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Chapter 1
Police tape wound an irregular path through foliage and over sidewalks, enclosing an area thirty-five yards in diameter, give or take a blood splatter or two. Private Detective Steve Smiley, white cane in hand, came to a stop. Heather McBlythe craned her neck and gazed at row after row of hotel room balconies. Each one overlooked an atrium the size of a city pocket-park. Water skipped down a terraced hill into a pool and meandered past plants and trees, only to be pumped back to the hill’s crest.
Steve removed his hand from Heather’s shoulder and adjusted wrap-around sunglasses covering his sightless eyes. His white cane gave a sweeping search of the area around him. “What do you see?” he asked.
“The body’s been removed. Here comes Leo.”
Houston homicide Detective Leo Vega covered a yawn as he ambled to where they stood. An unbuttoned navy sports coat shielded most of his wrinkled white shirt. Heather glanced across the marked off area. Two uniformed officers stretched and shifted from foot to foot on the far side of police tape.
“Thanks for coming,” said Leo. He ran his hand through gray-streaked black hair and then rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not sure if we have a jumper or if he had help.”
“What floor?” asked Steve.
Heather shifted her gaze to her partner. He didn’t look too bad today. As usual he’d dressed down for the day wearing nondescript dark pants and a cream-color pullover sweater. His hair needed a good trim. She’d offered to take him to the barber shop, but he insisted he would call Uber. Why did he always put that off? Not having a wife definitely had its disadvantages for him.
Leo extended an index finger toward a spot where the west wall met the roof. “Twelve floors up. All the way at the top. It’s the Presidential Suite.”
A man’s voice, high and effeminate, interrupted them. “Excuse me. How long until we can get that awful yellow tape down?”
Heather swiveled to see a hotel employee whose bearing matched his voice. Prior to his approach he stood a respectable distance from the gore. He wore a black suit, tasseled loafers, and a name tag that read, Samuel LaMonte, Asst. Manager. She assumed superiors had sent him to hurry the process of removing traces of the ‘unfortunate incident’. Who could blame them? Posh hotels with conference centers don’t use police tape in their advertising brochures.
“The forensic team is finished,” said Leo. “Cleaners that specialize in bio-hazards should arrive any time. As soon as they’re finished I’ll instruct the officers to take down the tape. Until that time, I’m sure we can count on your full cooperation.”
The assistant manager forced a thin smile and muttered, “Of course.”
“Show me the exact spot,” said Heather.
Leo led her on a circuitous route to avoid the grizzly remnants of a life. They stepped with special care the closer they approached.
“By the looks of things he hit face-first,” said Heather.
Leo mumbled. She took it to be an affirmative response as they made their way back to Steve.
A voice sounding like it had been worked over with a wood rasp disturbed the somber scene. “I say we’re wasting time. The guy jumped, plain and simple.”
Leo heaved a sigh. “Steve, Heather, this is my new partner, Randy Tubbs. Randy, meet my good friend and mentor, Steve Smiley; and this is Heather McBlythe.”
Ruddy faced and, based on his girth, a frequent patron of all-you-can-eat restaurants, Detective Tubbs failed to extend his thick right hand or even offer a strained smile.
Heather had seen her share of overripe cops when she carried a badge and gun in Boston. The ones that came to mind hung onto their careers until reaching retirement Nirvana and then fell into one of Florida’s senior communities. Once there they became another name on the list of “whatever-happened-to’s?” She wondered if Tubbs would be next on that list.
Detective Tubbs held up open palms. “What’s the problem, Leo? It’s open and shut. His wife was in the bedroom and had on earphones. He took a swan dive. A blind ex-cop isn’t going to change my mind. Let’s call it like it is, go home for a while, and write it up later today.”
Steve remained mute and void of outward emotion. He stood with the tip of his white cane between his feet, with his hands resting on the handle.
Heather shifted to where she could see the trio of men. Leo looked at his new partner and shook his head. “Look, listen and learn, Tubbs.” He shifted his gaze to Steve and said, “Victor Yancy. That’s our victim. What do you see?”
“Red as a fire truck.”
Tubbs rolled his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Heather’s patience with Detective Tubbs had reached its limit. Tenting her hands on her hips, she said, “It means that Mr. Smiley has associative chromesthesia. Certain words evoke images of colors to him. In this case, being near a crime scene and hearing the name of the victim caused him to experience an impression of the color red. His brain registers red when the death is a murder. Had it been a suicide, he wouldn’t have seen red.” She paused to take a half step toward Tubbs. “It also means Mr. Smiley has forgotten more about homicide investigations than you’ll ever know.”
“What a load,” said Tubbs. “You’re telling me a blind man comes to a crime scene and I’m supposed to believe his sight magically comes back?”
Heather swallowed what she wanted to say and looked straight into Tubbs’ bloodshot eyes. “That’s not what I said.”
Leo broke in before Tubbs could reply. “It’s true, Randy. Steve did this when we worked together. He would see red at crime scenes, even when he had his sight. We solved several murders that looked like suicides or accidents. We also had a case where a guy and his wife staged his murder. It turned out to be an insurance scam and the body we couldn’t find turned up alive and well, living in Portland.”
Tubbs gave an emphatic shake of his head and a huff of disgust. “You’re nuts. You can believe this guy can see red or blue or little green men if you want to. I’ll stick to facts. There were no signs of a struggle. The guy moved two plants from the railing so he could jump.” His gaze intensified as he threw a thumb in Steve’s direction. “Next you’re going to tell me this guy reads fortunes and can tell my future by the stars.”
“No, but he can tell you more than you want to hear this morning.” Leo set his jaw. “How ’bout it, Steve; what can you tell me about my new partner?”
“Is this necessary?”
“Afraid so, old buddy.”
Heather stifled a chuckle. Here it comes.
“All right, if you say so.” Steve paused for a moment, then extended his hand. “Mr. Tubbs.”
“What is this?”
“Give me your hand and I’ll show you.”
“This is ridiculous.”
“Randy, just do what he says,” said Leo sharply.
Tubbs held out a limp hand. Steve gripped it, pulled the skeptic into him and didn’t let go. His nostrils flared as he inhaled. At least ten long seconds passed before he spoke. “Detective Tubbs, you had sausage, eggs, fried potatoes, toast with strawberry jam, and black coffee for breakfast. My guess is you talked the assistant manager into comping you the meal.”
Tubbs tried to pull away, but Steve held on tight.
“How did you know that?”
“I remember you were doing the same three years ago when you finally made it into homicide.” Steve’s nostrils flared again. “You drink whiskey, lots of it. You polished off half a bottle last night before you got the call. You didn’t bathe before you went to work yesterday and haven’t had time today. Drinkers like you cut it off and go to bed around midnight. That leads me to believe Mr. Yancy’s death occurred between eleven thirty p.m. and midnight.”
Tubbs jerked his hand from Steve’s grasp. “Let me go. You were crazy when you were a cop, and you’re still nuts.”
Steve didn’t back down. “You were in the car sleeping when Ms. McBlythe and I arrived. You had a pull or two from your flask before you came back in. You’re five-feet-eight-inches tall and you’re at least seventy-five pounds overweight. How did I know that? Even your hand is fat. You wheezed from the modest exercise of walking from the car to here. The thought of going to the twelfth floor again doesn’t appeal to you because you either suffer from acrophobia or you aren’t interested in doing your job. I’m thinking both. I’ve been to this hotel before. The elevators are glass enclosed and overlook the atrium. That’s how I concluded you have a fear of heights. You’re tired, hung over, and in no mood to do a thorough job. Saying this is a suicide is the easy way out.” Steve paused. “Do you want me to go on?”
“Go home, Tubbs,” said Leo. “I’ll cover for you this time. Come to work drunk again, or take another drink on the job, and I’ll go straight to Lieutenant Blankenship.”
Cloudy eyes set in a round, florid face glared at Leo. “So, that’s the way it’s going to be? Some partner they stuck me with. You’re nothing but a choir boy looking to take a scalp.” He hocked a wad of phlegm and shot it on a nearby clump of monkey grass. “If that’s the way you want it, that’s the way it will be. I’ll go home. Not because I need to sleep, but because I’ve seen all there is to see. You write your report. I’ll write mine. We’ll see which one of us goes to the department’s shrink.”
Squeaky crepe-soled shoes carried Detective Randy Tubbs and his bruised ego away from the scene of the murder. Heather wondered if Leo would want her and Steve to stay longer. After all, his request had been that they travel from their offices in The Woodlands to Houston so Steve could use his unusual ability to shed light on this case.
Steve’s next words matched her thoughts. “Is that all you need from us?”
“Heck, no.” Leo exhaled while looking to the twelfth floor. “Something about this didn’t smell right from the start. The victim, his wife, and four former classmates came a day early to attend a twentieth high school reunion. The department is screaming for everyone to get overtime off the books. I have two uniform cops and Tubbs. That’s it. I came to work early yesterday morning, and my head had no more hit the pillow when I got the call last night. If I don’t get some sleep I’ll be as worthless as that excuse for a partner they saddled me with.”
“Is the victim’s wife still here?” asked Steve.
“Yeah. Tabby Yancy. Upstairs in Room 12157. We interviewed her briefly. The others in the group are two floors below. Their rooms are clumped together overlooking the atrium. We decided to let them sleep.” Leo reached in the pocket of his sports coat and handed Heather a piece of paper. “Here’s a list of their names and room numbers. No one has talked to them yet. I’ll send the two uniforms to get preliminary statements, and I’ll follow up later.”
Steve turned to Heather. “Unless I’m mistaken, a hot-headed, overweight detective will come back this evening in a bad mood. He’ll be itching to slap handcuffs on somebody as soon as we prove this wasn’t a suicide. Don’t you think we should try to eliminate some suspects?”
“An excellent suggestion,” said Heather with a conspiratorial nod.
Leo issued a quick wink to Heather. “If you find out anything interesting, I’d like to know. I’m going home for a shower and a nap.”
A team from a professional cleaning company arrived and set to work after donning blue coveralls, facemasks, latex gloves and shoe covers. Heather leaned into Steve. “It won’t take long before all traces of Victor Yancy are removed from the atrium. Let’s get started.




CHAPTER 2
Heather led Steve to where the assistant manager stood overseeing the cleanup. “Mr. Lamonte, Mr. Smiley and I will need adjoining rooms for the next two nights on the tenth floor. They must be as close as possible to the rooms on this list.” She showed him the names and room numbers Leo had handed her. She then produced a platinum credit card and placed her business card on top of it. A pair of hundred dollar bills joined the stack. “We require a white board in one of our rooms. We’ll also need erasable markers, blank paper, note cards and tape. Please see to it.”
After examining the card and pocketing the cash, Mr. Lamonte asked, “Is it my understanding you’ll be assisting the police in their investigation?”
Heather sharpened her gaze. She chose to wear heels and a tailored dark suit overlaying a silk blouse. “It’s our intention to investigate discreetly, and I emphasize the word discreetly. My promise to you is this: anyone who was not in the hotel at the time of Mr. Yancy’s demise will in no way be inconvenienced.” She added a footnote. “The police can be rather heavy handed at times. We don’t operate that way.”
A bow of his head telegraphed he understood what she’d said and implied.
Steve added, “Mr. LaMonte, Ms. McBlythe will need your card and a number she can reach you any time, day or night. You will be generously compensated for your assistance.”
A deeper bow accompanied his words. “Of course. It will be my pleasure to serve you.”
“Excellent,” said Steve. “Would you check to see if room service served Mrs. Yancy breakfast this morning? If not, order a selection of breakfast dishes and a card that reads, ‘Will be by to offer condolences this morning.’”
“How would you like the card signed?”
“No signature.”
Heather turned to Steve. “Latch on to my arm. I’m going to take you to a bistro we passed on the way in. I’ll get our computers from the car, pick up our room keys, and we’ll have an hour to research the people on the list Leo handed me.”
✽✽✽
 
A woman with red-rimmed eyes opened the door of the Presidential Suite. Heather extended a hand and gave their names. Tabby Yancy, the widow, wore black leggings, white socks and an oversized sweatshirt that had seen much better days. It took Heather one look to conclude Tabby could wear a nun’s habit made of burlap and still have a pack of men trailing her.
“We’re friends and associates of Detective Leo Vega. May we come in?” asked Heather.
The woman took a step back and nodded. She appeared to be about thirty at first glance. Heather looked again and estimated her to be a couple years younger. Recent tears and lack of sleep revealed tiny lines in otherwise porcelain-smooth skin. Her hair, somewhere between blond and white, cascaded over her shoulders, thick and wavy. Even without makeup she possessed the looks and manner of a movie star. In fact, that’s what the five-year-old bio found on the internet labeled Tabby to be. It went on to say her star hadn’t shone exceptionally bright. The movies she’d appeared in had been thin on plots and downright anorexic when it came to dialogue. The bio also said she’d been swept from Hollywood and taken off the market by a Silicon Valley tech hero. The arrival of twin boys ended her career in the public’s eye, except for a few commercials. Even dressed like a gym rat, the curvaceous woman leading the way into the living room dazzled.
“Did you say you’re with the police?” asked Mrs. Yancy.
Steve answered as Heather directed him to a chair facing a tan leather couch. “Detective Vega used to be my partner. He called us in as consultants. We’re both licensed private detectives.”
The Presidential Suite lived up to its name. It boasted three bedrooms, full kitchen, and a dining table for eight. In addition, the suite opened into an expansive living room, complete with gas fireplace. The balcony, which could be accessed from both the living room and master bedroom, quadrupled the balconies of all other rooms in depth and width.
Steve stopped as he passed the kitchen. “Mrs. Yancy, I couldn’t help but smell coffee. Would you like Heather to pour us each a cup?”
“That’s a good idea. Needless to say, I didn’t sleep last night.”
Heather pretended to be surprised as she noticed three carts loaded with plates crowned by metal lids. “Have you eaten breakfast, Mrs. Yancy?”
“I couldn’t bear to look at the food. I didn’t even order it.”
“It would be best if you ate something,” said Steve.
“I don’t think I can look at food today.” replied Mrs. Yancy.
Steve placed his cane on the floor. “I know food doesn’t sound good to you Mrs. Yancy, but whenever a person goes through a traumatic event they have large amounts of adrenaline dumped into their system. Their bodies tell them not to eat and then when you come down from the adrenaline rush, your blood sugar is out of balance. By eating something, you’re telling your body the crisis is over.”
“I see. All right, I’ll have a small plate.”
“Heather will get us each a plate. Is that okay?”
“Certainly. No carbs, please.”
The open floor plan allowed Heather to hear from the kitchen. Steve eased into conversation. “Mrs. Yancy,” he began.
“Please, call me Tabby. My name’s Tabatha, but I prefer Tabby.”
“Of course, Tabby. Let me begin by telling you how sorry we are for your loss. I know it must have been a terrible shock.”
Heather looked to see Tabby’s reaction. Even from a distance, the shrug of the woman’s shoulders didn’t seem right. She delivered coffee and asked, “Did your husband’s death come as a shock?”
“I thought I’d prepared myself for some sort of bad news, but I had no idea something like this would happen.”
Heather raised an eyebrow.
Instead of following up on the odd answer, Steve let it pass. He settled back in his chair and took a sip of coffee. Everything in Heather wanted to conduct a thorough cross-examination, but Steve knew his business. He lowered his cup and asked, “Can I tell you a very short story?”
“Please do.”
“Two years ago, my wife and I were attacked in a parking lot. Maggie died and I lost my sight. I’m telling you this to let you know you don’t have to face this alone. I know what it’s like to lose your spouse and have your world turned upside down. I bottled my pain for a long time and came close to losing my mind. The best thing you can do is talk. It doesn’t have to be with us, but we’ll be glad to listen.”
Tabby rose, moved to Steve and knelt. She placed a hand on his knee and asked, “Would you allow me to pray for you?”
“Uh…If you’d like.”
Heather realized her mouth had hinged open. She busied herself filling plates as Tabby gave voice to what sounded like a sincere prayer. The new widow made a passing remark about her husband Victor. Steve received most of the attention of her prayer. Why did she make this about Steve’s loss and not her own?
Steve croaked out a simple, “Thank you.”
Heather took her cue from the “Amen” to serve breakfast. Conversation remained light. Tabby spoke of her twin boys, Randall and Richard, but made scant references to her husband.
Heather took in every word. The absence of grief rankled her more and more.
Steve spoke as Tabby returned to her seat after insisting she clear the dishes. “We need to ask you some questions. Before we do, I want to make sure you understand why we’re here. Like I said, we’re private investigators. We have reason to believe your husband’s death wasn’t an accident. The police are unsure at this time, and they’ll want to question you more thoroughly than they did last night. You were the last person to see your husband alive. Is that correct?”
“I don’t think that’s accurate. He left to visit one of his high school friends.”
“Do you know which one?”
“I think he said Cassie New.”
Steve waited an uncomfortable number of seconds. “Did you have prior knowledge of, or have anything to do with, the death of your husband?”
“No, but I believed something evil would happen.”
Steve’s tone remained calm, despite the unusual answer Tabby had given. “You’ve mentioned that twice. What do you mean?”
Tabby gave a soft smile to each of them and said, “Both of you are good people. I can tell. This may sound odd, but I believe the Lord started preparing me for bad news a month ago.”
Heather draped one leg over the other. Is she for real or some sort of religious nut?
Tabby looked at Heather with a soft smile. “I can tell you don’t believe me. I understand. Vic didn’t believe God speaks to me either. If you’d like, I’ll give you my journal where I chart my daily Bible reading and what I sense the Lord is saying to me. You’ll see. God prepared me for his death ahead of time.”
Steve sat with fingers clasped in his lap, his voice low and sincere. “Have you always been a strong believer?”
“Oh, no. Only in the last couple of years. Before I got pregnant, I measured my personal worth by how people reacted to my beauty. The twins left me an emotional and physical wreck. I went from glitz and glamor to changing diapers and no sleep. I thought post-partum depression wasn’t real until it took me under. If it hadn’t been for a group of ladies from church I’d still be thinking my life wasn’t worth living.”
“What did your husband think about your newfound faith?”
“At first he hated everything about it.”
Tabby appeared calm while Heather struggled to discern fact from fantasy. Was Tabby delusional? Did she possess better acting skills than the critics had given her credit for? Could she be a true believer?
“You have to understand,” said Tabby. “Vic lived his life as a scientist and an inventor. He’d been taught to believe in what can be measured and quantified. Belief in things unseen and unmeasurable didn’t compute in that computer brain of his.” She hung her head. “He and I had that in common when we met and married.” She shifted her gaze to Steve and back to Heather. Her head tilted a few degrees and she asked, “Why do you think I went after him? Simple. I wanted his money. He wasn’t voted most handsome in high school, but he had the one thing I wanted most. I knew my career in acting wouldn’t last, and I had to hook a rich man before my looks faded.” She gave a strained smile. “Twins made a wreck out of my body. You wouldn’t believe how hard I’ve worked to get my figure back. It’s no wonder Vic wanted to ditch me.”
Heather winced. Why had Tabby been so forthcoming? Most people, especially murderers, go out of their way not to incriminate themselves. Tabby reeled off motives, one after another, for wanting her husband dead. Why?
“It sounds like you and your husband weren’t getting along,” said Steve. “Why did you come to the reunion together?”
“We didn’t. Vic wanted to come by himself.” She paused and tucked her feet under her, looking far too comfortable. “I read too many scripts of high school reunions when I was living in L.A. It goes without saying they revolved around living out the fantasy of rekindling an old romance.” She waved a hand at the opulent room. “I think that’s why Vic rented the Presidential Suite and paid for his physics buddies to come a day early. All three people who worked with him on the high school project are women. I suspect he had the hots for one, two, or all of them.”
“Are you saying you came to act as his chaperone?” asked Steve.
She gave no outward expression that the question offended her. “No. I came to save our marriage. I took the boys to my parents in L.A. on Wednesday and hopped on an early flight yesterday. I’d already checked in when Vic arrived.”
“How did he react when he found you here?” asked Steve.
“Angry at first. I’d popped his bubble. He had dreams involving women he hadn’t seen in twenty years. I imagine he pictured them as they were in high school. He calmed down after a while, and we had a good laugh.”
Steve leaned forward. “He went from mad to laughing?”
“Mr. Smiley, please remember my background. I grew up in the Hollywood film industry. My education didn’t include many boundaries. Vic didn’t marry me because I could cook a mean pot roast. In the past two years I’ve done a lot of Bible study and soul searching. I don’t believe in divorce. I also came to the conclusion that there was no contradiction between my beliefs and keeping my husband well-fed, if you know what I mean.”
Heather didn’t think it possible, but a glow of pink rose from Steve’s collar.
Tabby allowed a couple of heartbeats to pass before she looked at Heather. “From what Mr. Smiley has indicated, I may need an attorney. Do you know of one I can call?”




