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Confront the dark parts of yourself, and work to banish them with illumination and forgiveness. Your willingness to wrestle with your demons will cause your angels to sing. Use the pain as fuel, as a reminder of your strength.
-- August Wilson
Chapter 1
The sanitary smells of cleanliness wove its way through the pristine home of Sarah Thomas. Outside, the late autumn sun was falling into the horizon. In minutes, Brandy, her six-year-old daughter, would come home from the school, bounding off bus and through the front door. Merely hours of calm would remain before Sarah’s husband Keith arrived. He would be angry at life, his job, and any number of things that might have happened during the day. Sarah would try her best to calm him, as Brandy pulled on her leg for one thing or another. She would then get dinner on the table and retreat into the rest of her daily routine.
Today, however, there would be no slamming door. Keith’s grumbling is silenced. He and Brandy are both dead. Sarah Thomas was sitting alone in the middle of her clean home, just as she had done for a year now.
But, today was also not her usual day. She had a deviation from the stale routine. Sarah was waiting patiently for the time of her appointment. She had an interview for a job an opportunity happened upon on the previous day. It was really quite a coincidence, one that would change her life.
That day, Sarah was in the checkout line at the grocery store, standing behind a woman who was buying a mountain of cleaning supplies. The woman was talking to the cashier. Sarah couldn’t help eavesdropping.
“Damn,” said the cashier. “You planning to clean every house in town with that stuff?”
“No,” replied the woman. “It’s all for work.”
“What kind of work do you do?”
“I clean for the rich people on the Ridge. I don’t get much time for shopping, so I have to load up when I get a spare minute.”
“Oh,” said the cashier. She seemed disappointed, as if she expected a juicier answer. The one given was anything but that.
“By the way, I’m looking for some help. Do you think your boss would let me put a sign up in the lobby?”
The two women continued to talk as the supplies were bagged. Sarah was barely listening at that point. She was thinking about money troubles and how much she needed a job. The savings that Keith had left would be gone soon. She had been looking for a way to keep the money coming in. It was difficult, though, since Sarah had spent her adult life caring for a household.
Nevertheless, here it was, a job opportunity that she qualified for. Sarah had been cleaning house for Keith and Brandy for nearly seven years. Before that, she cleaned for her parents at home. She was skilled in cleaning, doing it well and doing it fast, without any difficulty. I need this, she thought.
“Excuse me, ma’am,” she yelled, running after the woman. Sarah had left her shopping cart full of groceries inside, at the checkout line.
“Ma’am,” she yelled again.
The woman stopped just outside the store and turned. “Yes,” she said, eyeing Sarah with suspicion.
“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation in there. I was standing behind you in line. You say you need help keeping house?”
“Yes, why, you looking for a job?”
“As a matter of fact, I am,” Sarah said proudly. She perked up, realizing that she had never shown this much confidence before. Here she was, talking to a complete stranger.
“Well, I’ve got to run right now, but I have time tonight.” She pulled out a slip of paper and began to write. “Here’s my address, come on over and we can talk about the job some more. My name is Claire.”
Sarah held the piece of paper in her hands and mumbled a reply to Claire, before walking to the car. I’ve just saved myself from the poor house, Sarah hoped.
She drove home eager for the night visit to Claire’s.
Hours later, here she sits, in her pristine living room. Sarah sat waiting for the right time to head out for the interview. She decided to leave just after the sun set. The address that Claire gave her was across town. By the time Sarah got there, it would be about seven. She hoped that was a good time for an interview.
Claire was glad to see Sarah, and they settled immediately into a conversation about her cleaning experience. Claire wanted to be sure that Sarah knew what professional housekeeping entailed. After that, the conversation became less formal. Claire told Sarah of how she came upon the housekeeping business after a divorce. The business had grown so much that Claire now had to hire someone to help out. She thought that Sarah would be perfect for the job, and officially offered it to her. Sarah accepted. She thanked Claire for hiring her, going overboard a little with the gratitude. The two women talked for a while until Sarah finally started to yawn, and Claire realized that it was very late.
