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      The sluggish service at the front desk of the Dorfin Hotel was grating on my nerves.

      Michael occasionally scanned his phone for messages and chatted with the person in line behind us. I couldn't pretend to be as composed. The A/C on our rental car had broken down soon after our departure from Montreal on one of the hottest July nights ever. All I wanted was a room with a shower after our two-hour drive to Ottawa.

      It was nine o’clock and our turn to be served. Finally.

      My hopes were dashed when a young clerk—Eric, his nameplate read—grew more flustered with every key he tapped on the computer.

      “Long day?” Michael smiled at him.

      Eric grimaced. “The computer’s all weird.” He glanced at Andy, an older clerk in a matching dark vest and bow tie, who was busy speaking with a customer. Eric turned back to the computer and hit a key. The transaction beeped through. With a toothy grin, he handed Michael his keycards. “Sorry for the delay. Enjoy your stay at the Dorfin Hotel.” He offered us a pamphlet: Ottawa’s 150th Anniversary Festivities.

      Fat chance. This was no celebration trip. I stuffed the pamphlet into my handbag.

      With luggage in tow, Michael and I took the elevator up. We plodded along the hallway to room 634, avoiding dinner plates stacked on trays in front of rooms, the leftovers emitting a concoction of smells from grilled hamburger to spicy sauces.

      The Dorfin Hotel was only a ten-minute drive from downtown Ottawa, and we were lucky to have reserved a room a year ago. The city—Canada’s capital—was now in party mode and all the hotels were fully booked.

      Not that either of us had much time to party. We were here on business. Mostly.

      Michael slid one of the keycards into the slot. The green LED blinked, and he opened the door for me.

      I flicked on the overhead light, then sauntered along the narrow entrance into the room. A carafe of wine and two glasses sat on a table by the window. “Look, Michael. Room service left us some wine.”

      Something in the shadows to the right diverted my attention. A woman was sprawled motionless on the bed, her complexion pasty, her eyes glazed over!

      I screamed, dropped my bag, and ran back toward Michael, almost knocking him over.

      He grabbed me by the arms, steadying us. “Megan, what—”

      “There’s a woman on the bed.” I trembled, struggling to catch my breath. “I think she's dead!”

      He released his hold on me and pressed forward.

      My stomach did flip-flops, but like a gawking witness at the scene of an accident, I couldn't avert my eyes. I took a step closer. The faint trace of the young woman’s perfume lingered in the air, negating the fact that her heart had stopped beating.

      Who was this woman?

      How had she died?

      And how did she get into our room?

      Michael turned on the bedside lamp and stared at the body.

      The woman had shoulder-length blonde hair and wore a revealing black lace teddy. Her makeup, though expertly done, failed to conceal the paleness of her skin or the blue tinge of her lips. Her mouth was partially open, as if she’d died before she could utter her last words.

      Unnerved, I shifted my gaze to the contents that had spilled from a small purse beside her. A tube of lipstick, a driver’s license, several business cards, and a plastic sleeve containing blue pills. A cell phone lay within inches of her outstretched hand. Her nails were painted red and white stripes—the colors of the Canadian flag. She wore a wedding band on her left hand.

      Michael gently put his fingers on her wrist and confirmed our findings. “I’m not getting a pulse. Call the cops!”

      I drew in a quick breath. My hands shook as I fumbled in my handbag for my phone.

      This shocking turn of events was not on our agenda.
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      My heart pounded as the line rang.

      The monotone voice of a female dispatcher came through. “911, what is your emergency?”

      Her French-Canadian accent was apparent, so I relayed the details in French. When she asked for the hotel address, my mind went blank.

      My eyes flitted about the room and fell on a complimentary notepad on a desk. I read off the address.

      After the dispatcher confirmed the police were on their way, Michael contacted hotel management. “They're sending up a clerk,” he said to me afterward. “I need to take some photos—fast.”

