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      Dan Starr wore faded blue jeans, loafers, and a black t-shirt embossed with ‘Writer’ in white text. He sat in this study surrounded by shelves filled with books, scripts, movies, and movie props from his past life.

      A clown mannequin from his first movie script stood in a corner. A Shadow box with memorabilia from his movie, Oxidant, hung on the wall.

      Movie posters and framed pictures with celebrities who wanted to capture eternity with the then twenty-two-year-old wonder boy dominated the remaining wall spaces.

      “I’m a great fan of your work. Can I get a picture?” the actors used to say.

      “You’ll have a wall full of Oscars by the time you’re forty!” said another.

      The hits stopped as they’d started—without warning.

      His executive producer days were far behind him. Today he taught English, creative writing, and drama at a high school. Sometimes sacrifices were necessary for self-preservation.

      Dan swept a finger from right to left, turning the pages of the novel Sambisa Escape on his iPad. He leaned back in the chair and pondered the mass kidnapping of students. A school of all girls. Any chance of that happening in the school where he taught?

      It could, but it would only be a matter of time before the perps were apprehended.

      Dan Starr shut his eyes and inhaled. The flowery and fruity perfume from one of his last pupils, a little girl and her mother, still lingered in the air. The little girl loved to sing and act. But so did every other eight-year-old girl.

      He didn’t think she was special like her mother did. Like most life skills, the more you practice, the better you get at it. He wasn’t going to tell anyone to move on. They should decide on their own. As long as he was getting paid, he’d continue to teach.

      Most people took Sundays off to rest. To him, why waste the day? It was the day he took care of his special students.

      The sudden blast of noise pulled him out of his thoughts. He glared at the wall between his study and the living room. It was the TV in the living room. A wall separated him from his wife. A muscle in his jaw twitched. Was she doing it on purpose?

      Dan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He’d almost fallen for her ploy. She’d planned to get him mad and drag him into a confrontation. He wouldn’t fall for that.

      He lifted his glass of brandy and took a deep drink. The fiery liquid burned as it traveled down, giving him a cozy feeling.

      He’d cut off most of the noise and focused on the novel. Only the occasional creaking and groaning of the old home settling came through.

      He returned to his reading, flipping from page to page as the adventure of the terrorists and schoolgirls unfolded. He lifted his head. Was that a creak? It must be the French windows. He’d opened them when one of his students arrived smelling of marijuana. Dan went back to his reading.

      Thirty minutes later, the air got cooler. His skin broke out in goosebumps—time to shut the windows.

      He took another sip from his glass, put the iPad down, walked over, and shut the window. The sound of croaking frogs and chirping insects disappeared.

      “Good.”

      Shrill laughter came from the living room. Dan strolled over to the double glass doors between his study and the corridor and shut those, too. He went back to his chair and sat.

      Something hard and cold pushed against the skin behind his ear. He whirled.

      “What—”

      Three things happened almost simultaneously—a loud noise. Searing pain like hot water poured into his ear, followed by darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “All right, Vikki, Susie’s here!” Angie said. “You can ask her about her welfare. Is Susie okay? Is she having trouble at home?” She gestured at Susie with both hands. “Go, Vikki. She’s yours.”

      Susie, sitting opposite Angie, batted her eyelids and smiled. “Shut up, Angie!”

      It was girls’ night out—Vikki with Angie and their friend, Susie, a transplant from Rhode Island. Vikki wore blue jeans and a button-down white shirt, untucked to hide her holster. She’d draped her light jacket over the back of her chair. But she felt like she was sitting close to a fire roasting marshmallows. Angie had put her on the spot. All she’d done was ask after Susie, who was on the run from a domestic situation. Was it a crime to ask after your friends?

      The waiter saved her, appearing at the right moment with their appetizers.

      “Excuse me,” the waiter said. She moved their glasses and drinks to the side and laid down a platter of beef nachos supreme. Next came a basket of wings in barbecue sauce with a blue cheese dip.

      “Nice,” Angie said. She reached for the platter and pulled off a nacho loaded with beef, a slice of jalapeño, and cheese.