They agreed to meet each other early the next day to get started on Sarah’s first house.
***
“I told you to pick this mess up,” bellowed Keith. “Look at this place, it’s a pigsty. What the hell is wrong with you?”
Brandy sat trembling with tears flowing from her eyes. She had been sitting in the floor and playing with her dolls, while Sarah cooked dinner. Sarah had forgotten that Keith came home early on Tuesdays. That’s why she hadn’t told Brandy to move her things her bedroom. Brandy sat there, not knowing what to do or say. The little girl’s father was angry, and shouting, there was nothing that could be done.
“There’s no use in crying now, you’ve already broken the rules,” he growled, slowly fumbling with his belt. “I’ll teach you how to follow my rules, one way or another.”
Brandy screamed. Keith, still yelling, snatched Brandy up by the arm. He dragged her small body down the hall to her bedroom.
Sarah tried to move but her feet were stuck to the floor. She knew that somehow she had to get to her daughter before the bedroom door shut. After that, it would be too late. She willed herself to move. Suddenly, that invisible glue gave way. Sarah started running down the hall toward the room. With every step she took, the hall grew. The tunnel stretched on, seemingly endless. Brandy’s screams punctuated every step.
When she finally reached Brandy’s bedroom, the door was shut, tight. Sarah could no longer hear her daughter’s screams. She knew that Brandy was gone, beaten to death by her own father. Sarah slapped the door with her hands, while the rest of her body slid down to the floor.
She cried while beating on the door until her palms bled.
After a while, the door opened. Keith stood there grinning smugly. “Kid should have done what she was told,” he said. “The kid is a lot like you, she don’t listen.”
Sarah looked up at him, and then down to her lap. There rested Keith’s deer rifle, which she somehow knew was loaded. Sarah picked it up, aimed it, and fired…
She woke up. It was amazing how that horrible day remained fresh in her dreams even a year later. Sarah’s consciousness would never let her forget. Her husband had beaten her precious Brandy to death. Moreover, she had killed him for it.
***
Sarah’s first cleaning job was going to be at the home of a wealthy realtor named Brandon Douglas. He and his wife Emily had two kids, Jamie was six, and Sean was nine. They were gone for the day, so Claire used her key to get in.
The home was a five bedroom, three-bathroom estate. Claire took Sarah on a tour of the house, explaining what needed to be done as they went. Brandon was a stickler when it came to the housekeeping, she told Sarah. He tolerated nothing less than perfection. The man even put a schedule in the supply chest, so that the housekeepers would know what to clean and how.
“You already know how to do housework, so you shouldn’t have a problem with this job,” said Claire. “Brandon Douglas won’t bother you as long as you follow the list.” Sarah had not said a word during the entire tour. Claire turned and looked at her. She saw the apprehension in Sarah’s eyes. “Don’t worry, you will be fine. I’ll help you get started today.”
The day quickly passed by. Claire helped Sarah for a while, but left long before all the work was done. Sarah was alone for the remainder of the day. She did everything on the lists, finding the work easier than she anticipated. Sarah grew confident that she could actually do this job.
The Douglas family came home late that afternoon. They crowded into the kitchen where Sarah was cleaning. They all wanted to meet the new housekeeper. The kids had a lot of questions for her, but their mother shooed them off to their rooms to change. She promised to come back to chat with Sarah before dinner.
Soon, Brandon walked through the house examining it as he went. When he got to the kitchen, he stared at the new housekeeper for a few minutes. Then he spoke, “I see you found the list.”
Saying nothing more, he turned and disappeared into another part of the house. At that moment, Sarah felt much like she did when Keith was critiquing her. That feeling was anxiety, an unwelcome, but very familiar state.
At dinnertime, the children and Emily came into the dining room first. She sat the children down, speaking to them in a low whisper. The color crept from their faces as their mother spoke. Their postures changed, they sat bolt upright, instead of slouching. Their hands stopped moving and settled into their laps. The smiles ceased, leaving stoic expressions. The family sat silently, waiting for Brandon.