CHAPTER 3
“I don’t trust her,” said Heather.
Steve swept his cane side-to-side as he stepped from the elevator onto carpet with a loud paisley print. “Keep an open mind. We’re on the front end of this. We have three of Vic’s classmates to interview before Detective Tubbs rides in on his sway-back horse.”
“No, we have four.”
“Who’s the fourth?”
“Michelle Chan-Stewart’s husband, Dirk.”
After knocking on the door of a room on the tenth floor she leaned into Steve. “Her name is Badrah Patel.”
Introductions and the mention of working in coordination with the police gained Heather and Steve entrance into a hotel room of modest size in comparison to what they’d just left. “I see your room adjoins another. Is one of your classmates staying there?” asked Heather.
“I could care less,” replied Badrah.
Heather couldn’t help but be startled by the differences between the curvaceous woman they’d already spoken with and the angular one that directed them to sit on a pair of matching chairs. Badrah faced them in a small office chair, her posture rigid.
“I expected a police detective, not private detectives,” said Badrah Patel as she read their business card. The
lilt in her voice indicated English was not her only language.
Steve placed his cane beside his chair. “Both Ms. McBlythe and I are former police detectives. We’re here to do some background work that will make it easier on my former partner, Detective Vega. He’ll be by later today to interview you. The more information we can give him, the fewer questions he’ll have to ask.”
Badrah leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Please make your questions concise. I hate to waste time.”
“Very well. Did you kill Victor Yancy?” asked Steve.
“No.”
“Is his death the result of an accident?”
“I don’t know.”
Heather looked for a reaction. The woman’s face appeared as a mask of stone. She didn’t seem the least offended by the questions or the accusation behind them, but the staccato answers indicated deception by omission.
“Do you know anyone who wanted to harm or kill Victor?” asked Steve.
“No.” She paused, and her eyes darted once to the left before she returned her focus on Steve. “I will say that Victor was a very wealthy and opinionated man. He was a difficult person to work with in high school, and he didn’t improve with age.”
“You stayed in contact with Victor after high school?”
“Some. I did contract work for him last year. He hired me to recheck the mathematic calculations on various inventions he was developing.”
“Did you see or speak to Victor any time yesterday or last night?”
“Yes.”
“What did you talk about?”
“He invited me to dinner.”
She evaded that question.
“Did you go?”
“Yes.”
“Did he keep the date?”
“It wasn’t a date. He came and we talked briefly.”
“What did you talk about?”
“I’d rather not say.”
Heather interrupted. “Would you rather have an overweight, cranky police detective handcuff you and take you downtown for questioning?”
Badrah looked like a middle-eastern statue come to life. She turned her sharp gaze to Heather full-on. “I do not frighten easily, Ms. McBlythe.”
Steve jumped in. “If you frighten easily or not isn’t the issue. A refusal to cooperate with the police can, and probably will, result in them detaining you. That means handcuffs, a ride in the back seat of a none-too-clean car or van, and having to hire an attorney. That’s not to mention the police woman that will give you a very thorough pat down. You’ll learn what groping means.”
“I’ve done nothing to warrant that kind of treatment.”
“Ms. Patel,” said Steve in his calm voice. “There’s an old saying among cops. ‘You can beat the rap, but you can’t beat the ride.’”
Heather nodded. “The ride need not be necessary, Ms. Patel, if you cooperate within reason.”
“What is within reason? Victor and I discussed issues of a very sensitive nature, things that have the potential to be worth hundreds of millions of dollars. I can’t have those things in a police report.”
“If they ask, tell them you discussed confidential business,” said Steve.
“And will that satisfy them?”
“No, but it will keep you out of handcuffs.”
“Did you hear a scream last night?” asked Heather.
“Yes.”
“Did you look to see what it was?” asked Steve.
“I went to the balcony and saw a body on the sidewalk below.”
“Did you know it was Victor Yancy?”
“No. It’s ten floors down.”
“Did you see anyone else on the balconies?”
“No.”
Heather jumped in. “Patel, that’s a common Indian name. What does your first name mean?”
Badrah gave a nod of acknowledgement. “You are well informed.”
Heather issued a nod of her own.
“To answer your question, Badrah means full moon. It can also mean to be early, ahead of the others.”
“The second meaning fits you,” said Heather. “You finished high school at sixteen, completed your Bachelor’s degree in three years, and earned a Ph.D. in mathematics by the time you were twenty-three.”
Badrah tilted her head. “Your parents should have named you something better suited for you. Do I detect an Ivy League education, Ms. McBlythe?”
“Princeton.”
“Ah, yes. I thought so. I also suspect you’ve always eaten your meals with a silver spoon. You have the looks and bearing of an advertiser’s ideal American woman.”
The comments had shards of broken glass in them.
“Do I detect a note of jealously?” asked Steve.
“Regret,” said Badrah. “My dream in high school was to go to MIT. Alas, I could not make it happen.”
“Why not?”
Badrah could not have sat any straighter if she had a metal rod for a backbone. Her sharp features became sharper with the clenching of her teeth. “My family disowned me when I was sixteen. They also wrote to the universities I’d applied to and withdrew my applications. By the time I realized what they’d done, it was too late to reapply. I had to work to support myself for a year while I used the scholarship monies I’d received to attend a local junior college. Top universities are not impressed with junior college transfers.”
“But you made it to Stanford, didn’t you?” asked Steve.
“It took me too long.” Her gaze had sparks of flint hitting steel.
They had pressed Badrah hard enough to get a strong reaction. Steve kept going. “Was Victor Yancy the reason your family disowned you?”
“No!” snapped Badrah. The granite persona returned. “I alone am to blame.”
“Tell us what happened between you two.”
“You either already know or you’re smart enough to figure it out.”
The room grew quiet. Heather broke the silence by saying, “It’s my understanding your culture practices arranged marriages. You lost much more than your choice of college, didn’t you?”
Badrah stood with chin raised and defiance lacing her words together. “It was the best thing that ever happened to me. I learned to stand on my own and not be enslaved by outdated customs and traditions.” She took a step toward the door. “Unless you have questions to ask me about the murder of Victor Yancy, I’m through with this conversation.”
Steve remained seated. “Did two uniformed officers question you?”
“Yes, a short time ago.”
“Did they tell you Victor’s death was a murder?”
“No.”
“Then how did you know?”
“Simple geometry. Ask your debutante from Princeton to explain.” Badrah took another step toward the door. “I’ll bid you good-day.”
Heather found herself in the hallway with Steve’s hand on her shoulder. He issued a tongue-in-cheek, “Was it something I said?”
“That’s one cold fish,” said Heather. “She could have pushed Victor Yancy from that balcony and not thought a thing about it.”
“What did she look like?”
“Five foot eight inches. a hundred twenty pounds. She has a nose like a hawk, skin the color of nutmeg, and eyes as black and expressionless as a stuffed teddy bear.”
“Hmm.”
Heather opened her mouth to suggest they find the next person on their list when Cassie New emerged from room 10157. She whispered to Steve. “It’s time for lunch.”
“We ate not more than forty-five minutes ago.”
She ignored his comment and said, “Excuse me, Ms. New? Would you mind if we treated you to lunch?”




CHAPTER 4
By the time the trio pulled their chairs under the table Heather had come to a few conclusions about Cassie New. First and foremost, Cassie probably didn’t date much in high school or any time since. She had the misfortune of having a spectacularly forgettable face and physique. Her hair bore the muted colors of a piece of aging corrugated tin, dull gray blended with sunbaked rust. She hid her eyes and a good portion of her face behind tan plastic-frame glasses. Photo-sensitive lenses shaded her eyes. Cassie wore a beige top under a light blue jumper that fell to her ankles. The faded denim jacket void of decoration ensured her anonymity. The one thing that set Cassie New apart from the furniture was her ability to knit. A line of yarn snaked from a denim purse she’d placed on the floor. She knitted in the elevator, knitted while walking to the restaurant, knitted when they were seated, and continued to knit as she studied the menu. The speed, accuracy and built-in excuse for not looking at people fit Cassie New down to her short white socks and unbranded tennis shoes.
With drinks ordered, Steve eased into the interview. “Ms. New, do you mind if we call you Cassie?”
She kept her head down. “That’s fine.”
“Cassie, I want to thank you for agreeing to meet with us. Do you understand why we want to talk with you?”
“Yes. Victor died last night, and you want to help rule me out as a suspect before the police take me to jail.”
Heather didn’t mean to jerk backward. She tried to make eye contact, but Cassie’s head remained down while knitting needles clicked away. Why had Cassie New assumed the police would jail her? There hadn’t been time to do research on Cassie before the interview, and now Heather regretted it.
Clarification would have to wait. A waitress with a thick Spanish accent delivered chips and salsa, and took drink orders. Steve waited until her footsteps faded and asked, “Do the police have a reason to arrest you?”
“They don’t need a reason. I learned that the hard way.”
“Cassie, we don’t know your background. Are you in trouble?”
Cassie’s hands began to quiver. The clanking of the needles reached a crescendo and then stopped. “Oh dear, I dropped a stitch.”
Steve leaned forward. “Cassie, please look at me.” He waited. “I can’t see you, but I assume you’re looking at me. Ms. McBythe and I are not the police. If you had nothing to do with Victor Yancy’s death, we have the ability and desire to help you. Neither of us is here because we have to be. This is what we do. We make sure the guilty answer for their crimes, and we keep innocent people out of harm’s way.”
Cassie’s head and shoulders joined her hands in shaking. “How can I trust you?”
“What would make you trust us?” asked Steve.
Cassie turned and looked dead on at Heather. Her gaze dropped to her knitting. “The last time I trusted a police detective he told me I didn’t need a lawyer. The next thing I know I’m in front of a rigged grand jury.” She looked at each of them. “If you want to help me, let me find a lawyer and you pay for her to represent me during police questioning.”
Steve ran a thumbnail across his chin. “That’s a big request. Did you know about or participate in Victor Vancy’s death?”
Her head raised enough to look at Heather and Steve. “No.”
Heather said, “We need to hear everything about the legal trouble you’re in. If you don’t tell us the whole story, or if you don’t answer all our questions, we won’t help you.”
Steve added, “We’re going to check out what you tell us before we make a decision.”
The knitting needles remained silent. Cassie sighed, “Alright, I’ll tell you, not because I want to, but because I have no choice. I’m broke.”
By the time Heather signed for the meal, she and Steve had heard Cassie’s story of police and prosecutorial abuse. The wallflower, who had never managed to peel away from the wall, landed in a small East Texas hamlet after completing three years of a four-year degree in accounting. The town of eighteen thousand served as the county seat, one of those places lost in the shadow of pine trees and family secrets. You’d be hard pressed to find anyone who wasn’t related. Into this town of kith and kin, Cassie New moved when her mother followed her father to the grave and Cassie had to leave college. She’d found a small frame home to rent on Third Street and walked to work at the County Clerk’s office. For half her life she traveled the same route and sat at the same gray army surplus desk. She processed mounds of tax-related debits and credits. After ten years she knew every Tom-Bob, Dick-Bob and Harry-Bob in the county by name, address and amount due on back taxes. After fifteen years of office gossip, she’d overheard more “true confessions” than a ninety-year-old priest. She’d sworn to herself she’d take the county residents misdeeds to her grave.
Days turned to years for Cassie at the County Clerk’s office. The years eventually took their toll on Marge Hemphill, the County Clerk, who had almost unbridled clout in the realm of local politics. Her death brought changes in the form of a sticky-fingered granddaughter being appointed to, and then elected, to fill Marge’s seat.
Heather and Steve listened and anticipated the next verse of the song.  “Let me guess,” said Steve. “Money went missing and you became the sacrificial lamb to atone for the sins of the new County Clerk.”
“They called it Misappropriation of Fiduciary Funds. It took nearly every penny I had to post bond and hire an attorney.” Her knitting needles went back to work. “Some good that did. He’s one of Marge’s many nephews.”
“How do things stand now?”
“Awaiting trial. No date’s been set, and it seems they’re not in a hurry.”
“Odd,” said Heather.
“Let’s get back to the matter at hand,” said Steve. “What did you think when Victor Yancy asked you to come here a day early?”
Click, Click, Click. The pointed shafts of metal marched on as they fashioned yarn into a pink blanket. “I couldn’t wait to get out of town for a couple of nights.”
“Did Vic say why he wanted to meet with his old team from his physics class?”
“I don’t know why he wanted to see us again.” She raised her shoulders and let them fall, but as she did her face flushed. “You should know that one time in high school I threw myself at Vic.” She looked for a reaction. Finding none she continued, “I learned my lesson and vowed I’d never do that again.”
“How did he react to your advances?” asked Heather.
“He laughed and gave me a poke on the arm like guys do to other guys when they’re roughhousing. When he realized I was serious, he told me how silly I was for thinking I could ever get a guy like him.”
Steve responded before Heather could. “It sounds like you’ve held a grudge for a long time.”
She looked back down at her knitting. “I took it out on his car with a metal baseball bat.”
Steve had sunglasses to hide any shock from the admission. Heather, who prided herself in keeping her emotions in check, had no such luxury. She stared with no attempt to hide her surprise. She couldn’t believe what this demure woman had said. “Were you ever caught?”
“No. I’m good at keeping secrets.”
Steve carried on in the same steady, non-confrontational voice. “Did you see Vic any time before he died last night?”
“He stopped by on his way to his room when he first checked in.”
“What did you two talk about?”
She continued to knit. “Small talk. That’s all. I think he wanted to take a look at me to see if a butterfly had emerged from the cocoon. If anything, I’m more of a nothing now than I was in high school. He didn’t stay long.”
“Did he stop by your room later last night?”
“No.”
Steve pulled his napkin out from under his chin and placed it on the table. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell us Cassie?”
“There is one thing. Vic jabbed one of my knitting needles into his hand when he sat down. It bled a little on the couch. That’s bound to show up sooner or later.”
Steve said, “Don’t try to wash it off the cushion or the knitting needle. Tell your attorney about it. She’ll know how to handle it.”
“Too late. I already washed both.” She stopped knitting. “Now the cops will charge me with trying to destroy evidence. I can’t catch a break, can I?”
Heather pulled out a business card. “Go back to your room. I’ll call you and let you know if we’re going to help you or not.”
She looked at the card and her face twisted into a question. “This says you’re an attorney. Would you represent me?”
Heather shook her head. “I already have a client involved in this case.”
Steve rose. “One more thing, Cassie. Did you hear a scream late last night?”
“No.”
“Did you go out on your balcony or have your balcony door open between eleven p.m. and midnight?”
“I wasn’t in my room. I couldn’t sleep and went walking. I sometimes like to walk to settle my dinner. I splurged and had room service bring me a large T-Bone. It sat heavy on my stomach. Beginning about eleven p.m. I knitted my way through the atrium and down the concourse a few times.”
“What time did you get back to your room?”
“I don’t know. It must have been about eleven-thirty or twelve.” She paused. “About the time they said Victor...”
Her voice faded into silence.