      “Why? It's not as if the police will think we had anything to do with this. She’s obviously been dead for a while.” I stole a peek at her. There was something surreal about being in the same room as a body whose essence had already left it. I fought a wave of nausea and focused on Michael instead. “Besides, it’s none of our business.”

      It was completely our business, but I was reluctant to get involved. Such matters rarely turned out well for us.

      “I’m all for taking precautionary measures.” He aimed his phone at the woman and the objects on the bed and tapped away. He took photos of the wine carafe and two glasses on the table, the woman’s clothes draped on the armchair in the corner, and her overnight bag.

      I cast a wary eye toward the closed door. “Michael, the clerk is going to be here at any moment.”

      “No problem. I'll be quick.” He took photos of the pills and the three business cards next to the woman’s purse. “The names on some of these business cards read like governmental affiliations or agencies.” His eyes widened. “What the hell?”

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I recognize one of the names. Randall Thorne. He heads an external advisory group called Addiction Recovery Foundation. His national organization is based in Halifax, but he’s working from his Ottawa office this week. I’m supposed to interview him on Monday.”

      “What about the names on the other cards?”

      “Jerry Leduc from a company called Looking Ahead and another business card from a woman’s clinic,” Michael said. “I’ve never heard of either.” He bent over to peer inside the woman’s purse but didn’t touch anything. “There’s a lot of cash in here. A couple of other things at the bottom. Maybe keys.” He used his zoom and took more photos.

      “What about those pills? Do you think she overdosed?”

      “Could be.”

      There was a knock at the door.

      Michael slipped his phone in a side pocket of his cargo shorts.

      I opened the door.

      Eric stood there, fidgeting with his hands. “We received a call about a body. They sent me to see if… Well, sometimes we get hoax calls about stuff like this.”

      “I promise you, it’s not a hoax.” I invited him inside, then closed the door, leaving it ajar a few inches.

      Eric crept up to the bed. “Oh, crap!” He put his hand to his mouth and raced to the bathroom, then bent over the toilet bowl.

      I was already battling my own nausea. I shut the door to give Eric privacy and to block out the sound of his retching. “So much for not believing us,” I whispered to Michael.

      “Can’t blame the poor kid,” he said, keeping his voice low. “It’s probably his first time seeing a corpse.”

      My most painful memory was a trip to the morgue to identify my late husband several years earlier. “Believe me, it doesn’t get any easier.”

      Michael put a hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, Megan. I didn’t mean to make light of it.”

      The door swung open and a broad-shouldered man in a dark blue jacket and jeans strode in, a police badge hanging from a lanyard around his thick neck. As he glimpsed Michael, his face lit up. “Michael Elliott. I thought I recognized the name on the dispatcher’s report. You’re the last person I expected to see here.” He shook hands with him.

      Michael introduced me to Detective Sergeant Ryan Grist of the Ottawa Major Crime Unit. I didn’t mind his use of a new title—research assistant. It added flair to my otherwise boring label: ghostwriter of non-fiction documentation.

      “Megan.” The detective’s eyes held my gaze as he firmly shook my hand, then he turned to Michael. “Are you covering this from an investigative reporter’s angle, or did you just happen in on the scene here?” He glanced at the woman’s body.

      “We’re visiting Ottawa,” Michael said. “We checked in a few minutes ago and they gave us this room.”

      Detective Grist approached the bed and checked the woman’s pulse. He retrieved his phone and contacted the police forensic ID unit with a request for services. Afterward, he asked us, “Do either of you know this woman?”

      “I’ve never seen her before,” Michael said.

      “Me neither,” I said.

      “I supposed as much.” The detective smiled wryly, then peered at the items on the bed. “Little blue pills. She might be a user.” He motioned to the carafe of wine and two glasses on the table. “She was expecting someone to join her. The bed hasn’t been slept in—or so it seems. Not surprising. A woman this beautiful doesn’t usually drink or sleep alone.” He looked at us. “Unless you guys ordered the wine for yourselves.”