Throughout the meal, the children remained silent. Sarah, peeking in from the kitchen, felt a pain in her heart. This did not resemble the two children that roared into the kitchen earlier that day. The children that sat in the dining room now seemed like mechanical versions of the real Jamie and Sean Douglas. They reminded her of mealtimes with Brandy and Keith. Brandy didn’t dare speak at mealtimes with her father present.
Sarah soon left, unable to watch any longer.
***
Over the next few months, Sarah began to see that her first impression of Brandon was correct. His similarities to Keith were frightening. She saw that Emily had even fallen into the same routine with Brandy that Sarah had with Keith. When alone with the children, she was the warm loving mother. When her husband was around, she was focused solely on his needs, thus pushing her kids away. Sarah also noticed that when Brandon was home the kids stayed either outside or in their rooms. When the children did venture out into the rest of the house, their father expected them not to speak unless spoken to. He didn’t speak to the children often. Like Keith, he expected the kids to follow the rules and stay out of his way.
One day, Sarah witnessed something that made her blood run cold with recognition. Mr. Douglas came home from work early that day. Sarah, Emily, and the children were in the kitchen. Jamie had her homework spread all over the kitchen table. Her mother sat beside the girl, helping her study. Sean was walking around the kitchen, dribbling a basketball and telling everyone about his next game. They were absorbed by the in conversation that no one heard the front door open. Brandon then came into the kitchen, undetected. He stood for a minute, watching from the doorway, not liking what he saw.
Rushing to the table, filled with rage, he picked Jamie up by her long red hair. He was screaming at the girl about the mess on the table, breaking “his” rules. The girl’s father was shaking her violently.
Sean stopped dribbling the ball and froze. Brandon caught sight of him. He grabbed the boy’s arm and it turned like a crank. Flipping him into the air, Sean landed face down.
He didn’t move from that position.
Brandon then looked at Sarah. His wild eyes glared in her direction. Reacting on an old instinct, Sarah backed away from the scene. Brandon screamed, “Leave!” She did.
She didn’t know what else to do. Later she would be angry with herself for doing nothing, but on the way out, Sarah looked at Jamie. She saw the fear in the girl’s face. Brandon’s fingers were still tangled in her hair. Jamie looked up, her face was covered in blood, and her hair was soaked with it. Brandon yelled at Sarah again, and she left without looking back. In her mind, Keith was back haunting her once again.
Sarah got home and went to bed, but couldn’t sleep. She was thinking about her daughter. Brandy was abused by her own father. There was no way around that. Her life was miserable. If the girl’s mother would have just done something, anything, Sarah thought, her Brandy would be alive today. Sarah began to see her position at the Douglas home as way to make up for her mistakes with Brandy. She would do to Brandon what she should have done to Keith.
***
During the next few weeks, Sarah waited for Brandon to explode again. She wasn’t sure what her actions would be, but she knew that there wouldn’t be another beating.
Things were quiet for a while. The kids and Emily were walking on eggshells, though. The tranquil surface to the Douglas home was soon broken, however, when Sean forgot to put away his video games before bed.
The children’s game system was set up in the den. The kids were to put it into the television cabinet when they finished playing with it. That particular night, Sean had gotten a call from one of his school friends whom he talked with until his bedtime. He forgot to go back and put away his game.
When his father went to the den for his nightcap (warm bourbon), and to watch some television, he saw Sean’s game on the floor. Brandon instantly became furious. Sarah had stayed late that night to help Emily prepare for a brunch the next day. Therefore, both women were in the kitchen when they heard a furious Brandon storm up the stairs, headed for Sean’s room.
“What the hell is your damn problem boy?” he bellowed. “How many times do I have to tell you to clean up this shit when you’re done?” He paused as if waiting for an answer.
Sean was hiding somewhere in his room. Brandon continued climbing the stairs, getting louder as he got closer to the boy’s room. The women in the kitchen could hear the rage growing in his voice. It wasn’t enough to force them into action.
