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      The last time I spoke with Heidi, she’d seemed fine.

      Heidi called me out of the blue and left a voicemail, begging me to call back. It had been years since we’d met during my deployment. Heidi worked for a government contractor that shipped in supplies, whereas I was part of an intelligence team, armed with a rifle, ammunition, and a dash of people skills. Our paths crossed enough to shoot the shit a few times, but I couldn’t say I really knew Heidi well. Still, it was me she called, so I called her back, and she asked me out to lunch.

      Our phone conversation started with the usual niceties. “Been ages. How are you?” Yes and shitty. But her tone struck a hint of desperation when she said, “There’s something I’d like to run by you. It’s been bugging me. From our time in the sandbox.” When I asked her what it was, she said the topic required an in-person meeting, and I let it go at that.

      As tight-knit as the military community is, I hadn’t received a call from anyone I’d served with for several years now. We all had scattered across the globe to some extent—with many of my peers eventually winding up in the DC area. The job market was good, having military service was a plus. Given the wealth of potential contacts, why would Heidi choose to call me?

      “You just always struck me as a straight shooter,” she’d replied. She didn’t seem to be referring to my accuracy on the rifle range. It also didn’t completely answer my question.

      I was still skittish meeting people in public since the pandemic. The days when houses and apartments served as isolation chambers were still not far behind us. My health worries were complicated—physically and mentally compromised from my time serving as a Marine. Though the world had slowly opened back up, I thought long and hard before taking any unnecessary risks. In many ways, my life since my deployment felt like a series of mini-risk assessments.

      We made arrangements to meet the following day at a nearby deli with outdoor seating. I arrived five minutes early and waited.

      Heidi never showed.

      My texts to her were delivered, but unread, and my calls went straight to voicemail. Lacking a home address, I did a 411 search on the name “Heidi Sternberg” and came up with an address north of mine in Aspen Hill.

      Heidi lived in a well-maintained, three-story, brick garden apartment building. The complex was made up of strips of buildings, separated by parking lots. The sight of a police cruiser near Heidi’s building did little to lift my hopes.

      Neither did the evidence van, parked near one of the Dumpsters.

      The lot was well-packed with cars whose owners continued to work from home. Somehow I managed to squeeze my Fiesta into an empty spot. I grabbed a mask from the glove box and left the car, donning the protective gear en route to an open set of stairs that led to the basement and upper floors. One of the mailboxes announced that Heidi lived in 3A, so I trudged up the steps. My stomach further sank when I saw that 3A was crossed over by fresh yellow crime scene tape.

      I approached the officer standing guard at the door. Roughly my age, early 30s, he was nearly a senior citizen compared with his apple-cheeked Gen Z partner, who was busy rounding up witness statements.

      The door swung open as a CSI tech exited and ducked under the tape—long enough for me to glimpse the other technicians encased in white roaming around the apartment. As the door shut, I got a sick feeling about what might be on the other side.

      “Excuse me,” I addressed the guard. “I was supposed to meet the person who lives here for lunch. Someone I haven’t seen for a while, but who I once worked with. If something’s happened to her, I’d like to know what.”

      I tried hard not to think about an old case. One in which I’d shown up at my clients’ house only to find them butchered and left to rot in a basement that resembled an abattoir.

      The officer nodded acknowledgment, then—after conferring with someone by radio—turned to me and said, “Wait here. Detective Sully will be with you shortly.”

      The name Sully hit me like a gut punch. Detective Sully. Homicide. Sully was a fair cop. Even if she had once nearly accused me of murder.

      We’d met courtesy of me finding two dead clients butchered and spattered around the basement of their house. That was unexpected.

      In clearing my own name, I ran into a much bigger problem. Part of it was solved and most of bad guys were held to account.

      But the killer? She flew the coop. An elusive one, who went by the name of Phyllis Atkinson. Or did at the time.

      Again the door opened, revealing Sully, masked, but otherwise as well-tailored as ever. “Erica.” She uttered my name in a slightly confused way, as if trying to recall who I was. Clearing her throat, she said, “Ms. Jensen, you say you know someone who lives here?”