CHAPTER 5
Heather swung the door to Steve’s room open and led him inside. “Be careful going to the balcony. The white board is in front of the sliding door. Do you want me to move it so you can get out and listen to the water running through the atrium?”
“Please. Despite the crime scene, it’s a peaceful place with all the birds, and I have a lot to process. Let’s take a thirty minute break.”
“How about an hour? I need to make phone calls and go downstairs to check on a couple of things. I’ll open your side of the connecting door and come through that way when I get back.”
“Heather, we didn’t come with toiletries or fresh clothes.”
“I know. I’ll send the concierge on a shopping trip for us.”
Steve chuckled. “I hope Tabby Yancy doesn’t choke on the bill you’ll hand her.”
“You needn’t worry about that. Victor Yancy may have been a difficult man, but he knew how to make money. He saw a need and filled it.”
“What was it again? Some sort of battery charger?”
“He developed a gizmo that can recharge electronic devices in five minutes or less. He also developed a cordless charger no bigger than a pen that does the same thing. His patents won’t run out for years, and the military contracts alone are netting him millions.”
✽✽✽
 
It would seem silly to most people, but having a cork board or a white board to attach photos, the names of suspects, and notes of an investigation helped Steve Smiley think. He’d used this method as a homicide detective. Old habits didn’t die. He kicked off his shoes and propped up on the bed as Heather wrote the names of three people on individual pieces of paper. She taped the first sheet on the board. “Suspect number one: The widow, Tabby Yancy.”
“Tabby,” whispered Steve. “What do we know about Tabby?”
“I don’t trust her,” said Heather.
“We’ve already established that. Give me a motive for her to kill her husband.”
“He wanted to divorce her. If that happened, she’d lose her sugar daddy.” Heather had to admit the words sounded hollow because the alimony she’d probably receive would be substantial.
“But, according to Tabby, she whipped her body back into shape and gave him compelling reasons to stay. From the way you described her, he had a lot to lose if they divorced.”
Even though Steve couldn’t see it, Heather nodded in agreement.
“What about her claims of a religious transformation? Do you think she could be Tabby the Tiger on Saturday night and be on the front row singing hymns on Sunday morning?” asked Heather.
“I’ve seen it happen.” His calm, unflustered voice could drive Heather to distraction. The Boston cop and lawyer in her wanted to debate and argue.
“Where have you seen it?” asked Heather. “I don’t believe a woman can be such opposites unless she’s playing some sort of a game.”
“They can.”
“Name one.”
“My Maggie.”
Pow!
Heather swallowed hard. It wasn’t a punch in the gut, but it felt like it. Steve rarely spoke of Maggie, but when he did he made it count. That’s another thing about Steve Smiley she admired and detested. She loved it when he sucker-punched people like Detective Randy Tubbs but hated it when she stood on the receiving end. The declaration that his deceased wife had been the type of woman Tabby Yancy claimed to be hit her square and hard. She grasped for a response but only managed an anemic, “You don’t play fair.”
His laugh came from deep within. “Don’t blame me. I told you to keep an open mind.”
Heather wanted to redeem herself. “What about the plants that were moved on the balcony rail?” She paused. “Sorry, the shades were open and there were two plants moved from the railing of the balcony.”
“They blocked Victor’s view so he moved them,” said Steve.
“How do you know?”
“I called Tabby while you were doing whatever you’ve been doing downstairs for the last hour. I realized we didn’t go out and examine the balcony. She described it for me and told me about the plants.”
Not wanting to risk Steve getting farther ahead of her, Heather moved on to the next suspect. “Badrah Patel, what did you make of her?”
“Ah,” said Steve. “We move from molten lava to the Ice Queen.”
Heather taped a second sheet of paper on the white board. “Motive: Something happened in high school that nixed an arranged marriage and caused the severing of family ties.”
“She also knew it wasn’t suicide,” said Steve “That reminds me, have you figured out how it has to be murder and not suicide?”
“I have a theory. You?”
“Of course. I’m waiting for you to figure it out.”
Heather had him on this one. “In other words, you don’t have a clue, do you?”
He chuckled. “I want you to think I need you.”
Heather couldn’t tell if he’d told a whopper of a lie or if Steve had figured it out. She decided to call his bluff. “Tell me, Mr. Super Detective. How can you prove it’s murder?”
Steve wagged a finger. “No, you don’t. You have to figure it out. I’ll give you the same hint Badrah Patel gave us: geometry.”
Heather threw up her hands. “Why am I even here?”
“Because I need you and you wouldn’t miss this for the world.” He pointed in the direction of the board. “What was Badrah wearing?”
“Jeans and a Stanford University sweatshirt.”
Steve gave a slight nod and moved on. “It seems Victor was brilliant and Badrah is just as smart. I wonder if she had the idea for the high speed recharger back in high school?”
“If so, she had hundreds of millions of reasons to have a grudge against Victor.”
Steve took a different track. “Badrah said she saw Victor in the lobby and at the restaurant. All we have is her word for that. I’ll get Leo to see if the hotel cameras caught anything interesting.” He paused. “That leaves us with Cassie New.”
“I don’t know what to make of her,” said Heather.
“Me either,” said Steve. “She had me going with that sob story of her life.” He pointed a finger at Heather. “You bought it, too. Then she talked about throwing herself at Victor in high school and bashing his car with a baseball bat.”
“The violence surprised me.”
“Of those we’ve talked to so far, she’s the one that has me scratching my head the most.” To add emphasis, Steve scratched behind his left ear. “Who’s left?”
“Michelle Stewart. Her maiden name is Chan. She checked in with her husband, Dirk Stewart. He graduated with the rest of the group but wasn’t in the physics class.”
Steve motioned with his hand. “Go ahead and put her name on the board. We’ll fill in the details after we speak with her. Call their room and see if they answer. If they do, hang up. We’ll not give them a chance to say no over the phone.”
After seven rings Heather put the phone back in its cradle. “What do you want to do now?”
Steve slumped lower on the bed. “Leo woke me long before dawn and that ride through Houston traffic wore me out.”
“Wore you out? You weren’t driving.”
“I wish it had been me. Do they teach you people from Boston to blow the horn at every third car?” Steve yawned. “I feel a nap coming on. Don’t let me sleep more than two hours.”




CHAPTER 6
With her ear pressed against the door adjoining Steve’s room, Heather heard his rhythmic snoring. Not an obnoxious snore, but enough that she knew he hadn’t slept well the night before and needed to recharge. A knock startled her. The concierge smiled wide as he delivered a brass garment cart loaded with hanging clothes, boxes and bags of everything needed for a two-night stay, plus more if need be.
Heather opened, examined, and either approved or declined, the selections. “You have good taste. Everything will do but this.” She extended a skirt and blazer. “You already know my color pallet is fall. I need a dress with pizzazz. Take a photo of me if it will help.”
The man nodded, took the photo and slipped the tip into his pocket without examining it.
Heather’s phone rang before the cart made it out the door.
“Help!” The sound of pounding accompanied Tabby’s frantic tone. “Someone is trying to beat down my door.”
“I’m coming. Lock yourself in the bathroom.”
Heather didn’t bother putting on her shoes. She grabbed her purse and bolted past the concierge, grabbing his arm at the last moment. He trailed like a dog on a leash.
“Do you have a radio?”
“Yes.”
“Tell hotel security it’s an emergency and for them to go to the Presidential Suite.” They made it to the door of the elevator.
Pushing elevator buttons more than once did no good, but Heather couldn’t help but jab the number twelve three times. Before the elevator eased to a stop at the top floor she heard banging and yelling. The metal doors parted, and she sprinted toward a man dressed in jeans and a light jacket. His fist jackhammered the door.
“Halt!” Heather used her police voice to get the man’s attention. He glanced down the hall but continued to pound, his face painted with fury. His ebony hair, slicked back into a bun, glistened under the bright hallway lights. Wide set slits for eyes telegraphed his far-eastern ancestry. He ignored her command and banged again. “Yancy, open this door! You’re not going to hide from me.”
Heather grabbed the man by the arm and spun him to where he faced her. His jacket gapped open, revealing the butt of a black pistol. Heather leapt upward, cupped her hands behind the man’s neck and drove her right knee into his solar plexus. The expulsion of air preceded him crumpling to the ground. She jerked the pistol from his waist band and stepped back.
“On your stomach. Hands out to your sides. Cross your legs at the ankles and don’t move.”
She motioned for the concierge to come closer and thrust the pistol in his hand. “Take this.”
His countenance told her he would have rather grabbed a pit viper. She huffed, “Oh, for goodness sake, it’s a BB gun. Put it in your coat pocket and give it to security.”
The man on the floor found his voice. “You a cop?”
“Who I am isn’t important. Why are you carrying a pistol and threatening Mrs. Yancy?”
“Mrs. Yancy? I’m looking for Victor Yancy.”
“You don’t follow current events, do you?”
A hotel security officer and a Houston patrolman arrived in quick succession. Heather provided an explanation of events and gave the cop her business card. Handcuffs ratcheted closed, and the officer made a thorough search of the man. Except for the BB pistol, nothing more threatening than a string of accusations came forth.
The officer examined a confiscated driver’s license. “Lewis Chan of San Francisco. You’re a long way from home, Mr. Chan. Why are you causing such a disturbance?”
“I’m not saying anything without a lawyer.”
“Fair enough. Less paperwork for me.”
“Chan,” said Heather. “Are you related to Michelle Chan-Stewart?”
He didn’t need to affirm the relationship. Heather could tell from his raised eyebrows that the question had found the mark.
The officer was finishing the Miranda warning when Leo Vega arrived. He looked refreshed and properly attired in a crisp blue shirt and shined shoes. The officer did a good job of relating the particulars of the arrest to Leo, who nodded at the right times. When the narrative came to an end Leo asked the officer, “Have you had a break today?”
The officer wagged his head.
“This hotel has several nice restaurants. Why don’t you get yourself a decent meal? I’ll keep an eye on Mr. Chan while you’re eating, and I’ll give you a call when I’m ready for him to be transported.”
Heather saw where Leo wanted to go with this and handed him twice the money needed. Leo, in turn, slipped the bills to the officer, who grinned like he’d scored on a scratch-off lottery ticket.
“I need to check on Mrs. Yancy,” said Heather. “You may have to wake Steve. He was in dreamland when I left.”
Heather used her cell phone. “It’s safe, Tabby. Let me in.”




CHAPTER 7
Tabby had changed into a black and silver spandex exercise outfit that hugged the contours of her shapely frame. Makeup had been applied, and she’d pulled back her mane of hair into a braided rope. Heather didn’t mean to stare but found it difficult not to.
Tabby grabbed Heather’s hand. “Who was that guy?”
“His name is Chan, and—”
“Lewis Chan?”
Heather knitted her eyebrows together. “You know him?”
Tabby spoke over her shoulder as she stepped into the living room. “He shows up from time to time. He was a few years behind Vic in high school. He’s harmless when he stays on his medication. When he’s off his meds he can get real mean. He thinks he invented the quick charger and the special battery that makes it possible. He’s gone as far as to file a lawsuit.”
“We found a pistol on him.” She didn’t tell her the type of pistol to see how she’d react.
The wide eyes told Heather Mr. Chan had moved to a different category in Tabby’s estimation. “Why would he have a gun?”
Heather shrugged. “What became of the court case?”
Tabby cocked her head. “I don’t know.”
Heather hated loose ends. She needed to check this one out. “Tabby, do you know the name of Vic’s attorney handling that case?”
“Sure, he’s a regular visitor to our home.” She scrunched her nose in disapproval. “I think he’s a creep, but Vic said he’s one of the best in the Bay area. The amount of money Vic’s worth has ensured lawsuits on a regular basis.”
“I’ll need to call him. While we’re at it, I’d like to look at that journal you told me about.”
“Sure, it’s in the bedroom.”
Heather wondered how Tabby could make the simple act of walking look so reptilian. She banished the thought and headed for the sliding glass door. Once on the balcony, she examined the two pot plants that had been removed from special holders on the railings. Wires had anchored them in place. Effort had been required to bend the wires and remove the plants, but she couldn’t deny their absence gave an unobstructed view from one of the chairs. It also would have allowed easier access for Victor to jump. For a brief moment the unthinkable flashed before her and moved her lips to whisper, “What if Tubbs is right?”
The thought popped like a bubble when Tabby stuck her head out the door. “Here’s the journal.”
“This is quite a view, isn’t it?”
“Gives me the creeps.” Tabby shivered from her head to her knees.
“I’m sorry. This must be horrible for you. Did you look down when you heard the scream?”
Tabby gave her head a firm shake, causing her braid to swing side-to-side. “I didn’t hear a scream, and I do good to look down to tie my shoes.”
Heather asked for an explanation using raised eyebrows.
“I can’t stand heights. It cost me several good roles when I was acting. If the scene called for me to stand in a chair I’d get woozy. Anything higher and I’d have to pop a valium.”
Heather moved inside and received the journal. “Did you say God started speaking to you about a month ago that something bad would happen?”
“That’s right. I date my entries. You’ll see when you read it.”
Heather settled herself on the couch, accepted Tabby’s offer of a cup of tea, and read page after page in a leather-bound journal. Each day’s entry began the same: Date, scripture reference, handwritten copy of the verses, and a stream-of-conscious writing of what the passages said, and what they meant to Tabby. She looked on with wide eyes and eyebrows raised as Heather closed the journal.
“It would be best if the police don’t see this.”
“But why?”
“Pretend you’re a police detective and you come across what you believe to be a diary. The last thirty entries have one thing in common: the person doing the writing believes harm is going to come to someone. Then, you’re assigned to work a murder. You, the detective, have in your hand thirty days of evidence telling you a person has been fixated on someone coming to harm. What do you think a cop or psychologist would say about such a person?”
“But this is what God said to me.”
Heather shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. The detective has already moved you to the top of their list of suspects. Some cops like to keep their lists short. One is plenty.”
Tabby stood and began to pace. “What do you suggest I do with the journal?”
“Put it where it’s out of sight, but not hidden in some strange place. It will incriminate you if you destroy it and the police find out. Both Steve and I know about it, and now I’ve read it. None of us can lie and say it doesn’t exist. The good news is we don’t have to answer unasked questions.”
Tabby crossed her arms over her chest, making herself look smaller.
“Don’t worry. We won’t hand it to them on a silver platter. Here’s what I want you to do. Don’t say anything to the police unless I’m with you. Do not, under any circumstances, agree to let them search this suite without a warrant. If they come to the door, tell them you’ll let them in as soon as I arrive. They won’t like it, but I’ll take care of them.”
“That seems so devious.”
“A murder investigation is a rough game. You don’t want to play it alone.”
Tabby continued to pace. She had the look of a caged panther in the black spandex.
I need to get her distracted. “Were you going to exercise?”
“I was, but now I’m not sure it’s safe.”
“I’ll go with you. Steve will be busy for at least an hour, and I need a good sweat.”
Tabby’s eyes shone bright. “The gym is on the bottom floor.”
Heather looked down and wiggled her toes. “I can’t work out in what I have on. Are you game for a shopping trip before we exercise?”
A toothpaste-commercial smile spread across Tabby’s face. “I’m always good for shopping.”