Although Sarah had been waiting for this moment, she found herself unable to move, like before. Emily was acting as if she didn’t hear the commotion. She remembered the gun that Brandon kept in the coat closet at the bottom of the stairs. She found it one day while clearing out that closet. Sarah looked over at Emily, who was oblivious, still chopping vegetables. She’s not going to do anything, Sarah thought. Images of Brandy’s last moments flashed before Sarah’s eyes. She couldn’t stand there any longer. Sarah had to act.
Sarah raced to the closet and got the gun. Then she climbed the stairs by twos, hoping to reach Brandon before he got to Sean. The boy, upon hearing his father’s shouting had wisely barricaded himself in his room. Brandon had figured this out upon reaching the room. He had begun to hurl his body against the wooden door. Sarah could hear it start to splinter. She reached the upstairs landing as the door gave way.
Brandon entered the room, and grabbed Sean as he tried to wiggle under the bed. He then lifted the boy off the floor by his legs. The man threw the boy down onto the bed with one hand as he unbuckled his belt with the other.
“I’ve told you too many damn times to clean that shit up,” he roared. “You brought this on yourself.”
Sean clung to the bed covers, so scared that he couldn’t speak. The tears flowed down his face. The look of pure terror in the boy’s eyes spoke for itself.
Brandon never saw it coming, never knew that she was behind him. The shot rang out and silenced the tyrant. Only the boy saw Brandon’s eyes the moment that the man realized that he had been shot. The body collapsed into the floor like a pile of wet laundry. Sarah ran to Sean. She embraced him. She cried, rocking the boy back and forth in arms. Moments later, Emily came into the room, and grabbed the boy away from Sarah. She wanted to be certain he was okay.
The police soon arrived and later the coroner. They questioned, inspected, and finding no cause for suspicion, they left. Sarah was prepared for an arrest. She had even told herself that she would confess and pay the price for killing Brandon if she had to. It wasn’t necessary. The police told her that they were familiar with Brandon Douglas. The neighbors would called in about the screaming that came from the Douglas home on numerous occasions. When an officer arrived, however, the house was always eerily quiet. The family wouldn’t say a word against him. Although there was never anything to pin on him, the police had known that something was wrong. And, that Brandon Douglas was the root of whatever it was.
“I knew he would snap sooner or later. It’s a good thing someone was here to protect these kids for once,” said another cop while glaring at Emily.
Sarah didn’t know how to respond. She was not remorseful of her actions. Like Keith, Brandon Douglas wasn’t going to stop until someone stopped him. She was upset at having to be the one to stop them both. Emily reminded Sarah too much of her old self.
Sarah helped Emily comfort the kids. After that day, she also became a fixture in the Douglas home. She still worked with Emily. Now, the women had formed a very strong bond. Together, they helped the children heal from the tragedy.
Emily was now a changed woman. She was trying new things and getting her life back on track. She told Sarah several times that she couldn’t remember the last time she felt so happy, so free. She did sometimes admit to missing the Brandon that she fell in love with. (Apparently, that man was different from the one he had become in the years after they married.) Sarah helped her get over those feeling immediately.
***
Soon, Sarah too felt something tugging on her heart, after settling into normal life again. Sarah had also found out the hard way that she wasn’t the only one who has suffered at the hands of a monster. She wanted to help other women as she had helped the Douglas family.
She felt that Brandon’s death was a sign as was Keith’s. She had done it twice, and had gotten away. May be this was the way that she could make up for Brandy’s death. She could help liberate others. But how…
A few months later, Sarah and Jamie were at the park when they met a mother and her two small children. Jamie played with the kids, while Sarah sat and talked with the mother.
The woman was slumped over. Long, wavy hair hung over a face; that was further hidden by dark glasses. Sarah could still see the trails of fresh tears along with the shadow of a nasty bruise. She began to talk to the woman, and slowly, the details of her abusive marriage poured out of her.
“I can’t please him,” she cried. “He hits me for every little thing I do. I’ve thought of leaving, even killing myself. But then, who would take care of my kids?”
She was sobbing now, overcome by desperate emotions. The woman went on to say that, she took the brunt of his anger. Soon, however, he was going to turn it on the kids. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself when he did.