      “Yes. It’s been years, but she called me yesterday. And we were supposed to have lunch, but when she didn’t show . . . “

      Sully held up a hand. I stopped talking. She took a moment to pick the right words. “Was that person named Heidi Sternberg?”
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      With characteristic stoicism, Sully told me the body was discovered when a neighbor was asked to check in on Heidi after she failed to show up for work. When Heidi failed to answer the door, the neighbor called 911. Sully explained this in the hallway, crime techs and the otherwise authorized ducking in and out of the crime scene.

      “There are no obvious signs of foul play. Only a half-empty pill bottle next to her bed.” Sully said. “Of course, we’ll need a call from the ME on cause of death before we make any decisions.” A female officer—her dark blue uniform still perfectly creased and squeaky clean—approached us, gave me a tight smile, and spoke inaudible words into Sully’s ear.

      “I see,” Sully said. “Thank you.” With that, the officer went away. Sully turned back to me.

      “How did you know the deceased?” she asked.

      “We met while I served in Afghanistan. She was with a contractor who provided transport services.”

      “How well did you know her?”

      “Well enough to say hello to now and then. I know she enjoyed movies.”

      Sully seemed to mull that over. She nodded, as if finally solving a puzzle. “When did you last speak with her?”

      “It was just yesterday. She seemed anxious to talk to me.”

      “She contacted you?” Sully asked.

      “Yes. Can I ask something?” Without waiting for her answer, I continued. “Was there a note? Does it look like an accident or suicide?”

      Sully shook her head, either in answer to my first question or refusal to answer at all. “Mmm. Too soon to say.” Indeed. Mmm. “What time did you speak to her yesterday?” she asked, notebook and pen poised.

      I thought back. I’d been in the midst of shutting my laptop down when the phone rang. I ignored the call, my mind focused on a more important matter: what to eat for dinner.

      “Around six,” I said. “She called and left a message. I didn’t recognize the number, so I thought it might be spam at first. I called her back right away. She sounded like she could use a pep talk.”

      Not to mention the help I could provide, as a fellow participant in the war effort. Plus, I had applied for a private eye’s license, after being declared “sane-ish OR sane enough” by my court-ordered therapist. Couple years ago, I’d had a legal dustup when a guy in a bar got handsy with me. The court ordered me into therapy, and I’d managed to get a clean bill—and not punch anyone else in the face.

      “And what did you talk about?” Sully asked.

      I paused, my attention caught by the opening door and the flash of a white-suited figure, snapping photos within. “Not much really. I hadn’t seen her in ages. But she asked me to meet her for lunch today. Something was bothering her, something that happened while we were over there. When I asked what the problem was, she said she’d prefer to discuss it in person.”

      Sully noted this, or at least I assumed she was taking notes. “Anything else you remember? Did she sound depressed? Angry? Anything?”

      I thought back to the sound of her voice. “Just intent on meeting me. Anxious, I guess.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “Not since my time on active duty.” I put some effort into recalling our occasional conversations over there. Well, I could say she was a huge fan of Tarantino and the Coen brothers. She struck me as smart, the kind who would use her active service as a springboard for starting a business. Meanwhile, my only goal had been to make it out alive. “We used to talk about movies a lot. It didn’t go much deeper than that. She was personable.” Given conditions in the field, that was saying something.

      “You were in hospital for a week or so, due to a concussion. That was before your return, correct?”

      I murmured agreement, sifting through the memories of nearly getting blown to pieces en route to an LZ—the landing zone of the helo (or chopper or copter, depending on your generation) meant to whisk us back to civilization. A young man driving the vehicle had died as a result. I still had the nightmares.

      The awful buzz of memories merely underscored my annoyance at the question about my head injury, as if it made me unreliable.

      “Is it possible you’ve forgotten anything significant she might have mentioned?” Sully plugged away at this angle. She was giving me a headache.

      “If I can think of anything, I promise to tell you.” It took every ounce of self-control not to snarl the words.

      “Can you think of anyone else who knew her then? During your time overseas.”

      I thought back over the past decade. Seemed longer. “I’d have to give that some thought.” Heidi hadn’t been with the Marines but served as our support. Our separate assignments gave us fewer chances to mingle. However, “fewer” isn’t “none.” I could check my photos from back then for any instances her people might have hung out with mine. The ones I’d kept.

