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Chapter 1











I gave myself one last glance in the mirror before declaring my blonde, shoulder-length hair was as good as it would ever get and setting my brush down. I smoothed down the coral-colored dress I’d paired with a cream, short-sleeved cardigan, shut my bedroom light off, and walked out the door. Normally, I didn’t fuss that much with my appearance. I preferred sleep over primping. Ponytails and messy buns were my usual go-to hairstyle. I was more of a casual gal. Jeans were my normal uniform, and only because the administration frowned on yoga pants. They barely tolerated jeans. They said we needed to be role models for our students. In fact, we’d only been allowed to wear jeans since two summers ago, when the faculty oversight committee had accidentally omitted the word “no” preceding the words: “jeans, shorts, capris, or bare shoulders.”


The dress code update had passed with the majority vote before David March, head of the committee, noticed the typo.


He accused Betty Thornburg, the committee secretary and the one responsible for typing the document, of doing it on purpose. She’d vehemently denied it, then pointed out committee by-laws prevented a revote until the next meeting. By then most committee members were enjoying their jeans, shorts, capris, and bare shoulders. David realized he’d lost the dress code battle. He’d have us all wearing suits and bow ties if he had his way.


My name is Olivia Little, and I’m an associate professor of psychology at Spencer University. It’s a job I love, even if I don’t particularly like all my coworkers.


Since it was the first day of school, I wanted to make a good first impression. Not that my students would notice what I wore. Most of them rolled into a morning class still in their pajamas.


I walked down the hall and almost tripped over my Siamese cat, Henry. He wound himself around my feet at the most inopportune times. Now, in typical cat fashion, he gave me a dirty look, as if he felt I had disturbed him. Muttering under my breath about the sense of entitlement all cats seemed to suffer with, I headed to the kitchen to pour coffee into my oversize travel cup. I needed a full thirty-two ounces to get me ready to start the day. I often said I’d start cutting back on my caffeine intake, especially on the days I was jittery from too much caffeine. I’d yet to make good on that statement, though. There was always tomorrow. Mañana, as my grandmother would say. Because tomorrow would never come.


It was a gorgeous August day, already in the seventies, even though it was early. August in the Midwest could be brutal. Which is why I needed the cardigan. The building’s air-conditioning would be at full force, and my classroom would be freezing. While I loved my job as a professor at Spencer University, it was one of those days where spending time outside on my back deck, reading a trashy romance novel and soaking up the sun, was calling my name. But my summer was over, and it was time to get back to the daily grind.


Faculty reported last week before the semester started to have our annual fall kick-off meeting and tour the new library built over the summer. As much as I might grumble about going back to work, I did love the first day of school. I had since I was a little girl, and it hadn’t changed. It explained a lot about why I went into my chosen profession. That and summers off. It definitely wasn’t for the money.


There was something about the fresh start. Meeting new students, opening new school supplies, and knowing that fall, my second favorite season in all its pumpkin glory, was right around the corner. It made me happy.


The drive from my house to the school wasn’t a long one. I soon pulled into the main drive and headed to the parking lot of the building where my first class was located. I looked at the clock on my dash, happy to see I was early. I would have time to chat with Polly, my best friend, fellow professor, and fellow coffee addict. It was our routine to chat over morning coffee before facing the day. We’d hardly missed a day since I met her three years ago, when she first started working here. We’d hit it off instantly.


As I pulled farther into the campus drive, I noticed flashing lights and a cop standing in the entrance, waving cars down to the far lot. Way past our normal parking spot and a much farther distance than I wanted to walk in heels, I would normally be annoyed to have to park there. It took me three years to earn a spot in parking lot A, but it was obvious something was going on here. If there were police involved, it couldn’t be good. My heart started pounding. What the heck had happened? This didn’t bode well for the first day of school.


After parking I grabbed my stuff and got out of my car, locking the door behind me. I threw my computer bag over one shoulder, my purse over the other, and dialed Polly, who answered on the first ring.


“Happy first day of school,” her cheerful voice came across the phone.


“I take it you’re not here yet?


“No. Pete got out again, so I had to chase him down before I could leave.” Pete was Polly’s golden retriever. She’d adopted him last year when her divorce was finalized. She said he was the only man she ever cared to live with again. I could understand why she would want the companionship of a dog, but Pete was always finding ways to sneak out. Polly was always running after him and having to apologize to the neighbors because Pete had a digging problem. That’s why I preferred cats. Much more sparing with their affection, but you didn’t have to go chasing after them all the time. Plus, they were very self-sufficient.


“Something’s going on here,” I whispered, not sure why I found it necessary to lower my voice.


“What do you mean?”


“The parking lot to the Taylor Fieldman building is closed off, and there are police here. Three police cars plus an ambulance, from what I can see.”


Polly gasped. “What do you think happened?”


“No idea. Hurry up and get here,” I said.


“Where are you?”


“I’m in the spillover lot. That’s where they’re making us park.”


“Wait for me. I’m five minutes away.”


“Okay.”


We hung up, and I observed the action across the street. The only time police came on campus was when they were busting underage drinkers. Considering it was eight in the morning and there were four cop cars, which was probably the entire force in this small town, not to mention the ambulance, I didn’t think it was something as simple as underage drinking. I raised my travel mug to my lips and realized it was empty. Damn. I knew I should have filled the second one. Crazy, I know, but nothing was as sinful as running out of coffee. Okay, that was maybe a slight exaggeration, but coffee and a prayer could fix anything, in my opinion.