“Well,” said Sarah calmly as she embraced the woman. She now knew how to help other women. A smile crept onto Sarah’s face as she took a breath and spoke softly, “sounds to me like you need a housekeeper.”
Chapter 2
That was how Sarah got started in her line of work. She was a hired monster killer. Only now, she was more discreet about her work. Her number was floated around the shelters, hospitals, and wherever else her potential clients could be found. Those clients were the families of battered women, their parents, or even their siblings. Sarah even took calls from the women themselves, though this happened with less frequency. On her jobs, Sarah never went after the many men that were just jerks or assholes. She targeted the manipulators, the violent, and the sadistic.
Sarah was paid on a sliding scale, but she was not poor by any means. She hid her income behind the name of her cleaning service, which was also a cover for “jobs”. But, the woman rarely cleaned anything. Instead, her tasks included accidents, falls, poisoning, and vehicle malfunctions. Sarah also used arson, but not often. She didn’t want to draw too much attention to herself. No matter how it was done, Sarah considered her work to be liberation of the helpless. She was saving women like herself, kids like Brandy and Sean. Sarah loved her job.
The Douglas family was a freeing experience for Sarah. From that, she learned that she was not the only woman out there to have lived with a maniac, but she was the only one to have the guts to deal with the sorry bastards. This knowledge fueled her passion to help the women who could not help themselves. In doing so, Sarah had transformed from the frumpy, timid housekeeper to the athletic murderess for hire.
On this particular day, it was a humid summer evening. Sarah was watching a man return home from work. He parked his Harley in a yard full of dirt and rusted car parts. There was the appearance of real grass in the yard, but not much. The man kicked aside a rusted tin kettle, spilling black liquid across the broken sidewalk.
Watch out mister, she thought, you don’t want to slip and fall. That would make my job too easy. The man opened the door, where a frail, scared, brunette was there waiting. Sarah saw the woman hand him something that was probably his beer and paper. He entered the home and slammed the door.
Sarah put down her binoculars and picked up the headphones. She had planted transmitters throughout the house earlier that day. To plant them, Sarah had asked the frail woman to use the phone, under the guise of car trouble. Inside, she asked for the restroom, leaving the little bugs behind as she went. These bugs were intended to relay the sounds from inside the house back to the devices in the cleaning van. Through the headphones, Sarah could hear everything.
“This is cold,” the man growled.
“I’m sorry, do you want me to heat it,” asked the frail brunette.
“Won’t do any good,” he replied. “You either burn it or freeze it.
“You never could cook worth a damn.”
The woman said nothing more.
Sarah could see the woman and the interior of the house with her mind’s eye. The man was in his recliner, which was positioned squarely in front of the television. A tray containing the allegedly cold dinner was before him. He sat with his mud crusted boots on the footrest, growling at his wife between gulps of his beer.
“I can’t stand this,” bellowed the man. “Get off your ass woman, and get me somethin’ decent to eat.” He then threw the plate in the woman’s direction. Outside, Sarah heard an earsplitting crash as the plate hit one of her bugs on the wall.
“Okay hon, honey,” the woman stammered.
Sarah wanted to race from van and into the house to save the woman. She couldn’t, had to stay calm. This was the hardest part usually. But, it was the necessary fact-finding part of her job. Hang in there, thought Sarah, I’ll free you soon enough.
“Forget it! You won’t cook nothin’ good no way.” He’s still yelling, despite seeing the tears in the woman’s eyes. He did notice them. “What you cryin’ for? I ain’t done nothin’ to you yet.”
“I’m okay, Sam, honey,” she replied, voice trembling. “I’ll just clear up the dishes.”
Sarah then heard a crash, followed by a wail. The fight had begun. The brunette had tried to take the pile of broken dishes to the kitchen. They must have slipped from her hands on the way. Sam apparently took offense to this.
“Now you throwin’ food at me, huh?” he asked.
“No, no Sam. It slipped, honestly it did,” she pleaded.
“I’ll teach you to throw food,” he growled.