CHAPTER 8
Heather dabbed moisture from her face before she knocked on the door between her room and Steve’s. Sweat stains made deep ovals under the arms of her form-fitting exercise outfit.
“Come in, Heather.”
She made her way to a chair and flopped down with a “puufff”.
“You’ve been to the gym,” said Steve. “You have the smell of sweat, reactivated perfume and new clothes about you.”
Heather draped the towel over the back of the chair so she wouldn’t dampen the fabric. “Tabby is not a tame kitty-cat. She warmed me up on a treadmill, tore me down on weights and finished me off with a sprint to the top of the fire escape stairs. Twelve floors wore me to a nub.” She took a swig from a bottle of water and ran the cool plastic across her forehead. “What did you and Leo learn from Lewis Chan?”
“You need to put him on the board. It took us thirty minutes to get him to talk. After he started he wouldn’t stop. Most of the time, it sounded like paranoid rambling. In a coherent moment he admitted to staying in the hotel last night. He claims he didn’t encounter Victor Yancy. Said he’s been in his room since checking in and didn’t know about Victor’s death. Leo’s checking with the hotel management. The key cards register the time when the door to a room opens.”
“What floor is his room?”
“Sixth. Right in line with the others.”
“It couldn’t have been on the other side of the atrium, could it? That’s one more suspect to add to the list. Shouldn’t we be eliminating people by now?”
“Get online and find out more about Mr. Chan,” said Steve.
“I know a faster way,” said Heather. She reached for her cell phone and punched in a number. A voice answered after three rings, “Who is this and how did you get this number?”
“Mr. Fullbright? My name is Heather McBlythe. I’m an attorney in the Houston area. I’m representing Mrs. Tabatha Yancy.”
“What do you mean you’re representing Mrs. Yancy? The Yancys are my clients.”
“You haven’t heard?”
“Heard what? What’s this about?”
Despite his icy tone, Heather pressed on. “Mr. Yancy died late last night in a Houston hotel. The preliminary indications were suicide, but now we believe it to be a homicide. I’m surprised you didn’t know.”
The pace of his words slowed. “I had court this morning and went straight from there to take depositions.” He paused. “Did you say you’re representing Mrs. Yancy? Is she in Houston?”
“She surprised her husband by taking her boys to her parents, flying to Houston, and checking in before he arrived.”
“She must be a suspect or you wouldn’t be calling. Do you need additional legal assistance?”
“I’ve checked into the hotel. She’s been given instructions on what to do.”
“Then, how can I help?”
“One arrest has already been made which may or may not hold up. Mrs. Yancy told me about a civil matter you’re handling that involves Mr. Lewis Chan.”
“He’s been arrested?”
The lift in his voice convinced her Mr. Chan’s arrest pleased the California attorney. “Can you tell me about the civil case?”
“It’s pending and scheduled for trial next week, a patent infringement claim.”
“Is there any merit to it?”
“Enough to go to trial, but not enough for Mr. Yancy…” He caught his mistake. “Not enough for Mrs. Yancy to worry about. Mr. Chan did independent research and developed a device similar to the charger and battery Victor Yancy invented. He filed for a patent three weeks after Mr. Yancy’s was stamped. As you know, filing dates are golden. Besides, Mr. Yancy was an influential figure in the Bay Area. He’s made generous contributions to worthy causes and political candidates.” Mr. Fullbright’s words returned to their frenetic pace. “Why was Mr. Chan arrested?”
“He went to Mrs. Yancy’s room this morning demanding to be seen. He claims he didn’t know Victor had died.” She considered if she should tell him about the gun. How would he react?
“He had an unloaded BB pistol in his waistband.”
“Oh? That’s perfect.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I was going to move for a dismissal based on Mr. Chan’s mental condition. Up to now his threats have been verbal. Never any violence, but the presence of a gun, especially with the judge that will hear the case, is perfect.”
A thought niggled in Heather’s brain. “Mr. Fullbright, would you happen to be the executor of Mr. Yancy’s estate?”
“That’s correct.”
“Does the estate go to Mrs. Yancy?”
“It does.”
“Is there a secondary beneficiary?”
“None.”
Heather issued a cordial “good bye” and looked at Steve. “Vulture is what comes to my mind. If something unfortunate happens to Tabby, Mr. Fullbright gains control of the estate until it goes through probate. What do you think?”
“I was thinking along the lines of leeches sucking the blood out of the fortune until there’s only skin and bones left.”
Heather pressed her eyebrows together. “Do you think that oil slick of an attorney could have planned the murder and tried to pin it on Tabby?”
Steve cocked his head. “Possible. Let’s put him on the list.”
Heather rubbed her aching thighs. “We still have two people we haven’t spoken to. Hopefully, Michelle Stewart and her husband Dirk are back in their room by now.”
Heather groaned her way out of the chair and moved to the room’s telephone to call the Stewarts. After six rings a woman answered. Heather held the phone away from her ear so Steve could hear both sides of the conversation. She went through the preliminaries of an introduction and asked if they could stop by to ask a few questions.
Michelle Stewart laughed in a way that made Heather think the woman walked through life wearing a smile. “Could you give me a half hour? I’m in my birthday suit, dripping wet.” She paused. “If you want to talk to Dirk, you can find him in one of the watering holes downstairs.”
“We’ll go look for your husband. Are you sure he’ll be in one of the bars?”
Michelle’s laugh came with a vengeance. “For sure. Victor made it clear that he expected us to run up the hotel bill and that included the bar tab. If there’s one thing my husband likes more than drinking, it’s drinking for free.”
Heather thanked her and ended the call.
“Are you ready to talk to Dirk Stewart?” asked Steve.
“Yeah, what about you?”
“Let me put on my shoes.” He overemphasized sniffing the air. “Don’t you want to take a shower?”
Heather headed for her room. “You’ll have to deal with it. I’m so far beyond repair it would take me an hour to get ready. I’ll redo the pony tail and put on a fresh shirt. That should be good enough for a hotel bar.”
The first bar they entered tried to create an ambiance reminiscent of an Irish pub. Celtic music played in the background and televisions blared soccer and rugby matches. Heather scanned the booths and tables. “Let’s try another one. Dirk isn’t here.”




CHAPTER 9
Heather guided Steve into an American-themed sports bar. The bartenders and waitresses wore team jerseys while banks of televisions played a mosaic of all things related to physical contests. Steve leaned into her. “Do you see him?”
“I think it’s him.” She compared the image she’d seen on the internet to the man perched on a barstool. He stared at a screen playing a sports talk show while he picked at the label of a longneck bottle.
“Can we get somewhere where you can watch him for a few minutes?” asked Steve.
Heather took a short step so as not to pull away from him. “There’s a booth that will allow me to see him, and I can tell you what he looks like and how he’s acting.”
Once seated on a red vinyl bench, Heather issued a running commentary. “He’s walking to the restroom. Six-feet-two-inches tall, two hundred forty pounds, dark hair and eyes. He didn’t shave today, and his stomach hangs over his belt. He’s wearing jeans, boots and a knit shirt that’s tucked in. He’s not staggering.”
“Is he a label peeler?”
Heather leaned back. “A what?”
“A label peeler. Is there paper on the bar where he was sitting?”
“What difference does that make?”
Steve let out a huff. “Just stand up and look. I need to know if he’s a serious label peeler.”
Heather stood and, sure enough, a pile of paper lay on the bar. “Yeah, I see wads of paper. So what?”
“He drinks often, and a lot,” said Steve with a nod of his head. “Fools on stools tend to undress their bottles. It’s a sign they’re malcontent and lazy.”
Heather didn’t know whether to believe him or not. She’d challenged more than one of his unique observations of human behavior only to be the recipient of Steve’s barbs when what he said proved to be accurate. She placed her palms on the table and leaned forward. “I suppose you have a doctorate in beer-ology?”
The corners of his mouth pulled upward. “A masters.” He stroked
his chin like he’d grown a
goatee that required grooming. “Let’s put my label-peeler theory to the test. I’ll bet you a dollar Dirk Stewart is unemployed and believes it’s not his fault.”
“That’s too general. How are you measuring lazy and malcontent?”
“You’re right. I’ll bet you that dollar he’s unemployed, he hasn’t worked for over three months, and he blames someone else for him losing his last job.”
Heather lowered her chin. “You already researched this guy. Leo gave you information on him.”
Steve held up three fingers on his right hand. “Scout’s honor. I’m basing this bet on my experience with bottle peelers.”
“You’re on. Here he comes. I’ll bring him over.”
Steve made room for Heather on his side of the booth, and Dirk sat opposite the two detectives. Dirk whistled loud enough for all eyes to shift to their table. He held up three fingers.
A deep baritone voice carried Dirk’s words. “The cops I talked to this morning told me you two would be by. What took you so long?”
Steve answered. “Ms. McBlythe went to work out and I needed a nap. By the shake of your hand you’ve done some working out. That’s quite a grip.”
Heather didn’t notice anything special about the man’s physique, but Dirk puffed out his chest at Steve’s compliment.
“You should have seen me before I wrecked my knee.”
“Playing football, I bet,” replied Steve.
“Yeah, a cheap shot took away my future. It didn’t even draw a flag. Couldn’t have come at a worse time. I was being looked at by some D-1 schools. Just my luck.”
The waitress arrived. Dirk put the bottle to his lips and tilted it back. After a full swallow he settled the bottle and began to peel the label.
“Did that put an end to your college classes, too?” asked Steve.
“I went another semester before Michelle came up pregnant.”
“You had to throw away some dreams, didn’t you?”
His gaze shifted from the bottle. “Darn right I did. I had it figured out. Play ball, earn a degree and coach on the college level. Everything went down the toilet, and all because she forgot to get a refill on a packet of pills.”
Heather gritted her teeth. She’d gladly forfeit the dollar not to hear any more whining. Time to change the subject. “Mr. Stewart, what did you think when Mr. Yancy invited you and your wife to come a day early to the reunion?”
He looked down, inhaled an oversized breath and released it in a rush. “At first I didn’t want to come.”
“Why not?” asked Steve.
Dirk’s nostrils flared. “He wanted to rub my nose in his money. He was a little dweeb in high school. He got lucky and hit it big with my wife’s invention. He didn’t give us a penny for the work she did.”
“Are you saying it was your wife’s invention?” asked Steve.
“She helped a lot, both in high school and later.”
“It sounds like you think your wife should be sharing the profits.”
“She should. Heck, we both should. I put Michelle through college. She wouldn’t be a physics teacher if it weren’t for me, and that stupid charger wouldn’t have been invented if it weren’t for her.”
“If you hated Victor, why did you come to the reunion?” asked Heather.
Dirk held his beer bottle as if to give a toast. “Here’s to Victor Yancy. This weekend may be the only chance I’ll ever have to get anything out of him. I’m going to milk it for all I can.”
Steve played along and put his bottle to his lips. He set it back on the table with the level in the bottle the same. “By the way, Mr. Stewart, did you hear a scream when Mr. Yancy fell to his death?”
His laugh held no humor. “Not hardly. I came to this bar and lined up six shots of tequila as soon as I was sure Victor had made arrangements to pay the tab. By eleven o’clock Michelle had poured me into bed. I’m pacing myself today so I can go long into the night.”
Steve nudged Heather so they could leave but stopped before he made it out of the booth. “You should be in good enough shape for work on Monday, no matter what you do the next two days.”
“That’s a laugh. The company I worked for downsized six months ago, and I didn’t have seniority.”
Heather slipped the dollar bill into Steve’s hand as soon as they exited the bar.
“Easiest money I ever earned,” he said.
“Shut up. I need a shower.”
He chuckled until Heather whispered, “A man is walking toward us. He looks like a plainclothes cop. We’ll intercept him halfway across the atrium.




CHAPTER 10
Steve leaned in and whispered, “Can he hear us?”
“Not yet, forty yards and closing.”
“Describe him.”
“Mid-thirties, clean shaven, trim. Sharper dresser than most cops. Olive slacks, white shirt with striped tie, shiny black shoes and a navy sports coat. He looks like a hunter. He’s scanning what’s around him.” She paused. “I’d give him a solid eight for looks.”
“I think I know who it is. This could be interesting.”
Heather patted the hand resting on her shoulder. She had no idea what Steve planned to do, but, knowing him, she’d need to keep a straight face. The five-foot-eleven-inch-tall man greeted her and turned piercing eyes to Steve. “Hey, stranger.” The voice could belong to a radio announcer.
Heather drug her pony tail over her shoulder and wished she’d taken time to shower.
“Lieutenant Blankenship? Is that you?” asked Steve.
“In the flesh. You’re looking good.”
Steve thanked him and introduced Heather. She extended a firm handshake and said, “Pardon my appearance, Lieutenant. I hit the gym a little too hard this afternoon.”
His sharp eyes focused on her. “I heard Steve traded up on partners. I have to agree. You’re not anything like Leo Vega.” He followed his observations with a genuine smile.
Heather’s face began to warm. She regretted not taking the time to put on a little foundation to mask the spattering of rusty freckles across her cheeks and nose.
“Steve, have you seen Randy Tubbs?”
“I haven’t seen anyone in quite a while,” said Steve with a straight face.
Rob Blankenship groaned the way people do when they hear a joke that’s so corny it hurts. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your gallows humor.”
Heather said, “We spoke with Detective Tubbs this morning and haven’t talked to or seen him since.”
The lieutenant glanced toward the entrance. “He called and asked me to meet him here. He’s convinced this is a suicide. He babbled on about a sharp-looking woman and Leo saying Steve has some sort of special ability to see colors at crime scenes. He called it ‘Associated Kodacrome’.”
“I’ve never heard of Associated Kodacrome,” said Steve.
The lieutenant’s forehead wrinkled. “I’m worried about Tubbs. He’s not the cop he used to be.” He glanced toward the entrance again. “He must be stuck in traffic.”
Heather refrained from saying, “Or drunk.”
Steve said, “Heather, would you take us to the spot where Victor Yancy landed and show Rob why you believe this is not a suicide?”
Her eye lids closed halfway. She wanted to strangle Steve. He knew she hadn’t figured it out. Steve’s hand rested on her shoulder as she walked beside the police lieutenant, who would soon know she didn’t have a clue.
Her mind whirled as she completed the short stroll. She pointed at the sidewalk. “The point of impact was here. The splatter pattern went out from this spot toward the center of the atrium.”
At that moment she saw Leo exit the elevator. His advance bought her a little time, but not much. Nods sufficed for greetings.
Steve said, “Stand on the exact spot, lieutenant, and look up.”
Heather stood by the lieutenant’s side and did the same. She let out a gasp and blurted, “Triangulation!”
Leo, standing some distance away, asked, “What are we looking at?”
Lieutenant Blankenship filled in the blanks. “Look straight up from the point of impact. The victim either fell or was pushed from a balcony other than one on the top floor. See how far that balcony juts out? If he jumped or fell from the top, he would have landed farther out toward the middle.” Rob took Heather’s arm and walked several steps toward the center of the atrium. He looked again. “This is the closest spot he could have landed if he fell straight down from the Presidential Suite.” Before he lowered his gaze he said, “I heard you were a good detective when you lived in Boston. They weren’t lying.”
Heather shrugged, “Simple geometry.”
Steve coughed.
They walked back to where Steve stood. Rob Blankenship cast his baby blues toward Leo. “Where are you in the investigation?”
Leo pushed his sports coat open and hooked his hands on his hips. “Because we now know Victor Yancy didn’t go airborne from the Presidential Suite, Tabby Yancy has moved down a notch or two on our list of suspects. That leaves us with four others in three rooms whose balconies could have been used. There’s also Lewis Chan, the guy we arrested earlier today. His room is also in line with the point of impact. The family lawyer in San Francisco has a lot to gain by Mr. Yancy’s death. If he can get the widow out of the way, he can milk the estate for a long time.”
Rob Blankenship looked toward the entrance again and frowned. Heather cast her gaze in the same direction and saw Randy Tubbs waddling toward them, arms pumping like pistons.
Rob looked back at Leo. “Did Tubbs help you gather any information on the suspects?”
“He and I interviewed Mrs. Yancy in the wee hours of the morning. Two patrol officers did preliminary interviews after the crime scene was cleared up. Steve and Heather have done most of the work so far. I had to get some sleep. Then I was busy going over everyone’s notes and re-interviewing the suspects. I haven’t seen Tubbs since he left this morning.”
A cloud of gray came over Rob Blankenship’s face. He reached out a hand and placed it on Steve’s shoulder. “You were the best we had in Homicide. I appreciate what you’ve done here, but don’t forget you’re not a cop anymore. I can’t have the waters muddied when we find out who did this and it goes to trial.”
Steve held his left hand up in an open-palmed sign of surrender. “We’re here to help, not to get in the way.”
The arrival of Randy Tubbs blew away any hope of additional conversation like a late November wind. He gave Steve and Heather a dagger stare, but directed his words to his supervisor. “Here’s how it happened. The victim moved two plants from the railing—”
Steve interrupted. “If you’ll excuse us, Heather needs to get cleaned up and I need to finish a nap. The suspects are all yours.”
Tubbs scoffed. “You don’t interview suspects for a suicide. They’re called witnesses.”
The lieutenant broke in. “Detective Tubbs.” He paused. “Shut up.”
On the elevator ride to their rooms Steve asked, “Can you see Lieutenant Blankenship and Tubbs?”
“Uh-huh. Rob is punching him in the chest with his finger. It looks like he’s reading him the riot act.”
“Tubbs is losing it. I’m surprised he hasn’t been canned.”
Like he was prone to do, Steve made a sudden change in the conversation. “Did you bring your motion-activated lipstick camera?”
“It’s in my purse. Why?”
“Your client will need it in her room.”
Heather gazed downward as Rob turned and strode away from Detective Tubbs. She pondered the scene and said, “He wouldn’t. Would he?”
“He will. But first, we need to pay a visit to Michelle Stewart.”
The elevator continued its upward climb and Steve asked, “What did you think of Rob Blankenship?”
“Seems like a nice guy.”
“He’s single.”
“So?”
The elevator stopped and the door slid open. Steve continued. “What color blue would you say his eyes are?”
“I didn’t notice.”
“Liar.”