      Was his compliment aimed at me or was he simply fishing for the truth?

      “The wine was here when we arrived,” Michael said.

      The detective moved away from the bed and examined the wine glasses. “Lipstick. She probably took a sip or two.” He returned to his former spot by the bed and examined the items that had spilled from the woman’s purse. As Michael had done, he took photos of them with his phone, then peeked inside the purse without touching it. “Lots of cash in here. Some john probably paid her off.” He tucked his phone away.

      Resentment stirred inside me. “The dark blue two-piece suit on the chair is something a woman would wear to a corporate office, not on a street corner.”

      The detective straightened up. “I know how working girls like this one operate. The city’s escort services cater to an active clientele in the bureaucratic segment. The clients book rooms at the Dorfin and other hotels on a regular basis. If their hometown is a considerable distance away, they keep their room tabs on a running bill as part of their lodging expenses. You can imagine how discreet the escorts have to be. That discretion extends to their appearance.”

      I refused to accept his assumption. “She’s wearing a wedding ring.”

      Detective Grist shrugged. “It never stopped a woman from having an extra-marital affair.”

      My husband had had numerous affairs with other women before he succumbed to an early death. Even though I didn’t know how the woman in this room had died, I could relate to the sudden and unfortunate demise of one so young. And yet… “It takes two to tango.”

      The detective frowned. “My point exactly.”

      Michael jumped in. “Megan’s right. I’d want to know more about this woman before I jumped to any conclusions.”

      “I don’t doubt your capabilities,” the detective said. “You were damn thorough in that drug investigation we handled in Toronto a few years back. It saved me a load of legwork. I owe you one.” He grinned. “Anyway, you should know me better by now. I work fast but analyze every piece of evidence before I draw my final conclusions.” He surveyed the items on the bed again.

      The flushing of the toilet broke the silence.

      Detective Grist drew his gun and aimed it at the bathroom door.

      I gasped.

      Michael shouted, “No, it’s okay!”

      Our attention riveted on Eric as he exited the bathroom. He was pale, and his legs wobbled as if he were stepping on marshmallows. He caught sight of the detective’s gun and raised his hands in the air.

      “And who are you?” Detective Grist asked him.

      “I’m—I’m Eric Tallow. I work at the front desk.”

      The detective put his gun away. “You can relax, Eric.”

      Eric lowered his hands and stared at the floor.

      The detective dug out a pen and notebook. “You saw the body, Eric?” He motioned toward the bed.

      Eric kept his eyes downcast. “Yes, sir.”

      The detective took a few steps toward him. “Do you realize you just contaminated a potential crime scene in there?” He gestured toward the bathroom.

      “I couldn’t help it. I was sick.”

      Detective Grist gestured toward the bed. “Have you seen this woman before today?”

      Eric shook his head. “No, sir. I don’t know what happened…how she got into this room. It was supposed to be empty.”

      “Maybe a mix-up in room numbers?”

      “I’ll go review the computer records at the front desk.” He started to walk away.

      “Wait,” the detective called after him. “Let me know what you find. And stick around. I’ll need to ask you more questions later.”

      “I’ll be working at the front desk till midnight. Is there anything else you need, sir?”

      “Yes,” the detective said. “Get this nice couple another room for the rest of their stay here. Okay?”

      “I’ll go speak with Andy, my supervisor.” Eric gave a nod in our direction, then hurried out, shutting the door behind him.

      Detective Grist flipped to a new page in his notebook. “Michael, tell me what time you arrived here, what you saw… You know the drill.”

      Michael filled him in, including his call to the front desk.

      The detective scribbled notes. “Did either of you touch the body or anything else in the room?”

      “I took the woman’s pulse.” Michael surveyed the room. “I turned on the lamp by the bed.”

      “We touched the door handles…and the door,” I said. “I touched the light switch in the entrance.”

      “We might need to take your fingerprints to eliminate yours should this turn out to be a crime scene,” the detective said. “How long will you be in town?”

