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Chapter 1


Cameron
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Dodger Stadium

Los Angeles, California

Wednesday, July 31

Cameron Berkery, second baseman for the Los Angeles Angels, was having a great game.

The rest of his team, not so much.

Cameron had a walk and two hits—a solo home run and a single—and had turned two tough double plays, getting the Angels’ pitchers out of a couple of serious jams. Yet here they were, in the bottom of the seventh inning of this game, trailing the Los Angeles Dodgers 8-1.

The so-called Freeway Series, between the Angels and the Dodgers, began last night. The Dodgers won the first game, and were apparently going to win this one, too. The Dodgers were headed for the playoffs again this year. The Angels would be watching the playoffs on TV again this year.

Cameron was one of the few Angels players having a decent year. If he could suffer through another season with the Angels and improve his stats next year, he’d be a free agent. He could sign with whoever would pay him the most. Maybe even the Dodgers.

The Dodgers had a runner on first base—their speedy center fielder, Carlos Maroto. The Angels’ first baseman, Trevor Cate, was making a show of holding Maroto on first base, but Cameron could tell that Trevor wasn’t serious about his effort. Maroto had a huge lead.

Maroto was tied for first in bases stolen in the National League. Cameron knew that Maroto was about to come his way.

He positioned himself slightly in front of second base. When his catcher threw to him, he’d be ready.

The Angels’ pitcher glanced over to first but didn’t throw there. He went into his windup and delivered a high fastball, which allowed the catcher to partially stand as he caught the ball.

When a play clicked, it was almost like Cameron could see it in slow motion. Maroto took off, charging toward second. Tommy Ruiz, the Angels’ catcher, caught the ball and stood in one fluid motion, then fired it to Cameron. Cameron snatched the ball out of the air, swept his glove down and tagged Maroto’s left shoulder as Maroto reached for the plate.

Got him.

The umpire bellowed, “Out!” The handful of Angels fans in the crowd went wild. Cameron held his glove up for a second in triumph, then snapped the ball to his shortstop to start the traditional around-the-horn exercise after an out.

Maroto knew he was out. He didn’t protest. He grunted and pushed up a couple of inches from the dirt, then collapsed back onto it. He jerked for a few seconds—was he having a seizure?—then lay still.

The umpire said, “C’mon, Maroto, on your feet. That’s only the second out.”

Maroto didn’t respond. 

The umpire bent down. “Maroto?”

No response.

The ump yanked off his mask and shook Maroto’s shoulder. “Carlos. You okay?”

The packed stadium was falling quiet now, the attention of 56,000 people focused on second base. The ump said, “Berkery, help me here.”

Cameron helped the ump roll Maroto over. He expected Maroto to be stiff, considering the seizure. But he was limp, every muscle completely slack. His eyes were open, staring at the sky. 

The ump felt for a pulse in Maroto’s neck and said, “Shit.” He looked at Cameron. “Get the medics.”

The other umpires were converging. The second-base ump started doing chest compressions on Maroto.

Cameron ran for the dugout and help.
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Kevin
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Dodger Stadium

From his seat in Zone C behind home plate, Kevin Brodie watched the scene unfolding at second base with a growing sense of dread. The umpires and infielders were forming a human wall around Maroto, but Kevin had seen the second-base umpire start CPR. As he watched, a team of paramedics emerged from the Dodger dugout and ran to second base. 

To Kevin’s right, his brother-in-law, Pete Ferguson, was shaking his head in disbelief. “What the hell just happened? Berkery didn’t tag him that hard.”

“It’s not possible to tag someone hard enough to...to what? Knock him unconscious?”

Pete said, “He’s not just unconscious.”’

“I know.”

Both dugouts had emptied. Both teams were on the field, players milling around in clumps, Angels and Dodgers together, talking and looking fearfully toward second base. One group moved to the grass just behind second and knelt in a prayer circle.

Low murmurs swept through the stunned crowd. Most people were standing. The guy to Kevin’s left, whom he didn’t know, picked up his young son. The kid—around five years old, Kevin thought—asked his dad, “Did Carlos get hurt?”

The dad exchanged a worried look with Kevin over his kid’s head. “I’m not sure. I think he might be sick.”

Pete asked Kevin, “Did anything like this ever happen to you?”

“No. You?”

“Nope.”

