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from the best-selling Jennifer Morgan Series

 

 

The Story

 

The past has a way of catching up to you . . .

 

Jennifer thought she had left her recent messy affair behind her. While trying to rebuild her life and start her New York City private investigator career, a shooting at her favorite coffeehouse almost kills her and brings back bitter memories of the past.

 

Her NYPD officer beau unofficially beings to investigate the shooting, while Jenn immerses herself in an intriguing PI case of sexual harassment. Soon she discovers that nothing is as it seems and feels she is being set up. Meanwhile, Jenn’s best friend and business partner, is sinking into a scandal that may crush their small struggling firm. Then, an ugly jealous fight between Jenn and the man she loves threatens to end in an unfixable breakup. How will Jenn overcome the past, while trying to save her life, her dearest relationships, and her company?
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Chapter One

 

 

Saturday morning

 

If my hand hadn’t twitched and knocked the teaspoon off the table, I wouldn’t have reached down to pick it up. The bullet aimed at my head would have hit its mark. I would have been dead before I dropped to the floor of the coffeehouse.

I guess it was meant to be that way.

 

Ten minutes earlier

 

I usually met my best friend and business partner Amber for our caffeine fix at H2O, an organic coffeehouse that also has a small “holistic to organic” breakfast menu. On Saturdays, we sit for a long lazy meal, which often consists of scrambled eggs and a fruit-and-vegetable smoothie. But today Amber couldn’t make it. She had sent me a brief, almost cryptic text message: Can’t make it, girl. Have fun, like I am.

I tried to think about Amber’s Friday night plan. I couldn’t remember if she had a date or was going to the jazz festival running this weekend. Amber’s schedule is very fluid, and I mostly hear about her escapades after they have taken place, when she calls me with excitement or in a fit of anger and desperation. And then I rush to pick up the pieces of her broken heart.

My head was throbbing and I massaged my temple as I waited in line along the counter. There were three customers in front of me. I dug a small mirror out of my purse and checked my reflection. The black bags under my eyes were the size of Santa’s sack. I hadn’t slept well for over a week. Nightmares and anxiety attacks. My mind kept playing and replaying the Blackwood episode. The tooth-and-nail escape from his house. His pistol aimed at my head.

“Next.” 

The clerk’s voice pulled me out of my daydreaming. I put my mirror away, fixed my ponytail, and shuffled forward along with the line. I zipped my pink hoodie another couple of inches. It was quite chilly in the coffeehouse.

My phone vibrated with the arrival of a message. I fished it out of my front jeans pocket and glanced at the screen. I sighed in exasperation. It wasn’t from Amber, but from one of the weirdest clients we’ve ever had. Amber and I own a small ad agency, Creative Advertising. We set it up just after we graduated from Georgetown University. Oh, it’s been about ten years now. Man, time flies so fast when you’re making plans. We lost about half our clients and more than two-thirds of the agency’s revenue because of the economic downturn. And the Blackwood shooting didn’t help our agency’s reputation.

So Amber has been trying to find us freelance work. She put up a bunch of ads on job services websites, which haven’t turned up anything significant, but for a handful of false leads and a few nut jobs. Like the ones who had sent this message. A couple who wanted an ad for their puppy mill. We had checked out their website and followed up with a couple of phone calls. The couple gave me the heebie-jeebies, not only because of the gut feeling I got about their shady business, but also from their insistence and the way they talked. So we informed them we weren’t going to be able to provide our services. But they wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. And they’ve been badgering Amber and me over the last three days with endless calls, emails, and text messages.

I deleted the message without reading it. I sighed again, then switched to my email account. Nothing urgent that needed my attention this Saturday morning. So I put the phone away, hoping I could enjoy a quiet lazy breakfast. I was going back to my apartment afterwards to work on a new project I had undertaken, unrelated to our ad business. It was quite different, my first attempt at working as a private investigator.

The line moved forward again, and I caught a glimpse of Connie, the coffeehouse’s owner. She’s a sweet old lady, hailing from Canada, hence the white-and-red leather chairs and the elegant décor with the color scheme taken from their flag. Connie was pushing a small dolly loaded with bagels, croissants, cookies, and all sorts of other goodies. My mouth turned watery at the thought of enjoying a chocolate coconut cookie. Or two. I had already spent over an hour and a half at the gym, working on cardio, fat burning, and muscle building. I think I had earned my carbs for the day.