      “What about family?” Sully persisted. “Do you know of anyone we should contact?”

      “Nope.”

      Sully nodded, as if I’d passed a test. She stopped taking notes and handed me a card. “In case you lost the last one I gave you,” she said.

      With that, I was dismissed.

      But not for long.
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      Back at home, I shoved aside the few clothing items I bothered to hang in my tiny closet and fished out a shoebox of mementos from off the small shelf buried within it. Among them were old photos from my time on active duty. A brief shuffle through the contents revealed no sign of Heidi.

      I mulled the circumstances of Heidi Sternberg’s death for a day or so, then shoved them into a far corner of my mind where I hide all the other crap I’d like to forget. It took a few days, but eventually I got a voicemail message.

      Someone wanted to stir some shit.

      “Ms. Jensen, my name is Margaret Wilson, and I need to talk to you. Please call me back as soon as you can.” The voice had a childlike tone, edged with panic.

      So, after performing my usual yoga routine and feasting on a hearty breakfast of toasted English muffins smeared with butter and Marmite, further fortified by a good, strong cup of coffee, my first order of business was to return that call.

      Once I introduced myself, Margaret Wilson launched a torrent of words at me.

      “Ms. Jensen, I got your name from Heidi’s phone. She said she knew you from your tour in Afghanistan. She also told me she was going to meet you. Take it from me. Heidi did not take all those pills. We had plans. And she had absolutely no signs of depression or anything else that would make her do such a thing. I simply can’t believe it. Won’t believe it. I refuse.”

      This was all delivered in a high-pitched, but melodious voice. Like being lectured by Betty Boop.

      But even Margaret Wilson needed to breathe. So, when she took that breath, I jumped in.

      “Do the police know the cause of death?”

      “They think it was an accidental death by overdose,” Margaret whimpered. “They found opiates in her blood. But Heidi wasn’t using. She was dead set against it. And she wouldn’t have tried to kill herself. No way.”

      “Did they say anything about how they reached that conclusion?”

      Margaret heaved another breath. “They didn’t find a note, but the autopsy findings were indeterminate. They said they interviewed people she worked with, and no one saw this coming. That’s all they told me. Which means she either killed herself without a note, which I can’t believe, or she overdosed accidentally, which I just don’t believe.” Her tone was edged with anger, grief, and remorse. “And I get the distinct feeling that Heidi’s death will slip through the cracks. All of which means there could be murderer out there and no justice for Heidi.”

      I had to be careful here. This woman didn’t see death every day. As far as suicide, I knew of instances in which none of the symptoms of depression were evident. No one knows deep down what emotions are festering in another person. People learn to mask these feelings, bury them so deeply they themselves forget they’re there.

      But telling Margaret, “Sounds like someone’s in denial,” seemed cruel.

      “You want to know why I’m sure?” She continued as if she’d correctly interpreted my pause. “We just got married.” The growl of her anger she vocalized gave way to a brief tsunami of grief. “We should be on our honeymoon. Right now.”

      I had no great words of inspiration to offer, so I murmured my sympathies and continued questioning her. “So you lived together?” Something Sully hadn’t bothered to mention. I imagined there was much more unspoken between us.

      “Yes,” she said. “She died while I was away on business. We were supposed to travel after I got back.” She squeaked out the final words, but her high-pitched voice held the hint of a wail.

      “Oh,” I said. Many questions came to mind. When did you start dating? Did she have an insurance policy? Was she a multimillionaire? A billionaire’s daughter? Was there a prenup?

      The police could have inquired into those matters, but between the medical examiner’s findings and lack of evidence to suspect homicide, how much digging would the police do? There was no lack of other homicides to investigate and never enough resources. I figured the police would probably close the case and need solid reasons to reopen it. I wondered how often that happened.

      “What would you like me to do?” Naturally I had to ask. I wasn’t going to assume anything.

      “Find enough evidence to reactivate the case or make sure it stays on the cops’ radar,” she confirmed.