I kept looking at my watch impatiently, and after what seemed like an eternity, but was actually only six minutes, Polly pulled up. “What do you think is going on?” she said as she got out of her car and followed my gaze across the street, where all the activity was.


“I have no idea, but let’s walk over and find out,” I said.


We quickly crossed the street to join the crowd gathered right by the parking lot entrance. Made up of mostly faculty and staff, there was already a fairly good-sized group of spectators. Even on the first day, most college students weren’t inclined to get to class early, and the first class didn’t start for an hour.


“What’s going on?” I asked the group when we walked up.


Shelly, one of my coworkers, tossed her brown hair and said, “The cops won’t tell us, but something bad has happened in the building. Jim is with them, but they won’t let him come over here.” She pointed across the parking lot to where I could see Jim, our boss, sitting in a chair by one of the cop cars. Head in his hands, even from a distance, I could tell he was upset.


The doors of the building started to open, catching Polly’s eye. “Olivia, look!” She grabbed my arm and pointed with her other hand.


I turned my head to see the emergency response people coming out of the building rolling a gurney out with them.


“That’s a body bag.” My eyes widened, and my heart pounded in my ears.


“Does that mean they found a body?” Polly gasped.


“It certainly looks that way,” I said, expelling my breath slowly. The body bag rose off the gurney, so it seemed an obvious conclusion. Had it been empty, it would have lain flat.


A dead body at Spencer University. I shuddered at the thought of someone dying at my workplace. What a way to start off the school year.


“Who do you think it could be?” I heard one of my colleagues say.


I wondered the same thing. I’m sure we all did. I saw Jim heading toward us. Hopefully he was coming to tell us what happened.


As he got closer to the group, I could see he looked pale and wan.


When he reached us, everyone started talking at once, asking him what had happened and why the police were there.


Jim held up his hand to silence us all. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. This morning, when I got here, I discovered our esteemed colleague David March, dead.”


It took a few seconds for what he said to sink in, but then everyone started talking again and asking questions at a more rapid rate than before. I couldn’t understand what anyone said, and I’m sure Jim couldn’t either. Once again, Jim held his hands up to quiet the crowd. Not normally an easy feat with college professors, as we tended to be chatty, this time it worked.


“I know you all have questions, but I need you to be patient. We’re canceling classes for today, but please stick around for a college-wide meeting we’ll have in about an hour, to let you all know what our plan will be for tomorrow.”


“Are we in danger?” Shelly asked, but either Jim didn’t hear her, or he ignored her. My guess was the latter.


“We will talk more about this in an hour, in the auditorium. I will try to answer all your questions then,” he said, then walked back over to where the police were.


“David March, dead? Oh my God, Olivia. What could have happened?” Polly exclaimed, a look of horror on her face.



















Chapter 2











A bunch of us sat outside at the few picnic tables scattered around the common area, waiting for time to go by until the meeting so we could find out what had happened. We were all feeling anxious.


“Do you think David was murdered?” Shelly asked, having wandered over from the group of people she’d been talking to and sitting down next to Polly and me.


I just looked at her, wondering what she was trying to stir up. We were colleagues, not friends, and Shelly didn’t frequently sit down and chat with us. She was the biggest gossip on campus, and was often at the bottom of any faculty drama. You’d think a bunch of people with advanced degrees, in charge of teaching the next generation, would be above gossip and petty drama. That wasn’t the case. In fact, it seemed worse here than at other, non-academic jobs I’d held.


“Jim said dead, not murdered,” I said, not wanting to think one of my colleagues had been murdered. “Why would you jump to that conclusion? Do you know something we don’t know?” I shouldn’t blame her for asking what I’m sure others were thinking, but the annoyance I felt came out in my tone. The fact the temperature had risen quickly to a sweaty eighty-five didn’t help my mood, either. Sweat formed on my back. The material of this dress wasn’t very breathable since I hadn’t expected to be outside.


“Excuse me?” she said indignantly.


“Well, no one other than you said murder I thought maybe . . .” I trailed off and raised my eyebrows.


“You’re unbelievable!” she said, storming off.


Polly burst out laughing. “You’re horrible.”


“What?” I said, but then couldn’t help smiling.


“Do you think she’s right about David being murdered?”


“I don’t know. Don’t you think natural causes are more likely? Who’d want to kill David?”


“It’s not like he’d win any popularity contests around here.”


“But murder? Really, Polly? He’s just a college professor.”


She had a point. David Marsh was easily the most disliked faculty member on staff. He was full of himself, coming across like he was the smartest guy to ever grace the halls of Spencer University. The fact he was probably in the top five didn’t help matters. Anything new we ever wanted to try was met with opposition in a condescending manner. He was one of those But-this-is-how-it’s-always-been-done type of people. He was resistant to change, and it caused a lot of conflict among our peers. The concept of change to improve things completely escaped him. Unless it was his idea. Then it was a totally different story.


I saw Jim approach the auditorium doors, and we all started following him in. Thank God for some air-conditioning. I fanned myself with the notebook I’d pulled out of my briefcase. I wanted to stop sweating. The president and VP were there as well, which didn’t surprise me.


After a few minutes, when everyone had found a seat, a somewhat quiet Jim walked up to the mic on center stage and cleared his throat.


