
		
			[image: Cover for Cheater, Author, Karen Rose]
		

	
		
			Titles by Karen Rose

			Dirty Secrets (enovella)

			Baltimore Novels

			You Belong to Me

			No One Left to Tell

			Did You Miss Me?

			Broken Silence (enovella)

			Watch Your Back

			Monster in the Closet

			Death Is Not Enough

			Cincinnati Novels

			Closer Than You Think

			Alone in the Dark

			Every Dark Corner

			Edge of Darkness

			Into the Dark

			Sacramento Novels

			Say You’re Sorry

			Say No More

			Say Goodbye

			New Orleans Novels

			Quarter to Midnight

			Beneath Dark Waters

			San Diego Case Files

			Cold-Blooded Liar

			Cheater

			
				
					[image: City skyline with palm trees.]
				

			

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Cheater, Author, Karen Rose, Imprint, Berkley]
		

	
		
			BERKLEY

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Penguin logo]

			Copyright © 2024 by Karen Rose Books, Inc.

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Rose, Karen, 1964- author.

			Title: Cheater / Karen Rose.

			Description: New York: Berkley, 2024. | Series: The San Diego case files; 2

			Identifiers: LCCN 2023026679 (print) | LCCN 2023026680 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593548899 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780593548882 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Policewomen—Fiction. | Murder—Investigation—Fiction. | Retirement communities—Fiction. | LCGFT: Detective and mystery fiction. | Thrillers (Fiction) | Novels.

			Classification: LCC PS3618.O7844 C54 2024 (print) | LCC PS3618.O7844 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20230616

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023026679

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2023026680

			Cover design by Faceout Studio/Spencer Fuller

			Book design by Elke Sigal, adapted for ebook by Maggie Hunt

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			ep_prh_6.9a_153465482_c0_r1

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				
					Cover

					Titles by Karen Rose

					Title Page

					Copyright

					Dedication

				

				
					Prologue

				

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

				
					Chapter Ten

				

				
					Chapter Eleven

				

				
					Chapter Twelve

				

				
					Chapter Thirteen

				

				
					Chapter Fourteen

				

				
					Chapter Fifteen

				

				
					Chapter Sixteen

				

				
					Chapter Seventeen

				

				
					Chapter Eighteen

				

				
					Chapter Nineteen

				

				
					Chapter Twenty

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-One

				

				
					Epilogue

				

				
					Acknowledgments

					About the Author

				

			

		

	_153465482_

	
		
			To JoCarol Jones. Love you, my friend.

			And, as always, to my sweet Martin. You’ve been my heart for forty-two years. I love you so very much.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Carmel Valley, California

			Saturday, October 22, 2:15 p.m.

			Homicide detective Kit McKittrick opened the barn door, making sure it made noise as she did so. She was more accustomed to slipping into the barn unseen and unheard so that she could be alone when life became too loud and frenzied. The barn had been her escape since she’d stumbled upon it as a terrified twelve-year-old runaway.

			With Wren.

			Her heart gave a familiar painful squeeze at the thought of the sister she’d lost sixteen years ago. They hadn’t known it at twelve, but they’d stumbled into far more than a barn. They’d stumbled into salvation, in the form of Harlan and Betsy McKittrick, who’d given them warmth, security, and so much love.

			Wren was long gone, taken from them by a killer who hadn’t been found. Not yet. Kit still searched because Wren deserved justice. As do we. She and Harlan and Betsy had gone on because they’d had to. They’d lived. But they’d never forgotten the girl who’d brightened their lives.

			Normally Kit came to the McKittrick barn to think and to remember Wren.

			Today, however, she had a different mission. She entered, making sure she was loud enough to be heard. She didn’t want to sneak up on the teenager who’d entered the foster care system after finding her mother’s murdered body. The girl had endured enough pain and trauma and fear for a lifetime. Everyone at McKittrick House was always careful not to startle Rita.

			Kit slid the door closed behind her, muffling the sound of the birthday party going on outside. The yard was full of McKittrick fosters, those who’d passed through and aged out and those who were still officially in the system and under Harlan and Betsy’s care. They gathered for birthdays and holidays and Sunday dinners. They were a family. A huge, wonderful family. Rita was one of them now, but they all knew how overwhelming they could be when gathered en masse. It wasn’t the first time someone had fled a celebration and it wouldn’t be the last.

			Kit would check on Rita, then leave her alone if she so wished. Cocking her head, Kit listened and, sure enough, heard the sound of quiet sobbing coming from the stall that was never occupied by any of the farm’s resident animals.

			Kit wasn’t the only one who escaped here to be alone. The stall was her adoptive father’s unofficial workshop, where Harlan McKittrick came to create art with his carving knife and a block of wood.

			Opening the stall door, Kit found Margarita Mendoza huddled in the corner. Rita sat on a hay bale, her knees drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped around her legs. Her head was down, her face hidden by sandy blond hair that was streaked with purple and pink and blue.

			“Hey,” Kit said. “We went to cut your birthday cake and realized that nobody had seen you in a while.”

			The family’s initial reaction had been to panic at Rita’s absence, as she’d been abducted six months before. She’d been brought home safe and sound, but Rita’s disappearance had reminded them far too much of Wren’s. Today, however, they’d suspected that the teenager had simply wanted a little quiet. Still, Kit needed to report that Rita was safe, so she texted Harlan. Found her, Pop. In the barn.

			Harlan’s reply was quick and heartfelt. Thank God. Do you need me?

			Kit smiled. She’d always need Harlan and Betsy, but this was about Rita. Give me five minutes, then wander in. She’ll need you. She slipped her phone into her pocket and studied the now-fourteen-year-old foster child. Rita hadn’t moved, but she hadn’t told Kit to leave, either.

			“You want me to stay or go?” Kit asked.

			Rita shrugged thin shoulders and Kit took that as assent. Sitting next to Rita on the hay bale, Kit ran a hand over the girl’s hair the same way Harlan had always done to Kit’s when she was upset.

			“I’m sorry,” Rita whispered. “I spoiled the party.”

			“You spoiled absolutely nothing. I used to come and hide in here during parties, too.”

			“Not on your own birthday.”

			“You’d be wrong about that. I spent my fourteenth birthday in here, too.”

			Rita lifted her head enough to peer through her hair. “You did?”

			“I did. I can prove it, too.” Kit eased to her knees and brushed hay from the edge of the barn wall, smiling sadly when she saw the names carved into the wood. She and Wren had been officially under Harlan and Betsy’s care by then, their days of running away a thing of the past. “It’s not a pretty carving like Pop makes, but it’s still here.” They’d both been fourteen. Her sister’s fifteenth birthday had been her last.

			Rita scooted to the edge of the hay bale and looked where Kit was pointing, her eyes growing wide. “ ‘Wren McK, fourteen, and Katherine Matthews, fourteen.’ ” She met Kit’s gaze, the girl’s dark eyes red and swollen. “You went by Katherine then?”

			“I did. Only Pop called me Kit back then. Never Katherine.”

			“Why not?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never asked.” Although she’d wanted to know, too. “I figured if he had a reason, he’d have offered it up.”

			“Your name was Matthews. But Wren was a McKittrick?”

			“She was. They’d offered to adopt both of us. Wren said yes, and I said no.”

			Rita seemed to tense. “Why did you say no?”

			Kit thought this question might have been part of what had driven Rita to hide in the barn. Harlan had shared that they’d asked Rita if she wanted to be adopted the week before and she’d stared at them like a deer in the headlights before bolting to her bedroom. They hadn’t mentioned it again, hoping she’d approach them to talk about it after she’d had a chance to consider it.

			“I didn’t think that the McKittricks were real,” Kit said. “I’d been in ten different foster homes by then, and I didn’t think this would last, me living here. Them being so nice. I guess I didn’t want to get my hopes up because I figured they’d get tired of me and make me leave.” She stroked Rita’s hair again. “But they never did.”

			“Were you mad at Wren because she said yes?”