CHAPTER 11
Michelle Stewart’s smile and sweeping motion of her arm to enter the room reminded Heather of a game show hostess. The moment they entered the room a shiver went down Heather’s spine. The air conditioner had been lowered to the point of discomfort. Bundled in a sweatshirt and scarf, Michelle said, “Sorry it’s so cold. Dirk insisted we crank it down. He’s hot natured, and I have no idea when he’ll be back.”
Before Heather could respond, the woman plowed ahead. “Clear off the chairs and have a seat. Just throw Dirk’s clothes on the bed. You must be here to talk about what happened to Vic. Isn’t it a shame? I can’t believe he jumped. Why would he do that? It doesn’t make sense. Can I get you a soda? I can order room service if you’re hungry. Dirk said we could put whatever we wanted on Vic’s tab. I don’t think that’s the right thing to do. What do you think?”
Michelle Stewart’ words buzzed out of her mouth with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings. Heather focused on the woman’s slight stature, more than twelve inches shorter than her husband. Her smile remained constant, but lines creased her forehead.
Steve took over. “I think we should introduce ourselves and tell you why we’re here.”
“I already know. That nice Detective Vega talked to me. He said you’d be by to ask more questions. Go right ahead. Dirk and I have nothing to hide. I wish he was here so you wouldn’t have to come back.”
People who say they have nothing to hide usually do. Heather began to make a mental list of lies and half-truths while her gaze traveled around the room. Empty bottles and wrappers crested over the room’s trash can and littered the floor. Men’s clothes lay on every surface. One bed, the one Michelle sat on, looked neatly made while the other had a post-tornado look about it.
“Mrs. Stewart,” said Steve.
She interrupted, “Please, whenever I hear Mrs. Stewart I look for Dirk’s mother. Call me Michelle, or Mrs. S. That’s what my students call me. Mrs. S., I mean.”
“Michelle, tell us about your involvement in the original science project back in high school.”
Round cheeks puffed out as she inhaled a deep breath then exhaled. “That was a long time ago. I haven’t thought about that project in forever.” Michelle’s pace increased. “Victor and Badrah were the real brains. I really didn’t do much compared to them. They were so much smarter than me.”
Steve said, “You’re being too modest. You don’t become a physics teacher at any level if you don’t have a sharp mind. Did you stay in contact with either Victor or Badrah after you graduated?”
“A little at first, but Dirk didn’t like it.” Her smile wavered. “You know what they say, ‘life happens’.”
The flippant response hit a note of discord. It reminded Heather of four-part harmony with the alto singing an A sharp when it should have been an A natural.
Steve leaned back in his chair. “Michelle, did you help your brother work on the charger or the battery that he tried to have patented?”
“Are you sure you don’t want something to drink?”
Steve didn’t allow her to dodge. “It’s a simple question. Did you or did you not help your brother?”
Michelle issued a long low sigh and looked down at her hands in her lap. “I helped. Not much, but a little. Others did most of the work.”
“Did you help your brother pay to sue Victor Yancy?”
Michelle slumped. Her chin began to quiver. Her eyes seemed to plead as much as her words. “Please don’t tell Dirk. He can’t know what I’ve done.”
“What have you done?” asked Steve.
“I applied for several new credit cards, then I maxed out the cash advances on all of them. If we lose this case we’ll have to file bankruptcy. I’m not sure what Dirk will do. At the very least he’ll leave me and the kids.”
The lonely, distant hum of the air conditioner filled the sudden silence. Michelle Stewart had tried to put on a good front, but the physics teacher had problems she couldn’t solve.
Instead of digging deeper into Michelle’s story, Steve rose from his chair. “We’ve taken enough of your time. We may have more questions for you later.”
With their rooms only a few doors down the hall, Heather waited until the door to Steve’s room closed behind them before she asked, “Why did we leave Michelle without asking more?”
Instead of answering, Steve said, “You need to hit the shower and go see Tabby. Plant the camera and see if she can get into Victor’s laptop. Look for e-mails. Let’s see how many of our suspects have lied to us.”
“What are you going to do?”
Steve kicked off his shoes and propped up on his bed. “Michelle said she ran up the balance on a stack of credit cards. I’m wondering if Dirk knew about and approved hiring a lawyer to sue Victor Yancy.”
“If he did, he’s a fool.”
“He’s a label peeler, isn’t he?”
“You got lucky on that one.”
Steve swung his legs off the bed. “Was my knowing Victor couldn’t have fallen from the Presidential Suite luck too?”
Heather loved it when they engaged in good-natured banter. It reminded her of the fiery discussions she had in law school. “Did you know when Badrah mentioned geometry?”
“It got me to wondering. I called Tabby and had her give me the dimensions of her balcony. Mine is a dinky thing. I knew the point of impact had to be closer to the middle of the atrium if he fell from the Presidential Suite. My associative chromesthesia told me it was murder.” He puffed out his chest and tapped the temple of his head with an index finger. “My superior intellect allowed me to put everything together.”
“Tell me, Sherlock, who killed Victor Yancy?”
“You haven’t figured it out yet?”
“No, and I’ll bet you that dollar you don’t know either.”
Ignoring her challenge, he rose and took two steps toward the white board. “Let’s go over what we have. The name of the killer should be staring at us.”
Steve’s phone came to life. He answered it and carried on a brief one-sided conversation with him doing most of the listening. As the phone slid back into his pocket he said, “That was a Texas Ranger I know. He checked with another Ranger that covers the county Cassie New lives in. I had to read between the lines of what he was allowed to tell me, but it seems an investigation is about to kick off.”
“What kind of investigation?” asked Heather.
“He was vague, but it sounded like people are being arrested, taken before a grand jury, and told they have to stand trial. Then, they never get a court date.”
“Never?”
“Some do, some don’t. He didn’t know about Cassie, but he’s passing her name on to the other Ranger.”
Heather thought for a minute. “That could be widespread collusion to milk money out of innocent people or it could be nothing. Do you think we should get her some legal counsel?”
Steve rubbed the back of his neck and took his time responding. “If it weren’t for Randy Tubbs, I’d say she should fend for herself.”
Heather punched in the number to the assistant manager. “Mr. Lamonte, I need another room on the tenth floor, as close to Ms. Cassie New’s room as possible. No, one night should be sufficient.”




CHAPTER 12
One by one Steve listed the names of the suspects. He placed his hand on the first name and said, “Tabby Yancy. A golden girl, now with pots of gold under her control. She could go back to Hollywood and buy her way into stardom if she wanted to. You suspect her faith isn’t real.”
“I’ll concede that it’s possible. Yet, Tabby ticked off motives like reading from a shopping list. No, more like reading from a script. Why?”
Steve shrugged. “It could be as simple as she’s an honest person.”
Heather countered with, “All we’ve proven so far is that Victor didn’t fall from the balcony of the Presidential Suite. What if Tabby conspired with a classmate? She could have gone with Victor or gone before him. All we have is her word that she stayed in the room.”
“The key log would have registered when she came back. Leo’s checking on it.”
“She could have made a deal with one or two of them. What if all the members of the physics club conspired with Tabby?”
“Slow down. Let’s take these one at a time,” said Steve. “What do we know about Cassie New?”
“Victor did a number on her in high school. I can’t imagine how hurt she was when he laughed at her.”
“True,” said Steve. “But that happened over twenty years ago. Do you think a mouse like her would hold a grudge that long?”
“Why not? She trashed his car with a baseball bat and got away with it. Now she’s in serious legal trouble. She could be putting on an elaborate show by dressing down and knitting. By her own admission she needs money. Desperate people do desperate things.”
Steve ran splayed fingers through his brown hair.
“You need a haircut,” said Heather.
“Don’t get me distracted. Where was I? Oh yeah. What you said about Cassie is true, but I can’t imagine her being capable of killing Victor.” He paused. “And I have a very vivid imagination.”
“Badrah Patel is next,” said Heather.
Steve took over. “She’s a sharp-tongued mathematician who watched Victor gain fabulous wealth from work she may have started. Maybe she did more than Victor. What if she’s the true brains behind the invention?”
“I can’t see her killing him,” said Heather with a shake of her head. “She has the most to lose. She’s brilliant and has plenty of money. In fact, she’s the only one who isn’t financially strapped besides Tabby.”
“True,” said Steve. “Finally, we have the trio of Dirk Stewart, his wife, Michelle Chan-Stewart, and her brother, Lewis Chan. All three could have conspired to kill Victor.”
“Could Tabby be the brains and money behind hiring them to get Victor to take a long fall off a high balcony?”
“Or is the California attorney behind the curtain pulling the levers?” asked Steve.
Heather issued a deep sigh. “My head hurts.”
“Go take a shower, you’ll feel better.”
“What are you going to do?”
Steve stepped back to the bed and removed his sunglasses. “I’m going to take a nap and give my brain a rest. We don’t have enough information gathered yet.”
“What kind of information?”
He lay flat on his back. “That’s what will come to me after I sleep.”
“In other words, you don’t know.”
Steve smiled and pointed to the door. “In other words, you need a shower.”
✽✽✽
 
The foggy bathroom mirror resembled her thoughts. Heather toweled off and hoped Steve’s nap gave him a clear picture of things.
New beige slacks fit perfectly over black shoes with two-inch heels. She fingered the floral print blouse and nodded her approval. “I need to shop here more often.” She took her time getting ready and put her ear to the adjoining door before she left. The ebb and flow of Steve’s snoring brought a shake of her head. “How does he sleep like that? My brain’s going a hundred miles an hour. Oh, well. I need to go see the movie star.”
Tabby swung open the door, enveloped Heather in a two-armed hug and ushered her in. Despite the new outfit, carefully applied makeup and coiffured hair, Heather felt somewhat dowdy beside the former movie star.
“Come in. I’m sure you’re not here for a girl chat. What can I do for you?”
“I want to set up a camera as insurance against unwanted snoopers,” said Heather.
Tabby’s eyes widened. “Do you think he’ll try to break in? Is that guy who pounded on my door already out of jail?”
Heather gave Tabby’s hand a reassuring pat. “I doubt it, but I can check.”
“Would you?”
Heather reached for her phone and began to punch in a text. She stopped and asked, “Would you like me to stay with you tonight?”
“That would be wonderful. Are you sure you don’t mind?”
“Steve can call room service for dinner and—” Heather stopped in mid-sentence. “What’s wrong? You’re looking at me like I have two heads.”
“Steve phoned me earlier. He said the three of us were going to a French restaurant for supper. He didn’t tell you?”
Heather spoke as she gazed out the window. “It must have slipped his mind. Did he say anything else?”
She looked at a clock on the wall. “We’re to give him an hour before we go get him.”
Heather dredged her purse and came out with a tiny camera. “Okay. So, let’s set up this camera in the bedroom.”
“Wow, that’s a camera? It’s awfully small.”
They entered the bedroom and Heather asked, “Where’s the journal?”
“The nightstand. Right side.”
A scan of the bedroom revealed a vase of mixed flowers. “I can’t put this camera in plain sight. I’ll hide it in the arrangement and have it facing the nightstand.” She nestled the camera among the blooms where it had a clear but camouflaged view. “I’ll wait until we leave to turn it on.”
Tabby bent down to look at the device. “They used a prop like this in a movie I was in.”
Heather’s phone chimed a text alert. Chan released. Michelle Stewart posted bail. She turned to Tabby. “The man banging on your door earlier is out of jail.”
Tabby bit her bottom lip but remained silent.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be with you.”
Heather contemplated how Michelle Stewart found money for bail. The ringing of her phone brought the thought to an abrupt end.
“Ms. McBlythe, this is Brie Bannister. I understand you hired our firm to represent Ms. Cassie New. I thought you’d like to know that the police have detained Ms. New and have taken her from the hotel.”
Heather mashed the phone to her ear and waved her free arm. “What do you mean they took her from the hotel? Did they handcuff her?”
“Well, yes. He said it was for his protection.”
Anger rose in Heather, the type of anger that once ignited took a long time to burn itself out. “Was it a fat detective with squeaky shoes?”
“Well, yes it was.”
“Why did you let him take her? Don’t you know how to handle a bluffing windbag?”
Brie stuttered more than she talked. “I tried to, but he shouted at me and pushed me back. He was very rough.”
Heather took a deep breath. “How long have you been out of law school?”
The voice on the phone had the maturity of a middle school clarinet player. “I graduated nine months ago. I should have been licensed sooner, but I had to take the bar exam twice.”
Heather tried to count to ten. She made it to three before her Irish blood boiled over. “Listen, Brie. I’m going to do your job for you and find out where they took your client. I’ll text you the address. Grab your purse and go to your car. When you get to where they’ve taken Cassie don’t ask, demand, to see your client. Detective Tubbs will do anything he can to keep you from interrupting his interrogation. Don’t let him. He’ll tell you he has the right to keep your client detained until tomorrow. Tell him you already know about his encounter with his lieutenant today and that he’s one wrong step away from being a meter maid. He’ll try to bully you. Stand your ground. If he won’t release her, demand to see Lieutenant Blankenship. If that doesn’t work, call me back.”
Heather lowered her voice. “It would be best if the next call I receive from you is one telling me Ms. New is back in her room. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes ma’am. I’m already in the elevator. You won’t hear from me until I have her back in her room.”
Tabby’s eyes widened. “I’m glad you’re on my team.”
Heather dragged her hands down her face. “The problem with lack of experience is how much it costs, and I don’t mean money.”
Tabby’s blond hair swung side to side. “You won’t believe what inexperience in the film industry cost me.” Her countenance brightened. “Thank the Lord, that’s all in the past. I’m a new creation with a hope and a future.”
Heather wasn’t sure how to respond so she moved on.
“Let me make this call and get young Miss Brie what she needs.”
Tabby disappeared into the bedroom. Heather followed after slipping her phone in her purse. “Is that Victor’s laptop?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’d like to look at his emails to check on the correspondence he had with the people he invited to come to the reunion. Do you know his password?”
Tabby moved to the desk and brought the screen to life. “He was such a security freak he changed it every day. It took me weeks of watching him sign in before I figured out his method. I’ll have it unlocked for you after I check yesterday’s market closings. The code will be his name, either spelled frontward or backward. After that, he put the letters of the stock ticker for the company. He ended the password with the stock quote for the previous day. I’ll check my phone for the closing quote.”
“He didn’t suspect you were trying to discover his password? You must have been looking over his shoulder in order to see him typing.”
“He didn’t suspect because he thought I didn’t know anything about computers except how to turn them on.”
It amazed Heather again that confessions rolled off Tabby’s tongue so naturally, without any hint of embarrassment or shame. Could this woman be the real thing or just a master manipulator? No time for that now. She needed to focus on the emails.
After forty-five minutes of making notes on her phone she rubbed her eyes and said, “That was interesting. Are you ready for supper?”
“Starving.”
Before Heather rose she asked, “Did Victor ever say why he wanted everyone involved with the battery to come to the reunion?”
Tabby’s eyebrows drew together. “No, but he seemed excited about coming.” She cocked her head and squinted one eye. “I do remember him saying it was time for a little pay-back. I have no idea what he meant, but he smiled when he said it.”




