getting my dad back, now I’ve lost him for good.”

“Oh, babe,” Joel said. “I’m so very sorry. How can I help? What can I do?”

“Call the office and let them know I won’t be coming in this afternoon after all. While you do that, I’ll give that detective a call.”

Reading from the piece of paper the cops had given him, Adam dialed the number with trembling hands. “Edmonds PD Homicide,” a voice answered. “This is Detective Raymond Horn.”

Homicide? Adam thought. Does that mean Dad was murdered?

“This is Adam Brewster,” he said, taking a deep breath. “I understand you wanted me to call you.”

“Have uniformed officers stopped by to see you?” Detective Horn asked.

“They just left,” Adam replied. “They told me he was dead, but they didn’t say how or why. What happened?”

“All I can say at the moment is that earlier today your father was found deceased at home under suspicious circumstances and with obvious signs of homicidal violence,” Detective Horn replied. “When did you last see him?”

“Late last night—I’m not sure of the time—when my husband and I left Dad’s place in Edmonds. There was a big party for his sixtieth birthday party. We left as it was starting to break up.”

“By ‘we’ you mean you and Joel Franklin?”

“Correct.”

“Are you back home in California?”

“Yes, in Huntington Beach. That’s where we live. We only got back to the house an hour or so ago.”

“Would it be possible for the two of you to come in for a formal interview?” Detective Horn asked. “We’re attempting to locate and speak to as many of the party guests as we can.”

“That’s not really an option right now,” Adam answered. “I’m an architect with a multimillion-dollar project that’s going out for permits by the end of this month. That’s why we flew in for the party late on Saturday and came home on the earliest possible flight today.”

“Will you be returning to Washington for the funeral?”

“I suppose,” Adam allowed. “When will that be?”

“Depends on when the ME finishes up with the autopsy.”

“When’s that?”

“Sometime in the next day or two.”

“Project or no, I’ll for sure be in town for the funeral,” Adam agreed. “Will that be soon enough for us to do the interview?”

“It’ll have to do,” Horn said reluctantly. “In the meantime, did you or Mr. Franklin notice anything off about your father’s behavior during the party? Or your stepmother’s behavior either, for that matter?”

As a kid, Adam had idolized his father. Before their big blowup, they’d been close. Adam understood that, in going to the birthday party, he had hoped to regain some of that closeness. Knowing now that was impossible, he had to swallow the lump in his throat before he could answer.

“Detective Horn, Saturday was the first time I’d seen either one of them in more than twenty years, so I’m not someone who could tell if something was off or not. I did notice that Clarice probably drank a lot more than she should have, but that wasn’t any of my business. By the time she left the party to go upstairs to bed, she was far enough under the influence that Joel actually had to help her negotiate the elevator.”

“Did your father and stepmother seem to be at odds about anything? Were there any obvious signs of tension between them? Any sharp words?”

Adam thought about that. Beyond a single perfunctory hug from Clarice when he and Joel had first arrived, he’d had very little further interaction with her. Nor had he observed any exchanges, angry or otherwise, between Clarice and his father. But he had been shocked by his stepmother’s appearance. In fact, he’d barely recognized the woman. Back when she’d been his mother’s best friend, Clarice Simpson had been a real beauty—nothing short of a blond bombshell. Now she was past her prime and more than slightly overweight. Her facial features had been distorted by too much plastic surgery, and the wig on her head could have used some work.

She’d been at the party, of course, but not really a part of it. She’d spent most of it sitting in isolated splendor in a recliner next to the fireplace in the living room with servers stopping by from time to time to offer various canapés and beverages. Adam had been relieved when Joel, another odd man out as far as the festivities were concerned, had dragged a nearby chair over to where she was sitting and begun chatting with her. That was pure Joel Franklin. The man was kindness personified. But when it came to answering Detective Horn’s questions, Adam chose his words carefully.

“I never saw anything out of line,” he said. “They weren’t especially lovey-dovey during the party, but then why would they be? They’ve been married close to twenty years. Besides, it was Dad’s big day. Maybe Clarice didn’t want to steal any of his limelight.”

“I’ve been given to understand that you and your father had been estranged for quite some.” Detective Horn suggested. It was a statement, not a question.

Adam sighed. “My leaving home was pretty much a mutual decision. He didn’t approve of my lifestyle choices and I didn’t approve of his.”

“But you’d recently reconciled?”