      “A week,” Michael said.

      “I’ll keep in touch.” Detective Grist put away his pen and notebook. “I’ve posted a uniform outside the door. Forensics are on their way.” He glanced at the body again. “What a waste. Those pills could have done her in. If this is a drug overdose—heroin, morphine, or whatever—it’s just the latest addition to the opioid abuse cases exploding across the country.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Michael said. “I’ve been researching the topic. The Public Health Agency of Canada reported several thousand deaths last year from opioid-related overdoses. Ottawa isn’t exempt from the same crisis.”

      The detective nodded in agreement. “It’s hitting the city big time. We can barely keep up with the number of fatalities caused by the illicit trade of fentanyl-laced drugs.”

      “Drug traffickers lace their counterfeit pills with fentanyl because it’s a hundred times more potent than morphine and about fifty times stronger than heroin. Unsuspecting users don’t know what they’re buying.”

      “Until it’s too late.” The detective paused. “So what brings you two to Ottawa?” His eyes lingered on me.

      “I’m working on a project covering the city’s festivities for Canada’s 150th anniversary,” I said.

      The detective smiled. “Sounds like you’re going to have fun.”

      “It’s still work.” I hated having to justify my efforts. “I’m also assisting Michael with his research.”

      He switched his focus to Michael. “Research? On what?”

      “It’s an investigative piece for The Gazette in Montreal,” he said. “The topic is the abuse of and addiction to opioids, with the information on pain medication like fentanyl. I’m meeting with the addiction authorities this week to find out what steps they’ve taken to control the drug abuse crisis and help addicts.”

      “A timely topic,” the detective said. “I attended two national conventions on fentanyl drug abuse this month. The police, public health, fire, and paramedic—we’re all involved. The local epidemic of counterfeit pills that contain fentanyl has spread from back alleys to the suburbs. From young teens overdosing at drug parties to middle-class adults who died from ingesting a single pill.”

      “Do you think this latest victim fits into the last category?”

      The detective gestured toward the woman on the bed. “This looks like a suicide or an accidental overdose to me, but I can’t be sure until the autopsy results come in. If you hear anything from other hotel guests that might prove helpful, let me know.” He exchanged business cards with Michael. “In the meantime, try to enjoy some of the events while you’re here.”

      Michael and I said our goodbyes, then grabbed our luggage and left.

      I waited until we'd moved a distance from the uniformed officer standing outside our abandoned room 634. “Sounds like you know Detective Grist well,” I said to Michael.

      “We worked together to bring down a drug trafficking ring in Toronto,” he said. “Grist gave me permission to ride along on a couple of their drug busts.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know him as well as you do, and I could be wrong, but I think he’s reckless in his assumptions. He has no proof, yet he’s already hinting the woman could have killed herself. And did you see how fast he drew his gun? Poor Eric.”

      “He didn’t know the kid was in there. Anyway, Grist is a good investigator.”

      “He probably has a backup team to help him.”

      Michael grinned. “Yeah. He sure loves to delegate.”

      “Is that what he meant about you doing all the legwork in that Toronto case?”

      “You got it.”

      I was curious. “What exactly did you do for him?”

      “I met with drug dealers and informants on the street.”

      “Uh-huh. Why do I get the impression he wouldn’t hesitate to drag you into another dangerous situation if it came up?”

      “Only if I agree to it.” Michael checked his watch. “I hope the hotel has another room available for us.”

      “Are you deliberately changing the subject?”

      He chuckled. “You worry too much about me.”

      “With good reason. You thrive on risky business.”

      “You can relax, Megan. I have no intention of jumping into any covert investigative assignments while we’re here.”

      “You say that every time.”

      He put his arm around me. “I mean it this time.”

      “What about the name on the business card you recognized back there?”

      “Right.” Michael grew pensive. “I’ll discreetly ask Randall Thorne about it on Monday.”

      “Why not let the police handle it? I’m sure they’re going to interview him.”

      He remained silent.