CHAPTER 13
Heather walked into the French restaurant with Steve and Tabby. The Sinatra music brought back a memory of cigarette smoke drifting upward in a vertical line before it dissipated into a sepia-tinted barroom. She could see her late grandfather at a back table, making yet another deal over scotch and soda. How many more millions did that deal add to the family fortune?
“Heather? Heather,” said Steve. “Tabby asked if you were hungry.”
“Sorry. My mind wandered for a minute.” She turned to Tabby and said, “Yes. After that workout today I may eat enough for two.”
The maître d' welcomed them in an accent that sounded more Slavic than French. Heather tested the authenticity of the French restaurant. “Trois pour le souper.” She smiled at the man dressed in a tuxedo.
“Uhh, if you’ll follow Bernadette, she’ll show you to your table. Bon-appetite.”
Bernadette held out a graceful hand in the direction of a table in the middle of the room and said, “Suivez-moi, s'il vous plait.”
After a brief conversation in French, Heather seated Steve and then herself. He asked, “Are you going to show off and order in French?”
Heather looked at Tabby. “One of my many quirks. If I eat at a place that claims to have authentic food, I like to order in the language of the country. The maître d' didn’t have a clue, but the hostess is from Cannes. I think we have a fifty-fifty chance of getting authentic French cuisine.”
“Golly,” said Tabby. “How many languages do you know?”
“Six fluently; I can get by in a few others.”
“You’ve never ordered in another language before,” said Steve. “Except in Spanish, and that doesn’t count. Half the people in Texas know enough to order enchiladas.”
Heather leaned into him. “This is the first time I’ve gotten you into a restaurant with cloth tablecloths. I’m lucky if I can get you into anything where we eat with something besides a spork.”
“That’s a bit of an exaggeration. Besides, I’m a poor pensioner on a budget.”
Heather opened her mouth at the same moment his cell phone vibrated loud enough for all three to hear it. Steve held it to his ear.
“Hey, Leo. Not too busy. Tabby Yancy and I are waiting for Heather to order for us.”
Heather contemplated kicking him under the table, but his furrowed brow told her what Leo had to say didn’t need to be interrupted.
“Thanks, Leo. That’s what I expected.” Steve slipped the phone back in his pocket.
Heather dismissed the sommelier, declining his best efforts to offer wine.
“Is the coast clear?” asked Steve.
“Yes,” said Heather. “Tell us what Leo said.”
“The toxicology report is back. Victor was injected with a massive dose of barbiturates. He was either dead or knocked out before he hit the ground.”
Tabby lowered her head. “Thank You, Lord,” she whispered. She looked at Heather with sad eyes. “I didn’t want Vic’s last thoughts to be fear or terror.”
Heather wondered about the utterance. Was Tabby happy about his death or that he didn’t suffer? Steve had told her to keep an open mind, but how much of a walking contradiction could one woman be?
The approach of their waiter brought Heather away from her mental gymnastics. Both Tabby and Steve deferred menu selections to her expertise. They remained silent until the waiter had retreated out of earshot.
What did you order for me?” asked Steve. “It sounded like pommeled tar.”
“Pomme-de-terre au four,” said Heather. “The literal translation is ‘baked apple of the earth’. It’s a baked potato to go along with a medium-rare filet mignon and asparagus. I didn’t see chicken fried steak on the menu.”
Being faced away from the front of the restaurant didn’t allow Heather to see the trio until Dirk Stewart had circled around her. He walked past Steve and glared down at Tabby. Michelle Stewart and her brother, Lewis Chan, passed to her left and took up station on Tabby’s other side.
Dirk slurred as much as he spoke. “You must be the wife of that creep that did us a favor yesterday.”
The man with coal-black hair and wire-framed glasses stared down at Tabby. “Mrs. Yancy. I’m Lewis Chan. Next week I’ll take back what your husband stole from me.” His eyes narrowed to slits. “That’s right, next week we go to court. Then you and your little boys will be on the streets.”
Steve rose from his chair, as did Heather. He gripped his cane with both hands. “I’ll give you three one chance to follow the hostess to your table. If you don’t, you’ll think the roof fell in on you.”
Dirk moved to stand in front of Steve. Heather took a position between Tabby and Dirk.
“What did you say, blind man?” asked Dirk.
Michelle pulled on her brother’s hand. Her face glowed with shame and embarrassment.
In a velvet voice Steve said, “Dirk, you need to join your wife and brother-in-law before you get into trouble.”
Dirk resembled a metronome in his alcohol-addled state, rocking heel to toe. He balled his fists. “You can’t tell me what to do.”
The tip of Steve’s cane struck Dirk dead center, two inches below the sternum. The thrust caused Dirk to issue a giant “Oooph.” He didn’t fall, but he couldn’t move or speak.
Heather wasted no time. She thrust a thumb in the back of Dirk’s right hand and splayed out his fingers. She then brought the arm behind his back and pushed it toward his head. Grabbing the collar of his shirt, she straightened him out and quick-marched him to the restaurant’s entrance. Out on the concourse she shoved him onto a bench. He turned his head and vomited.
Michelle Stewart and Lewis Chan arrived to see Dirk wipe remnants of a day’s worth of beer and bar snacks with the back of his hand.
Heather looked at Michelle. “You’d better go to your rooms before security arrives.”
“You have no right to do this,” countered Lewis Chan.
“Mr. Chan, you’re out on bond. If the police find you here, you’ll be back in jail. This time they’ll keep you. Is that what you want?”
He didn’t look convinced so she continued. “The blind man is a former homicide detective. There isn’t a cop in Houston who wouldn’t give him the shirt off their back. If they find out you messed with him or anyone around him, you’ll go to the hospital before you go to jail. Now do you understand?”
Michelle understood. She stood toe-to-toe with her brother and said, “Grab one arm and I’ll get the other.” The look she gave him didn’t invite conversation.
Heather stopped on her way back to the table and slipped the maître d'
enough cash to make a positive impression. “You didn’t see anything.”
He bowed.
Once back at the table, Heather settled herself and looked at Steve. He leaned in her direction. “Good work, partner.”
“Same to you. Where did you learn that trick with your cane?”
“Blind luck.”
They both cackled.
“I recognized Lewis Chan, but who were those other people?” asked Tabby.
Steve tucked his napkin under his chin. “The woman is one of the people that worked on the science project with Victor in high school. Her name is Michelle Stewart. The drunk is her husband, Dirk. Michelle is Lewis Chan’s sister.”
“Is there any truth to what he said about losing the court case?”
Heather shook her head. “It won’t go to trial. Lewis Chan and the Stewarts are out of money. Their lawyer bled them dry. I suspect he’ll tell them they have to pony up a few thousand more for some unexpected expenses. When they can’t, he’ll ask for a delay. Mr. Chan’s lawyer will refuse to do any more work and the case will die a quiet death.”
Tabby glanced toward the window. “I don’t know what to think. Part of me is happy that I won’t be broke, but part of me feels sorry for Mr. Chan.”
“Pray about it,” said Steve.
“Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”
The meal progressed with sparse conversation and excellent food. Heather took note of the ease between her partner and Tabby. She’d never seen him like this. Tabby even convinced him to try one of her escargot. They both laughed at Steve’s obvious attempt to swallow the offensive-tasting delicacy.
“Okay, that’s it; from now on I’m sticking to what I know. I need something to wash that taste out of my mouth.”
Heather said, “How about some coffee? That should do it.”
The waiter quietly left after filling their cups. Heather added cream to hers and stirred with lazy strokes, content to be filled with classically-prepared French cuisine. The thud of a chair beside her came with a foul breeze. She looked up to see a round face with a crooked grin.
“Make yourself at home, Tubbs. Want some coffee?” asked Steve.
“How’d you know it was me?”
“Your aftershave,” said Steve. “Did you use water to bathe with, or do you have Brut coming out of your shower head?”
The grin remained. “You’re a funny guy, Smiley.” His laugh sounded rough and tainted with vindictiveness. “Yeah, ‘Smiley’; the name fits you.”
Heather clasped her hands together in front of her. “To what do we owe this unwelcome intrusion, Detective?”
He gave her a toothy smile, revealing dingy teeth. “I have to admit,” he began. “You nailed it when you said this was no suicide. I was wrong. Victor Yancy was murdered.”
Steve leaned forward. “You didn’t come here to tell us what we already know. Get to the point.”
“No need to get huffy.” He spoke louder than necessary. People at nearby tables leaned and began to whisper. Even louder, Tubbs continued. “I stopped by to tell you two amateurs that the case is closed, and it didn’t come by seeing colors. I got a warrant and had forensics go over the room of Miss Cassie New. They found some very interesting fingerprints on the rail of the balcony and on a glass that didn’t get washed.” His smile widened. “Does anyone want to guess who those prints belonged to?”
“Victor Yancy,” said Steve in an even tone.
“Bingo, ex-cop. I took one look at Cassie New’s rap sheet and knew she was no good.” He slapped his hands together like he was trying to get sand off of them. “I’ve tied the case with a pretty bow. You may have been good in your day, Smiley, but that day is long gone.”
In a voice that sounded like an acknowledgement of defeat, Steve said, “Congratulations, Detective Tubbs. I’m sure you’ll get the glory you deserve for arresting Cassie New.”
Tubbs jutted out his chin, making his jowls quiver. “There’ll be a commendation coming my way when I make the next arrest.”
Steve whispered, “Do you think it could be a conspiracy?”
His belly jiggled as he laughed. “Could be.”
Steve turned his head toward Heather. “Do they sell towels in the store you ordered our clothes from?”
“If not there, I saw some in a gift shop. Why?”
“Be sure to get one for Detective Tubbs.”
The tilt of Tubbs’ head made him look like a confused bulldog.
Steve continued. “He’ll need a towel to wipe the egg off his face when we prove Cassie New had nothing to do with Victor’s murder.”
Fire shot from Tubbs’ eyes. His knuckles turned white. He looked at Heather and then shifted thunderstorm eyes to Tabby. His voice changed, becoming menacing and accusatory. “You’re going down, Mrs. Yancy. I hope you look good in white. That’s the only color Texas prison uniforms come in.”
Heather threw her napkin on the table. “That’s enough. Your intimidation may have worked on Cassie New’s lawyer, but I assure you I’m cut from a different cloth. You weren’t invited to our table, and you’re not welcome here. Good night, Detective.”
Tubbs rose and spoke in a mocking tone. “I’ll be seeing you. Count on it.”
“That sounds like a threat,” said Steve.
“Consider it a promise, one that I look forward to keeping.”
Heather’s phone rang as Tubbs waddled away, whistling some nameless tune. She punched the face harder than necessary and gave a curt, “Yes?”
“Ms. McBlythe, it’s Brie Bannister. I’m sorry, but they arrested Cassie New. They read her the Miranda warning and everything. I told them she wasn’t going to say anything and they were not to question her unless I was present. I got real firm with them, just like you told me to.”
Heather wondered if she had ever been that young. “Don’t worry, Brie. You did your best. Come back to the hotel. I’ll want a full rundown on what happened.”
Tabby fidgeted with her necklace and then wound a lock of hair around a finger. “Am I in trouble?”
Steve reached out, and she clasped his hand. “Like I said when we first met, you won’t be in trouble as long as you didn’t have anything to do with Victor’s death.”
“I didn’t. I promise. I would swear, but the Bible says I’m not supposed to.”
Steve moved his hand away. “Let’s go. There’s been a change of plans. You’re bunking in Heather’s room tonight. Heather, you need to go to Tabby’s suite. Get the laptop and the journal. You’d better hurry.”
“What are you going to do?” asked Heather.
“I’ll call Leo and have him come to our rooms.”




CHAPTER 14
Heather took Tabby’s key card and left her to escort Steve back to his room. She made a point of scanning the atrium to see if anyone looking like a cop was heading her direction. Sure enough, through the glass-enclosed elevator, she saw a patrolman making a beeline toward her. She punched the number twelve and watched the officer taking long strides. Nearing the twelfth floor she kicked off her shoes and punched the button to floors one through eleven to slow the elevator’s descent. Running at a full sprint, she arrived at the Presidential Suite. Once inside Tabby’s bedroom she dug in the flower arrangement for the camera, pulled the journal out of the nightstand, and snatched the laptop from the desk. Back in the hallway she headed for the fire escape. The “ding” of the elevator sounded as she pulled open a fireproof door. Down two flights of stairs she hustled. Steve and Tabby stood in the hallway on the tenth floor.
“Another workout?” asked Steve.
“Not by choice. A cop almost caught me coming out of Tabby’s room. I don’t think he saw me.” She looked down at her lack of footwear. “If I’d known my toes were going to be on display I’d have gone for a pedicure.”
Tabby’s head bobbed. “I played an airline stewardess once. A rotten cop followed her to a hotel room and—”
“I suggest we get out of the hall,” said Steve. He manipulated the key card and pushed open his door.
“Golly,” said Tabby. “This room looks like a movie set. Look at the white board with all the names on it.” She paused. “Hey, why is my name there?”
“We had to rule you out,” said Steve. Half joking, he added, “We’ve almost done it.”
Heather had her hands full of shoes, a laptop and a prayer journal. “Tabby, why don’t we put these things in my room?” She adjusted the prayer journal and laptop in her arms. “You can watch TV or go to sleep, or whatever you want. Steve and I have a lot of work to do.”
“Can’t I stay?” Her bottom lip stuck out in a pout.
“For a little while,” said Steve. “Leo Vega is coming. I’ll tell him you’re next door, but I don’t want him seeing you in this room.”
“Why not?”
Heather looked at Steve and wondered what he would say.
“We’re going to be wise as serpents and gentle as doves.”
Tabby formed her face into a question. “I don’t understand that verse.”
“That will give you something to think about.”
Heather knew this was not the time or place to parse a Bible verse. “When will Leo be here?”
“Another ten or fifteen minutes.” Steve moved to the queen bed closest to the whiteboard. “I have a job for you in the meantime. Call your buddy, the assistant manager, and find out if anyone stayed in Cassie New’s room the night before our suspects arrived.”
Heather hesitated. “Things aren’t looking good for Cassie New, are they?”
“The evidence is stacking up.” He rose and put his hand on Cassie’s name taped to the board. “Leo also told me forensics determined the direct line of Victor’s fall was from Cassie’s room.”
“Not to mention Cassie told us Victor poked himself with a knitting needle when he came to her room. They’re bound to have blood, or evidence she tried to clean it.”
Heather turned to Tabby. “Did Victor tell you he stopped by Cassie’s room?”
Tabby had taken off her shoes and moved the pillows on the first bed behind her back. “Sure. He told me he went there. He also said that’s where he was going when he left our room.”
“Are you sure?” asked Steve. “He said he was going back to Cassie New’s room?”
“He said she called and asked him to come down to get what she’d taken from him in high school.”
“Think, Tabby. Did Victor say Cassie called? Could it have been someone else?”
“Well, now that you mention it, I don’t remember. I know he said he’d be in Cassie’s room and he’d be gone a while.”
✽✽✽
 
Heather had no more settled Tabby in her room when she heard a knock on Steve’s door. She scurried next door, made sure to close the door connecting the rooms, and opened Steve’s door for Leo. A scowl told her he wasn’t in a particularly good mood. After a nod of greeting he followed her into Steve’s bedroom.
“Where’s Steve?” Leo asked.
“Look on the balcony. That’s the only place he could be.”
Leo walked to the open sliding door and poked his head out. “This had better be good.”
“Have a seat, Leo.”
Sounds of guests in the atrium drifted upward, accompanied by the hum of air conditioning. Heather moved to where she could hear.
“I’d rather be home sleeping. What’s so important that it couldn’t wait until morning?” asked Leo.
“Birds,” said Steve. “I’ve been sitting here thinking about birds.”
Leo turned to look at Heather with eyebrows raised. Heather shrugged.
“I’ve been thinking how we can kill two birds with one stone. You’ve got a dangerous partner, and an innocent woman has enough evidence against her to convict her two times over.”
“Are you talking about Cassie New?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you sure she’s innocent?”
“Pretty sure.”
“The evidence says she’s guilty.”
“You and Heather are going to get evidence tonight that will prove otherwise.”
“We are?” asked Heather.
Leo groaned. “Here we go again.”
Steve chuckled. “Like old times, isn’t it?”
“Not exactly.”
Heather returned from the refrigerator, popped the top on a can of energy drink and handed it to Leo. He took a long swig. “Okay, Steve. Let me have it.”
“Let’s take care of Tubbs first. I want you to call him. Invite him to join us here in my room. He’s going to refuse because he’s getting a search warrant for Tabby Yancy’s suite. He’s convinced she conspired with Cassie New to murder her husband. He went into her suite earlier tonight without permission from Tabby. She kept a journal that he believes has incriminating information in it. He found it, read it, and took photos of the pages. It’s not what he thinks it is. Also, he’ll be looking for Victor Yancy’s laptop.”
“How do you know?”
“Heather placed a camera in Tabby’s bedroom.”
Leo groaned and took another drink.
Heather took a step out onto the balcony. “Tabby gave me the password to the laptop and we read the emails from Victor to the suspects we have on the board. Some can be construed to be threats, but we don’t think that’s what Victor meant. I’ll open the computer so you can read them.”
Steve added, “We’re also giving you the journal.”
Leo nodded as a look of concern crossed his face. “If Tubbs comes looking for a laptop and a journal and finds Mrs. Yancy, he’ll haul her downtown. Shouldn’t we go to her room?”
“Relax,” said Steve. “She’s next door in Heather’s room with the journal and the laptop. I’m betting Tubbs will think Heather and I are sharing this room.”
Leo shook his head. “I hope you two are right on this one. If Tubbs gets a commendation, I’ll have to take early retirement to get away from him.”
The words had no more left Leo’s mouth than insistent bangs sounded on Steve’s door.
More loud bangs followed with the voice of Detective Tubbs shouting, “Open up, Smiley!”
“Hurry, Leo,” whispered Heather. “Get next door.”
After Leo made a quick exit, Heather closed and locked the adjoining door. She moved to the front door. “Who is it?” she asked in a sleep-strained voice.
“Police. Open the door.”
Heather took her time. She slipped a white terrycloth robe over her clothes. It hung down to mid-calf, well past the hem of her dress. She gripped the top of the robe so her blouse wouldn’t peek out. To get back at Tubbs for his earlier rudeness she unlatched, re-latched and unlatched the safety lock again. Tussled hair, bare feet and a white robe met Tubbs’ angry gaze when she opened the door.
He shouldered past her. “Where is she?”
“Where is who?” asked Heather.
He looked in the bathroom, jerking back the shower curtain.
“Don’t play smart with me. You know who. Tabby Yancy.”
“What are you ranting about?”
Steve spoke as Tubbs came out of the bathroom. He lay in bed with covers pulled to his chin. “Sorry, Tubbs. I’d get up, but you know how it is.”
Tubbs cast his gaze to Steve’s grinning face, then to Heather as she clutched the top of the robe. She challenged him with a hard stare. His gaze shifted back to Steve while his face grew a deep shade of crimson. Steve made matters worse by smiling and chuckling.
“Where is she, Smiley?”
Steve lifted the covers and pretended to look between the sheets. “I don’t see her. Look around. Check the balcony if you’d like.”
Tubbs stopped in his tracks when he noticed the whiteboard with the suspects’ names and note cards taped under each one. He huffed and pushed open the door to the balcony with such force it bounced and came back half way.
“Better check under the bed,” said Heather. “By the way, do you have a warrant for this search?”
Tubbs’ face passed crimson and approached a shade of deep purple. “You let me in voluntarily, Miss Hot-Shot Lawyer. You missed your chance to demand to see a warrant.”
“No matter. We cooperate with the police.” She paused. “Unless they want us to do something illegal or something we know is wrong.”
Tubbs stood between the two beds and glared at Steve. He spread his feet wide. “You two may think you’re smart by sneaking her out and giving her a head start, but I’ll put out a BOLO. She won’t get far.” After a wheezy inhale he continued, “I’ll also be filing a report to get your licenses suspended for interfering with a police investigation.”
The door to Steve’s room slammed shut. Heather went to the door leading to her room, opened Steve’s side and gave the “shave-and-a-haircut” knock. Leo pulled open the door on his side.
“Could you hear anything?” asked Heather.
“Muffled voices. My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”
Heather backed away from the opening. Steve threw back the covers. A wide grin stretched Leo’s mouth. “I told you this wasn’t like old times. We never played this game in a hotel room.”
Heather cut him off before he could say anymore. “Steve, next time I’ll get under the covers and you answer the door.”
The three broke into laughter.
“Did he buy it?” asked Leo when the frivolity wound down.
“Hook, line and sinker.” She looked to Steve. “Leo and I will be on our way to meet Mr. La Monte and view several hours of video.”




