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I CAN TRACE WHATEVER success I‘ve enjoyed as a novelist to the fact that I began by writing mystery short stories. Writing stories made me a more imaginative and more efficient writer. Now, before I start a novel, I often test drive the characters and the voice by putting them first in a story or two. But that‘s not to say that I regard stories simply as a training ground for novels—my love for reading and writing short stories predates whatever enjoyment I now find in novels. I know of no writing challenge that‘s more exciting and invigorating that writing short fiction.

I‘m grateful to the Short Mystery Fiction Society (www.shortmystery.net) for its dedication to the short mystery form. Begun in 1996, the SMFS seeks to “actively recognize writers and readers who promote and support the creative art form of short mysteries in the press, in other mystery organizations, and through awards.” With its annual Derringer Awards, named for the pal-sized handgun, a metaphor for a crime short story (small, but dangerous), the SMFS promotes excellence in this vital form of fiction. I‘ve learned a lot from discuss craft with its members, and I‘m proud and honored that my work has garnered two of these outstanding awards.

By writing short stories, I was able to quickly build an impressive publication history, which sustained my hope and fueled my motivation. Thanks also goes to the editors who chose my work and gave it a chance to shine. And to all the editors and publishers of anthologies, magazines and e-zines that published short mystery fiction for keeping mystery shorts alive and flourishing. Their work is often just a labor of love, but it should have to be a thankless effort. Where would we short story writers be without them?
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I FELL FOR THE SHORT story form when, as a kid, I first experienced the fun of O. Henry‘s “The Ransom of Red Chief” and the poignant power of “The Gift of the Magi.” But as I‘ve also devoured mysteries since Nancy Drew first led me into my life of crime, it was inevitable that I would come to love mystery short stories most of all. I delight in their surprise endings, and the force of their unity of impression and purpose. And not only do I enjoy reading mystery shorts, I love writing them. That‘s probably why I‘ve written so many!

I‘ve included a diverse selection in this volume: From the brand new story that lends this book its title, “The Rose in the Snow,” to “Smokescreen Signals,” the new one that closes it, to my two Derringer Award winners, the light and funny, “L.A. Justice,” which gave birth to my novel series sleuth, Tracy Eaton and her daffy movie star mother, and the darkly original “Capital Justice.” I‘ve included a variety of tones and outcomes, from the breezy froth of “No Star Murder,” to the magic of “Showtime on the Winter Solstice,” to the over-the-top humor of “Nothing Good Ever Came of a Bad Hair Day.” I‘m also pleased to share two of my personal favorites, “Sentence Imposed” and “Deadly Obsessions,” both of which feature Zoey Morgan, the edgy protagonist of my suspense novel, Never Say Die. 

Whether you like cats as protagonists, or a little of the mystical in your mysteries, I promise there‘s something here for everyone. Enjoy.


Kris Neri

Sedona, Arizona
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HER NAME WAS AIMEE Sumner, and she said she‘d seen a rose blooming in the snow.

I hadn‘t noticed any rose bushes pushing through the snow drifts during the four years I‘d spent in Oaktree, the small town in the California Sierras where I hung my Chief of Police hat. But it wasn‘t like anyone looked to Aimee for accuracy. Nature might have graced her with exceptional beauty, more apparent now that she‘d turned nineteen than ever before, but it had cheated her in another way. If the light in the eyes is a reflection of the mind, then only the dimmest of bulbs glowed in that poor girl. 

Because Aimee had gestured with such agitation when she babbled haltingly about the rose, I agreed to check it out. What the hell, it wasn‘t like being Super-cop in this no-horse town required much effort. But that was why I‘d taken the job. Five years earlier I‘d been a homicide detective down in Los Angeles. Man, I thought I had it made: great wife, new baby, career on the fast track. What I hadn‘t known was that when you think you‘ve got it all—all you really have is everything to lose.

I‘d learned how fast that can happen when a drunk driver plowed into the car carrying my wife and son, ending their lives. After months in a stupor, when I finally returned to the living, it was just to tell life to fuck itself. It‘s the caring that kills you, more than drunk drivers or drive-bys or cancer. Nothing and nobody would ever matter to me again.

Since I still had to pay the rent, I found a job I could do in my sleep, which was pretty much how I lived. But I hadn‘t counted on the barriers I‘d need to erect. People in small towns worm their way into your life and refuse to accept that you want no part of them. Some were ruthlessly persistent. Most days around this time, Guy Kennedy, from the insurance office down the road, would throw the door open and shout, “Hey, Ben, got time to grab some coffee?” 