“Thank you for waiting. I realize this hasn’t been the morning you expected for the first day of school.” The crowd was full of murmurs, and he paused to allow them to die down. “This morning, at seven a.m., David March was found dead in the common area of the Taylor Fieldman Building. That building will be closed until the police finish their investigation. Classes will resume tomorrow, using space in other buildings, and we will be working on that schedule this afternoon. It will be posted online later today, but please be lenient on students tomorrow if they are late due to class location change.”


The police wouldn’t be investigating unless there was something suspicious about David’s death, would they? Was this more than a simple accident?


“I know many of you are wondering what happened, and I wish I could give you more details, but due to the ongoing police investigation, I can’t comment. I appreciate your patience and understanding during this difficult time,” he said, then walked off the stage without further comment. We were all left wondering what had happened. He hadn’t told us anything we didn’t already know.


“What do you think that means?” Polly whispered.


“I don’t know, but if the police are investigating, I doubt he tripped and bumped his head or just died of natural causes. There would be nothing to investigate in a case like that. I need to find Don.” I scanned the crowd, knowing he had to be here somewhere. I finally spotted him and waved to get his attention, while Polly gave me a look. I half-expected her to start on me about how we were meant to be together, but she held her tongue.


Don was the campus head of security and came to work here about eighteen months ago. Since day one, Polly had pushed me to ask him out, saying we’d be perfect together. At the time I had a boyfriend, but she’d disliked him immensely. When we’d decided to break up, she became relentless. Truth be told, I did think Don was a very handsome man, but the memory of my last failed relationship was always present in my head. I wasn’t in any hurry to relive that experience again. I’d sworn off relationships.


He noticed me watching and walked over, looking at me in a way that made me all warm and fuzzy. Damn Polly for putting ideas in my head.


“What can I help you ladies with?” He smiled, talking to both of us but looking at me. He made me feel a little uncomfortable, but not in a bad way. More because I didn’t want to think of him as dateable.


“Can you tell us what happened?” I asked, getting right to the point.


“You heard Jim. It’s an ongoing investigation.” The smile never left his face. Don knew exactly what I was asking, and that his non-committal answer was going to annoy me, which clearly amused him.


I rolled my eyes. “I know what Jim said, and I also know you must know more about what’s going on. Isn’t it your job to know more? Aren’t you the eyes and ears of this campus?” I said this with a bit of an attitude that was more playful than anything else.


“What are you going to do for me if I tell you what I know?” he teased, eyes twinkling. He was clearly enjoying himself, and I admit I was having fun too. Even though it seemed wrong, considering what was going on.


I lightly punched his shoulder. “Be serious. Tell us what happened.”


His smiling face turned to a stern one, though I still don’t think he was being entirely serious. “If I tell you confidential information, I could get myself in trouble. You wouldn’t want me to lose my job, would you?”


“You can trust us,” I said sweetly. “We would never divulge our sources.”


His eyebrows raised, as if he didn’t believe me, and then he sighed. “David was found hanged this morning,” he whispered, looking around to make sure no one else could overhear. All joking aside, he was taking a leap of faith to trust us. If we were the blabby type, this could get him into a lot of trouble.


“Suicide?” It seemed way out of character for him. I hated to think that way, but any alternatives seemed even worse.


Don shook his head. “No. I don’t think so, or they wouldn’t still be investigating.”


“Yeah, I can’t really picture David as the type to kill himself,” said Polly. Don and I nodded in agreement.


“But how do they know for sure?” I pressed. “That it wasn’t suicide, I mean.”


“They don’t yet. Based on my experience, it’s not clear either way or they would say so. The police are keeping us out of the loop. I’m just trying to be a fly on the wall and listen.”


“Do you believe it was murder?” I asked, wanting his personal opinion.


“He was hanging by his suspenders. Suspenders are stretchy and wouldn’t be the best material to hang yourself with. I think David was much too smart to prolong his death by using suspenders to kill himself if that was his goal. He would have used a stronger rope and made it quicker. I’m sure the police thought the same.”


I muffled an inappropriate giggle. Death by suspenders. That was somewhat fitting, as David wore a pair every single day, and it was something people made fun of behind his back. He was very old-fashioned in his attire, which, come to think of it, completely fit his attitude about everything else as well. Every single day, there he was in his suspenders and a bow tie. I don’t think I’d ever seen the same set twice. He had to have hundreds of them. I couldn’t imagine anyone here actually killing him. We were professors at a small-town university. Most of the people I worked with were much more passive-aggressive than confrontational.


Don interrupted my thoughts. “Listen, I have to go. Don’t forget you owe me one.” He winked.


“I don’t owe you,” I said loudly to his back as he walked away, pretending not to hear me.


Polly looked at me and smiled.


“Don’t even think about it,” I warned. “Just friends. Nothing else.”


The smiling look on Polly’s face said she didn’t believe me for a minute.



















Chapter 3











I sat up in bed, adrenaline racing, disturbing Henry, who opened one eye and gave me the dirtiest look, the kind that only a cat could. Something woke me, and I’d barely been to sleep. The events of the day had kept swirling in my head, making it impossible to drift off. I listened, absently petting Henry, trying to make amends. He didn’t seem to be bothered by any noise. Then I heard the noise again. Someone was knocking on my door.


I got up and grabbed my robe off the floor where I’d left it last night, pulling it on. I sighed. Some people might be scared that someone was knocking at their door in the middle of the night. Not me. Unfortunately, I was used to it. There was only one person it could be at this time of night. I walked to the front door and flung it open, ready to start yelling.