			“No, never. Wren was everything sweet and kind and good. I figured she deserved a good place like this. I’d done…Well, I’d done some things that I wasn’t too proud of when I was being moved from foster home to foster home. I figured that when the McKittricks found out, I’d be tossed back into the system.”

			Kit thought that Rita would ask what she’d done, but she didn’t. The girl dropped her gaze back to the carved names and traced them with her fingertip.

			“When did you let them adopt you?” Rita whispered.

			“A year after Wren died. I realized one day that Harlan and Betsy were real and that they were going to love me even when I was a disagreeable brat. I think I finally got tired of being angry and mad.” She chuckled. “They waited me out. Out-stubborned me.”

			Kit returned to the hay bale, wishing she’d covered it with a blanket first, because the hay was pricking her through her jeans. How Harlan sat here, carving his little wooden figures for hours on end, was a mystery.

			Rita didn’t look up, continuing to trace the carved names with her finger. “Did they ever find out? About the things you did?”

			“Yes. I came clean before the adoption was finalized. I figured I’d give them one more chance to change their minds before we signed on the dotted line, but they already knew. They’d always known.” Her eyes stung, remembering. “They loved me anyway.”

			They sat quietly for a few minutes. Kit could be patient and Rita was worth it.

			“Do you still miss Wren?” Rita finally whispered, her question tentative.

			Kit’s throat tightened. “Every single day,” she whispered back.

			Rita’s shoulders heaved in another sob. “I miss my mom.”

			“Oh, baby, I know you do.” Kit rubbed Rita’s back gently. “How could you not? I felt guilty, you know? After Wren died, I didn’t want a sixteenth birthday party, but Pop convinced me that Wren would be happy if I had one. That celebrating birthdays was part of going on after her death. But I came in here right afterward and cried because the guilt really hit me hard. Wren was dead and I was eating cake and opening presents.”

			Rita said something that sounded like It’s not fair, but she was crying too hard for Kit to be sure.

			Kit sat there, stroking Rita’s hair. “It’s not fair that they’re gone, Rita. Not your mom or my sister. But they are and we have to go on. We have to live. We have to make them proud of us. Although I think you’ve already made your mom proud. You make me proud of you, too.”

			Rita covered her face with her hands, her body shaking as she cried. “I didn’t do anything good. Not like you. You’re a cop. You help people. You get justice for people like me and my mom.”

			“I wasn’t a cop when I was fourteen. I wasn’t good then. I wasn’t kind. I was too scared of being hurt to be kind. But you do good every day, Rita. You’re smart and funny. But most important, you’re kind. To people, to animals, to everyone.” Rita just shook her head, so Kit tried a different tack, saving the pep talk for when the girl was better able to listen. “From what you’ve told me about your mom, she would have wanted you to have the best life. Wouldn’t she?”

			Rita nodded. Her face was still hidden behind her hands, but her tears had slowed. “She always said that.”

			“Well, that’s what you’re going to have. Pop and Mom and I and all the others out there are going to make sure of it. You’re going to have a good life, Rita. But that doesn’t mean you’ll stop missing your mom. And if you don’t want to join the party, nobody will be mad. You can stay out here as long as you want to.”

			“I don’t want to hurt their feelings.”

			“See? You’re kind. But they really will understand. It’s days like this that you miss the one you loved the most. They all know that.”

			The girl was quiet for another full minute before sighing. “Did Mom and Pop McK tell you they offered to adopt me?”

			“Yes. They said you kind of freaked a little.”

			Rita’s laugh was shaky. “Yeah, that’s fair. I was rude.”

			“You were taken by surprise. No shame in that.”

			Rita dropped her hands to her lap. “Do you think I should let them?”

			“That’s not my decision to make.”

			Rita rolled her eyes. “I didn’t ask you to decide. I asked what you thought. Then I’ll decide.”

			Kit’s lips twitched. God, the girl reminded her of herself at fourteen. “Then, yes. I do. Your mom was amazing, I know, but after her, you won’t find better parents than Harlan and Betsy. And adoption gives you a sense of permanence. Of truly belonging forever. Five stars, would totally recommend.”

			“I knew you’d say that. Dr. Sam said the same thing.”

			Kit sucked in a breath, caught off guard.

			Dr. Sam.

			Sam Reeves, psychologist with a heart of gold. The man Kit had been avoiding for six months. He was a good, kind man and he liked her.

			Which terrified her.

			“Oh?” Kit managed. “When did you talk to him?”

			Rita’s mouth curved slightly, as if she’d been expecting Kit’s reaction, the little stinker. “Last week after I freaked out about the adoption thing. I called Dr. Carlisle, my normal therapist, but she was on vacation. Dr. Sam was her backup. He helped. I was ready to tell Mom and Pop yes on the adoption, but then I ran from my party and…” She shrugged.

			“You thought they’d change their minds? Honey, if they didn’t change their minds about me, they’ll never change their minds about you. Trust me.”

			“Okay. I will. Trust you, I mean.” Rita stood resolutely, brushing the tears from her face and the hay from her jeans. “I’m going to have cake. Then I’m going to say yes to adoption. Then I’m gonna have a life.” She opened the stall door, then paused, looking over her shoulder. “Dr. Sam is really nice, Kit, and he asks about you every time I see him. You should date him. Five stars, would totally recommend.”

			Then she was gone, leaving Kit staring after her.

			The clearing of a throat had Kit looking up into the eyes of her father. “She’s right, you know,” Harlan said lightly.

			“Leave it, Pop.” She was not discussing her love life—or lack thereof—with Harlan McKittrick. “Were you standing outside the whole time?”

			He shrugged. “You told me to give you five minutes, so I only heard the last part of what you told her. It was good advice, Kitty-Cat. Thank you.” He extended a hand, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s have some cake.”

			Kit took a last look at the names carved into the wall. Wren McKittrick and Katherine Matthews. “I miss her, Pop. Wren.”

			Harlan kissed the top of her head. “So do I. But she’s watching, Kit. And she’s proud of you. And you were wrong about something. You were kind back then. You were scared and kept people at arm’s length to keep from being hurt, but you were not unkind. I’ll never forget the night I discovered two little runaway girls in my barn, huddled under a scratchy saddle blanket, trying to get warm. You jumped to your feet and put yourself in front of Wren, your little fists raised, ready to fight.”

			Kit smiled at the memory. “You were so tall, and I was so scared.”

			“But you were going to protect Wren. You always put her first, Kit. Always.”

			Kit’s smile faded. “I didn’t protect her when she needed it most.” When Wren had been snatched off the street by a killer who’d left her body in a dumpster, like she was trash. “I was supposed to keep her safe and I didn’t.” And that would haunt her forever.

			“Would you hold Rita responsible for her mother’s death?” Harlan demanded.

			“Of course not. She’s just a—”

			Harlan’s brows lifted. “A child? Like you were back then?”

			Kit narrowed her eyes, but she had to respect how neatly he’d maneuvered her. “Fine. Point made.”

			He smiled down at her. “Rita thinks she wants to be a cop.”

			Kit sucked in a breath. “I thought she wanted to be a veterinarian.”

			“Nope. She wants to be just like you.”

			Kit shook her head. “That’s too much responsibility.”

			Harlan chuckled. “Live with it, girl. And maybe consider the example you’re setting when you hide from nice men who want to date you because you think they deserve better, when they couldn’t get any better than you.”

			“Pop,” she growled in warning.

			“I’m done meddling,” he said. “I promise. You want some cake?”

			He might actually be done meddling, at least for now. But he’d meddle again because he loved her, and she’d always cherished his interference. Except for this. Maybe because he was right. “Yeah. Let’s get some cake before the others eat it all.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Shady Oaks Retirement Village

			Scripps Ranch, San Diego, California

			Monday, November 7, 11:20 a.m.

			Kit McKittrick allowed herself a moment to feel pity as she stood over the body of the elderly man lying dead on his apartment floor in the Shady Oaks Retirement Village. Then she squared her shoulders and proceeded to do her job.

