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      It had been months since I actually enjoyed what I did for a living. I barely remember looking forward to getting out of bed, even though I’m not a morning person because I loved what I did. Now, I dreaded getting up, getting dressed, and tracking down the miserable scum that I had to deal with on a daily basis. It wasn’t something I could discuss with my boyfriend, Nick Christianson, who is a homicide detective, because the scum he deals with is a hundred times worse. We talked several times about getting away together, even if just for the weekend, but nothing ever seemed to work out. Then two days ago, Nick came home with a brochure for a private villa in Italy.

      It had been so long since I had left the country that I didn’t even know whether my passport had expired, or where it was. After forty-five minutes of rummaging around in drawers and suitcases, I found my passport in the side pocket of a makeup case. That made no sense at all, but there it was, and it was up-to-date, so I had no excuse not to schedule some time away from my business, the Gotcha Detective Agency, and finally take a vacation.

      I’d been pretty pleased with the outfit I’d picked out. It was my typical black, with stretch pants, a long sleeved black cotton shirt, and black and green Chucks (Chuck Taylor Converse sneakers). Comfortable and perfect for sprinting through an airport if needed. The shoes were easy to get on and off at security, and I wore no jewelry. Too much of a hassle when traveling. But I made sure I packed some cute pieces to wear once we arrived in Italy.

      I looked down at my suitcase and realized I was going to have to sit on it in order to zip it shut. We weren’t even going to be gone for an entire week, but I had enough clothes to last three months. I didn’t want to get there and realize I’d forgotten something, or that I’d rather wear this outfit than that outfit, so I packed everything I could think of. I looked at the weather app on my phone to see what kind of temperatures to expect this time of the year and started from there. When I looked across the bed at Nick’s suitcase, I realized he hadn’t even started packing yet, and our flight left in five hours.

      “Nick, when did you plan on packing?” I yelled toward the bathroom.

      Nick walked into the bedroom with just a towel wrapped around his waist, water still dripping from his dark wavy hair. “I’ll get there.” He dropped the towel from around his middle and wiped his hair dry, then open the closet and pulled out a suit. Wait, a suit? It made me forget his naked body in a hurry.

      “You’re going to wear a suit on the plane?” I asked.

      Nick looked at me, guilt flooding his expression. “I just have to go into the office for an hour or so, then we can leave.”

      I shook my head. I should have known he wasn’t going to go a full day without going into the office. I should’ve scheduled the flight for nine o’clock in the morning, so he’d have had to pack the night before. We’d be on the road and he wouldn’t have time to go to work for an hour or so.

      “I have to pack for you?” I had a hard time keeping the irritation from my voice.

      “I can pack for myself,” Nick sighed.

      He continued to put on his dress shirt and slacks, then sat on the bed and pulled on socks and a pair of saddle shoes. He leaned over to lace them up before standing up and walking to the door.

      “No way! You’re packing before you leave for the office. We aren’t doing this last-minute crap.” I sounded like such a nag, but I couldn’t help myself.

      Nick pulled on his shoulder holster and strapped it across his chest. He put his Glock in place, and adjusted it underneath his shoulder. Without a word, he opened his dresser drawers and started throwing socks, underwear, jeans, and T-shirts in the suitcase without folding them. Before I could say anything, he slammed open the closet door and threw four pairs of shoes into the suitcase, walked into the bathroom where I could hear some rummaging, returned with a small shave kit, and threw it on top of all of the clothes. “There. Packed.”

      I started to complain, to tell him that he couldn’t pack that way, but the tone of his voice made me keep my mouth shut. He didn’t even look back at me as he walked out of the bedroom and out of the house.

      He never left the house without giving me a kiss and telling me he loved me.

      “Well, that was just great,” I said to no one.

      Lola must’ve thought I was talking to her, because she chose that moment to walk into the room and stand in the doorway, staring at me with her head cocked.

      “Oh, don’t worry, you’re going to be pissed at me in a few minutes, too. You get to stay an entire week with Grandma Lydia. Aren’t you lucky?”