“Good morning, Jennifer,” Connie said in her usual loud and cheerful tone, which was the way she always greeted her loyal patrons. “How’s your Saturday, my dear?”

“Hi, Connie. It’s turning out to be a great day. Especially after I enjoy my breakfast. How about you—how are things today?”

“Perfect, my dear, things are perfect,” she gave me her usual reply. “Life is good.”

I loved Connie’s enthusiasm. Even on those days when the coffeehouse was empty and when I knew she was struggling, like most small business owners in these times, she always had a bright smile and a great optimism. It was contagious.

Connie asked, “See anything you like?” She began to place the goodie trays inside the glass counter.

I smiled back. “Oh, I like everything. The question is: which one should I have?”

“Which one or one of each?”

I laughed aloud. “Good one, Connie. Maybe a chocolate coconut cookie.”

“All right, dear. You decide and let me know.”

The line moved again. The last customer in front of me was a young man with long blond hair, a large tattoo of an eagle or some predator bird on his biceps, and holding a skateboard in his hand. I looked up at the beverages menu on the wall, paying particular attention to the specials on the right side. Connie ran what she called the “exotic flavor of the week.” This week, she was offering a Mount Elgon Gumutindo from Uganda. Medium roast with citrus notes. Yeah, that sounded like something I would like. So I decided to get a cup.

The door jingle rang behind me and announced the arrival of a new customer. A shiver zipped down my spine, and I didn’t dare to turn my head. The last time I did that, I saw a very good-looking man who turned out to have a very dark, evil soul. Blackwood, who kept tormenting me in my panic attacks and nightmares.

Connie greeted the customer who had just entered the store. By her voice, I could tell she was a young woman. I breathed easier and made my way to the clerk. I ordered my large coffee and breakfast, but not the cookie. Once the clerk had processed my payment, I left a tip, and took the filled cup. At the other counter, I put some Stevia sweetener drops and coconut milk in my cup, and found a table near the window.

As I waited for my breakfast, I stirred my cup slowly with a small plastic teaspoon, enjoying the coffee’s strong aroma. I took a small sip. It had a sweet, delicious taste, and I was glad I had ordered it.

I glanced out the window and looked at the stream of vehicles. The traffic was surprisingly light even for a Saturday morning on this side of Manhattan. A few passersby were strolling on the sidewalk, enjoying the cool morning, the fresh breeze, and the warm sunrays.

Then a slick black Mercedes-Benz glided around the corner. My heart almost stopped beating. It made no sense, and I knew my fear was irrational, but I still couldn’t stop myself from panicking. Blackwood used to drive a black Mercedes. But Blackwood was dead. Why am I allowing him to have so much control over me? C’mon, Jennifer. Pull it together. You’re a big girl. You can do this.

I shook my head and shrugged. Then I pulled out the phone again and scrolled through the numbers log. Faith Armenti, my psychologist. I had seen her a few times, right after the incident. Those sessions had been very helpful. I still needed to make a lot of progress in regaining self-control, shedding the feeling that Blackwood’s death was my fault, and in learning how to recognize anxiety triggers and control my reactions.

It’s time to book another session. I sighed. I had canceled the last one because of a work commitment, and Faith had canceled the one before that, since she was under the weather. Yes, maybe Wednesday will work. 

I checked my schedule. Wednesday afternoon was open, either 2:00 or 3:00. I hoped one of those would work for Faith.

I dialed her number, then brought the phone to my ear. As it began to ring, I looked out the window. The Mercedes had stopped, but now began to move at a slow pace, slower than necessary, considering the light traffic.

My heart again skipped a beat.

My hand twitched, and I knocked the teaspoon off the table.

Thankfully, my other hand was able to catch the cup before it spilled all over me. I moved the cup further away, then leaned to pick up the spoon.

That’s when the first bullet shattered the large windowpane.

I dropped to my knees and rolled on my stomach. Bullets whizzed over my head as I crawled away from the windows. My vision was blurry, and I felt fragments of glass on my hair and neck. My hands were bleeding and my elbows hurt, as if cut by the sharp glass.

The long barrage of bullets continued. It shredded pretty much everything around me. I flattened myself to the floor, sliding, then rolling. I bumped into other chairs, then a table collapsed to my left. Other patrons were screaming, shouting, and scrambling to safety behind the counter.