Time? Sure. Any interest? None at all. For four solid years, Kennedy kept issuing those invitations. And I kept turning them down. But he wouldn‘t get it. None of them would. I‘d police their damn town, but I refused to be their friend. 

And that was the other reason why I agreed to check out Aimee Sumner‘s snow-rose. It was nearly time for Kennedy‘s coffee break—anything to avoid that.  

So I followed her through the woods that skirted the north side of town. Up hills that left me panting, falling in snow drifts as high as my waist. Until she finally stopped before a pile of snow in a clearing. The mound wasn‘t a natural drift; it had obviously been built up with a shovel. And I had to hand it to Aimee, she wasn‘t that far off. While that wasn‘t an actual flower peeking through the snow, blood had tinged it the color of a ruby red rose.

I pawed through the packed snow, coming first upon a man wrapped in a sheepskin coat, drenched in blood. When I cleared the snow from his face, I saw that it was Jack Haggerty in that mound clinging to life. Jack published the local newspaper, The Oaktree Crier, and saw himself as some hotshot reporter. As if such a thing could exist in this burg. 

When the ER docs got him into surgery, they discovered someone had put two slugs in Jack. They also said he‘d had no more than minutes of life left in him. 

Lucky bastard.

✷

HOURS LATER, JACK still hung on. Now people expected me to do something about the shooting. I wasn‘t sure if I knew how to investigate an attempted murder anymore. Mostly, I didn‘t have the heart for it. Every morning I awoke dreading the day ahead, never knowing how I‘d make it through. Breathe in, breathe out; one foot in front of the other. On and on, through minutes that dragged and hours that refused to end. Until I could hide away in the room I rented on Main Street, above the yarn store, where I crawled into the bottle until I passed out. I knew the town had hired me for my background. Hell, any moron can write traffic tickets and roust truant teenagers. They wanted to know, if anything bad happened there, that they had someone capable of handling it. 

If I had the strength, I‘d have walked away. But where would I go?

I‘d just have to muddle through the investigation the way I muddled through life, one step at a time. Or the weight of responsibility would crush me. 

✷

I WENT TO the hospital first. Stared through the glass wall of Jack‘s room in intensive care, at all the equipment hooked up to a man who now looked as pale and still as ice. Though Jack must have had fifteen years on my forty-two, and his craggy, weathered face made him look older still, the drive and hope that had pulsed in him always made me feel anemic in comparison. Jack never stopped searching for the big story that would bag the Pulitzer for his pathetic little rag.

I paused beside a young surgeon. “Jack gonna make it?” I asked.

His offhanded shrug looked more jaded than uncaring, a remnant of his days in a big city hospital. “The gunshots probably wouldn‘t have killed him, but one nicked an artery. He‘s lost a lot of blood.”

The doctor was an Oaktree boy, who had gone to Harvard for med school, but who‘d been lured back by the strength of his small town roots. How could he stand it? 

“Jack‘s a tough old bird.” The doctor‘s cynicism fell away as sudden brightness stripped years from his face. “Once my dad told me about how he and Jack—”

I turned away, too abruptly, making some excuse that came too late. I didn‘t want to hear their stories. If I did, I‘d have to share their lives. Never again.

✷

I MADE MY way to The Crier‘s office, located in a little Alpine house on the outskirts of downtown. When I pushed through the weathered front door, all of the half-dozen staffers were out, apart from Cindy Mason, the paper‘s general assistant who also wrote the social column. You know, who took a cruise, whose daughter made Dean‘s List—the stuff that fills small town newspapers. Pulitzer, my ass.

I knew Jack had recruited Cindy, a recent journalism graduate, with talk of learning her craft the old-fashioned way. With her gently curling blonde hair and skin as dewy as a peach, she looked naïve enough to be taken in by his pipe dreams. Until I spotted the bright flash in her sharp brown eyes, red-rimmed now by tears. The contrast to Aimee‘s flat gaze struck me strongly. Not that I cared. Aimee‘s tale was just one more misery in a world drowning in them.

Cindy led me to Jack‘s office, which, judging by the rustic chandelier that hung over his large pine desk, must have been the house‘s dining room at one time. 

“Jack was in such a rush to meet someone this morning that he left his notebook behind.” She gestured to the small spiral-bound pad that rested beside a charcoal-colored computer terminal. “The trouble is Jack never took many notes. Mostly he kept things in his head.”

The head that was now unconscious, which might never wake again. Great. 