Kevin had played baseball from Little League through high school through a full scholarship to UCLA. Pete had done the same, although he’d been four years ahead of Kevin at UCLA. They didn’t meet until they were both playing for the Los Angeles Police Department’s Centurions team. 

The dad had heard Pete’s question. “Did you two play?”

Kevin said, “Yeah, at UCLA.”

“What positions?”

“I was a catcher. Pete played first base.”

The dad smiled sadly. “I was a Little League washout. Couldn’t hit. Still the biggest disappointment of my life.” His smile faded. “What do you think is going on?”

Kevin said, “I wish I knew.”

Two more paramedics emerged from the dugout with a gurney. When the ring of bodies parted enough that Kevin could see, he noted that a device was now strapped to Maroto’s chest, mechanically performing compressions. One of the first paramedics to arrive was regularly squeezing a bag to send air into Maroto’s lungs. The other paramedic had an IV bag draped over his shoulder. The two new paramedics, with the assistance of two of the umpires, lifted Maroto onto the gurney and hustled him toward a door in the outfield wall.

The umpires conferred, then spoke to both team managers. The Dodgers’ manager pulled out his phone and made a call. A few moments later, the PA announcer said, “Folks, as you can see, Carlos Maroto has had a medical emergency and is being taken to the hospital. In response, the umpires have stopped the game. Since we’re in the seventh inning, this is a complete game. The status of tomorrow’s game will be announced later, so listen to your local news for updates. Take your time leaving the stadium and drive safe going home.”

The kid in his dad’s arms asked, “Is Carlos gonna be okay?”

The dad said, “I don’t know, buddy. We’ll find out later.”

The crowd started streaming toward the exits. It was still eerily quiet. The players were still in clumps on the field, no doubt having difficulty processing what had just happened. Kevin noticed that Cameron Berkery, the Angels’ second baseman who’d tagged Maroto, was wiping tears. 

Pete said what Kevin was thinking. “Berkery must feel terrible.”

“It wasn’t his fault.”

“I know. I hope he knows that.” 

The man to Pete’s right said, “It was probably one of those sudden cardiac things, dontcha think? Like that football player a couple of years ago?”

Pete said, “I guess that’s the most likely explanation.”

The man carrying his son started moving toward the aisle. Kevin said, “Time to go.”

Pete said, “Right behind you.”
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Chapter 3


Jamie
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Santa Monica, California

Jamie Brodie had a rare evening to himself, and he was enjoying it.

His husband, Pete, and brother, Kevin, had left at five for Dodger Stadium. Pete and Kevin were partners as patrol officers with the LAPD for five years, back in the mid-2000s, and had been besties ever since. It was nice for Kevin and Pete to go to a game without their spouses, to get that time to relax and have fun together.

Jamie left work at five—he was a research specialist for Angeles Investigations, a private investigation agency in the Brentwood section of LA—and headed straight to the Santa Monica YMCA for a long swim. On his way home from the Y, he stopped at Bay Cities Deli for a sub, then went home and ate on the front patio of his and Pete’s townhouse, enjoying the scent of the jasmine that wound through the fencing surrounding their front yard. Their ten-year-old yellow Lab, Ammo, lay at his feet, politely drooling; Jamie fed the dog a couple of bites of sub roll and cheese.

After he finished, he sat outside for a little longer, listening to the traffic on Wilshire Boulevard and enjoying the sounds of the city. Then he went inside and stretched out on the sofa to read.

He was well into the fourth chapter of The West by Naoíse Mac Sweeney when his phone buzzed with a text. He reached over to the coffee table and picked up the phone. The text was from Pete.

Game called in 7th. Leaving the stadium now.

What the hell? Jamie typed. ????

Turn on the news.

Jamie thought, Oh, shit. He did a Google search on his phone instead and read the accumulated posts and tweets from sports reporters and fans with growing concern. 

Pete was driving, so Jamie texted Kevin. Maroto had cardiac arrest??

Looked that way. Paramedics doing CPR as they left.

Shit.

Exactly.

By the time Pete got home, Jamie had found the clip of Maroto’s slide into second and watched it several times, trying to figure out what had happened. Jamie had played Little League until he had to choose between baseball and rugby at age ten, but he knew enough about the mechanics of the game to realize that neither the slide nor the tag had anything to do with Maroto’s collapse.

He remembered the football player who had cardiac arrest on the field during a game when he tackled another player around the shoulders. The player’s heart stopped because of the blow he took to the chest during the tackle. But they brought him back on the field with one of those portable defibrillator machines.