      My mother was not a dog person, and she was definitely not a Lola person. They tolerated each other, but they didn’t like each other. At least Lola would get to spend most of the day with Uta before she had to go home at night with my mother. This was a much better alternative than sending her to a kennel. I couldn’t imagine Lola in a kennel. She would howl from the moment she walked out of my sight until the moment we picked her up. And then she’d sulk for a week after we got home.

      It took every ounce of energy I had not to arrange Nick’s suitcase more neatly. I wanted to fold everything put it in place and make sure he had plenty of room, then add the extras he didn’t think about as he was throwing his stuff willy-nilly into the suitcase. If he didn’t have what he needed, I wasn’t going to listen to him complain once we got there.

      This is why I don’t take vacations. The stress leading up to it: the packing, the arranging the appointments, and then getting on the darn plane. You lose a day before and a day at the end just making your travel arrangements.

      Lola jumped up and laid down at the foot of the bed. And I wondered for a moment if I could get her to sit on top of my suitcase once I closed it. That would make it much easier to zip. No way. She knew exactly what was going on, which accounted for her sullen mood.

      Suddenly, her ears perked up. She looked to the doorway, then let out a low growl.

      A fraction of a second later, I heard a knock at the front door. No one ever knocks on our front door unless it’s some sort of door-to-door salesman, which you never see anymore, or someone who was lost. I was tempted not to even answer. But then, my curiosity got the better of me.

      I adjusted my bathrobe and tightened the tie around my middle, wishing I’d gotten dressed instead of just laying the clothes out on the bed. I followed Lola to the door, where she sat at attention, still growling. I looked through the peephole to see Jeb Bexley standing at my front door.

      Bexley was a preacher at the prominent New Faith church in Salinas, and he had been a recent client. Seeing him at my door was a little unsettling. I don’t know why it unsettled me, but it did.

      I opened the door and said, “Hello, Mr. Bexley, what are you doing here?”

      The sun had yet to burn through the thick fog that morning, and it even looked like it might rain. Oh, wait, this was California. We hadn’t had rain in almost a decade. Not real rain anyway (be careful what you wish for).

      It had been weeks since I had seen him, and he didn’t look any better now than he had back then. He had been accused of killing his wife, arrested for it, and then let go when it turned out his son was the real killer.

      “I just wanted to let you know that I came from the jail today. He’s going to plead guilty.”

      The “he” he was talking about being his son.

      This case had been put to rest several weeks ago, but seeing Jeb at my door, with the ominous sky behind him, brought me back to the gruesome murder scene. I hadn’t actually seen his dead wife at the scene, just what was left behind.

      “I thought we already knew that.” I tried to sound compassionate, but I didn’t understand why Jeb was at my house. If he needed to see me, he should’ve gone to the office. We were not friends; he had just been a client.

      I know that sounds callous, but I can’t have every client stopping by my house. It can be dangerous. I didn’t have to ask how he knew where I lived. His son had visited me when we were investigating Mary Bexley’s murder.

      “I stop by the office, but they said you were leaving for vacation. In fact, I think they said that you’d already left. But I thought I’d stop by and take a chance.”

      The desperation in his face almost had me inviting him inside, but I wasn’t dressed, and Lola was agitated. “What can I help you with?”

      “I just thought that I would let you know that he’s talking. He’s finally explaining what happened.”

      When Jeb’s son had originally been arrested for the murder of his mother, he refused to speak. He wouldn’t say if he was guilty or not guilty, and he never explained why he killed his mother. Then finally, he worked with the psychologist and his attorney, and agreed to a plea of guilty, so he wouldn’t get the death penalty.

      “What did he say?” Now I was curious. What goes through a teenage boy’s head when he beats his mother over the head and then stabs her to death?

      “Apparently, Mary and I weren’t as stealthy about arguing is we thought we were. He told me he’d heard us arguing too many times, that he wondered why we were still married. And then that night, when he saw his mother with her best friend’s husband and his best friend’s father, and he just couldn’t understand how she could hurt the people who loved her so much. He’d gone to the hotel room to talk to her, but he said she was angry and screamed at him to get out.”

      She was probably embarrassed, I thought.