			The mood in the dead man’s living room was subdued. The ME was examining the body while CSU took photos and Latent dusted for prints, but there was little of the normal scene-of-the-crime chatter to which Kit had become accustomed in the four and a half years she’d been in Homicide.

			Everyone spoke in hushed whispers, like they were in church. Because it kind of felt like they were. Haunting melancholy music from a single piano was coming from the speaker mounted on the victim’s living room wall. The music wasn’t loud, but it was overwhelming nonetheless. Kit wanted to turn it off, because the music was so sad that it made her chest hurt and her eyes burn.

			But neither the speaker nor its volume controls had been dusted for prints, so she couldn’t touch it yet. Until then, she could only square her shoulders, ignore the music, and focus on getting justice for Mr. Franklin Delano Flynn.

			The cause of death of the eighty-five-year-old white male was most likely the butcher knife still embedded in his chest. But she’d learned long ago not to assume. Still, a butcher knife to the chest was never good. It was a long wound, the gash in the man’s white button-up shirt extending from his sternum to his navel. Whoever had killed him had to have had a lot of strength to create such a wound.

			The victim had been dead long enough for his blood to dry, both the blood that had soaked the front of his shirt and the blood that had pooled on the floor around his torso.

			His eyes, filmy in death, stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. His arms lay at his sides, his hands slightly curved. Not quite flat, but not quite fists, either. It wasn’t a natural pose for the victim of a homicide who’d fallen after being stabbed. She wondered if his killer had repositioned his arms.

			Mr. Flynn had been a hardy man, broad-shouldered, tall, and still muscular. Not in bad shape for eighty-five, she thought. He wore dark trousers, the pockets turned out, as if he’d been searched.

			His shoes were black oxfords, buffed to such a shine that she could nearly see her own reflection. She wondered if he’d come home, surprising his attacker, or if he’d welcomed his killer into his home.

			His living room had been ransacked, books knocked off shelves, knickknacks strewn on the floor. The sofa cushions had been slashed open, foam stuffing on the floor as well. The man’s bedroom was in a similar state. The drawers in the kitchen had been opened and emptied, their contents dumped on the counters. Flour and sugar containers had been dumped on the kitchen’s tiled floor. Someone had been looking for something and had left a terrible mess.

			Kit wondered if they’d found what they’d been looking for. She wondered if Mr. Flynn had fought back.

			Kit crouched on the victim’s right side, leaning in so that she could better examine his hands. The knuckles of his right hand were scraped and bruised, but his fingernails were what caught her attention. They were mostly gone, clipped way past the quick, down into the nail bed.

			That he’d fought back was a decent assumption, then. His killer hadn’t wanted any evidence to be found under the man’s nails.

			“Time of death?” Kit asked the ME, who knelt on the other side of the body.

			Dr. Alicia Batra glanced up, a slight frown creasing her brow. “Less than twenty-four hours, according to the first responder, who talked to the facility director. The residents in this part of the building live independently, just like in any other apartment, except that they have to pull a cord every morning by ten a.m.” She pointed over her shoulder to a cord on the wall in the breakfast nook. “If they don’t pull it by ten, the staff assumes they need help and comes in to check. The victim supposedly pulled the cord yesterday at ten, but not today. When the staff checked in on him, they found his body.”

			Supposedly? “The first responders told Connor that the victim was found by one of the nurses,” Kit said, her partner, Connor Robinson, having arrived at the scene an hour before. He’d already reviewed the crime scene and was somewhere downstairs, making sure the witnesses were properly situated in separate rooms while they awaited questioning.

			“A nursing assistant,” Alicia corrected. “She’s downstairs with Connor. He said you had something personal to do this morning, but he didn’t say what. Is everything okay?”

			Kit appreciated that Connor had been discreet with the details of her morning meeting, but Alicia was a friend and this was happy news. “We were at social services with Rita. She’s decided she wants to be adopted and Mom and Pop took her in to start the process. She asked me to go with her, too.”

			Which had filled Kit with a lot of affection and more than a little pride. She’d known most of the foster kids to go through McKittrick House since she’d landed there nineteen years ago, but Rita was special. They had a bond.

			Alicia’s smile was brilliant. “I’m so happy!”

			Kit smiled back. “Me too. I asked Connor to keep it under his hat because we didn’t want any media attention, what with Rita’s mom’s murder case coming to court soon, but that didn’t include keeping it from you.”

			Alicia’s brows rose. “How’s it working out with Connor?”

			“Pretty good. We’re getting used to each other.” Connor Robinson was Kit’s new partner of six months. At thirty-two, he was a year older than Kit, although he’d been a detective for only eighteen months to her four and a half years. He was something of an overgrown frat boy who spoke before he thought, although he was improving. There were times that he could be incredibly insightful and kind. “I still miss Baz, though.”

			“Of course you do. He was your first partner in the homicide department, after all.”

			“We worked together for four years, and I’ve known him four times that long.” Baz Constantine had been the detective who’d investigated the murder of Kit’s sister, sixteen years before. As an angry fifteen-year-old, Kit had assumed the man hadn’t cared about finding Wren’s killer, but she’d soon learned that he cared far too much. He’d encouraged her as she’d grown from that angry teen into a responsible adult, helping her realize her goal of becoming a homicide detective.

			She understood why Baz had retired after having a heart attack, though that didn’t make her miss him any less. But wishing he were here wasn’t getting justice for Mr. Franklin Delano Flynn.

			“Why did you say the victim ‘supposedly’ pulled the cord at ten a.m. yesterday?” Kit asked.

			“Because rigor has fully passed. I would have thought he’d still be in the final stages of resolution, given his musculature. But he is elderly, so we’ll see what we see when I get him on the table.”

			“Can you lift his left hand?”

			Alicia did so, and Kit frowned. The fingernails on his left hand had also been clipped to the nail bed, but there was also a strip of pale skin on his ring finger where a ring had been. “He was married. I’ll need to find out where his wife is.”

			“Husband,” a man said behind her. Kit looked around to see CSU’s Sergeant Ryland holding a photo encased in an evidence bag. “All the photos were out of their frames, the glass shattered. This one was lying on top of the pile, so I grabbed it for you to check out.”

			“Thank you.” Kit, hands already gloved, reached for the photo, snapping a picture of it with her phone in case she needed it later. In the photo, the victim and another man stood side by side, the victim’s right arm around the other man’s waist. They wore black suits and brilliant smiles, and each man had his left hand extended, showing off their shiny gold wedding bands. The iconic door of San Francisco City Hall was in the background.

			“He’s considerably younger in this photo than he is now,” she said, frowning at the feeling of déjà vu that she got from the picture. “At least ten or twenty years. Any idea of when it was taken?”

			“Not yet,” Ryland said. “But there’ll be a record of the marriage.”

			So they had a gay man stabbed to death in his own apartment, the place ransacked. They’d have to at least consider the possibility that this had been a hate crime.

			She started to hand the photo back, but a memory was struggling to the surface of her mind, so she refocused on the taller of the two men—Mr. Franklin Delano Flynn.

			“What’s wrong?” Ryland asked.

			Her frown deepened. “I have the feeling that I’ve seen this man before.” She darted a quick glance at the victim’s ashen face as he lay dead on his living room floor, then looked back at the wedding photo. Yes, she’d definitely seen him before.

			“Where did you see him?” Ryland asked.

			Kit stared hard at the picture, mentally sifting through all the faces and places in her mind, but nothing was clicking. “Can I see the rest of the photos?”

			Ryland handed over a stack. “These are the ones we’ve bagged so far.”

			Kit examined each one. They were mostly photos of the deceased with his husband, taken in faraway places—Cairo, Rome, Paris. A few featured another couple, a woman and a man, and there were a few with two other women, both elderly.

			Nothing here helped. Until she got to the bottom of the stack. Here was a much younger Franklin Delano Flynn, holding up a mug of beer, a somewhat reluctant smile on his face.