Jamie had watched carefully as the paramedics worked on Maroto. They hadn’t tried to defibrillate him. 

Although he hadn’t participated in over a year, Jamie was certified in wilderness Search and Rescue. He volunteered with Alamogordo Search and Rescue for the three years that he and Pete had lived in New Mexico. SAR certification required training in Basic Life Support, which included the use of an external defibrillator.

If they didn’t shock Maroto’s heart, that meant that he didn’t have a heart rhythm at all. In other words, he’d flatlined.

It didn’t make sense.

Pete came through the back door into the kitchen, which was one level up from the living room. Ammo scrambled to his feet and trotted up the steps to greet Dad Number Two. Naturally, Jamie thought of himself as Dad Number One.

He swung his legs off the sofa and sat up as Pete looked over the kitchen counter and down into the living room. “Hey. Want a beer? I’m having one.”

“Sure.”

Pete carried two bottles of Heineken down the steps and handed Jamie one. Jamie said, “I’ve been looking at the video of Maroto’s slide. I can’t figure out what happened.”

“It happened so fast on the field that we couldn’t really see anything. But we heard on the radio just as I dropped Kevin off. He was pronounced dead in the ER.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.” Pete took a long drink. “The game’s canceled for tomorrow.”

“Of course.”

“Let me see the video.”

Jamie cued it up and handed Pete his phone. Pete watched, frowning. “He didn’t hit the ground hard enough to do any damage.”

“I agree.”

“Well.” Pete set Jamie’s phone aside. “I’d guess his autopsy will be moved to the front of the line.”

“I’m sure.”

They sat together and drank quietly for a moment, then Pete sighed deeply. “I don’t think I can sleep yet.”

“Me neither.” Jamie patted the sofa cushion. “Why don’t you grab a book and join me?”

Pete drained his bottle then nodded. “Good idea.”
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Chapter 4


Jamilah
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Offices of Angeles Investigations

Brentwood, Los Angeles

Thursday, August 1

At 6:20 in the morning, private investigator Jamilah Daly pulled into the lot behind the Angeles Investigations office building and parked her Subaru wagon beside Rob Jones’s old Toyota Highlander. Rob and his boyfriend, Aaron Quinn, lived in the apartment above the two-car garage at the back of the Angeles property. 

No one else had arrived yet. Jamilah was almost always the first. Because she lived in Pasadena, she kept to a work schedule of 6:30 to 3:00, to avoid rush hour as much as possible. Otherwise, she spent three hours of her day on the road, which was profoundly unacceptable.

She unlocked the back door of the one-story Craftsman building then locked it again behind her. She stopped for a moment, looking down the hall toward the front of the house. In the small kitchen to her right, the refrigerator hummed. The place smelled clean, like lemons and sunshine.

Jamilah snorted softly at her fanciful thoughts. Her wife, Anisha, would say that the house felt happy. Jamilah didn’t usually ascribe feelings to inanimate objects. But, if the Angeles building was indeed happy, it had good reason. Today was going to be a special day.

For one thing, it was the agency’s first anniversary. Angeles officially opened one year ago. Since then, the business had grown exponentially, turning a profit well before Rob, Jamilah, or their third partner, Kevin Brodie, had anticipated. Jamilah still had trouble believing sometimes that she wasn’t just dreaming of their success.

The other reason for celebration today was that the Angeles staff would welcome their first new employee since they opened. Their primary researcher, Jamie Brodie, had been swamped with work for the past six months. Today, he was getting some relief. Avery Roth, like Jamie, a former librarian at UCLA, was joining the team as their second researcher. She’d been in and out over the past few days, setting up her desk and getting oriented to the software and systems that the agency used. But today was her first official day.

Jamilah was delighted to have a second woman in the agency. The men that Anisha referred to as Jamilah’s guys—Rob, Kevin, Jamie, and their administrative assistant, Ryan McKinney—were all terrific. But Jamilah was looking forward to having a second woman’s perspective on their cases. Plus, Avery was several years younger than the rest of the team. Adding Millennial sensibilities to the agency’s Gen X foundation might prove useful.

Jamilah turned on her computer and opened the calendar for the day ahead. The agency staff would hold their usual morning meeting at nine; then, at 10:30, they had an intake for a new case. She clicked on the appointment to open the details. James and Rhea Perkins, clients. Death investigation of son Jadon Perkins, age 16.