      I put my hand over the receiver and let out a deep sigh before replying. “You do realize the police don’t take kindly to civilians telling them how to do their jobs?”

      “Maybe,” she spat back. “But if there is evidence, they shouldn’t ignore it.”

      Well, I couldn’t disagree with her there. “Listen,” I said. “I have a meeting I gotta go to.” That wasn’t a lie. I was meeting my friend Nick Baxter for lunch. A freelance journalist who’d helped me survive 40 hours of court-ordered group anger management, without killing anyone. I suppose that meant it had worked.

      “To be honest, I’m still not comfortable meeting people in close quarters,” I said. “But if you’d like to discuss hiring me, we should probably meet face-to-face, at least once.”

      “Do you Zoom?” she asked. Do I Zoom? Didn’t everyone? How did anyone do anything during the pandemic? Mr. Zoom obviously knew something about meeting people’s needs that Facebook could never really bring off.

      “I can do that. When would you like to meet?” Simply seeing Margaret Wilson in the flesh could reveal a whole lot hidden about the situation.

      “Do you have time today?”

      “Let me check my calendar.” I knew my calendar was empty of meaningful business events. I took the moment to fire off a text to Nick, advising him that a potential client had me running a bit late. “How about two this afternoon?”

      She agreed to the time and offered to send me the link. While Zoom came as close as possible to meeting IRL, I could only hope it was enough to provide the intuitive sense of a person I gained from being in their actual presence. With my luck, one of our cameras would crap out on us, anyway.
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      I arrived at the pizza place before Nick. The weather was as warm as early May allows, so I snagged a table outdoors. The patio protruded onto a wedge of green space spiked with just-flowering dogwood trees that failed to screen the view of a parking lot.

      Nick arrived a few minutes later. His face reflected a somber mood.

      “Been a while,” I said. Nick grunted, nodding.

      It was rather a relief to simply hang out with a friend without masking. And, in my case, going without a mask was a genuine show of faith that the pandemic might be, finally, on its way out.

      I was hardly at death’s door, but my health was plenty compromised, courtesy of a war I once took part in.

      While we waited for our meal, I couldn’t help noticing that Nick seemed to be in a particularly rare downcast mood.

      “This country,” he said, shaking his head. “Can you believe what’s going on? Kids being gunned down because gun ownership is sacred here? These crazy people who would kill the vice president and call it a patriotic act? I don’t understand.”

      “Me, neither.” I really, really didn’t understand either.

      Our server, a smiling gal who seemed pretty anxious herself, brought us water. She then took our order and hustled off to the kitchen.

      “So,” he said. “How are you holding up?”

      Although we’d both finished therapy long ago, Nick and I continued to stay in touch. It was nice to know that the agony of sitting through those painful, long-winded, court-ordered chats had at least resulted in a real friendship.

      “I’m hanging in there,” I said. “Fortunately, a lot of my work involves computers.” Unfortunately, computers didn’t have all the answers. So, while a lot of my work could be done on a computer, that didn’t mean all of it could or should be.

      “Yeah, same here,” Nick said. “Looks like the paper was doing me a favor firing me. There’s been a lot to write about. As long as the internet still functions, I’m sure we’ll all be fine.” I detected a definite hint of snark in that last statement.

      We shot the shit for a while about the state of things between trying to eke out a living and wondering what wonders new technology would bring us.

      Our pizza arrived. A magnificent caprese of spicy tomato sauce, mozzarella, mushrooms, and basil leaves. The aroma had me salivating.

      As we tucked in, I told him about the call from Margaret Wilson.

      “I’m supposed to meet her in a few hours. A virtual meeting,” I said. “I’m still trying to figure out how I should feel about this.”

      “What do you mean?” Nick asked.

      I stopped. What did I mean?

      “Well, Heidi did tell me that it concerned an incident that happened while I was deployed. I hope I can be objective.”

      Nick’s gaze raked through me. “How would that affect your research?” Ugh. I hated when he decided to play Socrates.

      “What if it’s something really bad? What if it’s so bad . . . ” I couldn’t conjure the words. How long would it take before even thinking of the war would stop triggering nightmares during waking hours? Still had those three Oxys hidden away in my medicine cabinet. Opioid addiction could sink its claws into me again.