I was a couple of feet away from the counter when the shooting stopped. I raised my head a few inches and cast a quick glance through the window. My teary eyes caught a split-second glimpse of the Mercedes just as it rounded the corner. The barrel of a rifle was sticking out of the side window.

I sighed and lay on the floor. I didn’t think I was hit; just my hands and elbows were scraped. My knees felt weak, and a jab of pain came from my right shoulder. Maybe I injured it when I hit the ground.

I listened to the sobbing and shouting. Then someone said, “I called 911. They’ll . . . they’ll be here soon.”

911. Yes, the police. James. Maybe my James will come here and make sense of this mess.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Saturday morning

 

Detective James Harris did not receive the 911 call, which reached the emergency dispatch center and was routed to the nearest response team’s police car. James and his partner, Nicole Crosslaw, were investigating a double homicide in Union Square that had taken place around 3:30 a.m. A teenager high on methamphetamine and crack cocaine had allegedly shot and killed his girlfriend and one of his best friends, whom the teenager suspected had slept with each other. “Allegedly” was the wrong term, according to James, since the teenager had been seen leaving the area still carrying a Cobra CA380 pistol. He had tossed it into a garbage can, but the police had retrieved it. James was confident ballistics would confirm the pistol was the murder weapon. The police had detained the teenager about ten blocks away from the crime scene, and his fate was pretty much sealed.

Along with Nicole, or “Nicky,” as she preferred to be called, James had spent most of the morning interrogating four witnesses, trying to piece together the course of the events. As a rookie—since he had been on the job as a detective for less than three weeks, after being with the NYPD for over five years—James was also tasked with typing up the notes and drafting the preliminary report. Nicky had spent ten years with the NYPD and had worked as a detective for the last three. She had agreed to take James under her wing and show him the ropes.

It was not until they returned to their unmarked navy blue sedan that James heard from dispatch about the drive-by shooting at H2O. His mind immediately raced to his girlfriend, Jennifer, since the café was her favorite for Saturday’s breakfast. When he saw he had received ten phone messages and as many texts from her, he knew something was wrong. In the texts Jennifer had assured him she was okay but for a few bruises. Of course, James wanted to rush to H2O.

Nicky was more than happy to comply.

James parked across from H2O, behind a news van and in front of an ambulance, about twenty feet away from the yellow “Do not cross” police tape cordoning off the crime scene. He waited for Nicky to slide out of the passenger’s seat, then they quickly approached the café. 

One of the uniformed police officers guarding the scene and keeping reporters and curious onlookers from tampering with the evidence recognized Nicky and James and lifted the line to let them through. When James reached the café’s entrance, he noticed two detectives, Terry and Bradley, talking to a few of the forensics team members gathering evidence inside. Terry was a large man, with a spare-tire belly. Bradley, on the other hand, was tall and fit, even though he was in his early forties. James put on a pair of gloves he fished out of one of his jacket pockets, then pushed open the door and held it for Nicky.

The jingle of the open door drew Terry’s attention. He looked up and a deep frown darkened his face. He stood up and marched toward James and Nicky. “Harris, what are you doing here? This area falls out of your precinct.”

“We’re doing fine, Terry. Nice to see you again,” Nicky said.

James interjected, “My girlfriend was here at the time of the shooting. Where is she? How is she?”

Terry waved a dismissive hand. “We’re interrogating some witnesses in the back.” He gestured over his shoulder. “I’m not sure who’s there, but I’ll have someone check. What’s her name?”

“Jennifer. Jennifer Morgan.”

“Morgan… hmmm, I don’t think she’s still here, but—”

“Hey, Terry, just let him through. He’s one of us,” Bradley’s strong voice echoed over the background noise of the forensic team.

James nodded and waved at Bradley, who returned the wave. Then he walked to Terry and gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. “I’ll take over from here. Why don’t you see if they need anything?” He pointed at a couple of paramedics, who were engaged in an animated conversation with one of the uniformed police officers.

Terry nodded begrudgingly and stepped away without another word.

“What’s up with sour grapes?” Nicky asked. Her voice was loud enough for Terry to have heard her words, if he was listening.

Bradley shrugged. “Terry has conflict issues. He’s German, you know? And very territorial.” He smiled. “But he’s a great detective. Very smart and creative.”

“He’s upset because I made detective before a couple of his buddies,” James said in a voice with a slight tinge of regret.