“Not exactly. I called him at work a number of weeks ago out of the blue, just to test the waters. At the time I had no idea what his reaction would be. Turns out he seemed thrilled to hear from me. Much to my astonishment, he ended up inviting both my husband and me to his upcoming birthday party. But that’s the only time we spoke at any length—during that initial phone call. The party was crowded and busy. He introduced me to people—business associates mostly, but it wasn’t the time or place for a long-winded father/son chat.”

“So you have no idea if there was anything troubling him or worrying him?”

“None at all.”

“Were you aware that he had recently consulted with a divorce attorney?”

“No, I was not.”

There was a slight pause in the conversation. “So you’ll still need me to come in for a formal interview while I’m there for the funeral?” Adam confirmed.

“By all means.”

“And how will I know when that is? I had my dad’s phone numbers, but I don’t have Clarice’s.”

“You wouldn’t be able to reach her by phone even if you had her numbers,” Horn replied. “She’s currently being held in the King County jail on suspicion of first-degree murder.”

Adam was shocked. “Wait, you think Clarice did it?”

“She hasn’t been charged yet, but I expect she will be,” Detective Horn answered. “Once funeral arrangements are in place, I’ll let you know the details so we can set up a time for the interview. I’ll also need to speak with Mr. Franklin. If he helped your stepmother onto the elevator late that evening, it’s possible he’s the last person who was with her during the party.”

The call ended then. Adam could hear Joel in the other room, talking to someone on the phone. Meanwhile, Adam Brewster sat alone on the couch and wept, not simply because of what had just happened, but also because of what would never be. He had always thought that someday he’d have his father back in his life. Now he never would.





CHAPTER THREE

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

TUESDAY, MARCH 14, 2023

9:00 A.M.

Donna Jean Plummer sat in her tiny Wallingford apartment waiting for the cops to show up. They had called her first thing that morning, asking if she would be willing to come to the station to be interviewed.

Since this was a homicide investigation, she couldn’t very well say thanks, but no thanks, so naturally she had said yes, even though it meant having to call her Tuesday customers, Mrs. Applebaum and Mrs. Wilson, and let them know that she wouldn’t be coming in today.

The TV was off. She’d watched as much of the morning news as she could stomach. Gritting her teeth, she had sat through the first part of a local station’s segment concerning the murder—a repeat from the previous evening’s newscast—one where the street outside the Brewsters’ house was still blocked off with crime scene tape and cop cars were parked every which way. When the reporter started to introduce Mrs. Homewood—the nosy old battle-ax who lived next door to the Brewsters, Donna Jean had switched it off. Dead tired, almost numb from lack of sleep, and with her heart filled with dread concerning the upcoming interview, she simply sat and waited.

Pearl was nowhere to be seen. Donna Jean expected that the cat was hiding under the bed in her bedroom, but at least she was quiet for now, and that was a huge improvement. The poor animal had howled to the high heavens most of the night. No wonder Donna Jean had barely slept.

Sitting in the back of a patrol car, Donna Jean had watched the action unfold in Edmonds the day before. Shortly after Mrs. Brewster had been driven away in an unmarked car, a van marked Animal Control had turned up on the scene. When Donna Jean realized they were about to take poor Pearl away to the pound, she had intervened, telling them that she’d take the distressed animal home with her.

“Fine with me,” the guy from the pound had said with a shrug.

At that point the house had been a designated crime scene, and Donna Jean wasn’t allowed back inside. A cop had gone in and collected her purse and jacket from the laundry room so she could drive herself home, but they had drawn the line at bringing out any supplies for Pearl. As a result, Donna Jean had been forced to stop off at PetSmart on her way home to pick up a carrier, a litter box, food, and litter for the displaced and still nightmarishly blood-stained kitty. Knowing how skittish the cat was, once she was parked outside her apartment, Donna Jean stuffed Pearl into the carrier before opening the car door.

It had taken time for Donna Jean to lug Pearl and all her gear up two flights of stairs to her third-floor apartment. Once finished with that, she had called Amy, letting her daughter know that she wouldn’t be attending the celebratory dinner that night after all, and that someone else would need to retrieve Jacob’s birthday cake.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” Amy asked, her voice filled with concern. “Are you not feeling well?”

“Something happened at work today,” Donna Jean said. “Mr. Brewster died last night.”

“Mr. Brewster?” Amy repeated. “Oh, my goodness! You’ve worked for him for years.”

“Yes, I have, and I’m heartsick about it. Please tell Jacob I’m sorry, but I’m just not up to it.”

“Of course not,” Amy agreed. “I know Jacob will understand, but are you all right? Do you need any help?”

“No,” Donna Jean said. “I’m fine.”