As expected, in front of me was Jefferson Andrews the III. Built like a Viking, a Rhodes Scholar, and trust-fund baby. Oh, and let’s not forget lying, cheating, piece-of-crap ex-boyfriend. “Olivia—”


Add drunk out of his mind to the list.


“Jefferson, why are you here? We agreed we’d stay away from each other,” I said, trying to stay calm. Yelling at him would have no impact with him in this state. It barely had an impact when he was sober.


I stood in the doorway, pulling my robe tighter. I shivered. It was two a.m., and the temperature had dropped a lot since the eighty-some degrees it’d been early in the afternoon.


“You decided, not me. You made the decision for us. Why can’t you just accept my apology and let us get back to the way things were? I’ve said I was sorry, and I am. What more do you want me to do?” he pleaded. His eyes were bloodshot, and he reeked of alcohol. Did he drink it or bathe in it before coming over?


I sighed. Part of my anger melted away, replaced with feeling sorry for him. Not that he deserved it. I’d loved this man for three years, until I’d finally broken the cycle of cheating, drunken apologies, and me giving him second chances. I’d left him about eight months ago, when I realized he would never change. Or more importantly, that I couldn’t change him. The first few months after we broke up, he’d incessantly bothered me. Trying to get me to take him back seemed to be his mission in life. Declaring his love over and over, he just kept saying things would be different this time. It got to the point where Polly wanted me to get a restraining order, but he wasn’t dangerous, just annoying and not willing to take no for an answer.


I’d threatened him with it, though, once I realized telling him to leave me alone wasn’t going to work, and he’d finally listened. The last couple months had been drama free. That seemed to be ending tonight. I couldn’t help wondering what happened to bring it on again.


We worked together, at Spencer University, and I had to give him a little credit that, for the most part, he left me alone at work. I was very grateful for that, at least, as it would have been a nightmare if he had handled things differently. I hoped tonight wasn’t a complete backslide. I didn’t want to deal with his nightly drunken rants again.


We were in different departments, thank goodness, me in psychology, him in engineering. We had offices at the opposite ends of campus. While he had his faults, he wasn’t completely stupid. He was up for tenure this year, and wasn’t about to do anything to put that in jeopardy. Typical selfish behavior that worked in my favor for once. Though, to be fair, he loved his job and was a great professor.


“Jefferson, please get back in your taxi and go home. Sleep it off,” I snapped.


“Olivia, I swear, I’ve changed. If you’ll just give me a chance to prove it to you. We’re good together—we belong together.”


If I had a nickel for every time I’d heard that, my bank account would rival his.


“Jefferson, it’s late. You’re drunk. I’m not going to have this conversation with you right now.” That was the wrong thing to say, and I knew it the minute it left my mouth. It left a door open to possibilities, and that had been a big issue before in getting him to leave me alone. What could I say? I wasn’t perfect either, and saying no was hard for me. It was easier to say maybe in the moment, and put off the no.


“Maybe later, then? Tomorrow? Over coffee? I know you love your coffee. I can bring you some from the place you like downtown,” he said frantically. I’m sure he was trying to pin me down before I changed my mind. He knew my behaviors as well as I knew his.


I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. If I didn’t agree he’d never leave. Though having coffee with him was the last thing I wanted, it seemed like the lesser of the evils. I just hoped it didn’t put me back to square one in regard to getting him to leave me alone.


“Fine. Coffee. But just at the school cafeteria. Nine a.m. I’ll give you fifteen minutes. Now please go home.”


“You won’t regret this. I promise,” he said, and he stumbled down the walk to the waiting taxi.


I closed the door on him, already regretting it.



















Chapter 4











The next morning, I arrived at campus early, and it saddened me to see my building taped off with yellow police tape. For the last five years, this was a place I enjoyed coming to every day. Now it looked so sinister among the pretty landscape of the campus. This was my happy place, and I wanted it to continue to be that way.


I found a place to park and walked over to the cafeteria to grab some coffee and wait for Polly in the faculty section of the room. It was really just a corner that we unofficially claimed as ours. The university had gone through a growth spurt these last few years, and there wasn’t any extra space. Two years ago, the school had commandeered the faculty lounge and turned it into a classroom. It was a good problem to have. More students than space. Job security and all that, and it wasn’t all that bad being out among the students.


It made me feel like I knew them a little better, and I prided myself on being approachable. Students rarely came over to talk to us, though, preferring to ignore us. It was just loud in here, and sometimes hard to carry on a conversation. Plus, we had to be careful not to gossip. At least where we could be heard. We didn’t want to set a bad example for the students. However, since it was early, it was as quiet as you might expect. College students weren’t much for early rising, so the cafeteria didn’t have a big morning rush.


I sat down with my coffee, three past what I should have had already this morning. I’d slept fitfully after Jefferson left, and when my alarm went off, I was exhausted. It wasn’t till after my first cup that I’d even had the energy to shower.


I saw Polly walking in, heading over to the coffee cart to grab what was probably her first coffee. The only thing we got free from the cafeteria was coffee and soda, but it was better than nothing. There was talk of putting in a Starbucks on campus. If that ever happened, I’d be broke. They might as well sign over my entire paycheck directly to Starbucks.


“I called you last night,” Polly said, sitting down with her coffee and stirring in Sweet ’N Low. I wondered, not for the first time, how she could stand that stuff. Splenda was so much better.


“I left my phone in the car and was too lazy to go get it.”


“You really need to stop doing that. I called to see if Don had told you anything else about the murder.”