CHAPTER 15
Room service pushed a cart with one squeaky wheel into the room. Heather poured Steve a cup of coffee from a white carafe and asked, “Are you sure you want to go forward with this?”
He nodded. “Tell me again about the man that stayed in Cassie New’s room the night before she checked in.”
Heather poured herself a cup and left it sitting to cool. “His name is Durain Rana. He has a thin face, narrow shoulders, black hair, and wears plastic-frame glasses with big lenses. He’s stooped over and looks to be about five-feet-six-inches tall. He wore loose-fitting, light-colored linen clothing, the type worn in Middle Eastern countries. He used a platinum Visa to pay his bill. The name on the card matched the one he registered under.”
Steve nodded. “What did your computer search on him turn up?”
The coffee proved to be strong but not bitter. She settled her cup. “His website has him as a self-employed programmer. No arrests. No wife. No kids.”
“What about the adjoining room to Cassie New’s. Who stayed there the previous night?”
“A twenty-six-year-old sales rep for a pharmaceutical company. She registered as Malia Kinder. She’s single, five feet nine inches and looked to weigh about one hundred fifty pounds. Curly red hair, cute face. No kids. One arrest in college for public intoxication.”
Leo groaned from the bed next to Steve’s. “Can’t a guy get any sleep around here?”
“Time to face the day, crime fighter,” said Steve. “You need to arrest a murderer and make a phone call. Not in that order.”
Leo stretched and moaned. “What time is it and who am I calling?”
“It’s morning.” Steve nodded toward Heather. “Pour sleeping beauty a cup of mud. He’ll need to down it before he makes Lieutenant Blankenship’s day.”
Leo pulled another pillow under his head and shoulders as he looked at his cell phone. “It’s five thirty. He’s not going to be happy.”
“Tell him Heather will have breakfast waiting for him and that she’s solved the murder. That should get his heart beating and put a smile on his face.”
Leo snickered as Heather handed him a cup of coffee.
Heather couldn’t help but smile, but she wasn’t about to let Steve’s goading pass without comment. “Do you see what I have to put with? I think I’ll trade him in on another cat.”
“On second thought, Heather, you call Lieutenant Blankenship. Tell him we know who the killer is and you’ll have breakfast waiting for him. Let him know Leo’s here and he worked most of the night. If he asks to talk to Leo, tell him he’s dead to the world and still in bed in my room. That’s not too far from the truth.”
Leo shifted his eyes to Steve without moving his head. “You’re feeling feisty this morning. This should prove to be quite a day.” He took a series of sips from his cup and placed it on the nightstand. He quoted Rob Blankenship’s phone number, slumped down and pulled the covers over his head.
✽✽✽
 
Heather opened the door of the Presidential Suite for Lieutenant Blankenship at nine-fifteen a.m., twenty minutes before the arrival of the other invited guests. Despite giving him her warmest smile, the scowl on his face revealed he didn’t like much of anything he’d heard from Heather. He looked past her, saw Tabby Yancy standing next to Leo, and took long strides into the living room. “Why isn’t she in jail?”
He gave Leo a look that couldn’t be ignored. Leo jutted out his chin. “She’s not in jail because she didn’t have anything to do with the death of her husband. We can prove she couldn’t have killed him.”
“Where’s your partner? Why isn’t he here?”
“He should be here any moment. I’ve been calling and sending him text messages since six o’clock.”
“Was Tubbs with you last night?”
Leo shook his head from side to side. “I sent him a text telling him where I was and asked him to come ASAP. I stepped out of the room for a few minutes and didn’t get a chance to talk to him. Steve and Heather spoke to him, but he left without talking to me.”
The frown on the lieutenant’s face didn’t leave. “I received a text from Tubbs last night. He told me he had proof of Mrs. Yancy’s involvement. What do you know about that?”
Leo stood his ground. “More than he does.”
Steve interrupted. “Lieutenant, I’m going to ask you to trust me. What Leo says is true. In a few minutes the suspects will arrive. Heather, Leo and I will give you an ending to this investigation that I’m sure you’ll find credible and satisfactory. All we ask is that you give us about fifteen minutes.”
Heather approached with a cup of coffee and handed it to the lieutenant with a full smile. “You look like a black coffee kind of man. Am I right?”
He nodded and gave a terse “Thanks.”
“What about Cassie New?” asked Heather. “Did you change your mind? Is she coming to our little get-together?”
“No way. I’ll go along with this for a while, but there’s a mountain of evidence against her. At this time my interest is in Mrs. Yancy. If you can prove she didn’t have any involvement in the murder of her husband, fine. As for Cassie New, as far as I’m concerned she already has one foot inside the prison doors.”
“Fair enough, but once we prove she’s not guilty, I need her here by eleven a.m. That will still give me enough time to get her ready for the class reunion dance tonight.”
“The only getting ready she’s going to do is braid her hair in a cell.”
Heather smiled. “Care for a croissant? A Danish? They’re very good.”
Lieutenant Blankenship declined at the same time a knock sounded at the door.
“Detective Tubbs, please come in. Would you like some coffee?” asked Heather. The pungent odor of unwashed skin and whiskey broke over Heather like a dirty wave.
As soon as he caught sight of Tabby, Tubbs reached for his handcuffs.
“Put them away,” said the Lieutenant. He approached and gave a slow head-to-toe inspection of Tubbs, who looked like he’d slept in his clothes.
Tubbs pointed a stubby finger at Tabby. “She planned the murder. I can prove it.”
“Go ahead,” said Steve. “Show the lieutenant your evidence.”
“Don’t tell me how to do my job.”
Randy Tubbs slid his cell phone out of the inside pocket of his wrinkled sports coat. “Look. These are pages of her diary. For thirty days she writes that something bad is going to happen.”
“Does she specify who?” asked Steve.
Tubbs threw out his chin. “She mentions her husband by name on six occasions.”
Heather asked, “And do you have that diary?”
Tubbs’ eyebrows pushed together. “You know I don’t. At least I don’t have it yet. I’ll find it when I search your room.”
“Are you saying Ms. McBlythe withheld evidence from the police?” asked Steve.
“Take it any way you want, Smiley.”
Leo stepped forward and handed the journal to Lieutenant Blankenship. “This is what Randy’s referring to. Heather gave it to me last night. I’ve read it multiple times. It’s not what he thinks it is.”
The trap was set.
“Where was this journal when you took photos of the pages you showed Lieutenant Blankenship?” asked Steve in a calm voice.
“None of your business. We don’t reveal evidence to civilians,” said Tubbs.
Heather took a step forward. “You can tell us now, or I’ll subpoena you, put you under oath and ask you under penalty of perjury where and when these photos were taken.”
Tubbs stood with his fists clenched.
Steve said, “Lieutenant Blankenship, you’ll be interested to know we have a thumb drive for you. You’ll see Detective Tubbs in Mrs. Yancy’s bedroom. He’s taking photos of the pages of her prayer journal. You’ll also see him attempt to obtain information from Victor Yancy’s laptop. The video is time-stamped last night beginning at 8:07 p.m. That’s when Mrs. Yancy, Heather, and I were having supper downstairs.”
Now to spring the trap. “Did you have a warrant to search Mrs. Yancy’s suite?” asked Heather.
Detective Tubbs muttered and mumbled, but couldn’t form a coherent sentence.
Heather gazed into Rob Blankenship’s blue eyes. “I don’t need to tell you about what has come to be known as the doctrine of tainted fruit. Any evidence obtained by an illegal search is inadmissible in court. Besides, Detective Tubbs is wrong in his assessment of the documents he illegally obtained.”
Tubbs’ eyes shifted to each person in the room. Sweat formed on his forehead and upper lip. He shifted from foot to foot and ground his teeth. “This is a set up.” He spun and pointed at Leo. “You planned this. You’ve been plotting to get rid of me ever since they stuck me with you.” His face flushed a deeper shade with each accusation. He pointed at Steve. “Smiley, you’re a snake, a blind snake. You and Leo cooked this up.” His voice crackled with intensity. An index finger extended toward Heather. “Leo, Smiley the snake, and this tramp.” His gaze shifted from one to the next and back again. “How long? How long have you three been plotting?” He fixed his attention on Tabby. Spittle flew as he shouted, “Her! She’s the money behind it. That’s what this is all about. Money. You’re all on her payroll.”
Lieutenant Blankenship took quick steps and grabbed Tubbs by the arm. He jerked away and squared off to fight. Blankenship took a step back and held up his hands. “Calm down, Tubbs. Calm down.”
“You’re all after me. Every one of you!” His eyes became slits of anger. A hand moved to his hip.
Heather stood at his side, near enough that she could sweep his legs with her right foot. The toes of Tubbs’ shoes flew upward as she kicked with force enough to upend him. The barrel of his pistol shifted from Lieutenant Blankenship’s chest to the ceiling. The Smith and Wesson forty caliber exploded. Sheet rock dust drifted downward. Leo and Lieutenant Blankenship had him pinned and the pistol wrestled from his hand before he could get off another round. They secured Randy Tubbs with his own handcuffs.
A team of uniformed officers escorted Randy Tubbs from the Presidential Suite with instructions to take him to a hospital for evaluation.
An air of somber regret fell on the room. Heather wondered if they had pushed too hard. Leo moved to the windows and stared. Rob Blankenship had his back turned to the room, gazing at unlit gas logs in the fireplace. Tabby mumbled prayers with hands clenched.
Steve broke the silence. “None of us likes what happened. Randy Tubbs was a good cop until he climbed into a bottle and couldn’t find his way out. That doesn’t change the fact that someone murdered Victor Yancy. The suspects will be here any minute, and we need to work together to make sure we get this right. Clear your minds. Victor’s killer will be with us.”




CHAPTER 16
Lieutenant Blankenship chose to remain standing by the fireplace. He sipped coffee and waited in silence for the members of the long-ago science project team to arrive. Heather opened the door, and Badrah Patel made her way into the living room. She chose a chair nearest the door and sat rigid.
With crisp clear words that bore her accent she said, “I don’t know what this is about, but I will not stay long. I have a flight back to San Francisco and I will not miss it. Is that understood?”
“Once your classmates arrive, we’ll have you out of here in twenty minutes.”
“Not a minute more.”
Heather chimed in. “You’re not staying for the class reunion? I thought that’s why you came.”
She looked with hooded dark eyes. “You may have never experienced this, Ms. McBlythe, but my heritage did not lend itself to being well received twenty years ago. Southern states did not put out the welcome mat for people of my background. I can count on one hand the number of friends I had in high school. I have nothing in common with them now. I came because Victor issued me a personal invitation. He said it would be well worth my while to make an appearance.”
“What do you think he meant by that?” asked Steve.
“I can only imagine. Whatever the reason, it died with him.”
Another knock on the door sounded. Dirk Stewart entered, alone and looking the worse for wear. His wrinkled shirt had that slept-in look about it. His hair hadn’t seen a comb, and the five o’clock shadow looked to be well past five. He made for the far corner of a couch and slumped down.
Heather asked if he wanted coffee. “Water,” he replied as he rubbed his temples.
The vindictive streak in Heather wanted to invite a brass band to play.
A final knock on the door announced the arrival of Michelle Stewart. She came with her brother, Lewis Chan, trailing behind her. Lewis looked as disheveled as his brother-in-law.
“Sorry we’re late,” said Michelle with eyes downcast. “I had a hard time waking Lewis. The medicine he takes is effective, but it leaves him very sleepy.”
Lewis slurred, “That’s why I hate to take it.” He stopped, turned to Tabby and gave a deep bow. “Please forgive me for frightening you yesterday. I’m sorry.”
Tabby directed Lewis to a love seat. She sat beside him and held his hand. “All is forgiven. I understand you have an illness. We only control what we can.”
Michelle went to sit by her husband but left plenty of space between them. Heather surmised by their body language Michelle had had enough of her husband’s drunken escapades.
Steve stood with his back to the drapes that were now drawn to hide the balcony. Heather moved next to Leo, forming a barrier to the front door.
Steve thanked those gathered for coming. “The first thing I’d like to do is eliminate people who could not have committed the murder.” He turned his head to the left. “Let’s start with Dirk and Michelle Stewart. Dirk expressed motive when he said he believed Michelle is entitled to compensation for her part of the high school experiment, which eventually led to Victor Yancy’s wealth. He feels Michelle has been cheated. Is that right, Dirk?”
“Michelle did as much work as anyone on that experiment and she never saw a dime.”
Michelle turned to her husband. “That’s not true. Victor and Badrah did most of the work.”
“Shut up, Michelle,” he snapped. “You’ve been cheated for twenty years.”
Steve said, “Dirk thinks they’ve been short-changed. He hoped to score big on a patent infringement case involving his brother-in-law. That isn’t going to happen. Michelle also bought into the pipe-dream and is now deep in debt.”
Dirk narrowed his gaze as he looked at his wife. “What have you done?”
Heather moved in front of Dirk and cast a harsh gaze down on him. “Nothing you didn’t know about, Dirk. Detective Vega and I checked your credit card accounts last night. You applied for as many cards as Michelle did. You were counting on your brother-in-law winning his lawsuit. In fact, you stopped working because you were so convinced he would win. In my business we call that smoking hope-ium. Betting on the outcome of lawsuits before they go to trial is a fool’s game played with real money. I spoke with Victor Yancy’s attorney. You have no idea how stacked the deck is against you. Even if you had the evidence on your side, which you don’t, you still wouldn’t win.”
“No. You’re wrong,” snapped Dirk. “I spoke with Lewis’ lawyer yesterday afternoon. He guaranteed we would win.”
Heather tented her hands on her hips. “He also said it would take a few thousand more dollars. Am I right?”
“Well, yeah. Five grand more for things that came up at the last minute.”
“Do you have five grand?”
“Not yet. But I’ll find a way to get it.”
“It won’t go to trial,” said Heather. “The three of you have been hoodwinked and you’ll never see a penny.”
Steve interrupted, “We’re getting a little off track. I can prove Michelle and Dirk couldn’t have been responsible for Victor’s death. They were in their room at eleven p.m. The hotel record of their room key use verified it. Also, their room did not line up with the fall recreated by forensics.”
“What about Lewis Chan?” asked Badrah.
Steve shook his head. “While Lewis’ room fit with the trajectory of the fall, the amount of damage to the body was more than what would be caused by a fall from that height. It involves complicated calculations that deal with velocity, but the coroner is convinced the fall came from a greater height.”
“Next,” said Steve. “Badrah Patel.”
Badrah sat straighter than her normal ridged posture. “Badrah didn’t arrive until four-fifteen on the afternoon of Victor’s murder. She admitted to meeting with Victor at dinner, but states she did not see him afterwards. The record of her room key use puts her in her room at the time of Victor’s death. And her balcony does not line up with the forensics report. Only Cassie New’s balcony is a straight shot down. Therefore, we know that Victor did not fall nor was he pushed from Badrah’s balcony.”
Steve barreled on. “That leaves us with Cassie New as a possible suspect. Let’s look at the evidence against her. The trajectory of the body is right in line with the balcony of her room. Victor’s fingerprints were on a glass and on the rail of Cassie’s balcony. Also, there’s Victor’s blood on a couch cushion and on a knitting needle.”
“She tried to destroy that evidence,” added Lieutenant Blankenship.
Steve gave a slight smile. “Leo also told us the police found a hypodermic syringe with traces of a very powerful sedative under a couch cushion in Cassie’s room.”
“Then it has to be Cassie,” said Dirk.
“Finally,” said Steve. “Cassie New claims to have been out of her room taking a walk at the time of the murder. Room key use records contradict her claim.” He paused, “Or, do they?”
Steve let the question hang in the air. “Did it occur to anyone but me that there was too much evidence in Cassie’s room? Fingerprints on the balcony. Fingerprints on a glass that should have been replaced by housekeeping. A hypodermic needle left in the couch. Who would leave so much evidence? Cassie New is a smart woman. Circumstances in her life have made her leery of legal issues. She has enough troubles. Why would she contemplate a murder?”
Again Steve let the question hang. He raised his index finger. “The time between the activation of her room key and the 911 call was less than thirty-five seconds. Did you catch that? 911 received a call thirty-five seconds after Cassie New entered her room.”
“So?” asked Badrah, “The evidence shows it was Cassie. You can play psychologist if you want. I prefer quantifiable evidence.”
“Yes,” interrupted Steve. “The evidence does point to Cassie New. But what about the thirty-five seconds. Think about it. Thirty-five seconds to open the door, invite Victor in and complete a murder? Is that enough time? Somehow she would have to inject him with a powerful sedative, without him seeing her. How long did it take to set that up? Next, she’d have to wait and allow the sedative to work. After that she had to put his fingerprints on a glass. And remember, the clock is ticking down from thirty-five seconds.”
“You’re assuming that the time registered by the hotel key card and 911 are identical,” said Badrah. “That could account for a significant difference.”
“We checked that,” said Steve. “There’s a six-second difference, which we took into account when made our thirty-five second determination.”
“Where was I?” asked Steve.
Heather answered, “Victor is knocked out or dead inside the room.”
“Right,” continued Steve. “Cassie would still have to drag him to the balcony, put fingerprints on the railing and heft him over. The fall doesn’t take much time, but it’s a few seconds all the same. The reaction of the person making the call for help took more time. By their testimony, the caller waited at least fifteen seconds to place the call.”
Steve cocked his head. “From everything I’ve given you, none of the people in this room committed the murder. I also contend Cassie New couldn’t have committed the murder. There wasn’t enough time.” He waited to continue. “Yet, someone killed him. We had to dig deeper.”