			“This,” she said softly. “This place. Look at the walls, the pictures.”

			Ryland looked over her shoulder, sucking in a surprised breath. “That’s Julio’s.”

			Yes, it was. Kit knew this place well. Knew the faces in every photo that hung on its walls. She’d been studying them since the first time she’d entered its battered wooden doors.

			The first time…And then the memory snapped into place. “Oh. I was twenty-one and Baz took me to Julio’s for a birthday drink, because I was finally legal.”

			“The cop bar,” Alicia murmured. “I’ve never been there.”

			“It’s a dive,” Kit said with a fond smile, “but we love it. I remember the day because Baz told me to change out of my uniform—I was still in the Coast Guard then—before he picked me up, because we were going to the bar. I was so excited, because I’d heard so much about it.” She studied the victim’s face in the photo thoughtfully. “This man was there. Baz introduced us.”

			“He was a cop?” Ryland asked, his eyes going wide.

			“He must’ve been.” Kit drew in a sharp breath, because now she remembered it all. “Oh my God. Not just a cop, Ryland. He’d been a homicide lieutenant, retired for twenty years by that point. I remember being tongue-tied.”

			“You were tongue-tied?” Alicia asked, surprised. “No way.”

			“In the presence of greatness like this man? Oh yeah. Baz was, too. This guy had been the homicide lieutenant when Baz was still a rookie. Baz talked to him at the bar sometimes. Said he was open and helpful, really encouraging to young cops. Baz considered him something between a mentor and a hero. Baz was so excited when he saw him that day. The man hadn’t been at Julio’s since his retirement. When Baz introduced us, I got chills. I’d read articles about him and he was a kick-ass detective before he was made lieutenant. But his name wasn’t Flynn. It was Wilson. Frank Wilson.”

			“Frank Wilson?” Ryland exclaimed. “I’ve heard of him from some of the old-timers. This is him?”

			“I believe so,” Kit murmured. “I wonder if he changed his name after he married the other man in this photo.” She gave the photo back to Ryland. “This could be another high-profile case.”

			Ryland sighed. “I was thinking we were about due. It’s been, what? Six months?”

			Six months since they’d stopped one of San Diego’s deadliest serial killers, throwing their entire homicide department into disarray. They were finally getting their acts together again and now they had a dead, high-ranking retired cop. “Yep. I guess we are due.”

			“Should I expect your lieutenant to breathe down my neck again?” he asked.

			“Probably.” Lieutenant Navarro had recently returned from personal leave and was chomping at the bit for something big to do. “Was there anything missing from the bedroom?”

			“Possibly a computer,” Ryland said. “The router and Ethernet cable are still there, but the desk is empty. There’s a dust-free space the size of a laptop, so that one was stolen is a reasonable guess. The bedroom is in the same state as the rest of the apartment—photos, papers, books all over the place. It’ll take us a while to get through it all, but we’ll be as quick as we can.”

			“Okay. I need to find Connor and we’ll get started. First thing we need to do is inform Navarro.” Their lieutenant would take care of informing the hierarchy. She cast a glance at the speaker on the victim’s living room wall. “At least I’ll get away from the music.”

			“Why?” Alicia asked. “It’s beautiful.”

			Yes, it was. It was also too damn sad. “I’ll find out what CD he’s listening to and if it was his norm,” Kit said, evading Alicia’s question because she didn’t like to talk about things like feelings on the job. She suppressed a shudder at the thought.

			“There’s no CD player, Kit,” Ryland said. “Just an old-fashioned stereo. I’m still looking for where the music is coming from.”

			Even more reason to get out of here. “Let me know when you find it. See you guys later.”

			Kit left the apartment, nodding to the officer guarding the door. “Do you know where the common room is?” Because that was where Connor had told her to meet him.

			“Yes, Detective. Go down the elevator to the ground floor, turn left, and it’s at the opposite side of the building from the lobby. Most of the residents on this floor are in the common room. They were asked to stay out of our way, so they gathered there.”

			She glanced at his badge. “Thank you, Officer Stern. I appreciate it.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Kit ducked under the crime scene tape and took the elevator down as the officer had directed. And was surprised to still hear the music. A different tune, but the same melancholy piano.

			It was faint when she exited the elevator on the ground floor but grew increasingly louder as she made her way to the common room. Again, her chest tightened. She’d gone to church enough in her youth to recognize the melody now being played. “ ‘Amazing Grace,’ ” she murmured.

			Suddenly she was transported back to the small church where they’d said goodbye to Wren. They’d played that song at her sister’s funeral, sixteen years before. She remembered the numbness, the feeling of being outside her own body. She remembered the tears. Not her own, of course. Not then. Not in front of everyone. Kit hadn’t cried until hours later. She and her foster father, Harlan McKittrick, had both waited until the rest of the house had been asleep, both taking refuge in the barn, not knowing the other would be there. It had been the first time she’d seen her foster father cry.

			The sight had shaken her. And had changed her life.

			It had been the moment when the wall she’d built around her heart had begun to crumble. The moment when she’d started to let herself believe that Harlan and his wife Betsy could really love her.

			I need to go home. I need to see them. Even though she’d seen them only an hour ago at Rita’s meeting. Even though she’d been home nearly every Sunday for the last six months, hearing the music left her feeling vulnerable. Left her feeling like she was fifteen years old again and grieving.

			But you’re not. You’re thirty-one and standing here with your hand on the doorknob like some kind of zombie. Move it, McKittrick.

			Kit swallowed hard and drew a deep breath before she opened the common room door, pausing in the open doorway to the large, well-lit room. And realized that the music wasn’t coming from a radio or a CD player. It was coming from a baby grand piano. A pianist sat with his back to her, his hands moving gracefully over the keyboard.

			She gave herself a shake, trying to clear her mind of the music and the memories. Pay attention. There were about a dozen folding chairs on the right, filled with senior citizens. Most looked like she felt right now—numb and vulnerable. Some cried quietly. Some had closed their eyes. All appeared to be in shock.

			Well, having one of your own stabbed with a butcher knife will do that.

			The first thing she had to do was silence that music. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to think.

			“Kit, wait!”

			Kit turned to see her partner hurrying her way. “Give me a second, Connor. I have things to tell you, but I need some quiet.” She stepped into the common room. “Excuse me?” she called to the pianist. “Sir, can you take a break?”

			“Kit, wait,” Connor hissed in her ear, grabbing her arm, but her eyes were fixed on the pianist.

			She had a single moment to think that the man’s dark hair and strong back looked familiar before he turned and met her gaze. She sucked in a startled breath as she met the vivid green eyes of the man she’d been avoiding for the past six months.

			Dr. Sam Reeves.

			“I tried to warn you,” Connor whispered. “Dammit.”

			Dammit was right. Their new criminal psychologist was the one man who’d snuck under her guard, the one man she’d pushed away. He was also the one man she wanted even after trying for months to convince herself that she didn’t.

			He was the one man who deserved a whole lot more than she had to give.

			He approached warily, his eyes swollen and bloodshot behind his Clark Kent glasses because he’d been crying. Finally, he stopped in front of them. Connor let go of her arm and Kit felt it hang heavily from her shoulder. She wanted to say something, but her tongue was not cooperating. Neither was her brain.

			“Hello, Kit,” Sam murmured. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
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			Kit’s here. Sam had figured she would be when he’d seen Connor Robinson talking to the facility director and some of the residents. Sam had been bracing himself for her arrival, but he hadn’t braced nearly enough.

			She looked as flummoxed as he felt.

			He’d surprised her, Sam thought wearily. And not in a good way. He’d been so careful to stay out of her way for the past six months, ever since she’d told him that there was nothing between them to pursue. That they couldn’t even just be friends.

			He’d been patiently waiting for her to get over her fear. To give him a chance. To give them a chance. Because she was worth waiting for.