It turns out she was wrong about that. When it came to bathing Pearl, she really had needed help.

Aware of how skittish the animal could be, Donna Jean didn’t open the carrier until they were both inside the bathroom with the door closed behind them and with a bottle of No More Tears shampoo readily at hand. Closing the door had been a good decision. Realizing she was about to be placed in a tub full of water, Pearl had gone into an absolute frenzy—fighting, biting, and doing her best to scratch Donna Jean’s arms and hands. Fortunately, Donna Jean had been smart enough to put on a pair of rubber gloves and her long-sleeved bathrobe before tackling the project.

Once covered with shampoo, Pearl had escaped Donna Jean’s grasp and leaped out of the tub. After a five-minute chase and with the aid of a bath towel, Donna Jean was at last able to capture the elusive animal and return her to the tub for a final rinse.

Almost a full hour after entering the bathroom, the two of them emerged with the still dripping cat wrapped snugly in yet another damp towel. Exhausted by her part in the ordeal, Donna Jean sank gratefully into her recliner where, upon examination, she was forced to admit a partial defeat. Even now Pearl’s ears remained a pale shade of pink. Eventually the cat fell asleep in Donna Jean’s lap. At that point, she had mistakenly assumed that the worst was over. Unfortunately, it wasn’t, not nearly.

At bedtime, Donna Jean left the litter box and an open-doored carrier in the bathroom, but the moment she closed the door, the animal had launched off into an earsplitting chorus of ungodly yowls. Ten minutes later, with Pearl still howling piteously in the background, Donna Jean’s phone rang. The name showing in caller ID was that of Sylvia Portillo, Donna Jean’s next-door neighbor. Although the two women knew each other, they weren’t exactly the best of pals.

“What the hell’s going on over there?” Sylvia demanded. “It sounds like someone’s being murdered.”

Although the comment came several hours after the fact, it was nonetheless a little too close to the truth for comfort, because someone had indeed been murdered.

“I brought a cat home from the Humane Society,” Donna Jean sputtered into the phone. “I’m fostering her.”

“How about if you try fostering the damned thing a little more quietly?” Sylvia demanded. “Otherwise I’m not going to get a wink of sleep.”

In the end, the only solution had been for Donna Jean to take the bereaved animal into her bed.

By morning, Pearl had vanished. Donna Jean finally located her under the bed. She had been on her knees, using a dish of cat food to try and coax the cat out, to no avail, when Amy called.

“Mom,” Amy said excitedly. “I just saw on the news that Mr. Brewster was murdered. Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

Donna Jean thought for a moment before she answered. “I didn’t want to wreck Jacob’s birthday.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

That was a lie, but evidently Amy didn’t notice.

“All right, then,” she said. “Jacob wants to talk to you before he goes to school. Hang on.”

“Hey, Grammy,” the boy said when he came on the line.

“Happy birthday,” Donna Jean said. “Sorry I missed your party.”

“That’s okay,” Jacob replied. “It was only the family party. The big one, the one with all my friends from school, is on the twenty-fifth at the Woodland Park Zoo. Do you want to come to that one?”

“I’ll have to see about it,” Donna Jean said, “but if I can make it, I will.”

“Okay,” Jacob said. “Bye.”

The next words out of Amy’s mouth were addressed to her son. “Go get ready, sweetie. I’ll be there in a minute.” Then she came back on the line. “I know you usually work for the Brewsters on Fridays and Mondays. Were you there when it happened?”

Donna Jean took a breath. “Not when it happened, but I was there when Mrs. Brewster found the body, and I’m the one who called 911.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“How awful for you. That must have been dreadful. Are you sure you don’t want me to drop by?”

“No,” Donna Jean said quickly. “No, please. I’m fine.”

One of those statements was true. One was not. She certainly didn’t want her daughter to be on hand when the cops showed up, but she was anything but fine.

“You go on to work now,” Donna Jean said. “I don’t want you to be late for school on my account. We’ll talk soon.”





CHAPTER FOUR

SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

TUESDAY, MARCH 14, 2023

10:00 A.M.

Not surprisingly Detective Monica Burns had arrived on time at ten on the dot. “Ready?” she asked.

“Just a minute,” Donna Jean replied without inviting her in. “I have to check on the cat.”

She closed the door. In the bedroom she found that the food dish she’d left next to the bed was now empty, but Pearl herself was nowhere to be found. Donna Jean tried calling her but soon gave up. Besides, maybe locking her in the carrier was a bad idea. What if Pearl started yowling again? The last thing Donna Jean needed was to have Sylvia Portillo back on the warpath.