      “He said she came at him, pounding her fists and telling him just to get out, get out. He had the tire iron in his hand that he had planned to use for self-defense, because he figured this was not a good neighborhood. And he didn’t know whose door he might knock on in the process of finding her. When she flipped out on him, he raised the tire iron and slammed it across her head. And then the rage took over, and he grabbed the knife and stabbed her. He said he didn’t even know how many times he stabbed her, but she must have been dead before he stabbed her, because the blood didn’t spurt everywhere.”

      “What about her fingers? Why did he cut off her fingers?” I’d wanted to know this from the beginning, even though I had a pretty good idea.

      Bexley looked green when he explained. “So she wouldn’t be easily identified. And if I hadn’t hired you, and you hadn’t known the homicide detectives investigating the murder, she may never have been identified.”

      “What a coincidence,” I said.

      Bexley shook his head. “Not coincidence. Divine intervention. God heard my prayers.”

      Okay, that worked too.

      I tried to imagine the rage in this kid. He’d been doing steroids, which had its own anger inducing effects, but to be so full of rage as to bash your mother in the head and then stab her to death? And then have the calm sense to cut off her fingers. It’s just not something I would ever understand, but I hoped I never had to. I looked at Jeb’s ashen face, and felt compassion for him. He still had two sons to raise. I didn’t understand how he could have such compassion for this child, after the kid had killed the love of his life. They may not have had a great marriage, but I do think she was Jeb’s one true love.

      “I’m glad you got him to talk. Do you feel better, knowing?”

      He looked at the ground. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel better again. I lost my wife, and then I lost my son. I don’t know if there’s any way to ever get him back. And I know that I will never see him without a piece of glass between us, and I’ll never be able to touch him again. He had so many hopes and dreams, and he let anger and rage take his life away. Took my wife and his mother from us. My heart is broken.” He wiped his nose with the back of his forearm.

      I felt my heart break a little. He looked me in the eyes now. “I just thought you should know. But I also thought you should know that the tone in his voice, well…there’s no remorse. I just don’t understand how I could’ve raised such a monster.”

      I don’t have kids. I wasn’t sure I’d ever want them. But I did know this: “You can only do the best you can. You aren’t responsible for everything they do.”

      “In this case, I was responsible. If I hadn’t been so selfish and held on to Mary like she was my lifeline, this never would’ve happened. I should have forced her to stop what she was doing, or gotten a divorce. If I had done that, she’d still be alive, and my son wouldn’t be a murderer.”

      I wanted to reach out and touch him, comfort him, but I stayed in the house.

      “Jeb, don’t do this to yourself. You can’t look back and say should’ve, could’ve, would’ve. Life doesn’t work that way. You have to move on. You have two other sons that need guidance.”

      Jeb turned and walked down the two steps headed away from the house. He didn’t even turn around to look at me again. And I’m pretty sure I heard him say, “I just wanted to thank you.”

      I watched as he got in his car to leave. As he pulled away from the curb, Charles Parks’s car pulled into my driveway.

      “Hey, Sweet Cheeks, were you standing there waiting for me?” he said as he walked up the path.

      Lola practically knocked me over trying to get to Charles. He patted her on the head and kept walking. Lola followed him like a silly puppy.

      “What are you doing here?” It came out sharper than I’d planned.

      He ignored my tone. “Got any coffee?”

      “Are we out of it at the office?” I opened the door wide for him to come in, since he hadn’t slowed his pace.

      “No. I just wanted to see you off, and wish you well. It must be nice to get away from it all,” he said, smug as ever.

      “If I remember correctly, you were gone for months.” I wished I could take the words back, because…

      “Like I was on a cushy vacation or something. I worked harder in those months than I’ve worked in years at the agency. Please, don’t bother being condescending, it’s unbecoming.”

      And there you go. A war of words with Charles in a losing proposition.

      I walked into the kitchen and flipped on the light. I swear it had actually gotten darker outside while I was talking to Jeb.

      I dumped out the old coffee and rinsed the pot, then I put it under the spout of the water cooler we had, and measured fresh coffee grounds into a filter. I grabbed the old filter and tossed it into the garbage, then snagged the coffee pot just before it overflowed with water. I placed the new filter in the machine and poured the water as Charles grabbed two mugs from the cabinet.