“You were there when I talked to him. You heard what he said. When would he have told me anything else?”


“I thought you might have talked to him again later,” she said with a smile, and I knew what she was thinking.


I gave her a look. “Why exactly would I have done that?”


Polly rolled her eyes. “I wish you would just get over yourself and admit you like him. Time to get back on the horse and forget about what happened with Jefferson.”


“Don’t start. I’ve told you. Not ready. Any more than you are.”


“At least I’m willing to admit I’ll be ready someday. You act like you’re going to be celibate for life.”


“Not for life. Just for right now. Honestly, it’s too much trouble.”


“But it can be so worth it,” she said, suggestively.


I had to laugh at her, and I didn’t disagree. I just wasn’t ready to put myself out there.


“Besides, you know if anything’s going on, he’s bound to know,” she said, changing the subject back. “With his background something like this has to be kind of exciting. I bet you he’s looking into this whether or not the police want the campus involved,” she said in a whisper.


“Are you trying to pimp me out to get information from him? Besides, I’m not so sure. Didn’t he leave that life?”


Don had spent ten years as a detective in Columbus after being a patrol officer for five. But after being shot in the line of duty and unable to be cleared for active service, he had decided to take this position at the college rather than a desk job. At least, that was the unofficial account of his past, based on the campus rumor mill. He didn’t talk about his life before Spencer much, but when he first started there had been rumors around why he’d left Columbus, so of course Polly and I Googled him. Amazing what you could find out these days from a simple internet search. Since we’d never asked him about what we’d found out, though, we still weren’t sure how much was accurate. Contrary to popular belief, you couldn’t believe everything you read on the internet.


“I wonder if the police have a suspect yet?” Polly said. “I hope it’s not someone here on campus. Can you imagine?” She shuddered. “We might be working with a murderer.”


“I thought about that last night. David’s whole life was here since his divorce. He lived and breathed this college. His loyalty to this place was one of his only redeeming qualities. He was annoying, but people don’t kill for that.”


“Maybe he had a secret life off campus none of us knew about. He could have gotten mixed up in the wrong crowd. Ran with the wrong people.”


“You have an overactive imagination. David, Mr. Bow Tie, a secret life? Here, in small-town Ohio?”


“If not a secret life, then what? He’s dead, and there has to be a reason.”


“That’s the question of the day.” I took a sip of my coffee and tapped my fingers on the table absently. “Who knew David best? Who would be the best person to ask, to get to the bottom of this?”


Polly’s eyes widened. “What do you mean? Like investigate? Hold up, Nancy Drew. Shouldn’t we leave that to the police?”


“You’re the one making comments about him having a secret life.”


“I was simply making conversation, not suggesting anything.”


“Don’t you want to know if there is someone on our campus who’s a murderer?” I demanded.


“Of course, but I didn’t think we would go after the person ourselves. Shouldn’t we leave it to the police?”


“I’m not saying we track the person down and haul them off like Dog the Bounty Hunter. But we know our peers better than the police do. So we can help them. Think of it as information gathering. A big research paper.”


“Olivia, I’m not sure the police would want or need our help,” Polly said, clearly skeptical about the whole thing.


“Why are you being so negative?”


“I’m not being negative, I’m just worried. What if whoever killed David is one of us? Doesn’t that scare you? What if we start to get too close to the truth of what happened, and someone comes after us? Speculating is one thing. Chasing down a killer is another.”


I thought about that for a minute. She did have a valid point. But it seemed so unrealistic. This whole thing seemed surreal. I shook my head. And honestly, what were the odds we’d be at all successful?


“No. Not really. I don’t see this as some random killing. A faculty member gone nutso. I feel someone had it out for David. I don’t think we’d be in danger if we asked a few questions.”


“You don’t think. That sounds so reassuring.”


“C’mon, Polly. It’ll be fine. We’ll just ask a few questions, and if we find out anything we feel is important we’ll go to the police.”


Polly seemed to think it over a bit. I knew I was starting to wear her down. “Maybe we should talk to Don about this?”


“Oh my God, stop!” I said, and we both burst into laughter. I had to give her credit. She was persistent. “I already know what Don would say, anyways. He’d tell us to mind our own business and leave it to the police.”


“You never know, Olivia. He might be persuaded. He likes you. Maybe he would help us.”


Just as I started to once again tell her to stop with the Don talk, we were interrupted.


“Olivia, Olivia, I’m so sorry I’m late!” I turned to face the direction the sound was coming from and saw Jefferson rushing over, not looking at all like he’d been plastered and at my house at two a.m. He always had been able to bounce back quick after a night of drinking. If I had been that drunk it would take me days to recover.


Ugh. Our coffee. I’d hoped he would oversleep. He never scheduled a class before ten a.m., and with the condition he was in last night, I’d hoped he wouldn’t show. That he might not remember even coming to my house.


Polly looked at me questioningly and then got up. “I’ve got to get to class. Talk to you later, Olivia,” she said, not even acknowledging Jefferson, who didn’t notice.


He knew Polly wasn’t a fan of his, and therefore pretended she didn’t exist. Which Polly always said was fine by her. I was the only one who seemed uncomfortable with it. I’d hated that two of the most important people in my life disliked each other so intensely.