      Nick nodded. Out of questions, he shoved a slice of caprese pizza into his mouth.
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      Margaret Wilson spoke like Cyndi Lauper on helium.

      She was a brunette with Asian features, green eyes, and dark hair bobbed like a 1920s flapper. For a moment, I thought I’d gone back in time. The fact that she wore jeans and a casual top helped dispel the illusion. Not to mention that we were meeting online.

      Nonetheless, I thought she made a fair case for looking further into Heidi’s death.

      “Honestly.” She spoke in a sing-song manner that occasionally spiked into high C. “I saw no signs whatsoever of a desire to take her own life. She was over the moon about our travel plans.”

      “I assume you mentioned this to the police?” I didn’t but had to ask.

      “Yes.” The word punched the air. “They kept asking about other things. I figured they would. But we were newlyweds. And Heidi wasn’t rich.”

      “How long have you been married?” And how long did you know her before that?

      “We’ve been together two years, just married last month,” she said, as if reading my mind. “Eloped, really.”

      “Okay, yeah.” Those two words bought me just enough time to consider the next ones.

      “What was she taking opioids for?” It felt odd to be asking such personal questions about what had been a passing acquaintance.

      “Back pain,” Margaret said. “But I’ve never seen her take pills. Between yoga and CBDs, she managed it.”

      I thought of my own “secret stash.” The few pills I didn’t have the courage to toss out.

      “If she didn’t take them, what were they doing there? Were they ever prescribed for her?”

      Margaret whispered a sigh. “They told me the bottle had no label.”

      The bottle could have had the label removed, could’ve been bootlegged from Canada. Could have been aspirin. Who knew? I wondered whether Margaret knew her spouse as well as she thought she did.

      “An investigation could lead to information you may not wish to know.” Decade-old images of military life swam through my mind as I uttered the words.

      She was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was still high, but at a much lower volume. “I’m fully aware of my partner’s past service. I know she saw some shit. But I need to know what happened. Please. I have to know.”

      Margaret paused again before adding, “If this is triggering for you, I apologize. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind.”

      “No,” I said. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll be fine.”

      Even as I said the words, I wondered if they were true.
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      Margaret Wilson may have been eccentric, but she was no dummy. Before the cops had grabbed Heidi’s phone as evidence, Margaret had the presence of mind to do a bit of snooping on the device and, along with my number, turned up a few others Heidi had called that she didn’t recognize. One was for someone identified only as “Rizzo” and the other was for a “Dr. Claremont.”

      “There was one time when someone called Heidi and I happened to hear her mention Rizzo,” Margaret said. “I told this to the police. I remembered she sounded tense.”

      She also provided me with Heidi’s other contacts, which sadly were few. “There’s her sister, Cassie, same last name, who lives in L.A. Nothing for her parents. Also, someone identified only as Bo.” As she gave me their numbers, I pondered the state of my own phone.

      I tried to imagine why someone would want to kill Heidi. What was the motive? Was it related to the matter she’d wished to discuss with me?

      That seemed awfully coincidental—but coincidences do happen.

      She’d been so guarded about discussing whatever she had on her mind. And it’s not like there wasn’t any weird shit happening within our own ranks over there. Margaret Wilson never mentioned anything that would suggest Heidi was giving testimony or doing anything else to stir official waters.

      Then it hit me in a way that sent a tingle down my legs. My innards turned so glacial, I shivered. What if Margaret hadn’t known because Heidi couldn’t tell her? What if Heidi knew something dreadful, but was bound to secrecy?

      It’s called “plausible deniability.”

      I shook my head. You’ve seen too many movies. But I couldn’t deny my own knowledge of some pernicious influencers out there. War profiteers, mercenaries, you name it.

      Of course, there could be all sorts of reasons for Heidi to keep a secret from Margaret. Ones less likely to earn me a straightjacket.

      I sat at my desk and began what I figured would become an increasingly complex diagram of connections on a legal pad. Starting with a circle labeled “Heidi,” I drew lines out from her with the players so far—Margaret, me, Rizzo, Dr. Claremont, Bo, and even Cassie of California, represented by labeled rectangles. I made a list off to the side and would add to each representation as I learned more.