When Cindy left, with my hands trembling in fear. I grasped the pad, afraid to hope that it might hold the answers I needed. But she was right. More blank space than writing filled those pages, and the notes that existed had been made with the thick point of a soft pencil. What hadn‘t smeared was indecipherable scrawl. 

But I kept at it until I broke the code of Jack‘s miserable handwriting and cryptic shorthand. To the extent of a few words, anyway. The faint tingle forming inside me, a feeling I thought had died long ago, told me that they were significant. Maybe not the words themselves, but that they were coupled together. 

On one page Jack had written, “Harris Pharmaceuticals.” And below it, “Gregory Sumner.” Aimee‘s dad. 

✷

EVERYONE IN OAKTREE knew Sumner‘s sprawling Tudor estate, just south of town. Even as reclusive as I was, I‘d heard enough gossip to know Sumner had made a fortune down in San Francisco. When his young wife died of a heart attack, he moved north to devote his time to his developmentally disabled daughter.

That Aimee had found Jack so far from her house wasn‘t significant; the girl was like that rabbit in the battery commercials. Rain or shine, winter or spring, Aimee never stopped roaming the woods. But that Sumner‘s name turned up in Jack‘s notebook had to be of some importance. If only the old coot could have explained why before somebody plugged him.

✷

THOUGH I OFFERED to visit Sumner at his house, he insisted on coming to the station the next morning. It surprised me that he‘d brought Aimee along. I didn‘t know why that struck me as strange. He‘d given up some high-powered career for her; he was obviously a caring father. But he didn‘t give her much supervision. From dawn to dusk she was always alone, and always outdoors somewhere.

Sumner was probably about ten years older than me, but you wouldn‘t guess it. This guy knew how to take care of himself. A full head of wavy black hair topped a face that, with its thick lashes and dark eyes, looked movie star handsome. He wore a slim-fitting suit, in some European design, under a cashmere topcoat that had probably cost more than I made in a month.

The Oaktree station didn‘t run to private offices, not even for the Chief. I was about to offer Sumner the chair next to my desk in the empty bullpen, only it was time for Guy Kennedy to extend an invitation that had become as welcome as water torture. 

Right on schedule the door opened and in popped Kennedy‘s balding head. “Hey, Ben, got time—”

“Not today, Guy,” I snapped, just shy of rudely. Not ever, pal. When would he get it?

I led Sumner to the station‘s lone interview room, where he and his daughter took adjacent chairs on one side of the wide cherry table, while I sat across from them. While I repeated the tale of how Aimee found Jack, Sumner casually draped his arm over his child‘s shoulder. She slumped within his embrace, staring out like a zombie at some spot in the distance.

But even like that, her exquisite face haunted me. Aimee shared her father‘s thick sweeping eyelashes and his lean build. But hers was tiny and delicate, slight where it should be, and full where it counted. She always wore old-fashioned dresses with fitted bodices and gathered skirts, under a coat that followed the lines of her dresses. As well as stylish boots, which had become scuffed from all her walking. 

I felt an unexpected stirring, the itch that a call girl in Tahoe scratched for me now and then. Surprised at first to experience any sensation at all, shame immediately followed. I felt like a disgusting old man. No matter how she looked, Aimee was a child. Yet it wasn‘t just a sexual longing that hit me. An overwhelming need to protect her so consumed me, I had to fight the idea of grabbing her now and taking her someplace where I could shelter her forever. I didn‘t know what shocked me more, the intensity of the uncharacteristic reaction, or the ridiculous idea that I could protect anyone. 

Besides, this girl didn‘t need my protection; she had her father. Almost as if he could read my thoughts, Sumner tightened his embrace. Aimee further slumped and stared even more vacantly, until she looked like a senile old woman with a dowager‘s hump. 

Sumner cleared his throat. The way some people do to announce that they‘re about to speak. “I suppose you‘ve called me here because it was Aimee who found Mr. Haggerty.” 

He thought I suspected Aimee of shooting Jack? The idea struck me dumb. 

Without altering her posture, Aimee brought her vacant gaze to meet mine. “Bad...man,” she said in that halting way of hers. “Jack...” Her haunting face twisted as she struggled to find a word that seemingly refused to come. 

Now I didn‘t know what to think.

Sumner rolled his eyes. “I assure you, Chief, she doesn‘t have the capacity,” he said, but with unexpected force. Was he trying to convince me, or himself?