			And then today, he’d shown up at Shady Oaks for his normal volunteer session to find the facility in an uproar. Part of him had hoped a different pair of detectives would show up, but a bigger part of him was glad it was Kit. She’d make sure Frankie’s killer was brought to justice.

			“What are you doing here?” Kit demanded in a whisper that clearly conveyed her displeasure.

			“I’ve volunteered here for four years,” he said quietly. “I play the piano for the residents at least once a month. I was scheduled this morning for arts and crafts hour.” All of which he’d already told Connor.

			Sam hadn’t liked Kit’s partner at first, but he and Connor had developed a solid professional working relationship. Which was good, because Kit refused to work with Sam.

			She wasn’t obvious about it, of course. She never stomped her foot or told her boss she wanted another profiler. She simply sent Connor to Sam’s office whenever they needed a profile on a killer. Which had happened only twice since Sam had begun working with San Diego PD’s homicide unit. Kit and Connor were usually able to figure things out without his assistance.

			The other homicide detectives, along with his private practice, kept him busy. Unfortunately, not busy enough, because he still had time to think about Kit. But he’d promised himself he wouldn’t push her.

			And then Frankie had been murdered. Sam couldn’t believe it.

			He swallowed hard, still numb with the shock. “I got here and everyone was crying. The director asked me to play for the residents who’d gathered in the common room while the police did their job. So I did.”

			Her expression softened, making him wonder how bad he looked from the all the crying he’d done that morning. “You knew the deceased?” she asked.

			Sam nodded. “I did. Frankie was a good man.”

			“I’m so sorry, Dr. Reeves.”

			He managed to control his wince, even though her use of his title was like a slap to the face. Once upon a time, she’d called him Sam. That was before she’d gotten scared and run.

			“Thank you, Detective. I have appointments this afternoon, so I’ll be heading back to my office soon. If you need any assistance or have any questions about Frankie, please don’t hesitate to ask. I want whoever killed him punished.”

			“So do we. Dr. Reeves, do you know where we can find his husband?”

			Sam blinked, startled by the question. “Ryan passed away a few months before I started volunteering here. I never met him. Frankie didn’t talk about him often, but I do know that they’d been together for more than forty years when Ryan died. They got married when same-sex marriage was legalized in California back in 2008, in that period before Proposition 8 made it illegal. Frankie didn’t talk much about feelings, but I know that he loved his husband. They ran an antique store together for years.”

			It was only because he was watching her face so carefully that Sam saw her surprise. It was quickly erased, replaced with professional curiosity.

			“An antique store?” she asked. “Where was this?”

			“San Francisco.”

			“Thank you. Do you know who his friends here were?”

			That was an easy question, because Frankie hadn’t had that many real friends. “Benjamin Dreyfus and Georgia Shearer. They were his main companions. He didn’t socialize much. He seemed to be grumpy, but he really just liked to be alone.”

			Connor Robinson spoke up for the first time. “I have Mr. Dreyfus and Ms. Shearer set up in the visitation rooms, Kit. We should be getting back to them. Mr. Dreyfus didn’t look well.”

			Sam didn’t expect that Benny would be handling this well. “Benny’s health is fragile. Physically and mentally.” He hesitated, wanting to warn them so that they’d be careful with Benny but uncomfortable sharing the man’s personal information.

			Kit leaned in, lowering her voice. “What is it? You look like you want to tell us something.”

			“Just…be gentle with him. Like I said, he’s fragile, and any murder would have upset him. Frankie’s murder will devastate him.”

			“They were close?” Connor asked.

			“Best friends. They’re related by marriage. Ryan was the brother of Benny’s late wife, Martha. Benny and Frankie have been friends for decades.”

			“We’ll be careful,” Kit promised. It was her turn to hesitate, and Sam wondered what was going through her very intelligent brain. But she only smiled—her professional smile, not the real one that had made him feel ten feet tall, and he felt the loss. “Thank you, Dr. Reeves. We’ll be sure to contact you if we have any questions.”

			And then she walked away from him. Again. It should have hurt more than it did, but Sam was already hurting over Frankie. Maybe her dismissal would hurt later.

			Connor stood out of the way as she started down the hallway toward the family visitation rooms, turning to Sam with an expression of regret. “I’m really sorry about the loss of your friend. I’ll be in touch soon.” He gave him a nod then followed his partner, leaving Sam standing alone.

			A feeling he’d gotten used to.

			With a sigh, he headed back to the piano to gather his things, but was stopped by a tiny, electric-blue-haired lady pushing her blinged-out walker. Her normally jubilant smile was absent, her heavy makeup tear-streaked.

			“Will you come back, Dr. Sam? Before next month? We’re gonna need you here.”

			“Of course, Miss Eloise,” he said gently. “I’ll try to come back tomorrow, if Miss Evans says it’s okay.” The director most likely would ask him before he inquired. Sam had been around even longer than she had and knew all the residents well.

			“Thank you,” Eloise said, her eyes filling with tears. “Who would do such a thing, Sammy? Frankie was kind of a jerk, but he didn’t need killing.”

			“Miss Eloise. Just because he reported you for cheating at cribbage doesn’t mean he was a jerk. You were cheating.”

			She made a pouty face. “Nobody else even noticed. I’m that good.”

			“At cheating or at cribbage?” Sam said, his lips curving.

			“Both, Sammy. Both. Frankie was here even longer than me.” Her tears returned. “Now Benny and I are the old-timers here.”

			Sam gathered her in a gentle hug. “I’m awfully glad you’re here.”

			“Will they catch who did it?”

			He let her go, lifting her chin with his fingertip. “Did you see the lady I was just talking to? She’s Detective McKittrick and she works homicides. She’s very, very good, and if anyone can find Frankie’s killer, she can. You can take that to the bank, ma’am.”

			“Thank you, Sammy. You’re a good boy.”

			“I try.”

			He’d gathered his belongings and was signing out at the front desk when Shady Oaks’s director, Faye Evans, hurried out of her office. She lifted her hand, delaying his exit.

			“Dr. Reeves? Can I have a moment?”

			“Just one. I have to get back for appointments.”

			“It’s quick.” She took him aside and lowered her voice. “Will you play at Frankie’s funeral? He would have liked that.”

			“Of course. Tell me the date and time as soon as you know it and I’ll rearrange my schedule. His funeral might not happen for a while, though, given the circumstances. The ME will have to release his body.” She flinched and too late Sam remembered that she’d seen Frankie’s body. The grapevine had been buzzing and everyone knew that Frankie had been stabbed with a butcher knife. “I’m sorry.”

			She shook her head. “No need. It’s just that I’ve never had a murder in any of my facilities before. Lots of death. I can deal with ordinary death, but I’m not equipped to deal with murder.”

			“Have you informed Frankie’s family? Does he have family?”

			Frankie had only talked to him about his late husband Ryan. Never any brothers or sisters or anyone else.

			Her lips pressed together. “Yes. He has a son who told me to handle his funeral arrangements however I wanted to. He won’t be coming.”

			Sam stared at the woman in shock. Frankie had a son? Who wasn’t coming to his funeral? “What? Why?”

			“I don’t know, but they weren’t on good terms. So I’m planning the service. I thought I’d ask Georgia to give his eulogy. I don’t think Benny’s able to anymore.”

			Because Benny was in the early stages of dementia and sometimes got confused. “Benny might surprise you, but Georgia is still a good choice. Tell her that I’ll help her if she needs me to. I have to go now. I can’t be late for my sessions.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Reeves. You made this morning a little more bearable with your music. Have a good day, and we’ll see you soon.”

			“Oh—if it’s all right, I told Miss Eloise I’d try to come tomorrow.”

			Miss Evans smiled fondly. “We can’t disappoint Miss Eloise. See you then.”

			Sam frowned as he walked to his vehicle. Frankie’s son wouldn’t be coming to his funeral? What the ever-loving hell?

			And why hadn’t Frankie mentioned having a son?

			Clearly Sam hadn’t known the man as well as he thought he had.

			And now he was dead. Dammit, Frankie. I miss you already.