      Angie Baxter and Vikki had become fast friends after Vikki had moved to St. Ives some years ago. Vikki shared information with Angie about cases now and then. She wrote for St. Ives Examiner, and sometimes, Vikki picked her brain for research and, in return would provide information for her newspaper before anyone else.

      Vikki pushed around the rocks in her Henny and Coke with the red straw. She cocked her head and said, “It’s the cop in me. Sometimes it’s on autopilot.” She raised both hands in surrender. “I’m going to stop asking. If something happens to her, you are to blame.” She pointed at Angie.

      “Hello?” Susie said. “You guys are talking about me as if I’m not here.” She turned to Vikki. “Thanks so much for your concern. Don’t mind Angie. It’s not that type of domestic situation, more of love me or love me not.”

      Angie batted Vikki’s hand. “Nothing is going to happen to her. Most of all, she can take care of herself.” She picked up her bottle of Corona and took several swigs. “Nothing beats a cold beer.”

      Vikki drank some Hennessy and Coke while contemplating what else to say.

      Angie gestured with her bottle at Vikki. “A little bird told me Dr. Brandon has moved out of the Airbnb. Have you been to his new place yet?”

      A burning sensation crept up Vikki’s stomach. Was Angie trying to steal Ted?

      Susie raised her hand. “Angie, you seem to know a lot about what’s happening in the doctor’s life. Is this all in good faith?”

      “Pleeease! Of course it’s in good faith. I’m trying to help her get over the finish line. Complete the marathon she started.”

      A moment of silence passed as they ate.

      Vikki's phone buzzed in her handbag, breaking the comfortable quiet between them. Angie was up in arms right away.

      “What? You didn’t switch your phone off?” Angie said.

      Vikki brought it out of her bag and looked at it. It was Levin. He made it a habit of calling whenever she hung out with her friends. But then again, it was always serious. She raised an apologetic finger and answered.

      “Captain.”

      “Mattsen, sorry to encroach on your evening.”

      But you’re constantly encroaching. She didn’t say that. Instead, she said, “What’s burning down now that can’t wait?”

      “I like the spirit.” His voice went somber. “It’s a homicide. Two kids were playing with a loaded gun. It went off, and one of the kids is dead.”

      Vikki shut her eyes—a tragedy. The parent had lost a child. Then they would lose their liberty. “Nobody else to take it?”

      There was a pause. “Okay, Mattsen. Go down there for the preliminaries. We’ll figure out who to assign the case to in the morning.”

      “What’s the address?”

      “Six Moore Avenue,” Captain Levin said.

      Vikki thought of James Bond’s Roger Moore. That’s an easy one to remember.

      “I have to go,” Vikki said. “I’m so sorry. I won’t come with my phone next time.”

      Susie shook her head. “Everybody’s phone is an extension of their body. Leaving your phone at home is like walking around saying you left your right arm behind.”

      “You have a point. Let’s hope nobody will call me.”

      “Vikki, what’s the location of this emergency?” Angie asked. “Don’t tell me!” She raised her hand. “But if it’s something juicy, you will, right?”

      Vikki stood, pushed her chair in, and forced a smile. “Believe me, it’s not even close. I’ll come back if I’m able to wrap it up quickly. I’d need a drink, too. We’ll catch up later.” She turned to walk away.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” Angie said. “I’ll be happier if you went to Ted’s place. Promise me you’ll visit him at his house, not the morgue.”

      Vikki chuckled.

      Susie raised her hand. “Before you answer, I need a little clarification. His last name is Brandon, right?”

      Vikki nodded, wondering what she was going to ask.

      “His first name is Edward, but he shortened it to Ted. You call him Dr. Brandon at work and outside work, it’s Ted.”

      “Exactly. I’ll see you soon, hopefully.”

      “Oh crap, I nearly forgot,” Vikki said, returning to the table. She reached for her purse.

      “No, go ahead. I’ve got you,” Angie said.

      Vikki backed away. “I’ll pay you back.”

      Once in her car, she became another person—focused and efficient. She typed the address into her phone’s GPS, started the car, and turned onto the street. Her destination
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