Jamilah thought, Hm. Ryan didn’t use the word homicide when he made the appointment. If a client’s case was already being investigated by the police as a homicide, Ryan would have said so. He also would have listed the investigating agency and detectives.

Well. Jamilah could get the investigation started before the Perkinses even arrived. She picked up her phone to text her wife.

Hey, we have a new client coming in this morning. Do you have an autopsy on a Jadon Perkins, age 16? 

She checked the time. Anisha should be changing in the locker room at the morgue. She’d probably respond in a few minutes.

Jamilah opened her email to read through while she waited.
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Anisha
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Los Angeles Department of Medical Examiner

Boyle Heights, Los Angeles

Coroner’s Investigator Anisha Pandit picked up a clean face shield and left the women’s locker room just as her phone buzzed with a text. She read Jamilah’s message and thought, Must have been someone else’s case. She didn’t remember any recent sixteen-year-olds. She went to the computer against the wall of the autopsy room and searched for Jadon Perkins’s name.

His case popped right up. Apparently, Jadon had been found dead on the track at his high school. There were no signs of foul play at the scene. His autopsy showed no obvious cause of death; Jadon had been a healthy teenager. Toxicology results were pending. 

She replied to Jamilah. Not my case but yes. Autopsy was clean. Waiting for tox.

K thx. Jamilah ended her text with a heart emoji.

Anisha smiled and returned the heart then signed out of the computer. She checked the written autopsy schedule on the wall and wasn’t surprised to see Carlos Maroto’s name moved to the top of the list.

Anisha knew what had happened at Dodger Stadium last night; she’d been listening to the game on AM 570. She was a baseball fanatic—Jamilah sometimes used the word rabid—and almost never missed a game broadcast. As soon as the umpires had called the game, Anisha figured that Carlos Maroto would be showing up in the morgue this morning. And, since it was the Dodgers, he’d be moved to the head of the line.

She checked the computer to find the number of the body locker where Carlos’s body was resting, then pulled a gurney to the locker and opened the door. She slid Carlos onto the gurney, rolled him to the autopsy table, and transferred him to its surface. She lowered her face shield, reached above her for the water sprayer, and began to rinse the corpse.

The door from the men’s locker room swung open, and Deputy Medical Examiner Hiram Martin entered the room. “Good morning, Nisha.”

“Morning, Doc.”

He came to the table and peered at the body. “Who have we here?”

“Carlos Maroto. Center fielder for the Dodgers. He collapsed at the game last night and they couldn’t resuscitate him.”

“Sudden cardiac death?”

“I don’t know. The notes from the paramedics say that he was in asystole.” In other words, his heart had flatlined. “They didn’t shock him. He didn’t respond to any of the drugs.”

“Odd. How old is he?”

“Twenty-eight.”

Doc Martin nodded at Anisha. “You already knew all about this, I suppose.”

“Yes, sir. Carlos is one of the Dodgers’ stars. He was leading the league in stolen bases.”

“What a shame.” Doc Martin shook his head. “I suppose that toxicology will be our primary tool in this case.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did the hospital draw blood samples last night?”

“Yes, sir. They arrived with the body.”

“Good. We’ll draw more for comparison purposes. Let’s collect a hair sample in addition to the stomach contents and vitreous fluid.” The fluid inside the eyeball.

“Yes, sir.” Anisha went to get tubes for the samples.

Three hours later, Anisha was tying off the final stitch to close the Y incision that Doc Martin had made in Carlos’s body. They had no clearer idea of what had killed Carlos than they did when they started the autopsy. Carlos was possibly the healthiest person they’d ever autopsied. His coronary arteries were clear and there were no obvious defects in any of his organs.

Doc Martin was right. It would come down to toxicology.

The doc had gone to the locker room to change for the next autopsy. He came out and stopped to admire Anisha’s handiwork. “Nice job.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m going to ask David to call the Dodgers’ brass for permission to talk to the players.” Dr. David Kinyua was the LA County Medical Examiner, and Doc Martin’s boss. “If they agree, you can go interview the players and see if Carlos was acting strangely before he collapsed.”

Anisha applauded. “Awesome! I never thought I’d get an opportunity like that!”

Doc Martin grinned. “Try not to enjoy yourself too much when you’re there, eh?”

Anisha grinned back. “Of course.”