Nicky gave him a sideways glance. “No need to apologize for your achievement. Cracking the Blackwood case was fine work. You deserve to be where you are. You took no one’s place.”

James nodded. “I know, I know. But I don’t want to infuriate anyone.”

“Oh, trust me, you’ll infuriate many people whether you want it or not. This way.” Bradley led them toward the back of the café.

Nicky said, “You go talk to her. I’ll see what I can find around here.”

Bradley and James passed by the washrooms and went through a small door with the sign “Staff Only.” There were three doors in the dimly lit narrow hall. Bradley gestured to the second door on the right. “I think your girlfriend is in there.”

“Thanks.”

James knocked on the door and opened it when he was summoned by a female voice. A woman in her fifties, dressed in civilian clothes, was standing by the table Jennifer was sitting behind. When Jennifer saw James, she jumped out of the chair, around the table, and into his arms. “Oh, James, I . . . I missed you so much. I was . . . still am so . . . so scared.”

James held her tight. He felt her body against his. Jennifer was trembling slightly. She wrapped her arms around him and placed her head on his chest. She had a butterfly bandage fastened to the left side of her forehead. James said, “You’re safe, now. You’re good. I’m here with you.”

The woman nodded and offered a small smile. “I’m Rachel Trembley, a psychologist with the NYPD. I was called to see if I can help.”

James nodded slowly. “Thanks so much. I . . . I appreciate it.”

“I’ll let you folks have some time alone. I’ll be outside, if you need me.”

“Yes, I’d like to still talk to you, Rachel,” Jennifer said.

“Sure thing, Jenn.”

After Rachel closed the door, Jennifer looked at James. Her eyes were a bit calmer, although a sliver of fear still lingered. “I’ve . . . I’ve got to tell you what happened here.”

“Shhhh, not right now. You’ve talked to the police and the detectives and the psychologist. This can wait.”

“No, I want to get it off my chest. And I want you to know so that you can catch these jerks.”

James nodded. He did not want to tell Jennifer that the case was not under the jurisdiction of his precinct. Even if it were, because of James’s relationship to Jennifer, it was very unlikely his boss would assign this case to James. But Jennifer needed comfort and reassurance at this time, which James was more than happy to provide. “Okay, Jenn. What happened?”

Jennifer gave him a brief account of the terrifying events. Her voice was shaky, and her hands were trembling as she described her ordeal. The account was at times incoherent, so James asked a series of questions. He was looking for specifics, especially about the vehicle and the shooter.

After about ten minutes, Jennifer completed recounting her story. She told James she felt better, stronger now that she knew James was going to take care of it. He made no promises, but reassured Jennifer that the police were going to do everything possible to catch these criminals.

Jennifer asked for Rachel, and James stepped outside to see if he could find her. Rachel was chatting with the forensic team, which was almost finished gathering evidence and collecting fingerprints. While Rachel went to talk to Jennifer, James decided to get the complete, official version of the investigation so far.

Bradley was sitting in one of the chairs behind the counter, stirring the coffee in his mug. He nodded at James and gestured for him to take the seat next to him. “How is she?”

“All right, I think. Thanks for letting me talk to her.”

Bradley nodded. “Yeah, no problem, man. You’d do the same if it were my girl.”

“For sure. I owe you one.”

“Uh, no you don’t.”

“What do you know so far?”

Bradley took a sip of his coffee. He said, “Not much. It was a drive-by shooting. Black Mercedes sedan. One gunman firing from the back seat. We don’t have an ID yet. None of the witnesses saw his or the driver’s face.”

“Security cameras?”

“We’re checking, but not holding out much hope. According to one of the guys in the café at the time, the shooter stayed way back inside the car. Only the barrel was visible. And once we find the car, it will probably have been torched, and it was most likely stolen.”

James nodded. “Who was their intended target?”

Bradley shook his head. “Still unclear. Could be the owner—who’s now dead—one of her associates, or any of the customers. The latter would make more sense, considering three of the customers were regulars. One of them is a known character, who has served time for minor offenses. His rap sheet is longer then a toilet paper roll.” Bradley grinned, then brought his mug to his lips. “Mhhh, this Kenyan coffee is so strong. Love it. Should get myself a large bag.”

“Anything else?”