      “Oh, I get it,” I said. “You just can’t let it go, right? You have to get involved.”

      His brow furrowed. “We’re already involved. We walked right into a crime scene. It’s destiny.”

      “But we had nothing to do with her death.”

      “I want to know how she died.”

      We cut short our conversation as we approached three people standing by the elevator.

      A gray-haired woman was saying, “The police are still investigating. I'm telling you, something very strange happened in that room over there.” She motioned toward the hallway.

      Not one to miss an opportunity, Michael edged into their conversation. “Excuse me. I couldn't help overhearing. Are you referring to a room on this floor?”

      The elderly woman looked up at him. “Yes, I am. Room 634—the room adjacent to mine.” She gestured toward the hallway again. “It’s the room with the police officer standing in front of it.”

      “We noticed him too,” Michael said, playing along. “Do you know what happened?”

      “Whatever it is, it can’t be good. Minutes ago, a clerk came out of there and rushed down the hallway to the elevators. He looked as if he’d seen a ghost.”

      A balding man in a white polo shirt chimed in. “If you ask me, there’s something fishy going on here. I paid good money to stay at this hotel, and I expect a certain level of security. I can’t have a stranger rough up Evelyn for no reason.” He placed a protective arm around the elderly woman, presumably his wife. “I’ve got a mind to tell the police about it.”

      “No, Wally,” Evelyn said. “I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      “What happened?” I asked her.

      She sighed. “A man bumped into me hard as I was leaving my room this afternoon. My shoulder still hurts.” She put a hand over it. “He didn't even stop to apologize. So rude.”

      “Sounds like he was in a hurry,” Michael said.

      “He was probably going to one of the late day sports events in town,” Evelyn said. “He was certainly dressed for it.”

      “How?”

      “A baseball cap, a T-shirt, and sunglasses.”

      “You might expect behavior like that from young people these days—not from a grown man,” Wally said. “If I’d been there, I’d have told him a thing or two.”

      “You should have waited another ten minutes for me before going down,” Evelyn said to him.

      “I wanted to reserve a place in line for the five-thirty buffet,” Wally explained for our benefit. “Good thing I got there fifteen minutes early. The line was getting long.”

      “Oh, well then.” Evelyn huffed, then addressed Michael and me. “Standoffish guests order their meals through room service. Wally and I prefer to socialize at dinnertime. It’s so nice to meet people from different places.” She smiled. “Anyway, I’m not the only one who noticed weird goings-on here.” She motioned to the other man in their group who hadn’t said a word so far. “Tell them what you saw, Roger.”

      “I saw a young woman outside room 634.” Roger’s dark eyes protruded beneath messy hair and bushy eyebrows. “She seemed real strange. I didn’t think much about it until a uniformed police officer turned up here tonight.”

      “What time was it you noticed her?” Michael asked him.

      “It must have been about quarter to six. I’d just shaved for dinner.” Roger passed a hand over his chin.

      “Can you describe her?”

      “She was quite the looker.” Roger licked his lips. “Blonde hair down to her shoulders, well dressed. You just can't help noticing someone like that.” He beamed, as if reliving the moment. “Yet there was something strange about her.”

      “Like what?” I asked him.

      “She wore dark sunglasses and looked down as I came closer—like she didn't want anyone to notice her.”

      “What’s so strange about that?”

      “I’m not done,” Roger said. “She knocked at the door, then fished for something in her purse. I didn't hang around to see if someone on the other side opened the door for her. When I got to my room, I turned around and she was gone. It was all so mysterious.”

      “She probably let herself in,” Michael said. “Guests usually have keycards to their rooms.”

      “Guests don’t knock on their own hotel door,” I said.

      “Hey, don’t get me wrong.” Roger held up his hands, palms outward. “I’m not a frigging stalker or anything.” His boisterous laugh drew stares from passersby. “Like you said, maybe she let herself in. I don’t know.”

      “I think you should stop by room 634 and tell the officer what you saw,” Michael said to the threesome.