“And I want them to let you look through his locker and belongings. I’m not sure what we’re looking for, but...”

Anisha finished his thought. “We’ll know it when we find it.”
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Rob
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Angeles Investigations

Rob Jones’s commute was a matter of walking down the stairs from his apartment and across the parking lot to his office. He’d bought the property that now housed Angeles Investigations—and himself and Aaron—from a law firm. The lawyers hadn’t used the garage apartment on a regular basis, and Rob had spent some money on updating it when he first moved in. 

It was cozy for two people, but he and Aaron were only there in the evenings during the week. On the weekends, they decamped to Aaron’s enormous four-bedroom Craftsman in Pasadena, which he’d inherited from his ex-husband.

Rob left the apartment via the interior staircase that led from the living room to the garage. There was a second set of exterior stairs that led from the eat-in kitchen to the parking lot. Rob usually went that way, but this morning he wanted to check on Angeles’s new employee.

Half of the garage was dedicated to a laundry space and parking Aaron’s car. Rob crossed the empty area where Aaron parked to a “wall” built of rolling cubicle dividers. He peered around the end of the divider to see his two researchers, Jamie Brodie and Avery Roth, conferring at Jamie’s computer. He said, “Good morning! Welcome, Avery!”

Avery was thirty-eight, with short, straight hair that was dyed light blue. She had an entire wardrobe of glasses; this morning, the frames were tortoiseshell. She smiled up at him. “Good morning, Rob. Thanks!”

“Is Jamie orienting you?”

Jamie smirked. Avery said, “I’m pretty well oriented, I think. We’re dividing up the daily workload.”

Jamie added, “I figured it was a good way to start each day. Now that there’s two of us, we can be more organized.”

“Music to my ears. See you at nine.”

Jamie said, “Yes, sir.”

Rob rolled his eyes, but he had to laugh. Even after a year, he didn’t entirely have Jamie figured out yet. The guy was a superb employee in all the ways that mattered, but there was something in his personality that occasionally caught Rob by surprise. Like that snarky little emphasis on sir. 

It wasn’t that Jamie had a problem with authority, because he immediately did whatever Rob asked of him without complaint or attitude. Rob had considered it at length, and finally decided that Jamie’s contradictions resulted from being a natural-born authority in the position of a subordinate. Because, when it came right down to it, Jamie Brodie was subordinate to no one. 

Rob wasn’t sure that Jamie entirely recognized that in himself. That didn’t make it any less true.

He chuckled at his thoughts. That earned him a suspicious look from Jamie, who asked, “What?”

“Nothing.” Rob tapped the edge of the divider. “Avery, make him behave.”

Avery scoffed. “Like anyone can do that.”

“Exactly.”

Jamie made an exasperated sound. “I can hear you, you know.”

Avery giggled. Rob grinned at her. He said, “See ya shortly,” and headed for the parking lot.

He entered the office through the back door. To his left was one of the restrooms; to his right, in the small but fully equipped kitchen, Ryan McKinney was brewing coffee. Ryan had turned out to be a better administrative assistant than Rob could ever have hoped for. He was trained as a legal secretary and could wheedle documents from clerks of court faster than anyone else at Angeles. He was a software and social media whiz, he never let a client slide on paying their bills, and he made great coffee.

Ryan beamed at him. “Good morning! Coffee will be ready in just a minute.”

“Perfect. Thanks, Ryan.”

Rob stopped in his own office, the next door on his left, to turn on his computer. Then he went down the hall to the next two offices. He found Jamilah behind her desk and Kevin sitting in one of her visitor chairs. Jamilah said, “Hey, Rob.”

“Hey. What’s up?”

Kevin said, “We were talking about Carlos Maroto.”

“Oh, shit, that’s right, you and Pete went to the game last night. What happened?”

“It was hard to tell from where we were. I guess he had some kind of cardiac event.”

Jamilah said, “We should know soon. I figure the ME has prioritized his autopsy.”

Kevin said, “Sure. The Dodgers are going to want answers.”

Rob said, “Let’s hope they get some.”
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Chapter 7


Avery
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Angeles Investigations

Avery watched Rob leave then asked Jamie, “How long have you known Rob?”

“I met him briefly about six months before we moved back here, but I didn’t see him again until I sort of interviewed for this job a few months later. Why?”

“Just curious. He’s still trying to figure you out.”

Jamie snorted softly. “He doesn’t need to figure me out.”