			Sam slid into the driver’s seat, then simply sat and stared out the windshield for a moment. Then he pulled out his phone and texted to a number he hadn’t used in six months, hoping Kit hadn’t blocked him.

			Sam Reeves here. Spoke to the director on my way out. Frankie has a son who is refusing to participate in his funeral. Bad blood between them. Was news to me. Thought you should know.

			He was about to hit send when his phone buzzed, startling him. For a brief moment, he hoped that it might be Kit, but…no.

			“Miss Evans,” he answered, hoping nothing else had happened.

			“Dr. Reeves, I know you’re in a hurry, but it’s Benny Dreyfus. I just checked in on him and he’s extremely agitated. Can you spare us a few more minutes of your time?”

			“I can stay for another half hour.” He’d skip lunch if he had to. It was Benny, after all, and Sam couldn’t imagine what the man was going through. Benny and Frankie had been as close as brothers, friends for so long. To have seen that knife…“I’ll be right back in.”

			“Thank you.”
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			“I’m sorry,” Connor said quietly as he and Kit left the common room. They were heading toward a closed door, in front of which stood a uniformed officer.

			“It’s fine,” she murmured. Even though it wasn’t. Seeing Sam Reeves again was like a kick in the gut, intensifying the vulnerability she’d been feeling at the memory of Wren’s funeral. She hadn’t known Sam could play the piano like that. But of course he did it well. The man did everything well. “I knew he volunteered with the elderly. I just didn’t expect that he’d be doing it here.”

			“I can handle any interviews we need to have with him. He and I get along pretty well. I don’t mind.”

			Kit made herself smile at her partner, because it was sweet of him to offer. Lately, Connor was sweet more often than he was abrasive. Which was a pleasant change from when they’d first been assigned as partners six months before. Still, avoiding Sam as a consultant was one thing. Avoiding him as a potential witness was something else, and she couldn’t allow herself to do that. “Let’s play it by ear. Who’s in this room?”

			“Benjamin Dreyfus. Goes by Benny. He saw the body.” Connor stepped closer to the officer and lowered his voice. “Is he any better? What’s been going on in there?”

			“He’s quieter than he was before. He got very agitated when we first put him in the room,” the officer explained to Kit. “Kept shouting that he needed to see Frankie, that he needed to save Frankie. One of the nurses is in there with him now. She seems to be calming him down.”

			“How did he see the body?” Kit asked.

			“One of the nursing assistants discovered Mr. Flynn,” Connor said. “She’d come up to check on him because he hadn’t pulled the ‘I’m okay’ cord in his apartment, and she saw the victim with the knife sticking out of his chest. She screamed, which brought the other residents on the floor running. Benny lives in the apartment next to the victim’s and he was first in Mr. Flynn’s doorway. The nursing assistant tried to shield Mr. Flynn from view, but…” He shrugged. “She felt bad about screaming, but she’d never seen the victim of a murder before. She’s young, only eighteen. She’s in the third interview room down. The room in the middle is Georgia Shearer, one of the other residents who was close to Mr. Flynn. She also saw the body. She’s much more lucid than Mr. Dreyfus, but not very chatty.”

			Kit regarded the three closed doors. “Where is the facility director?”

			“Faye Evans is in her office,” the officer said, pointing toward the building’s lobby. “She was the one who called 911. The nursing assistant called her as soon as she saw the body.”

			Connor pointed to the third door. “Evans asked if we could start with the nursing assistant, so that she could go home and pull herself together. Evans said she’d need the assistant back for the night shift because she’s already called in nurses who currently aren’t on duty and she’ll be shorthanded tonight. But she didn’t think the young woman was capable of providing adequate care at the moment.”

			“All that’s fine, but I need to talk to you for a minute.” She drew Connor down the hall so that they could have some privacy. “I think the victim is a retired homicide lieutenant. Frank Wilson.”

			Connor’s eyes widened. “Are you sure? His name is Flynn.”

			“Mostly sure. I only met him once. Baz introduced us. He must have changed his name when he married.”

			Connor shook his head. “Wow. This is going to be a mess, isn’t it? Was that why you were surprised when Sam said that the victim had worked with his husband in an antique store?”

			“Exactly. He must not have told Sam that he’d been a cop and now I’m wondering if anyone else knew—and why he didn’t mention it.”

			Connor blew out a breath. “Have you told Navarro?”

			“Not yet. Let’s do it now. The victim retired thirty years ago, but Navarro’s been around that long. He might have known him, and I don’t want him to hear this from someone else. Is there an empty room we can use?”

			Connor pointed to the fourth door down. “There.” He closed the door behind them once they were in the room, and Kit dialed their lieutenant.

			“I think our victim is a retired cop,” Kit said once Navarro had answered. “Frank Wilson.”

			There was a beat of silence. “What did you say?”

			Kit repeated it, then sighed. “I’m not certain. I recognized him from the photos in his apartment. He married in 2008 and that’s when I think he changed his name to Flynn.” She texted him the picture she’d taken of the wedding photograph and waited a few seconds for him to receive it. “Is this him?”

			“Fucking hell,” Navarro said quietly. “It is. SDPD didn’t know he’d remarried. We didn’t know he was gay. At least I didn’t, and that’s not the kind of thing that stays a secret around here.”

			Kit exchanged a glance with Connor, who shrugged. “Yes, sir,” she said, because she wasn’t sure what else to say. She knew her boss well enough to know that he wasn’t homophobic, but she didn’t want to speculate as to what he was feeling or why.

			Navarro cleared his throat. “What are your next steps?”

			“Talking to key witnesses first, sir,” Connor said. “I asked the site director for the surveillance footage from the floor of his apartment. Hopefully we’ll get an ID from the cameras.”

			“Good. What the hell was Frank doing in a retirement home?”

			“He was eighty-five, sir,” Kit said. “I guess he retired here.”

			“But none of us knew he was back in San Diego. Last I heard, he’d moved up north. Right after his retirement. San Francisco, I think. I saw him at Julio’s once about ten years ago. Word had spread that he was visiting, so I took a few hours’ break to see him again. He was important to my career in my early days. I’d hoped he’d come back to town, that he might even consult with SDPD, but he said he had other plans. Why didn’t he tell us he was moving into Shady Oaks?” He sighed. “Normally, I’d wait until after the autopsy to share the news upstairs, but this will get out and I can’t blindside the brass. They’ll want to give Frank a police funeral with an honor guard.”

			“Yes, sir,” Kit murmured. “We didn’t want you to be blindsided, either.”

			“Thank you. Keep me updated. Frank Wilson was an institution around here.”

			“We will. Goodbye, sir.” Kit ended the call and exhaled. That hadn’t been as bad as she’d expected. “Let’s get to work.”

			At least it was quiet now. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could have withstood that music. Even now her chest felt tight and she pushed the feeling away, following Connor into the room next door.

			The nursing assistant was a young woman with dark brown hair and a pale, tear-streaked face. She immediately sat up straighter when Kit and Connor entered the room, her expression becoming guilty.

			Well, this should be interesting.
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			“We’ve reserved these three rooms for the police to conduct their interviews,” Miss Evans explained as she walked Sam through the corridor just past her office. A police officer stood guard between the first and second doors, looking over his shoulder with obvious worry.

			That would be the room where Benny was waiting. Sam could hear the old man’s terrified voice and it twisted his heart. Poor Benny.

			Sam caught the sight of Connor Robinson entering the third of the visitation rooms. “Who’s in that room?” he asked Miss Evans.

			“Devon Jones.”

			Because she’d found Frankie’s body, poor kid. That meant that Georgia Shearer was in the room adjacent. Sam’s heart broke for her, as well. After Benny, Georgia had been closest to Frankie. Their acerbic personalities had suited each other.

			Sam made a mental note to pay extra attention to Miss Georgia in the coming days. She liked to put up a Teflon front, but the old woman felt things deeply.

			Georgia was kind of like Kit, at least in that respect.