      “I agree,” I said. “It could be helpful.”

      “Helpful for what?” Evelyn asked.

      “For whatever the police are investigating in room 634,” Michael said.

      “I think I’ll do that right now.” Roger took a few steps, then stopped and walked back to us. “By the way, what room are you guys in?”

      “None,” I said hastily. “There was a mix-up in our rooms.” I stretched my arm to access the elevator button and prayed for a quick getaway.

      “How unfortunate,” Evelyn said. “What happened?”

      “Uh…the one they gave us was already occupied.”

      The elevator doors opened.

      “Bye. Gotta go.” I nudged Michael toward the waiting car and waved goodbye to three gawking faces as the doors closed.

      Some things you just have to keep to yourself.
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      Michael and I had a clear path to the front desk. True to his word, Eric was at his post. Andy was on the phone steps away from him, and a frown rippled across his forehead when he noticed us approaching.

      As Eric greeted us with a smile, the whiff of peppermint wafted our way. “I’m so sorry about what happened. I just reviewed the computer records. I gave you the keycards to Room 634 instead of 643.”

      Michael shrugged. “Anyone can make a mistake like that.”

      Eric lowered his voice. “This job is the first full-time one I’ve ever held. I’ve only been working here a couple of weeks. It’s been crazy with all the tourists visiting the city.” He hesitated. “I want to make a good impression on my boss, so please don’t lodge a complaint against me.” His eyes searched our faces.

      A pang of guilt swept through me as I recalled how difficult my first real job had been as a bank cashier handling oodles of money. Talk about the jitters!

      “We have nothing to complain about,” Michael said.

      “That’s right,” I said. “You were serving a lot of people at the front desk. Mistakes happen.”

      “Thanks.” Eric relaxed somewhat. “As far as Room 634 goes, it was a double error.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He kept his voice low. “Housekeeping had done up the room because the regular occupant—some fat-cat bigwig—told us he’d be gone for the weekend. I shouldn’t have allocated that room to anyone else. On top of that, I fudged the room numbers. I was supposed to give you room 643 to begin with.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I said. “No one was supposed to be in that room this weekend?”

      “That’s right,” Eric said. “Please, keep this between us.”

      “So how did the woman get in?”

      “I haven’t a clue.” He grimaced, as if he were replaying his horrifying visit to the room.

      Andy completed his call and sauntered over. He greeted Michael and me, subtly nudging Eric and forcing him to step aside.

      Eric blushed and slowly slid away to another monitor.

      “Management deeply regrets any inconvenience that you might have experienced,” Andy said to us. “As a token of our customer appreciation, we would like to offer you a penthouse suite during your stay here. Fully paid.” He held out two gold keycards.

      “That’s not necessary,” Michael said, stopping short of accepting the cards.

      “We insist.” Andy held his chin up and his shoulders back. “It's the least we can do under the circumstances.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” Michael accepted the cards and put them in his pocket. He glanced around, making sure no one was within hearing range. “By the way, Andy, do you have a few moments? I'd like to talk to you.”

      Michael caught me by surprise. Sometimes his actions were unpredictable. The upside was that they were based on investigative instincts that I’d come to admire.

      “Sure,” Andy said. “How can I help you?”

      “We booked our room here a year ago,” Michael said. “It was impossible to find a vacancy in the hotels closer to the city core. Since Ottawa is a government town, I was wondering if government employees have first dibs on rooms here.”

      “Not necessarily,” Andy said. “When major events occur in the city, the rooms available to the general public are reserved long in advance. It's probably why you had a hard time booking a room.”

      “Makes sense.”

      I couldn’t leave without probing further. “By the way, we understand there was a mix-up in our rooms.”

      Andy gave me a practiced smile. “Yes, a technical glitch of sorts. Again, we sincerely apologize for the mistake. Can I help you with anything else?”

      “No,” Michael said. “Thanks.”