“He’s a detail-oriented guy. He wants to figure you out.”

“Pfft. He has better things to do. Has he tried to convince you to become a PI yet?”

“No. He asked me if I wanted to. I told him I didn’t know yet.”

“Do you think you might?”

Avery shrugged. “I’m not sure. I like being a librarian. Do you think you might?”

“Nope. I know Rob is keeping records in case I change my mind. I’m not gonna change my mind. Besides, they’ll need a fourth PI well before either you or I are eligible to take the exam.”

Avery knew that, for a candidate without law enforcement background, licensure as a PI required three years of training under the supervision of an already-licensed PI before they were eligible to sit for the licensing exam. Of course, that was California; in some states, a person could just pay their fee and hang out a shingle. She asked, “Have they had to turn down cases yet?”

“Rob’s turned down a handful of surveillance cases. If one of them is stuck in a car all day every day, the other two can’t handle the rest of the workload. And Kevin hates surveillance.”

Avery wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’d like it much, either. So, is Rob the true boss? I know that Jamilah and Kevin are equal partners financially.”

“The agency was Rob’s idea. He’s the one who filed the paperwork to start the business, and he was ready to go it alone if Jamilah and Kevin hadn’t agreed to join him. He also is the sole owner of the property, and he manages the business side of Angeles. He has an MBA, so it makes sense for him to keep the books.” 

“Keeping the books must be pretty easy, though, since we enter our hours and expenses as we go.”

“Yeah, and Ryan creates the invoices every week from QuickBooks. But Rob has some micromanager tendencies. He still reviews all the invoices before Ryan sends them out.”

“Speaking of entering hours—you’ve been working overtime, right?”

“For the last few months, yeah. And I still couldn’t keep up.”

“Will you and I be able to keep up, with eighty hours per week between us?”

Jamie frowned. “I’m not sure. I have a feeling that the answer is no. It’s like we talked about yesterday, it’s not just background checks. Every new case we get for the PIs requires some background information. And sometimes, if no one else is available, I go with Jamilah or Kevin to talk to clients and witnesses. You can do that, too, if you want.”

“Hm. Maybe. Do they always work in pairs?”

“For the most part, yeah, except for surveillance cases. Kevin and Rob are both used to working with partners from their LAPD days.” Both men had been homicide detectives with the Los Angeles Police Department before becoming PIs; Jamilah had been a police officer in Irvine, although she hadn’t been a detective. “When they’re visiting the home of someone they don’t know, it’s safer not to go alone.”

“Sure. Do you do that often?”

“About once per major case, one of them will drag me along into the field.” Jamie tapped his monitor screen. “Which also takes me away from the bread and butter.”

“Gotcha. So... If we have to work overtime, do you mind very much if I do most of that?”

Jamie grinned at her. “You can do all of it. Or as much of it as you want. You know I don’t need the money.”

“I know.” Avery was aware that Jamie was a millionaire several times over, thanks to an inheritance of some sort. She didn’t know the details, but she did know that Jamie only worked because he wanted to. “And you know that I do need it.”

“Absolutely. So have at it and let me know when you need help. Deal?”

Avery held up her fist for a bump. “Deal. Should we be early to the meeting?”

Jamie checked the clock in the corner of his monitor. “Sure. Ryan will have your tea waiting for you, I bet.”

“And your mocha frappuccino?”

“I hope so.” Jamie pushed back from his desk and stood up. “Got your door key?”

Avery slapped the pocket of her khakis. “Got it. Let’s go.”
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Chapter 8


Kevin
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Angeles Investigations

Kevin carried his coffee to the conference room, stopping for a second to look into Jamie’s old office. Jamie and Ryan had moved Jamie’s computer to the garage on Tuesday, once the Internet was up and running there, but he hadn’t transferred his books or personal items until yesterday.

It was bizarre to see the office empty.

Kevin wondered how long it would be until they’d have a fourth investigator. At the moment, he didn’t know anyone who’d be interested.

He found Jamie, Avery, and Ryan already in the conference room, laughing at something. Kevin asked, “What’s funny?”

Avery said, “We were talking about career guidance. No one ever told me, when I went to library school, that I’d be working in a garage.”

“Are you okay with that? Because if you’re not, we can...”

Avery waved her hands. “No, no, it’s fine. I love it.”

“Well, if you decide later that you don’t love it, speak up.”

She grinned. “Oh, I will.”