“You be good now,” Donna Jean admonished the invisible cat before heading for the door, all the while hoping Pearl would have brains enough to find her way into the bathroom and the litter box.

“How’s the kitty doing?” Detective Burns asked as they started down the stairs. “She was in pretty rough shape yesterday.”

“She’s still upset,” Donna Jean replied. “I gave her a bath. She hated it, but she looks a lot better without all the blood on her.”

“I’ll bet that was fun,” Detective Burns observed, opening the back door of an unmarked patrol car and gesturing for Donna Jean to enter.

“Not very,” Donna Jean replied.

She crawled into the vehicle and fastened her seat belt. The first thing she noticed was that the doors in the back had no interior handles. This was a police car after all, and she was in the back seat. She had been confined in the same kind of vehicle all those years earlier, and the memory of it made her feel queasy.

Detective Raymond Horn sat in the driver’s seat. “Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning,” Donna Jean responded, but she was thinking Which one of you is the good cop and which is the bad one?

This was mid March, so it was rainy and cold in Seattle. No surprises there. They talked about the weather for a moment or two, then Detective Horn, clearly the bad cop and the guy who was evidently in charge, launched into it.

“How long did you work for the Brewsters?” he asked.

Donna Jean understood exactly what was going on here. During the ride to the station they would engage her in seemingly meaningless conversation, every bit of which would be recorded by the vehicle’s interior camera. Later they would analyze everything she’d said to see if there were any discrepancies between what she was saying now and what she said later during their “informal” interview. And no matter what they claimed, she understood that both conversations counted as interviews. Donna Jean also knew that, even though no one had bothered to read her her rights, anything she said could and would be used against her in a court of law.

“For a long time,” she answered finally. “Over twenty years. I started working for Mr. Brewster before his first wife passed away.”

“So you were already working for Brewster when he married Clarice Simpson?”

“Yes, I was,” Donna Jean replied.

That’s when she noticed that her hands were trembling. Donna Jean folded them together and placed them in her lap, hoping that would reduce the involuntary movement, and it helped some.

“Do you have any family?” That seemingly innocuous question came from Detective Burns again. Donna Jean knew that detectives didn’t ask questions without already knowing the answers, so they had probably already scoped out her family situation.

“A daughter and a grandson,” she answered. “Yesterday was Jacob’s sixth birthday. I missed his party.”

And I didn’t pick up his birthday cake, either.

From her apartment, driving straight up Aurora was the most direct route to Edmonds, but this time around the trip seemed to take forever. The detectives fired off one question after another, with Donna Jean limiting herself to one- and two-word answers wherever possible. For her part, Donna Jean didn’t bother asking any questions about the progress of the investigation. She understood that no meaningful answers would be forthcoming.

By the time they let her out of the car and led her through police headquarters and into an interview room, Donna Jean’s hands were still shaking, and beads of sweat were forming on the back of her neck.

“The time is ten forty-six a.m.on March 14, 2023,” Detective Horn announced formally once they were settled on chairs in the bare bones interview room. “Present today are Detectives Raymond Horn and Monica Burns, along with Ms. Donna Jean Plummer. Ms. Plummer is a witness in the Charles Richard Brewster homicide. This is an informal interview. How exactly are you connected to Clarice and Charles Brewster?”

“I’m their…” Donna Jean paused before continuing. “I was their housekeeper.”

“Let’s start by having you walk us through what you did yesterday.”

Donna Jean sighed. “I arrived at work around eight-thirty.”

“I notice you used the word ‘worked’, in the past tense.”

Donna Jean nodded. “With Mr. Brewster dead and Mrs. Brewster in jail, they don’t exactly need a housekeeper at the moment.”

Her response seemed to tickle Detective Burns. A frowning Detective Horn, on the other hand, was not amused. Donna Jean went on to describe the remainder of the morning in as much detail as she could remember.

“When you arrived, did someone let you into the house?” he asked.

“I used the garage door opener in my car,” Donna Jean told him. “Then I let myself into the house through the door from the garage that leads into the laundry room.”

“You used the code to turn off the home’s security alarm?”

“I didn’t have to,” Donna Jean replied. “The alarm wasn’t on.”

That response seemed to take Detective Horn by surprise. “You’re saying the alarm wasn’t engaged?”

“Yes.”

“Was that unusual?”

“Not really,” Donna Jean said. “Sometimes they forget.”