“Aimee‘s not a suspect.” I vaguely remembered from my time as a homicide cop that I shouldn‘t have admitted that. But the doubts he‘d sowed about his daughter flustered me. Before I could gain control again, Sumner took the conversation off in another direction.

“That old biddy got you to talk to me, right?” he asked. 

“Who...?”

“Joan Lowry. Dr. Lowry,” he added with sarcasm. “I have a Ph.D., too, but I don‘t flaunt it.”

Yeah, don‘t we all?

Joan Lowry was a psychologist, who‘d stopped practicing before I had come to town. But I‘d never known her to interfere in anyone‘s business. If anything she was more reclusive than I was. 

“She and her cohort, Dr. Rosen,” Sumner added.

Abe Rosen was a retired physician, from back when the town only had one G.P. I hadn‘t known they were friends.

“They were after me to put Aimee in school. As if it would make any difference. Besides, she‘s home-schooled.”

Only if they held classes at night. Aimee was never there during the day. But he was right—given her capacity, what did it matter? 

Finally wrestling control of the interview, I said, “Mr. Sumner, what do you know about Harris Pharmaceuticals?”

He hesitated, wrinkling his brow. “Nothing much. It was just an investment, and not a very good one as I recall.”

Okay. Maybe Jack simply discovered Sumner had been a shareholder in a company he was researching and made a note to ask about it. My inadequacy overwhelmed me. I concluded our talk as fast I could.

Sumner rose and led Aimee by the hand to the door. But he turned back. “Oh, Chief, Aimee and I will be away for the next couple of days. We return to San Francisco at this time of year to visit her mother‘s grave. Who knows if she understands?” He rolled his eyes again.

I hated talk of graves, no matter whose they were. He, on the other hand, didn‘t seem that broken up by the idea of it. Some people obviously get past it. Why couldn‘t I? 

“Yeah?” I asked. “Why are you telling me?”

“I‘ve had an alarm installed in my house,” Sumner said.

I snorted. “Most people here don‘t even lock their doors.” 

“I am not most people,” Sumner said with exaggerated dignity. “I have a gun, too, and I‘ve taught my daughter how to defend herself. The alarm is for when we‘re not there.”

He taught Aimee to shoot? Was he crazy?

“It‘s a silent alarm. The monitoring company will contact this department if the signal goes off,” Sumner went on. “You‘ll be able to catch any intruders if your men get there fast enough. I can count on you, can‘t I?”

“Sure thing,” I said. What did it matter? Oaktree hadn‘t produced any housebreakers during my watch. 

✷

DR. JOAN LOWRY lived in a hillside Victorian cottage a few blocks from the police station. The decorative pallet of the gingerbread design was obviously chosen with care. But those colors had been allowed to fade through too many harsh seasons.

I‘d never met Joan, but I knew her story. She moved to Oaktree years earlier as a young single mom and had become a popular civic leader, with a thriving practice. But when her son died in the Gulf War, Joan withdrew from life. With so much in common you might think I‘d have sought her out. But you‘d be wrong. When you make scar tissue grow over a raging infection, you don‘t hold a mirror up to it. That just forces you to admit that nothing will ever quell the fever burning beneath.

Joan Lowry, when she finally answered her door, wore her gray-brown hair pulled back in a severe bun. She also stood rigidly erect. Unlike me, this woman faced up to the pain. But she hadn‘t overcome it. I knew that each day was as much a struggle for her as it was for me. The lines of bitterness and anger cut into her aging face told me that. 

It occurred to me that I‘d always seen myself as so different from others. But there were more of the walking wounded here than I cared to admit. Yet our paths had never crossed. Why now? Was something drawing us together? Someone? I couldn‘t imagine who.

Neglect had worn the home‘s interior as indifferently as the exterior paint. She hadn‘t hung any photos of her son on the time-tinged walls. But no pictures graced mine either; the memories were sharp enough without them. 

There was, however, a 9mm pistol lying on her living room‘s wide fireplace mantle. I picked it up; it was loaded.

“That was David‘s,” Joan said, coming up behind me. Her son‘s.

Crazy, I thought, to keep that as her memento. Then I understood. This starchy old woman challenged herself daily with that gun, resisting the urge to join David, wherever he was. The realization of how much we shared hit me in the chest like a blow from an air rifle. I wanted to run away, to be anywhere but there. But if she could face that weapon every day, I could endure a few minutes with her.

Plunging in too abruptly, I said, “Gregory Sumner said you‘ve been harassing him about sending his daughter to school.” 

She answered with a stiff shrug. 