Jamilah and Rob came in and took the two remaining seats. Rob said, “First on the agenda, let’s officially welcome Avery to the Angeles team!”

Everyone applauded, including Avery. She said, “Thanks! I’m thrilled to be here.”

“You know about the party, right?”

“Right.” Rob and Aaron were hosting the second annual Angeles company party at Aaron’s house in Pasadena on Saturday. “I’ve already conferred with Kristen about it. I’m all set.”

“Perfect. Ryan, what’s on the schedule today?”

“We have two intakes. The first is a death investigation at 10:30 and the second is an adoption case at two.”

Kevin asked, “What do we know about the death investigation?”

Ryan grimaced. “The clients are the parents of a sixteen-year-old who was found at his school. It’s not a police case.”

Jamilah said, “I called Nisha for the autopsy results. There wasn’t anything to see. They’re waiting for tox.”

Rob asked, “Probably an overdose, huh?”

Kevin said, “Most likely, and the parents will swear that their kid didn’t use drugs.”

There was a moment of silence as everyone considered that grim probability. Then Rob said, “Okay, we’ll find out more when they get here. What’s going on with the embezzlement case, Jamilah?”

Jamilah had been working with the pastor of a church in Baldwin Hills to determine who was responsible for nearly $250,000 in missing donations. The pastor had agreed to an external audit, which Jamilah had passed on to Robbie Harrison, the forensic accountant that Angeles consulted when needed. She said, “Robbie’s coming up this afternoon to meet with Pastor Marc and me. Based on what Robbie says, we’ll see what Pastor Marc wants to do from there.”

Kevin asked, “Do you think Pastor Marc will want you to go undercover?”

“If Robbie can’t pinpoint an individual, I think he will.” Jamilah shrugged. “I went to church when I was a kid. I know how to behave.”

Jamie said, “Nisha won’t go with you.”

Jamilah laughed. “No, my Hindu wife definitely won’t go with me. I’ll take my mom. She’ll be able to find out who does what faster than I could.”

Kevin said, “We should probably have your mom on retainer. She knows everyone.”

“Facts, dude.”

Rob chuckled. “Kevin, do you want to run with the new death investigation?”

“Yes, please.”

“Avery, where are you with the genetic genealogy training?”

“I missed the application deadline for the graduate certificate that I want. It was June first, so the certificate will have to wait for a year. In the meantime, I signed up for a couple of free online courses in biology and genetics to learn the basics.” She shrugged. “I was a history major in college. I don’t remember the last science course I took.”

Jamilah said, “You should talk to Nisha about your plans when you see her on Saturday. She’ll be able to give you some guidance.”

“Great idea! I will.”

Rob asked, “Jamie, anything new?”

“Three more deep background requests in my email this morning. I’m going to let Avery start on those while I work on the ones we already had.”

“Okay. After our 10:30 intake, I’m going to meet Rafe Kelley at his attorney’s office to discuss next steps.” Rafe Kelley was a client who’d asked them to uncover all his husband’s assets in preparation for a possible divorce. “I’ll be back well before the adoption intake, so I’ll sit in on that with Jamie and Avery.”

Kevin said, “I’ll probably be here for that, too. If the Perkinses agree to a search of their kid’s room, I’ll do that after if it fits their schedule.”

“Sounds good.” Rob looked around the table. “Anything else?”

Jamilah and Ryan both said, “No.”

“Cool. See you all back in here at 10:30.”

Jamie said, “Yes, sir.”

Rob rolled his eyes; he and Avery both laughed. Kevin thought, What’s that about?

Probably another salvo in Rob’s ongoing attempt to pry open Jamie’s head. Kevin could have told him it was pointless, but it was kind of fun to watch Rob try. And once Rob decided to achieve something, he wouldn’t be deterred. But Kevin was confident that Rob had never encountered anyone quite as uniquely stubborn as Kevin’s little brother.

Irresistible force, meet immovable object. Kevin snickered at the thought. Rob was on his way out of the room, talking to Jamilah and Avery. Jamie was pushing back from the table; he frowned at Kevin. “What’s funny?”

“You and Rob.”

Jamie grinned. “Just maintaining a healthy separation between my work and personal life.”

“Uh-huh.” Kevin followed Jamie into the hall. “Do you want to come with me to search this kid’s bedroom this afternoon?”

“And leave Avery by herself on her first day?”

“Oh. I guess
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