“Ballistics will try to match the bullets to the weapon. If it turns out to have been stolen or if we get no hits, then that’s a dead end. We’ll also run the fingerprints collected through databases. Perhaps one of the perps was here earlier in the day, scouting the place, ensuring the target was in sight. That would be a good lead. Unless . . .” Bradley’s voice trailed off as he looked through the window. Terry was pacing the sidewalk, gesturing wildly as he talked to someone on the phone.

“Unless what?”

“If this is a gang initiation, then it’s a random shooting. A bunch of thugs showing off, attempting to prove they have balls.”

“Have you seen that recently in this area?”

“Not very often, but they do happen once in a while. Usually it’s not in broad daylight and not at a busy coffee joint. But there’s always someone trying to up the ante and do something original.” Bradley shook his head and cursed the gangbangers.

James shifted his body closer to Bradley. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Yes. Comfort your sweetheart. She needs you now more than ever. We’ve got it covered here.” He gestured with his hand around the café. “I have folks canvassing the area for other eyewitnesses. And we’re taking a look at all security cameras we can find within a four-block radius. We’ll find them, James.”

James gave Bradley an unconvinced look. “Thanks, man. If you or someone on your team needs my help—”

“I know where I can find you.” Bradley rested a reassuring hand on James’s hunched shoulders. “Now, have a cup of coffee to calm your nerves. When Rachel’s done with your sweetheart, take good care of her.”

James nodded. He did not want to correct Bradley over the fact that coffee would actually worsen his jittery state. The detective had been extremely helpful. “Thanks again.”

Bradley gave James a final nod, then headed out of the coffeehouse.

James sighed, then looked at Nicky. She noticed Bradley leaving, so she came over to James. “How is Jennifer?”

“Shaken. A therapist is helping her. Paramedics patched her up. Just minor scrapes.”

“Take the rest of the day off. I’ll talk to the boss about it.”

“Will do. Thanks, Nicky.”

“Don’t mention it. The least I can do. And let me know if you need anything else.”

James nodded. “Yeah, catch these animals.”

Nicky leaned closer to James. He smelled her light jasmine perfume, while she swung her ponytail over her shoulder. She whispered, “Listen, James, don’t try to interfere. I know you want to, since this is personal. But you can’t be objective. You’re too close to this. You hear me?”

James nodded absentmindedly.

His face must have clearly shown his hesitation, because Nicky said, “You need to do better than that to convince me. This case is in very good hands. Terry can be a smart aleck, but he’s a good detective. And Bradley is one of the best. If this case can be resolved, they’ll find and arrest the perps. Your involvement can only get in the way of Terry and Bradley doing their job. Needless to say, you’ll risk your career, if discovered.”

“All right, Nicky. I’ll try to stay out of it.”

Nicky cocked her head and frowned. “Try is not good enough.” She sighed. “James, this is not about proving anything. But if you want to do that, prove to Jennifer that you love her, by comforting and taking care of her.”

James nodded. “I will do that. Now, I’ll see how Jenn is doing.” He was eager to end the conversation with Nicky before he said something he regretted. As much as his mind told him to stay out of the investigation, his heart told him to jump right in and take charge. I’ll have to be extremely careful, so I can glide under the radar. No matter the cost, I’ll find out who put my Jenn in their crosshairs.


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

Saturday afternoon

 

Sebastian Domingo mopped his sweaty brow with the back of his right hand as he pulled the sleek silver BMW convertible coupe onto Erica Lane in Sagaponack. He gazed in wonder at the sprawling mansions stretching throughout this most prestigious Southampton village on Long Island. One day, he dreamed that after he had climbed the high ladder of the Mexican cartel in New York, through blood, sweat, and tears, he would also enjoy a mansion in this quiet area. Just like his boss, the feared Carlos Mendoza, whom Domingo was about to meet. But not if I continue to screw up. Like the coffee shop, which should have been a simple job. 

He slowed down as he came to the entrance of his boss’s mansion. It was not the largest in the village, where the median price topped nine million dollars. But with eight bedrooms, six bathrooms, and a living space of over 10,000 square feet, it was sufficient for Mendoza, his wife and two young children, two maids, and four bodyguards. Mendoza had kept somewhat of a low profile, which had ensured his staying away from the police and under the FBI radar. That will also change, if I’m not careful. And I’ll pay with my head.

Domingo’s hand almost instinctively went to his throat. He sighed deeply and loosened the knot of his black tie. Then he unfastened the top button of his shirt. He coughed as the thought of facing
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