CHAPTER 17
Heather gave Steve a break. “We were left with a body and a group of suspects. Everyone either had alibis or couldn’t have committed the murder. We knew we’d missed something. I talked to Victor Yancy’s lawyer in San Francisco. He implied that the judge scheduled to hear Lewis Chan’s case would be no problem. The attorney also wasn’t opposed to the idea of gaining control of the entire Yancy fortune. All it would take would be an unfortunate accident happening to Tabby. Even better, her being sent to prison would muddy the probate waters. All the while, he could siphon off funds.”
Heather looked around the room and saw startled expressions on some, but not all, the faces. She pressed on. “We also took into account the attorney had sufficient resources to hire a professional hit man to take care of Victor. For the time being, we decided to put that investigation on the back burner. We dug deeper and discovered who stayed in Cassie New’s and Badrah Patel’s rooms the night prior to their checking in. That proved to be most interesting. Steve will tell you about it.”
Eyes shifted to Steve. “In Badrah’s room a young pharmaceutical rep from Atlanta stayed the night prior to Badrah checking into that room. We found no link between her and Victor. She was singing at a karaoke bar back in Atlanta when Victor was killed. Next, we looked at who stayed in the room adjoining Badrah’s the night before Cassie New checked in. That’s the room that’s been determined as the place Victor was drugged and pushed off the balcony. A man by the name of Durain Rana was registered to that room the night before Cassie. His website and hotel registration put him as hailing from San Francisco. We had a connection, but not a strong one. I’ll let Heather describe him to you.”
Again, the heads turned to Heather. “Video from when Mr. Rana checked in showed him approximately five-feet-six-inches tall, slumped shoulders, and thin. He had sharp features, dark complexion, and dressed in baggy cream-colored linen pants. A long light-colored matching top came down to his knees and completed the traditional Indian garb.”
Steve cleared his throat and eyes shifted back to him. “When Heather and I first interviewed Badrah Patel, Heather asked a question I thought irrelevant. She asked Badrah what her first name meant.” Steve nodded to Badrah. “What does Badrah mean?”
“It isn’t important. Your time is up. I have a plane to catch.”
Lieutenant Blankenship broke in. “This is getting interesting. You’ll stay until we’re finished. If need be, I’ll have a patrolman make sure you don’t miss your flight.”
Heather looked around the room. “One meaning of Badrah is to be early or ahead of others. That name fit her well. She graduated early from high school and college and attained her graduate degrees in a short amount of time.”
Steve spoke next. “That got me to thinking. If Badrah fit her personality, what could the name of the person who occupied Cassie New’s room the night before mean? Heather did the research. Durain means double. Rana means eye catching.” Steve put it together for those who didn’t catch the importance. “An eye-catching double.”
“What does Badrah have to do with anything if a man stayed in Cassie’s room the night before?” asked Michelle.
“A person dressed as a man stayed in that room,” said Steve.
“I’m confused,” said Tabby.
“Hang in there,” said Steve. “We’re coming down the home stretch. The key to this has to do with adjoining rooms. When we first interviewed Badrah, we asked her who was staying in the adjoining room. She said she could care less. That was the furthest thing from the truth. The only way the murder could have taken place was for Durain Rana to disable the lock on the door in Cassie New’s room. That way, when Cassie went to take her late night walk, Badrah Patel, who is also Durain Rana, called Victor. She told him to come to Cassie’s room. She drugged him, put his fingerprints on a glass, and planted the hypodermic in the couch. Then, she moved him to the balcony, put his thumbprint on the railing and waited.”
“Waited for what?” asked Dirk.
“For Cassie to come through the atrium from her walk and enter the elevator. Badrah watched her ascend in the elevator from the balcony of Cassie’s room. At the last moment she heaved Victor over the railing and scooted back to her room through the adjoining door.”
“I want to make sure I’ve got this straight,” said Michelle Chan. “Durain Rana, who is Badrah Patel, checked into what is now Cassie New’s room on Wednesday. She monkeyed with the lock on the door to the adjoining room. The next morning Durain Rana checks out of the hotel and that afternoon Badrah Patel checks into the room adjoining Cassie New’s? Is that right?”
“Holy smoke!” exclaimed Tabby.
Heather had to cover the smile that crept across her face.
“One more thing,” said Steve. “Badrah, you said you heard Victor scream as he fell. How could he do that when he was either unconscious or already dead?”
She remained mute and rigid.
Heather broke the silence. “Badrah Patel and Durain Rana are the same person. It’s all in the names, and on the hotel video recordings. The eye catching double who arrived early is Badrah Patel posing as Durain Rana.”
Steve said, “We wanted to make sure. Leo checked the lock on Cassie New’s side of the adjoining rooms in the wee hours this morning. It’s been tampered with.”
Leo took his turn. “The only thing left to do is search Badrah’s luggage. We should find the man’s clothes, a wig and the glasses Badrah wore when she checked in a day early.”
Lt. Blankenship had heard enough. He motioned to Heather with his head. She moved to the door, opened it and asked the officer in the hall to come in.
“Cuff her, and take her in,” said Leo. “I’ll be down later to question her.”
Badrah came to life when the officer reached for his handcuffs. She sprayed the room with invectives in two languages but proved to be no match for the officer, Leo and Lieutenant Blankenship.
After she’d been escorted out, Tabby asked, “Why did she do it? Why did she kill Victor?”
Steve settled in a wingback chair. “We can only speculate, but I think I know. Victor and Badrah had a fling in high school. To most Americans it wouldn’t amount to a hill of beans. Not so for Badrah’s family. They practiced arranged marriages and part of the agreement is that the bride be unsullied. She’d been pledged since she was eight years old. When her family found out she’d been intimate with Victor, they were honor bound to notify the groom’s family. This resulted in the cancellation of the marriage and Badrah’s family disowning her.”
Heather picked up the story. “Badrah reacted by becoming Americanized. We don’t know what made her want to kill him. Perhaps it was when Victor contacted her and asked her to do some work for him. It could have triggered a longing Badrah had for her family and culture. It could also be that the idea for the initial project was hers. Those are our theories of why she killed him. Lieutenant Blankenship and Leo will try to get more information out of her.”
“Are you sure there’s enough proof?” asked Dirk.
Lieutenant Blankenship responded. “It will be a combination of the things Steve and Heather said. Also, we’ll try to trace the drugs in the hypodermic back to Ms. Patel. We should find the evidence, now that we know where to look. We’ll also be checking with the airlines. She either flew to Houston as Badrah Patel or as Durain Rana.”
Heather added, “It may be as simple as finding an empty vial in her luggage.”
With the killer in custody, it seemed as if the air had been let out of the balloon. People looked at each other as if to ask, “Is that all?”
“There’s one loose end for the police to handle,” said Steve. “It’s possible Tabby’s attorney in California worked in concert with Badrah.”
Heather looked at Lieutenant Blankenship, grinned, and said, “We wanted to make sure you felt included.”
“Thanks.”
Tabby turned to Lieutenant Blankenship. “I’ve something to say to those who Victor invited, if that’s permitted.”
The lieutenant spread his arms wide with palms out. “Go right ahead.”
Tabby stood. All eyes, with the exception of Steve’s, of course, locked on her. “Heather and I had a bit of a slumber party last night. After they worked out the details of who killed Victor, we looked at Victor’s computer files. We found one that had to do with the reunion and why Victor wanted you here early.”
Dirk mumbled, “Probably to show off.”
“Would you shut up!” said Michelle.
Tabby waited with hands clasped. “Dirk, he wanted you here because he was grateful for what the team did twenty years ago. He intended to show his gratitude.”
“Yeah? Was he going to give us a free battery charger?”
Tabby shook her head. “No, Dirk. He wanted to give the members of the team a million dollars each.”
Gasps filled the room. Tabby allowed the monetary figure to settle in but didn’t allow enough time for the members to form questions. “I plan to honor his wishes, with some provisions.”
“What do you mean provisions?” challenged Dirk.
Tabby smiled at Heather. “Would you tell them?”
Heather looked at the couple on the couch but directed her comments to Dirk’s wife. “Michelle, Tabby has asked me to administer the dispersal of your million dollars with the following provisions: First, you are to bring any outstanding debt to my office and I’ll pay everything you owe. Next, I’ll handle payments for the college education for your son, which will also include a fair amount for normal living expenses.”
Dirk had moved to the edge of his seat.
Heather looked at Michelle. “I’ll disperse funds to you if you can present pay stubs from Dirk’s job.”
“What?” shouted Dirk. “You can’t do that.”
Heather issued a stare of cold steel. “I can do it, and I will do it. You’ve been a parasite on your wife far too long. If you don’t work, she won’t get the money. It’s your choice.”
Heather raised her hand to quell a repeat of the complaint. “One more thing, Dirk. You have to stop drinking and go to counseling. Michelle must provide written proof that you’re going to weekly meetings. No documentation, no money.”
Dirk stood and pointed a finger at Heather. “If you think for one minute you’re going to tell me how I’m to live my life, you’re nuts.”
“Sit down and be quiet,” said Michelle. She turned to Heather. “What if I divorce him?”
Dirk looked as if he’d been run through with a lance.
“That’s your call,” said Heather. “Is that what you want to do?”
Michelle looked at her husband. Her voice softened. “I don’t want to, but I can’t stand living with a lazy drunk any longer. I’ve loved you since middle school, but you have to change.”
“One more stipulation,” said Heather. “If you two decide to stay together, you must go to marriage counseling.”
Dirk sat down. He turned to Michelle. She took his hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “We can do this.”
Tabby looked at Lewis Chan. “Victor had intended to give a million dollars to Badrah. That’s changed. I’ve decided to give you a million dollars instead, but with one provision. You must drop the lawsuit.”
Heather said, “I’m telling you there is no chance you will prevail in court. If you don’t agree, you’ll wind up with nothing.”
Lewis looked to his sister. Michelle nodded. “I’ll make the phone call to his attorney as soon as we get back to the room.”
Tabby seemed to glow. “I wish Cassie New was here so I could see her when she learns she’s a million dollars richer.”
Lieutenant Blankenship reached for his phone. “I’ll have her here in less than an hour.”




CHAPTER 18
Heather had her phone in her hand before Lieutenant Blankenship finished giving instructions for Cassie New’s release. “Mr. LaMonte. Heather McBlythe. I need you to arrange for me and one other…” She looked at Tabby. “On second thought, make that me and two others to receive full spa treatments and makeovers today. I assume it will be somewhere other than the hotel so also arrange for a limo. No, not a stretch limo, either white or black, it doesn’t matter.” She paused, “Also, have the concierge contact me. I’ll need him to do some more shopping.”
Heather looked at Tabby. “You look like you could use some girl time this afternoon. Any objection to joining me and Cassie New? We’re going to make a new woman out of her.”
Tabby’s eyes widened as a smile parted her full lips. “Count me in.”
Fifty minutes later Cassie New entered the Presidential Suite. She looked as Heather expected, tired and confused. She couldn’t raise her eyes to Lieutenant Blankenship’s.
Tabby took her by the hand and led her to the love seat as Lieutenant Blankenship poured her a cup of coffee. Heather settled herself on the couch and was joined by the lieutenant who sat with his leg brushing hers.
Looking like a scared rabbit, Cassie couldn’t make eye contact with anyone. Heather asked, “Cassie, did anyone tell you why you were released?”
“All I know is the cops seemed to be in a big hurry. They didn’t say anything, and the officer who brought me here said he didn’t have a clue.”
“I hope you’ll accept our apologies,” said Lieutenant Blankenship. “We owe a big debt of gratitude to Steve and Heather. They proved you didn’t have anything to do with Victor’s death. Badrah Patel killed him and tried to frame you for his murder.”
“I don’t understand.”
Heather smiled. “It’s a long story. I’ll explain it to you this afternoon when you’re getting a makeover.”
“Huh?”
Tabby swiveled to face Cassie head on. “The reason Victor asked you and the other members of the team to come was to give each of you a million dollars. He wanted you to know how much he appreciated your help with the original project. As soon as I get back to California I’ll—” She stopped in mid-sentence. “What am I thinking? I don’t need to wait. I’ll call my bank and have them wire the money to Heather’s account. She’ll disperse it to you.”
Cassie sat speechless for several moments. “This can’t be happening. Nothing good ever happens to me.”
Heather shook her head. “Those days are behind you. Starting right now, good things are happening, and I can’t see any reason for them to stop.”
Steve had been quiet up to now. “Heather and I talked it over and we need a bookkeeper. Would you consider working in our office?”
Heather nodded when Cassie cast her gaze at her. “You can live with me until we find you a place. It’s just me and Max, my fat, loveable cat.”
“But I didn’t finish my degree.”
“What we need is a person who specializes in forensic accounting. Would you consider pursuing that area of specialization while you’re working for us?”
She snorted and asked, “With my criminal background?”
“Don’t worry about that, I talked to my partner in our law firm. She’s a former assistant district attorney. She’ll take care of those bogus charges from that hick town.”
Heather’s phone rang. After a brief conversation with Mr. LaMonte she hung up. “Grab your purses, ladies. The limo is waiting.”
“Where are we going?” asked Cassie.
“To get Cinderella ready for the ball,” said Tabby.
“One more thing,” said Tabby as she rose. She turned to Lieutenant Blankenship. “Would you mind escorting Cassie and Heather to the reunion dance tonight?”
He looked at Heather. “I’d be honored.”
“What about you?” asked Cassie as she allowed her gaze to creep up to Tabby’s face. “Aren’t you coming?”
Steve rose. “Tabby and I have made other plans.”




I hope you enjoyed THE LONG FALL. Reader reviews are incredibly helpful to the author and other readers. You would make this writer very happy if you would leave a short review.
Amazon
Goodreads
Happy Reading!
Bruce
Sign up for Bruce’s (occasional) newsletter to receive book updates, special sales info and freebies. When you sign up you will receive a FREE Detective Steve Smiley Mystery short story.
Brucehammack.com
Bruce can also be found on
Facebook
Instagram
Goodreads
 



cover.jpeg
HAMMACK