      Who should I pester first? The mysterious Rizzo, the doctor, one of Heidi’s other contacts, or one of my own from our time in the shit? If Heidi had been concerned with a decade-old event on the war front, could it relate to her death? Once again, my thoughts turned dark with the possibilities. Before I called anyone, I decided to check for an online presence.

      The contractor she’d worked with was Babelcomm Inc. I did a quick search on the name and Heidi’s and came up with a LinkedIn page for Heidi Sternberg. She still worked—had worked—with them and, according to her LinkedIn profile, had received a promotion to manager a couple of months ago.

      Those were far from dire circumstances. If she’d been a secret pill head, she had hidden it well. Her apparent success in career and love didn’t guarantee happiness, but were presumably indications of a good life. Still, she’d sounded so desperate to meet me. Why?

      I looked for other signs of Heidi on social media. She’d limited herself to LinkedIn—no Facebook or IG photos to indicate social events, current moods, random thoughts, or much else.

      An image search on her name pulled up a single photo in which I recognized Heidi—a lithe figure in camo with dark hair in a ponytail, holding a clipboard, watching other people move boxes out the back of a truck.

      The website for Babelcomm indicated it was a nationwide outfit with offices in New York, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, San Francisco, Denver, and Chicago. I checked the webpage for the D.C. office, which was actually located across the district line in Silver Spring, Maryland. That made it shitloads more convenient for me.

      Margaret had mentioned that the police were interviewing Heidi’s co-workers. I’d start there.

      I needed to get a sense of Heidi from a source other than her grieving widow.
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      After traversing Georgia Avenue, I arrived at Babelcomm’s headquarters, housed in a beige brick mid-rise that had survived Silver Spring’s urban (or semi-urban) renewal.

      I turned into a driveway that led to a garage behind the building and sent a mental thanks to the land planners who saved me the aggravation of street parking.

      I crossed a small courtyard, and, as I entered the secured building, an airport check-in-sized counter loomed before me. A man in gray uniform behind it was kind enough to grant me a visitor’s badge, upon my producing a veteran’s ID and stating that I’d come to inquire about a job. A job that was now open that I didn’t want.

      The interior had clearly been renovated, as it didn’t quite match the mid-century modern exterior. The lobby was small but made to feel bigger by a huge window with a view of a modestly sized yard of grass and flowering shrubs on the opposite wall from the entrance. Through two panes of glass, you could just make out the opposite hall, if you squinted.

      I took the elevator to the sixth floor, where it opened directly into a reception area roughly the size of a studio apartment. There, a gently aging woman in her late forties sat, gazing at her phone. She was dwarfed behind a massive aluminum-on-wood desk on steroids. As I traversed the distance toward her, she jerked her head up. “Hi. Sorry. Just looking at photos.” She held up the phone. I eyeballed the shots of a toddler doing something.

      I nodded, noting the kid was dressed in pink. “Oh, what an adorable little girl.” Very nice. Onward. “So cute,” I added, trying to sound sweet, but unsure whether I could quite pull it off.

      She yanked the phone away. “Isn’t she?” she said. I nodded. She smiled. “How can I help you?”

      “I knew Heidi Sternberg. I got to know her when we worked together in Afghanistan. Terrible tragedy.” The sorrow in my voice, however, wasn’t faked.

      The receptionist sucked in a breath. “It’s hard to believe.” She leaned my way, speaking low. “You knew her? Did she . . . any signs that she used?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know her that well, but she called me recently. Seemed anxious to talk.” I paused, wondering how much to reveal. “You asked whether she used. Was there reason to believe Heidi might be a drug addict?”

      The woman snorted a bit. “No way. Heidi didn’t even drink beer or wine. At any office party, she’d be the one drinking soda.”

      “What was she like to work with?”

      The receptionist narrowed her eyes a bit. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      Two whole questions. “Mmm-hmm. I was hoping to better understand how this could happen.”

      She smiled and nodded. Did I pass the audition? “Who do you work for?” she asked.

      Miles to go before I sleep.

      “I’m investigating
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