He slid into the chair Polly vacated and smiled at me. Even though I wanted no part of a relationship with him anymore, his smile never ceased to dazzle me and melt my heart. When Jefferson was on his best behavior and sober, he was like a little kid, all full of hopes and dreams, and it was infectious. Unfortunately, that part of him surfaced less and less as the years had passed. I blamed it on his upbringing and the fact he never had to work hard for anything. It left him unable to enjoy what he had. He was always searching for more. For that one thing to be inspired and passionate about. Unfortunately for me, that thing was usually blonde with big boobs.


“Thanks for waiting, Olivia.”


“I wasn’t waiting. I was talking to Polly.” Last night I agreed to coffee just to get rid of him, but I couldn’t allow him to think for a minute there was any chance of us getting back together. I’d forgiven him. I’d had to, for me. But I was moving forward and not back.


“Olivia—”


“Jefferson, let me stop you right there.”


“But I didn’t say anything,” he said, his little boy pout on his face, which always worked in the past to disarm me. But I wasn’t going to let it now. I was finally immune to it.


“That’s because there’s nothing to say. It’s over. The late-night, drunken visits to my house can’t happen again. You need to move on.”


His eyes darkened. His mood shifted in an instant when he didn’t get his way. He had the emotional maturity of a toddler. Once again reinforcing one of the many reasons why we broke up, he exclaimed, “You said you’d listen!” He was indignant, making this all my fault, per usual.


“No. I said we could have coffee. Plus, you didn’t give me much of a choice last night,” I said pointedly.


He stood up so quickly his chair toppled back and banged loudly on the tile floor. Everyone looked in our direction. I shrank down in my seat, not wanting to be part of the scene I was sure was impending. It was embarrassing for this to happen in the workplace. For both of us. Jefferson hadn’t acted this way in public before, so I didn’t know what to expect.


“You’ll be sorry. You will wake up and realize you’ll never get better than me, and it will be too late.”


He stormed away before I could say anything. Not that there was anything to say. I stood up and righted the chair he’d knocked over and headed to get a refill before going to class. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Don across the lunchroom, a look of concern on his face.


I pretended I didn’t see him. I was mortified. Even if I had no interest in dating, I didn’t want him to witness my drama.


After filling my coffee, I worked up the nerve to glance back in his direction, but he was gone. I felt a twinge of disappointment. I shook it off. Polly and all her talk about me getting together with Don was messing with my head. I did not want a romantic relationship right now. This altercation with Jefferson just proved to me once again why.



















Chapter 5











Later that afternoon I walked up to the building that housed campus security with cupcakes in hand. I had a pit in my stomach. I was embarrassed about the lunchroom incident, but pushed through that feeling for the greater good. Besides, it’s not like I could avoid him forever. Or everyone else who’d witnessed Jefferson’s behavior. And really, it was on him. Not me. I wasn’t the one who acted like a fool.


Even though Polly drove me crazy with her constant talk about me and Don getting together, she did make me think. It would be much easier to nose around and ask questions about David with Don on our side. Hence the cupcakes. I was lucky there was this cute little bakery just off campus that made the best treats. If these yummy cupcakes couldn’t win him over, it was a lost cause.


I hoped plying Don with sweets might entice him to answer some of my questions and share information. He had to at least have theories and ideas about what was happening.


I couldn’t for the life of me think of a reason why anyone would kill David. The more I thought about it, the more my curiosity grew. Don was the only person I knew who had experience in this area. I hadn’t told Polly what I was going to do. I didn’t want to get her started on me dating Don again.


I opened the door and walked in. He sat at a desk over in the corner and must have heard the door open because he absently looked up. He smiled as soon as he saw me, and despite repeatedly telling Polly I wasn’t interested, I couldn’t deny my heart gave a little jump.


“To what do I owe the pleasure?” he said, standing up as I reached his desk.


I couldn’t help but notice how his eyes twinkled. They were such a pretty shade of blue. Stop it, I scolded myself. You’re here for information, not for a date.


I set the cupcakes down on his desk and took a seat. He sat back down and looked at me. He clearly knew I was here for a reason. It’s not like I was in the habit of hanging out here. I wondered if he thought I was here to talk about what he’d seen earlier. I hoped not. I wasn’t even planning on bringing that up. As far as I was concerned, it had never happened. My eyes darted around the office, wondering if coming here had been a mistake. I felt nervous, and he was staring at me, waiting for me to start talking, looking amused at my discomfort. That made me even more nervous. Get a grip, I told myself.


“Is there something I can do for you? Or did you bring me cupcakes for no reason? Not that I mind. I love cupcakes.”


I swallowed and gathered my nerve. “I was hoping you could help me.”


“I saw. Do you need me to talk to him?”


“What? No! Oh, God, no, not that.” Once again, embarrassment flooded my body. Jefferson. The gift that keeps on giving.


“It seemed heated. Are you sure?” He sounded concerned, which was sweet.


I waved away his concern. “Jefferson is harmless. All bark, no bite. It’s fine, really.”


“Then how can I help?” He frowned. Like he wasn’t convinced, but thankfully, he seemed like he was going to let it go.


“Well . . . what have the police said about David’s murder?” I said, keeping my voice low, not wanting anyone else to hear.


His eyebrows shot up at this. Then he started laughing.


I frowned. “What’s so funny?”


Don leaned close enough that I could smell his aftershave, and it was very nice. I tried not to think about those gorgeous eyes of his. But his proximity was distracting.


“Why do you think I know anything more about David’s murder than what I already told you? More importantly, if I did, why would I risk getting in trouble by telling you what the police told me, for cupcakes? Besides, what’s it to you? You shouldn’t be worrying about this.”