			The thought of Kit reminded Sam that he hadn’t sent the text he’d been writing when Evans had called him, so he pulled out his phone and hit send. Pushing the thought of his homicide detective from his mind, he turned to the director, who was still talking about Devon Jones.

			“I asked the detectives to start with her,” Miss Evans was saying, “so that she can go home and compose herself. We need to get Benny calm as quickly as possible, because they’ll never be able to interview him in this state.” She glanced back toward her office nervously. “Do you need me for this?”

			“No,” Sam said, mostly because he didn’t and partially because there was something about Faye Evans that made him twitchy. In the role for about a year, she was so purely admin focused that she didn’t take the time Sam thought she needed to spend making connections with the residents. The last director had been a very detail-oriented administrator, yet she’d still known every resident and had taken the time to make sure they were all okay. Sam had liked her so much more than he did Miss Evans, but the board of directors hadn’t asked him before hiring the woman, and he was only a volunteer.

			He added a smile to soften his no, because Evans was frowning at him. “I know you’re busy,” he said gently. “I’ve got this. Don’t worry.”

			“Excuse me,” the officer said when Sam reached for the door. “No one is supposed to go in there.”

			“This is Dr. Reeves, a psychologist,” Evans said, more haughtily than she needed to.

			Sam lifted his hand, hoping Miss Evans would be quiet. “I consult with the SDPD. I’m their profiler.”

			The cop frowned. “I thought you were the piano player.”

			Sam smiled at him. “Purely on a volunteer basis. Counseling and consulting is my day job. If you want to call Lieutenant Navarro of the homicide division, he can clear me.” He turned to Miss Evans. “I’ll handle this. You don’t need to wait.”

			She didn’t need to be told again, hurrying back to her office.

			Sam pulled his ID from his wallet, along with his cell phone. “I have Lieutenant Navarro’s number, if you’d like to call him. If you could do it quickly, I’d appreciate it. Benny’s not well.” He could hear Benny’s voice growing louder and more agitated behind the door. “He has a bad heart. If I could get in there, I might be able to calm him.”

			The cop called SDPD from his own cell phone and asked to be transferred to the homicide lieutenant, studying Sam all the while.

			Smart guy. Sam didn’t blame him for being careful.

			The cop explained the situation, listened for a moment, then thanked Navarro before ending the call. “Dr. Reeves, Lieutenant Navarro has given you free access to the entire facility. I’m sorry, but I had to be sure.”

			“I’m glad you did,” Sam said sincerely. Then he braced himself and opened the door.

			Benny Dreyfus was…unraveling. His eyes were wild and his normally perfectly straight bow tie was askew. His hands were clenched into pummeling fists, his target the nurse who stood against the wall, her own hands raised placatingly.

			Nurse Roxanne was as tall as Benny and probably weighed twenty to thirty percent more than Benny did. The old man had lost so much weight recently. A strong wind would blow him over. He couldn’t be doing much damage to Roxanne, but she still winced with every blow.

			Benny needed to be stopped. Roxanne wasn’t restraining him, probably for fear of hurting him. His skin bruised so easily now. Sam would have to calm him down or they’d end up sedating him again.

			Enraged, Benny continued pounding on Roxanne, his words coming out in shrill bursts, his shoulders heaving with angry sobs. “Shouldn’t have…listened,” he shouted between huffs. “My…fault.”

			“Benny,” Sam said softly, and Benny threw him a haunted look before returning his attention to the nurse, resuming his attack on Roxanne.

			The nurse continued to hold very still, avoiding any escalation.

			“Benny, can we talk?” Sam stepped forward, holding out his hands. “Please?”

			When he got close enough, Sam gingerly gripped one of Benny’s wrists, taking care not to hurt him. He squeezed ever so lightly, tugging Benny’s fist away from the nurse. “Benny, you’re hurting her.”

			Indecision clouded Benny’s expression. “No.”

			“Yes,” Sam whispered. “Let her go.” He tugged a little harder. “Come to me. I’m here.”

			Benny hesitated for only a moment, then sagged into Sam’s arms. “He’s gone, Sam. He’s gone.”

			Feeling Benny’s sorrow, Sam tightened his arms around the older man in an embrace, rubbing his back. “I know, Benny. I’m so sorry.”

			“My fault, Sammy,” Benny cried, now pounding Sam’s chest—hard enough to bruise, but Sam could take it. “All my fault.”

			Sam met the nurse’s eyes over Benny’s shoulder. She was on her phone, having dialed as soon as Benny had moved into Sam’s arms. It sounded like she was talking with one of the doctors, explaining the situation and asking if she could give Benny a sedative. The doctor must have approved, because she ended the call, pocketed her phone, and drew out a small bottle and a syringe.

			Sam knew the woman from his visits. She often stayed with the residents while he played for them, occasionally requesting songs for herself. Her favorite was an old country song, “Smoky Mountain Rain.” She took such good care of the elderly residents, so Sam had learned the song especially for her.

			Roxanne shook her head sadly. “I keep telling him that it’s not his fault.”

			“She lies!” Benny cried. “It is my fault.”

			Roxanne stiffened, still shaking her head. “It’s not, Benny. It’s not your fault.” She came up behind them, syringe in one hand and an alcohol wipe in the other.

			Sam continued rubbing Benny’s back, tightening his arms around the old man as Roxanne quickly administered the injection.

			Sobbing in Sam’s arms, Benny didn’t even seem to notice. “It is. It is. It is.” He chanted the words before mumbling, “I didn’t listen to him. He was wrong.”

			Sam frowned. “Frankie was wrong? About what?”

			“He’s been saying that ever since I got him down here,” Roxanne explained patiently. “I don’t know what he means.”

			Benny pounded a fist against Sam’s chest, but far more weakly now. He was quickly winding down. “I didn’t listen. Nobody listened.”

			“Listen to what, Benny?” Sam asked, keeping his voice calm. He guided Benny to a comfortable chair and lowered him into it before kneeling in front of him. “I’m here, Benny. I’m listening.”

			Benny looked so heartbroken that Sam’s chest constricted painfully. “Frankie was my friend.”

			“I know. He was your brother.”

			New tears filled Benny’s rheumy eyes. “I loved him. You have to believe me.”

			“Oh, I do. I believe you.”

			Benny’s lips trembled. “But I said awful things.”

			“You couldn’t, Benny. You don’t say awful things to anyone.”

			It was true. Benny was the kindest and gentlest of them all. He always had a cheerful word—unless he was caught in one of his anger episodes. They were coming more frequently these days. It was devastating to watch, especially since Benny could often remember the things he’d said and done during the episode. Watching him process his own guilt was even worse than the episode itself.

			“I told him he was a fool.” Benny’s lips drooped. “But the fool…was me.” His eyelids lowered, as if they were too heavy to keep propped open. “He…loved me.”

			“He did,” Sam agreed. “So much. And he knew that you didn’t mean any of it. He knew you couldn’t control when you got angry.”

			It was part of the vascular dementia that had come on after Benny’s recent stroke. Dementia was an insidious disease, robbing people of their memories, their personality. Their dignity. Benny would have to go to the memory ward eventually, but his disease hadn’t progressed enough for that yet. For now, he’d remain in the apartment he’d lived in for more than ten years. But without Frankie living next door.

			This could be enough to speed his decline. It hurt to think about.

			Sam took a moment to straighten Benny’s crooked bow tie, knowing the older man would hate it being imperfect. Benny’s yarmulke was still very straight. Sam had never seen Benny without it.

			Benny shook his head, lifting a hand to fretfully rub at his temple. “I meant it.”

			Okay. “What did Frankie say that you didn’t listen to?”

			Benny blinked blearily. “I told him that he was jealous of me.”

			Sam had to physically quell his frown. “Why was Frankie jealous of you?”

			Benny’s mouth firmed in what appeared to be frustration. “He wasn’t. He was right.”

			Sam drew a steadying breath, trying to piece together the puzzle of words. “Frankie was wrong, but he turned out to be right?”