“Why should someone like Aimee have to go to school?” I went on. “Her old man‘s loaded—he‘ll provide for her.”

“Going to school, getting a job, finding some purpose in life—it matters to everyone.” After studying me briefly, Joan dismissed me with a lift of one of her thick brows. “Maybe not you, Chief. I can see you don‘t care. But most people need that, even people like Aimee.”

So she could see through my shell, as I saw through hers. Why should that surprise me? I turned away from her, though. I walked to the front window just as Abe Rosen emerged from the ancient black Ford sedan he‘d pulled into Joan‘s badly shoveled driveway. His white hair glowed brightly in the sunlight, and even from a distance, I could see that his chubby pink cheeks gleamed with excitement when he cast a glance at Joan‘s door. 

I remembered what Sumner had said about them. “Dr. Lowry, are you and Abe Rosen an item?” I asked over my shoulder. 

Her thin lips twitched with the first amusement I‘d seen in her. “We...what is it the kids say? We hang.”

Don‘t do it, I wanted to cry. But hell, she knew the risks as well as I did. Relationships, they‘ll kill you every time. 

✷

THE NEXT DAY I returned to the hospital. The nurses said Jack‘s vitals were stronger, and they thought he was coming closer to consciousness. Not soon enough for this lousy cop. 

I also stopped at the public library so I could check out Harris Pharmaceuticals on their computers. I‘d never been online. Before—that was how I thought of my life, before and after, without explaining the defining event. Before, I‘d never had time. Now, I didn‘t want to be connected to lots of strangers, no matter how anonymously. 

The librarian showed me how to look up something that summed up whatever additional information might be out there in net-land. It seemed Harris Pharmaceuticals had been a prosperous firm, until it began selling a drug called Talisin for overactive kids. Apparently, Talisin produced some nasty side effects and got pulled by the FDA. The stock tanked in the wake of a mountain of lawsuits. The librarian asked me if I wanted to continue searching, but I figured I‘d learned enough. Sumner said it had been a lousy investment.

Besides, I‘d run out of steam. Back at the station, I frittered away whatever time remained in the day, until I could return to my room over the yarn shop. My room, with its pink walls and frilly country furnishings, which I hadn‘t had the energy to change. But unlike every other night when I blocked things out, that night I couldn‘t help thinking about Aimee. How could she have gotten under my skin? Me, a guy who had given up on people.

I fell asleep to thoughts of her. It was only later that I realized I hadn‘t gotten shit-faced drunk. And I slept better than I had in years.

Good thing I hadn‘t been drinking, though. A call came through from our night dispatcher, just after two o‘clock in the morning. Sumner‘s silent alarm had gone off. 

✷

THE LIGHTS WERE on inside Sumner‘s house when I pulled up. But they were probably on timers. Sumner had said he‘d be away, and his silver Mercedes SUV wasn‘t parked in its usual spot on the circular drive outside the front door. The only vehicle there now was the marked car of the alarm company, whose driver unlocked the door for me. 

If intruders had invaded that house, they walked. But not too far, I guessed. Parked suspiciously close by in the street was an old black Ford sedan.

The interior of the lavish house, decorated more like a ski lodge than a private home, was as large as the outside suggested. But there weren‘t a lot of actual room divisions in the sprawling open floor plan. Not downstairs, anyway. A great room the size of a football field meandered into a dining area that could easily seat thirty. That space gave way to a kitchen that was all hickory and stainless steel, and larger than most restaurant kitchens. The only closed-off room attached to all that open space was a library. There wasn‘t even a maid‘s room, which you‘d expect in a house that pricey. Sumner certainly had known what he wanted when he built the place. 

I pushed open the library door. Smaller than the other areas, it seemed to see lots of use. Well-thumbed volumes climbed the walls, and the overstuffed leather chairs scattered about looked like they provided hours of comfort. While Sumner wasn‘t a likable guy, I felt sorry for him. Maybe tragedy enters every life. What must it be like to be a man of letters, when your child can‘t learn to read?

The only sounds I heard in the house were the ones I made. But I knew I wasn‘t alone. Earlier, when I approached the front door behind the security guard, I‘d seen a basement window, which just peeked over the snow line, suddenly go suspiciously dark. To eliminate the unnecessary before I tackled where I felt sure I‘d find the real action, I skipped up the sweeping staircase and did a quick check of the even fewer rooms there—bedroom, bathroom, office. 

Then I located the basement door in the kitchen. I eased it open, threw the light on and slowly pounded my way down the wooden steps. 