I should have known he’d see through the cupcake ploy. While I conceded he had a point, I didn’t like him laughing at me. “Don’t you want to know who did this?” I said, a little defensively. “This is your campus too.”


His smile didn’t waver. “Of course I do, but I still don’t see how that relates to telling you what I know. As tempting as it may be looking at those cupcakes. What’s your stake in this? You a close friend?”


“Not exactly, but we were colleagues. What if someone is after the faculty? What if we’re in danger? Don’t I have a right to be concerned?” I sat back in my chair, crossing my arms in front of me.


“You think there might be a serial killer loose?” Don laughed again.


“What’s so funny? So far, there hasn’t been a reason given for why this happened. Maybe it is a serial killer. Someone was murdered, and so far, no one knows who,” I said, my voice rising. “Are we supposed to go on with business as usual?”


“You’re right. You have every reason to be concerned. Though I can assure you, it’s doubtful there’s a serial killer loose. But I still don’t get why you’re trying to play amateur detective. Don’t you trust the police?”


“Because this affects me and my livelihood. So, will you help me or not!” I demanded, getting the feeling he was goading me, but not able to hide my annoyance.


“If I say no, will you still leave the cupcakes?”


I glared at him, really close to smashing the cupcakes in his face.


“Okay, okay.” He stood up and opened the container of cupcakes, pulling one out and then licking frosting off one of his fingers. An action that had me momentarily mesmerized. What was wrong with me? He then opened a desk drawer and slid the box with the rest of the cupcakes inside. “If I don’t hide them, they’ll be gone by the time I get back, and I don’t want to share. Let’s go for a walk.”


He headed out, and I jumped up to follow him.


“Where are we going?” I said, trying to sound disagreeable, when I was actually intrigued by where he might be taking me.


“Coffee.”


“Coffee? Why?”


“You want me to tell you what I know? Then you need to buy me coffee to go with the cupcake.”


“Fine, but only since it’s free,” I snapped, still annoyed at his laughing, even though now he seemed a little more willing to help. He definitely liked the offer of the cupcakes, which pleased me more than it should have.


We got our coffees once we reached the cafeteria and sat down. He’d already polished off his cupcake, and I let him take a sip of his coffee before jumping in. “Okay, talk.”


Don paused, and then gave me that smile of his again. “I’m willing to tell you what I know on two conditions.”


“And they are?” I demanded.


“You don’t tell anyone. Not even Polly.”


“And the other?”


“You let me take you to dinner.”


“That’s blackmail.”


“And bringing me cupcakes isn’t? Quid pro quo, my lady.”


Okay, so he had a point. I thought for a second. He was cute. I wanted information. One date. A free meal. How bad could it be? Except the flack I would take from Polly, but I decided that was a small price to pay. “Okay, fine. One date.”


“And promise not to tell anyone what I tell you. Not even Polly.”


“I promise.”


Don took another long sip of his coffee. “Here’s what I know,” he said, and paused. I leaned forward in my chair expectantly. “I know exactly what you know. Nothing. The police aren’t sharing.”


As I sat there, momentarily stunned, he got up. “Thanks for the cupcakes. I’ll pick you up Friday. Seven. Wear that red dress from the fall formal last year. That looked nice on you.”


Don walked away before I could say anything, and I sat there fuming. He was lucky he left so fast. Boy, was he lucky.



















Chapter 6











Later that day I was in my temporary classroom. It just happened to be in the engineering building. Lucky me. At least I was at the opposite end of the building from Jefferson. And he’d have no reason to think I was here. He never paid attention to what happened in departments outside his own. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was clueless to the fact a murder had happened on campus. Hopefully I wouldn’t run into him. As I was waiting for my students to arrive and looking over the updated roster, a name jumped out at me. Laura Stevens.


Laura had been a summer student of David’s who’d flunked out of his advanced accounting class and appealed her grade on the basis he assessed her work unfairly. I was on the grade appeals committee, and we’d denied her appeal. It left her very angry, because she’d had to retake the class. She’d been very vocal about her dislike of David, of all of us, about how biased and unfair we were. I hoped she had calmed down over the last few weeks since that meeting. I hated to start off the semester with animosity in my classroom. The first class really set the tone for the semester, and I liked to start off with fun. Learning was fun, but it wasn’t always easy to get the students to agree, though I tried my hardest.


Someone knocked on the door, startling me. I looked up, expecting to see a student, but it wasn’t. Instead, it was an adult. A man in a suit, in his mid-fifties if I had to guess. I waved him to come in. The door wasn’t locked. “Sorry to bother you,” he said as he walked into the room. “Are you Olivia Little?”


“Yes.”


“Hi, I’m Detective Benson.”


I stood up and shook the hand he offered me.


“I’d like to ask you a few questions about David March, if I may.”


“Of course.” I’d been expecting this. I knew the cops had been talking to everyone, but I couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. I’d never talked to a cop before. Well, except for the occasional speeding ticket.


“How long did you know Mr. March?”


“Well, I’ve worked here for over five years, and he’s been here that whole time.”


“And were you friends? Did you socialize outside work?”


I shook my head. “I barely knew him. I mean, outside the normal work relationship. I knew he needed at least three cups of coffee to get through a one-hour faculty meeting, but I couldn’t tell you one single thing he did outside of the school. If that makes sense.”


“It does.” He nodded and wrote something down in his book. “Did you know of any enemies he had?”