Not wanting to speak ill of the dead, she didn’t go on to explain that not engaging the security alarm or the outdoor surveillance cameras was business as usual during and after occasions when the Brewsters entertained. She suspected that Mr. Brewster did so prior to parties so his guests wouldn’t be caught on camera doing something that was either inappropriate or illegal. As for the alarm? Under the circumstances, it wasn’t all that unusual that they’d forgotten to reset it.

“What did you do once you gained entry into the house?”

I’m a housekeeper, Donna Jean wanted to say. What do you think I did?

“I cleaned up,” she answered aloud. “There had been a big party, so the place was a mess. I took care of the leftovers, gathered up all the trash, and dragged it to the outside garbage bins. After that I loaded the dishwashers, washed and dried whatever required hand-washing. Then I did the laundry. I had just started on the ironing when I heard Mrs. Brewster screaming.”

“Did you notice anything unusual while you were doing those chores?”

That came from Detective Burns. Considering Donna Jean was seated in a police interview room with two homicide investigators, she sure as hell wasn’t going to bring up the butcher knife that was missing from the kitchen.

“Nothing in particular,” she answered.

There it was. She had just out-and-out lied to a cop in the course of a homicide investigation. Wasn’t that a crime—a felony even? A new bead of sweat ran down the back of her neck and soaked into the collar of her shirt. The trembling in her hands that had plagued her during the car ride up to Edmonds had abated briefly. Now it returned with a vengeance. Fortunately, since she wasn’t in the interview room as an actual suspect, her hand wasn’t cuffed to the top of the table. She put both hands in her lap once more so they were safely out of sight.

Detective Horn consulted his notes. “It says here that you placed the 911 call at 11:19 a.m. on the morning of March 13. Is that correct?”

Donna Jean nodded. “I was in the laundry room ironing. As soon as I heard Mrs. Brewster scream, I dropped everything and ran to the bottom of the stairs. That’s when I saw her. She was standing at the top of the stairs, covered with blood, waving a knife around, and screaming at the top of her lungs.”

“What did she say to you?”

“She said that Chuck—Mr. Brewster—was dead, that she had stabbed him.”

That was the first thing Mrs. Brewster had said—that she had stabbed him. Later, Mrs. Brewster had said she must have done it, which meant that she didn’t really remember any of it. Did that mean she had done it in her sleep? Yes, she had been holding the damned knife, but Donna Jean knew from things Mr. Brewster had said on occasion, that by the time Mrs. Brewster went to bed at night, she was often too smashed to walk straight. That’s why he’d had the elevator installed, so she wouldn’t have to navigate the stairs while under the influence. If she’d been that drunk on the night of the murder, she might not have remembered exactly what had happened, but how could someone that inebriated have been steady enough on her feet to stab someone to death? And once she did it, how the hell could she fall back asleep as though nothing had happened?

“What came next?”

“I ran up the stairs. When I got to her, she was waving the knife around like crazy, so I took it away from her and put it out of reach.”

“You’re saying you actually handled the murder weapon?” Detective Horn asked. “With your bare hands?”

Donna Jean nodded. “I was afraid someone was going to get hurt.”

“When officers arrived on scene, were you the one who allowed them into the residence?”

“Yes.”

“Did they enter through the garage or through the front door?”

“The front door.”

“Was it locked or unlocked?”

“Locked,” Donna Jean answered. “There’s a dead bolt. The key was right there in the door, but I had to go downstairs to let them in.”

“At the time, besides you, was Mrs. Brewster the only other individual in the home?”

“Yes,” Donna Jean answered.

“Where was she while you were doing all that cleaning?”

“Upstairs, asleep. At first I thought Mr. Brewster was sleeping, too, because his car was still in the garage. But as time went on, I thought maybe he’d gone out of town and taken a limo to the airport. That’s what he usually does. As for Mrs. Brewster? She’s a night owl. She goes to bed late and wakes up late.”

“Our officers saw no signs of forced entry. Did you?”

That’s when Donna Jean remembered the bottle cork, the one she’d found in the track of the patio slider. Until Detective Horn asked about it, she had forgotten about it completely. That could explain the lack of forced entry. But at the time Donna Jean found it, she had simply slipped the cork into the pocket of her apron, and that’s where it remained. If she mentioned it now, would they think she was somehow involved in what had happened? And if she didn’t mention it now and they found out about the cork later, would they accuse her of concealing evidence? And if she told them about it, what if her fingerprints were the only ones to be found on it, what then?

“No, I didn’t,” Donna Jean allowed. “I didn’t see anything like that.”

Another tiny trickle of sweat dribbled down her neck. She’d just told another lie.

“Tell us about the Brewsters
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