      I hit the button to brew. “There, coffee is started. But I need your help first.”

      He gave me his look. That “what now” look.

      I hooked my arm in his and led him to the bedroom. “Sit on that, please.” I pointed to my suitcase.

      He looked at the suitcase, then at me. “You’re not very bright, are you?”

      Coming from anyone else, I’d have been insulted, but with Charles I knew he was being endearing. Not!

      “Don’t look at me like that. I over packed. Sit on the damn thing, so I can zip it up.” I shoved down on the top, but it barely budged.

      He walked to the suitcase and opened it up, pulling everything out and separating it in piles. “Nope.” He tossed items on the left side of the luggage and repeated this too many times to count. He gestured to the clothing on the right side and said, “Start rolling.”

      I frowned at him. “Rolling?”

      He picked up a white silk blouse, folded it with the long sleeves laying nicely against the body of the blouse, then placed it back on the bed and rolled it starting from the bottom. When he was done, he placed it in the bottom of the suitcase. “Like that. Roll from the bottom, so you don’t wrinkle the collar. You’ll be able to fit more in the bag, and you won’t have to iron as much once you get there. And we all know how much you love to iron.”

      I grabbed a pair of jeans. I started to fold them when he snatched them from my hands. “What now?”

      “All of the tops first, then all pants, dresses if you have them. Make it orderly. That way you aren’t digging for things and making a mess when you’re getting dressed on vacation.” He grabbed a handful of panties and tucked them in the far corner of the suitcase. “Then tuck your bras against the panties, and you won’t crush them.”

      His system was good. “Thanks.”

      I picked up a shirt, and folded and rolled while Charles looked on. After a few items were rolled, he went to Nick’s luggage. He opened it. “What is this?”

      I looked across the bed at Nick’s stuff. “Nick and I had a bit of a thing this morning.”

      Charles looked at me without raising his head. “An argument?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think you could call it an argument. But I got a little snappy when he hadn’t packed yet and was headed into the office.”

      “The office? Is that man crazy?” Charles asked.

      “I know, right? He went into the office on the first day of our vacation. How crazy do you think he’s going to be when we are in Italy?”

      Charles removed everything from Nick’s bag, and opened drawers and the closet and folded them as he put them away. “Not good.”

      I ran around to the other side of the bed and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing? He’ll be furious if he has to pack again.”

      Charles shook his arm loose. “Mimi, you aren’t going to Italy. I can tell you this right now.”

      Rage bubbled inside me. I could actually feel my blood boiling. “We are going.”

      Charles continued to unpack Nick’s suitcase. “I’ll bet you a thousand dollars you don’t go. I hope you have travel insurance.”

      I grabbed a pair of boxers from Charles’s hand and tossed them back in the suitcase. “Get out of here. We are going. And I’ll take that bet. Now, go!”
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      I wasn’t the one who usually interviewed new clients, since I didn’t keep regular hours. Taking appointments would be fruitless. But with Mimi gone (at least for the day), I had to be the person of first contact, after our office assistant Uta, of course.

      I’d been sitting in Mimi’s office, trying to get comfortable and figure out what the plan of her desk was when Uta knocked on the door frame. I had an open-door policy, but she knocked anyway.

      “Do you have a minute?” She asked.

      For Uta, I always had a minute. “Sure, what’s up?”

      Uta didn’t respond to my question, she just stepped back and gracefully ushered a small Hispanic girl into my office. Correction, Mimi’s office. “This young lady would like to talk to you. Do you have a few minutes to listen to her?”

      I’m not going to pretend I liked being put on the spot. I didn’t. But looking at this bone thin Hispanic girl with dark circles under her eyes and ragged hair, I was curious.

      I came around to the front of the desk and stuck my hand out to shake hers. She stepped forward and gave me a limp hand.

      “I’m Charles Parks, one of the owners of the Gotcha Detective Agency.”

      “I’m Alma Medina, and I need to hire you.” Her voice was almost a whisper, and shaky.

      I looked to Uta. “I’ll take care of it
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