			“Yes,” Benny said, slumping in relief. “Yes.”

			“What did he say?” Sam asked, injecting some urgency into his voice.

			“That I was naive. And lonely.”

			Sam couldn’t imagine Frankie telling Benny that he was naive. Benny was, actually—and had been even before the dementia—but no one mentioned it. Everyone loved him too much to ridicule him.

			He’d been a scientist and a professor. An absentminded one. It was part of his charm, because even when Benny was absentminded and naive, he had the sweetest soul.

			“Were you lonely?”

			Benny swallowed hard. “I miss Martha.”

			Sam let out a breath that hurt. “I know.” Martha had been Benny’s wife of more than fifty years, having died only a year ago. She’d been the one to make all the family decisions, leaving Benny to his books. The man loved his books and always carried one with him. Sometimes they were physics books, sometimes books about coins. Every now and then he’d have a paperback romance in his pocket. He was unapologetically a fan of love.

			He didn’t have a book now, though. His hands were empty, his clenched fists relaxing as his blinks grew slower.

			The sedative was kicking in.

			“Benny, why did Frankie say you were naive?” Sam asked softly, because he thought Kit and Connor might need to know. That the two had argued right before Frankie’s violent death might be a critical clue.

			“I believed,” Benny said, his words growing slurred. “Believed a lie. Was so stupid. Now he’s dead. My fault.”

			Sam gripped Benny’s hands. “Not your fault, my friend. Not ever your fault.”

			Benny’s chin dropped to his chest, but his tears continued to flow. “I’m sorry,” he wailed plaintively. “I didn’t mean to.” He lifted his head slowly and with apparent difficulty to look at Roxanne, his frustration muted by the sedative, but still there. “I didn’t listen,” he insisted.

			“I know.” Roxanne gently picked up his wrist and began taking his pulse. When she was finished, she placed his hand on the arm of the chair with the same gentleness. “It wasn’t your fault, Benny,” she whispered. “I promise.”

			Benny’s head lolled back and a soft snore escaped his open mouth.

			“What are you going to do now?” Sam asked her quietly, rising to his feet.

			She brushed a lock of Benny’s hair from his forehead, the movement both practiced and tender. “Call for someone to help me get him into the nursing ward. We’re going to want to watch his heart for a while, until we’re sure that he’s okay. What he saw today would be stressful for anyone. But with Mr. Benny’s heart condition…”

			“It could kill him,” Sam said grimly, “if he gets too wound up.” It had nearly happened before, more than once.

			“That’s what we have to make sure doesn’t happen. Thank you, Dr. Reeves. I’m glad it was you who came to help me. I needed someone to help me distract him.”

			“Are you okay? He hit you pretty hard.”

			Wincing, she rubbed between her collarbones. “I’m okay, but I did not know that he had that much strength. He certainly doesn’t look it.”

			Sam shrugged. “When he’s having an episode…”

			Roxanne patted his arm. “I know. It’s my job to know. I’ll be fine. I’m more worried about him.”

			It was Sam’s turn to wince when he checked the time. “I have to go. I have sessions soon and I’m going to be late.”

			“You go ahead. I’ll take it from here. Thank you, Dr. Reeves.”

			He took one last look at Benny. “He’s a good man. The kindest.”

			“I know. He didn’t mean to hurt anyone. He never does.”

			“I’ll come back and see him tomorrow. Will you tell him that when he wakes up?”

			“Of course.”

			Sam took a step back, then turned for the door. When he left, he spoke to the officer. “He’s asleep now. They’ll take him to the nursing ward for observation.”

			The officer frowned. “The detectives never got to talk to him.”

			“They can when he wakes up. He wouldn’t have been a good witness in that state, anyway. Have a good afternoon, or as good as you can under these circumstances. I have to run.”

			And Sam did, literally, jogging through Shady Oaks until he was outdoors and continuing until he reached his RAV4. He’d had this one for six months, his old vehicle having been damaged beyond repair. But this new RAV4 was the same color as his old SUV. Sam liked consistency.

			For the second time in less than an hour, Sam slid behind the wheel and checked his phone. No word from Kit. He was tempted to text her again, to tell her about his conversation with Benny Dreyfus, but he could do that later.

			Kit wasn’t going to be happy about the delay in interviewing Benny. But Kit didn’t get everything she wanted. Neither of us does.

			With a sigh, Sam tossed his phone to the passenger seat and headed toward downtown. His clients needed him and he had to be ready to listen.

			Shady Oaks Retirement Village

			Scripps Ranch, San Diego, California

			Monday, November 7, 12:15 p.m.

			Devon Jones set her cell phone on the table when Kit and Connor entered the interview room. She folded her hands, her guilty expression as bright as a neon sign. “I wasn’t talking to anyone about what I saw,” she blurted out. “I swear. I was watching videos. Cats in boxes.”

			Lordy, she was young. Kit didn’t think she looked even eighteen. Was that the source of the girl’s guilty expression? Watching cats in boxes? Honey, this world is gonna chew you up and spit you out. On the surface, it didn’t seem possible that she could be involved in Mr. Flynn’s death. But if she was, Kit would see justice done, no matter how young the woman was.

			Taking a seat at the table, Kit smiled, hoping to put the woman at ease. “I’m Detective McKittrick and this is my partner, Detective Robinson. What’s your name?”

			“Devon Jones.”

			“How old are you?” she asked gently.

			“Eighteen, ma’am. Last week.”

			Connor’s brows went up. “How long have you worked here?”

			“A year, almost. You only have to be sixteen,” she added defensively. “I got my CNA right out of high school. I did a dual enrollment program when I was a senior.” She looked between them, visibly tensing. “Sorry. That wasn’t what you asked.”

			“It’s okay,” Kit soothed. “Why cats in boxes?”

			Devon smiled shyly. “They’re cute and they make me feel better when I’ve had a rotten day. Today was…”

			“A rotten day,” Kit murmured. “Tell us what happened.”

			“I got a call from Miss Evans that Mr. Frankie hadn’t pulled his cord, so I went to his place. I knocked, but there was no answer, so I opened the door with my master key.” She swallowed audibly. “I saw him lying there. With the knife in his chest.” New tears began to roll down her cheeks. “I never saw anything like that before.”

			“It’s okay to be upset,” Connor said, giving her a tissue. “Did you know Mr. Frankie well?”

			Devon wiped her eyes. “No, but I don’t think anyone really did except Mr. Benny, Miss Georgia, and Miss Eloise. He didn’t get involved in group activities, and he wasn’t on my list to visit every day. He was independent.”

			“Independent?” Connor asked.

			“Yes, sir. He didn’t have assistance. Nobody helped him with bathing or meds or anything like that. I didn’t see him that often, to be honest. He kept to himself. But he was always nice to me when we passed in the hallway. A little growly, maybe, but nice. He’d always ask about my little girl, and he’d smile at the photos I showed him. He always remembered her name.”

			“What is her name?” Kit asked, trying to get the young woman to relax even more. The question about her child seemed to do the trick.

			“Mila. She’s two. That’s why I got my CNA right out of high school. I needed to support us. I’m…a single mom. My mom helps, but she’s strapped for cash, too.” She closed her eyes. “Sorry again. I ramble when I’m nervous.”

			“It’s fine,” Kit assured her. “So you saw Mr. Frankie’s body. Then what happened?”

			Devon cast an embarrassed look at Connor before turning to Kit. “Like I told Detective Robinson, I screamed. I was…shocked. I’ve found residents dead before, but never like that. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s a natural reaction,” Connor said, gentleness in his tone. “Don’t be embarrassed.”

			“Miss Evans wasn’t happy. I disrupted a lot of residents when I screamed. Especially Mr. Benny.” Devon’s lips trembled. “I hope she’s not still mad. I can’t lose this job.”

			Kit couldn’t tell her everything would be all right, because she didn’t know if that was true. “What happened after you screamed?”

			“A few of the residents rushed out to see what was wrong.
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