What I found there surprised me. Sumner hadn‘t used his basement as a place to store the stuff that didn‘t go anywhere else, as most people do. Filling it was a modern laboratory, outfitted with what looked like, to my uneducated eyes, state-of-the-art equipment, all shut down now. On one counter stood a small beaker of capsules that Sumner must have compounded himself, since they looked too dusty to be the commercial kind.

Sumner had told me he had a doctorate, though he hadn‘t mentioned his subject. Even though he retired to care for Aimee, maybe he still liked to keep his hand in his work. But neither the purpose for the lab, nor Sumner‘s interests, concerned me now. I stood on the bottom step, silent, waiting.

Finally, I said, “You might as well come out. Both of you.” When no one stirred, I added, “Abe, I saw your car.”

Joan emerged first from her position behind a counter, followed a second later by Abe. Both clutched their coats in their hands. 

“What the hell are you two doing here?” I asked, not trying to keep the anger from my voice. For this I‘d sacrificed good sleep?

Abe shrugged. “We just wanted to see the place. We‘re nosy old farts.”

I shook my head to say I didn‘t buy it. I glanced at Joan. “You were checking to see if there were any home schooling materials here, right?” 

With a tilt of her graying head, Joan said, “You got me, Chief.”

She agreed awfully fast. I‘d been so sure when I suggested it, but now I didn‘t know. Why else would they be there? 

“Listen to me: We‘re gonna leave this house now,” I said. “All three of us. It‘s too late tonight, but we will discuss it at another time. Got it?” 

Offering no argument, Joan quietly slipped into her dark coat and walked up the stairs. When Abe jerked his jacket around his back, less gracefully than his partner in crime, a plastic medicine bottle full of capsules fell to the floor. Abe dove for it faster than I would have thought his aging bones would permit. 

“What‘s in the bottle, Abe?” 

He brushed past me. “Meds, of course. Old men have ailments, son. And I‘m an old man.”

Uh-huh. I was sure at his age Abe did have his share of ailments. I just found it strange that the capsules he took to treat them looked exactly like those in Sumner‘s beaker. 

✷

THREE DAYS LATER Sumner flew into the station, furious that after someone tripped his alarm, no arrest had been made. Aimee trailed behind him. 

“I should have known better than to expect good service from this hick police force,” he spat with cold fury. “If your men had gotten there faster—”

“Sumner, I answered the call myself. There was no one in the house. Never had been.”

“But...” He frowned, unsure.

“My guess, the alarm just malfunctioned.” Why was I protecting those two crazy coots? I didn‘t know, but I was in it too far to change my story now.

Sumner accepted my lie with a nod. He stammered out an apology for his crack about my department, before turning and leaving. Aimee hesitated a moment longer. Her sherry-toned eyes didn‘t look nearly as empty when they directed a look my way, which seemed to scrutinize whether or not I was lying. 

I was seeing things. Aimee wasn‘t capable of that kind of assessment. My brain was playing tricks on me. Making me see her as more capable, so I could rationalize the feelings she stirred. That just made me feel worse. My life hadn‘t worked well for a long time, but at least it had made some sense to me. Which was more than I could say now. Determined to take some control of the investigation, if not myself, I grabbed my jacket and stormed out.

✷

I WALKED THE few blocks to Joan‘s house. Anger, mostly directed at myself, consumed me, and I‘d hoped the short walk would cool me down. But my frustration still burned at a sweltering pitch when I rang her bell.

I pushed past Joan when she opened the door and stormed into her living room. She followed along behind me, without uttering a word of reproach for my rudeness. Abe filled one of her worn chairs. His eyes brightened when he saw me, and he seemed on the verge of making some crack.

“Stop it right there, Abe,” I snapped. “I don‘t want to hear any of your little jokes.” I waited until Joan took the chair across from his. “I want to know what the two of you were doing in Sumner‘s house.”

Neither said a word. What now? I realized I‘d allowed the investigation to veer away from its center: The attempt on Jack Haggerty‘s life. Putting together some seemingly unrelated threads, I came up with, not an answer, but a question. 

“What do you know about Harris Pharmaceuticals?”

While Joan guarded her emotions well, her eyes still flickered with surprise. Abe looked openly startled. But he recovered faster. “Joanie, I think it‘s time we clue the chief in.”

Ten minutes later, we gathered around the round walnut table in her old-fashioned kitchen, sipping mugs of tea.

Abe leaned heavily on his forearms. “The first thing you should know
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