      “Enjoy your stay at the Dorfin Hotel.” Andy forced another smile.

      On the way to the elevator, Michael whispered to me, “The penthouse suite. Talk about a bribe.”

      “Management wants us to stay quiet,” I said.

      “Sure looks like it. Eric said the regular occupant of room 634 was some fat-cat bigwig. I bet he works for the government or big business. I need to find out who he is.”

      He aroused my curiosity. “How can we do that?”

      “We?” Michael grinned.

      “Yes. Why not?”

      “You didn’t sound too interested a while ago.”

      “I admit I’m still reeling from what happened, and I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. That’s beside the point. Who wouldn’t want to know how a young woman ended up dead in their hotel room?”

      “Right.”

      “And don’t we always work better as a team?”

      “Right again.”

      “About the occupant of that room… You were saying?”

      Michael lowered his voice. “I’ll contact my tech buddy in Montreal tonight. He’s a whiz who can hack into elaborate computer systems. He’ll tell us who had access to that room within a specific time frame.”

      “That’s illegal, Michael. And unethical.”

      He shook his head so-so. “Not exactly. He’s a certified ethical hacker and a white hat.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He doesn’t break into secure networks to destroy data for malicious reasons or steal information to commit crimes for personal gain. He uses his abilities for good, ethical, and legal purposes. In this case, I happen to believe the end—finding a cold-blooded murderer, if it comes to that—justifies the means.”

      “What if your friend gets caught?”

      “Don’t worry. He’s a pro. If anyone knows how to cover his tracks, he does.”
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      Coffee cup in hand, I joined Michael on the u-shaped sofa in our penthouse suite. We’d had breakfast delivered to our room Saturday morning—standoffish guests, as Evelyn would have labeled us. In truth, we didn’t want to miss the news coverage on the big screen TV.

      The report about a woman’s demise at the Dorfin Hotel topped the Ottawa broadcast. She had now been identified as thirty-five-year-old Becca Landry who lived with her husband Frank and their two young children in the suburbs.

      The news switched to live coverage. Reporters were interviewing Frank on the front porch of his two-story house. He was tall with short-cropped hair and beefy arms. Beside him stood his children and a gray-haired woman with the same round face and sharp eyes as Frank. She had to be his mother.

      “I don’t give a damn what the cops say,” Frank said to reporters, his eyes blazing with anger. “Someone killed my wife, and I'm going to find out who it is if it's the last thing I do.” His expression resolute, he refused to answer any more questions. He turned his back on the reporters and ushered his family into the house. The address plaque number 137 nailed to the siding vibrated when he slammed the door behind him.

      The reporter on the scene ended the coverage by stating that police investigators did not suspect foul play and that autopsy results were expected soon.

      I clicked off the TV. “How sad is that? Those kids can't be more than three or four years old, and now they have no mother. It’s hard to believe that Becca Landry was a drug user. It doesn't make sense.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow. “You’d be surprised. The rising drug epidemic is knocking down assumptions about users. Grist confirmed as much too.”

      I resisted the notion of Grist’s infallibility. “He could be wrong about Becca.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Even if Becca was using, Frank is taking a chance to say she was murdered. I'm sure the police can't be too happy about that comment on live TV.”

      “He comes across as a guy who speaks his mind. I’d bet he doesn't care what anyone thinks. Regardless, the cops will work around it. Their spokesperson will portray Frank as a distraught and grieving husband looking for someone to blame for his wife’s death.”

      “Do you think Frank knows something we don’t?”

      “Maybe. We’ll find out once we interview him.”

      “Interview him? How? We don’t even know where he lives.”

      Michael reached for his phone. “He might be listed in the online directory.” After several tries, he said, “Nope. Nothing under Frank, Rebecca or Becca Landry, or their initials. It must be an unlisted number.”

      I crossed the floor to a small desk along the wall and opened the drawer. It held an alternative source of information: a phone directory from three years earlier. It was worth
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Deception is a bitter pill to swallow.