For the next few minutes, Sarah listened as Sam slapped his wife around the house. Again, Sarah had to fight the urge to storm the house and finish him off. The only thing that consoled the housekeeper was her plans for Sam. When she was done with him, he would be dead, and the brunette would be free.
Inside the house, Sam punched his wife, and she landed on his recliner. She was bleeding, blood had leaked onto the recliner. This made Sam angrier. He picked the woman up and he landed a punch to her stomach. He then dropped her onto the floor, kicking her, continuously until she stopped crying out. He left her there, went to the kitchen, and then to the bedroom.
The next day, Sam left the house at seven. Sarah entered at nine. The brunette had gotten a call at 7:30 that morning, from her father. He would send her on a trail of endless, pointless errands that would last the entire day. It would turn into anything that would give Sarah the time she needed to get the job done.
“If all else fails,” he had said to Sarah, “I’ll let the air out of her tires while she’s at my house. Don’t worry about her. She’s not going back to that house until you’ve cleaned that bastard’s clock.”
The woman’s father did not know the details of the plan. He did not want to know. Sarah preferred that her clients stayed in the dark. The clients preferred it as well. It also made the police investigation run a lot smoother.
Sarah had prepared a welcome home gift that Sam would never forget. It was an accident with no evidence of a criminal act. When Sam came home that night, he would be upset that the little wife was gone. His anger would be the downfall.
***
That night, after Sam’s “accident,” the police came and questioned everyone in the area. The investigation was only half-hearted. It was obvious how the man died. The detectives just needed to fill out the report. Everyone they interviewed had said the same thing. Actually, no one saw anything out of the ordinary.
It soon became an open and shut case. Sam had come home to find that the wife had left the marriage. He started trashing the house. In the process, he tripped over a loose cord. The guy then injured his head on a smashed piece of the wife’s knickknack. He lay in his own blood for six hours before a buddy of his came to pick Sam up for a poker game. Sam had lost too much blood by then. It was time to go tell the poor widow, whom they found at her father’s house.
Samuel L. Warner’s death was soon declared as accidental. He was buried five days later. Days after the funeral, his widow’s father fired the housekeeper. That is, only after giving her a very generous severance package.
Chapter 3
The quiet, but tired neighborhood had seen better days. Like most other neighborhoods in the small town, this one was a reminder of the outsourcing that had defined the 21st century. Three of the five factories that gave birth to the town were now gone. The rest were promising
departure within the next ten years. The affluence of the town had gone with the industry. All that was left behind was poverty, methamphetamines, and domestic violence. There were small towns such as this located throughout the county. A lot of Sarah’s business actually came from this area. Sadly, there was more than enough work to be had for Sarah. Actually, the Sam Warner had lived only a mile away from her current job.
Sarah sat in the van, watching and waiting.
A woman walked out of the dingy, yellow home. The dirt yard was cluttered with car parts that probably belonged to one or more of the three vehicles parked on the property. (A decorative staple in this area perhaps) A useless attempt at gardening was in progress beside the crumbling concrete porch. A red rose bush had been planted there. The woman gingerly climbed down the stairs and smelled the rose. The sorrow in her eyes was replaced momentarily by the beauty of its fragrance. She stood up and swept the hair away from her eyes, revealing a purple and red half moon that puffed out on the side of her face. It was evidence that her husband liked to get violent when he was drunk. Seeing the injury on the woman’s face told Sarah that the bastard was drunk, right now. This time, however, he wouldn’t live to see the hangover.
***
He had that feeling again. It was almost like déjà vu. Something’s not right, Rick thought. He was combing the house looking for the answers to the bizarre puzzle laid out in the next room. I’m missing something.
No one dies like this. I’m missing something.
Rick Wilson pondered the evidence set before him while the crime scene investigation team again combed the house. So far, the death looked accidental. Like the Warner case a month before, there was a stink of foul play in the air. Rick’s instincts told him that there was more to the death of Damien Roberts than what he was seeing. However, the evidence said something different.
“Well, detective, there are no signs of foul play, so I don’t see why you’re so interested in this case,” said the head of the crime scene investigation team.
Since it was such a small town, the head of the crime scene investigation team was also the coroner and county medical examiner. The team itself consisted of two sheriff’s deputies and the local constable. They allowed Rick to stay because of his ex-detective brain. Rick needed to know if this was another domestic murder case.
The men had been in the house for eight hours now. Rick was certain that if there was something to be found, they’ve missed it. They had even printed the place. Since this area was a known methamphetamine hotspot, the department wanted to be thorough in its investigation. After all, there might be a link.
Rick had stood by as the crime scene guys sifted through the already destroyed house. “The Mrs. must not be much of a housekeeper,” one of the deputies replied. He started to laugh, but then saw the look on Rick’s face. His grin disappeared fast. He mumbled something about assisting investigation outside, and made a quick exit.
“Are you sure,” asked Rick the medical examiner. He had a hunch that they would reach this conclusion.
Rick was hoping that there would be the something to point to the real cause of this crime. He couldn’t shake the idea of being wrong. There was no sign of murder. The victim did have some scarring and blood on his knuckles. Rick and the Sheriff were pretty sure that it was from the fight he had with the wife the night before. They had picked Roberts up, and even jailed him for a while because he liked to slap her around. Other than that, there wasn’t a fatal mark on the body.
“I’m sure. It doesn’t look like this could fit with your other cases.”
“Yeah,” responded Rick. “I guess not.”
“Yep, I’m sure. I would go as far as to say that this may even be a natural. There aren’t any signs of overdose. Course we won’t know until I cut him.”
“Humph,” responded Rick. “Maybe I was wrong about this one.” He left the house.
Days after everyone had come and gone, the crime scene tape was taken from the front lawn. The body removed. The house was dark and solemn. The noise, the sadness, and the violence were finally gone. It didn’t take long before the official cause of death for Damien Roberts was declared as natural causes. The M.E. stated that he had a fatal heart attack. Private Investigator Rick Wilson was the only person disappointed about this. Even the widow, Candy Roberts, looked relieved.
After his funeral a couple of days later, the little yellow house was up for sale. Candy told everyone that the memories in the house were too much for her to bear. It was also around this time that the housekeeping van disappeared. It had been coming around regularly for three weeks. Seems that all the dirt in the Roberts household had been swept away.
***
Rick’s interest in the Roberts case went way back, as far back as his first year on the police force fifteen years ago. It was then that he met and befriended Marcus Brannon, the man whose murder spurred the investigation.
Marcus drew the rookie that year as his new partner. His previous partner had retired, leaving Marcus hoping for a promotion. Instead, he got fledgling Rick. Their relationship was anything but pleasant in the beginning. Marcus wanted nothing to do with Rick. The senior cop often showed it. However, eager to please his new mentor, Rick took what Marcus threw at him. Marcus soon saw that the rookie was actually, in his own words, “a pretty decent kid.” Their cold partnership thawed. They soon became good friends and partners.
Marcus showed Rick the ropes on the street. Marcus had his back every day for those ten years that they were partners. They even spent as much time together after work as they did on the job. Rick was introduced to Helen, Marcus’s wife, and their 4 kids. Rick never developed much of a relationship with the rest of the Brannon family despite how hard he tried. The kids, like their mom, were reserved and extremely shy. For reasons he never quite understood, Rick never questioned their behavior.
Marcus was even there when Rick met his ex, Tina. Rick and Tina were not childhood sweethearts. Actually, they were never sweethearts of any kind. The two had met at bar when Rick was still a beat cop. They struck up a conversation. That led to up to Tina’s apartment. The next morning, both had matching hangovers. Tina unknowingly had a bun in the oven. Embarrassed, Rick ran to Marcus for advice. The mentor was of the opinion that Tina was nothing but trouble. The baby probably wasn’t Rick either, since they were only together one night. Marcus threw up his hands when Rick made a decision to “do right by her.” The couple got married two months later.
Tina would have never been Rick’s choice for a wife, but she was having his child. Rick figured that for the moment, they could provide a good environment for the baby. The love and passion would just have to come later. Rick thought that he was gaining a perfect family like Marcus’s. He was wrong.
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