“He wasn’t the most well-liked among the faculty. He was very opinionated, and it rubbed a lot of people the wrong way. But I wouldn’t go so far as to use the word enemies. We’re just teachers. The things we argue about aren’t important to anyone except us, and it’s not really the kind of thing that makes enemies. Dislike maybe, but not as far as enemies.”


“So, you don’t know of anyone who might have wanted him dead?”


“Do you think it was someone here on campus?”


He hesitated.


“Are we safe here?”


“There’s nothing to indicate this was anything more than an isolated incident. It’s hard to say at this point. We’re still in the gathering-information mode.” He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a business card that he handed to me. “My numbers are on there. If you think of anything else, let me know.”


I looked at the card, then back up at him. “I will.”


“Thank you for your time.”


He walked out of my classroom as students started to trickle in. I watched for Laura, who finally walked in, all smiles, talking to another student. She glanced up at me, met my eyes, then turned back to her friend and continued the conversation like she couldn’t care less about me. I decided that was a sign she was over the summer semester. I could cross her off the suspect list. She was shorter than me, about five foot four, and slim. There was no way she’d have the strength to overpower David, and I chastised myself for even thinking such a thing in the first place. She was just a kid, after all. Laura might be an angry student, but that didn’t make her a murderer.


Class flew by quickly, at least to me. I’m sure my students didn’t feel the same way when I dismissed them. Most of the students couldn’t get out fast enough, rushing out to meet friends or to get to their next class. I was shutting down the projector and gathering my things, when Laura walked up to me.


I smiled at her. “Can I help you with something, Laura?” I noticed she had a troubled look on her face. Maybe I was wrong and she wasn’t over the grade thing. I sighed. This isn’t what I wanted to get into on the first day of class. It was old news, and nothing she said would change anything. “If it’s about your grade appeal—”


“No.” Laura shook her head. “Well, maybe. I don’t know. Do you think I killed Professor March?” she asked, voice trembling. Gone was the belligerent student from summer semester, and a scared young woman stood in her place.


“Laura, why would you say such a thing? Just because you had an issue with Professor March doesn’t make anyone think you killed him.”


“The police think so,” she said, and tears started to run down her cheeks.


I reached for a box of tissues on the desk and pulled out a couple, handing them to her. “What makes you think the police suspect you of murdering Professor March?”


“Because he said so. That detective guy. The same one I saw talking to you.”


I was shocked, and I’m sure it was evident by my expression when Laura rushed to add, “He talked to me like I was a suspect. I guess he didn’t actually accuse me, but his tone implied he thought I was guilty.”


“Laura, that doesn’t mean anything. He’s talking to everyone who knew David. What did he say, exactly?”


“He brought up the grade appeal and kept asking me if I had a grudge against him. I mean, I was mad at the time of my appeal, but I got over it. I certainly wouldn’t kill someone over a bad grade. That’s just ridiculous. Who kills people over grades? You have to believe me! I didn’t kill him,” she said, her voice rising and more tears coming.


I did believe her. There may have been a moment where it crossed my mind, but that was more in jest than anything. As she stood here in front of me, it was hard to imagine her killing anyone.


“Laura, I do believe you. It’s the job of the police to ask questions. I’m sure no one really thinks you killed him.”


“Thank you, Professor, but I’m not so sure. I’ve got to find out who actually did kill him before I end up in jail.”


“Laura—” I started to say, but she had already turned and walked out of the room. It made me wonder why she was so worried she was a viable suspect.



















Chapter 7











“How was class?” Polly asked a few minutes later when I arrived, coffee for both of us in hand.


“The usual. None of them were prepared, and they acted like they thought I was crazy to have expected them to have their work done for class on the first day, much less download their syllabus. And don’t get me started on books. At least four of them asked me if they needed the book.”


“Textbooks are way too expensive.”


“I know, but still. These kids.” I shook my head. “Each year they seem to get more clueless. I blame Google. It’s made people lazy,” I said, only half joking. There had been a change in students since I had been in college. But then, I was different in college than the students who came twenty years before me. It’s how life worked.


“Maybe you’re just evolving to an old crotchety professor,” she teased.


I gave her a dirty look before I continued. “They finally settled down, and there was some good participation. I think a couple of them might even be interested in the class, which makes it all worth it.” I handed her a coffee. It was a nice morning, so we were enjoying the outdoors and sitting on one of the many benches scattered around campus. “Laura Stevens is in my class,” I added, after a moment of savoring my coffee.


“Was she nice, or does she still hate you?”


“Surprisingly, she was nice, but weirdly upset. She told me the police talked to her, and she seemed pretty freaked out. She has this notion the police somehow think she’s guilty of David’s murder.”


“You don’t think she could have had anything to do with it, do you?” Polly asked.


“I don’t think so. Don’t you think the killer has to be a man, or at the very least a really strong woman? Laura is average height, but she’s petite. I couldn’t see her physically being able to do it.”


“I agree she wouldn’t be strong enough. But then, why would the police think so?”


“I’m sure she’s just overreacting. They’re talking to everyone, I assume. Which is what I told her.”


“You think?”


I shrugged. “They talked to me. A Detective Benson came to my room before class to see if I knew anything, which I don’t.”


“Hmm, no one’s looked me up yet. Maybe you’re a suspect?” she joked.


“Ha! What would give anyone the impression I murdered David?”


“You did fight him over the textbook change for Psych 101 and lost.”


“You’re funny.” I knew she was being sarcastic, but it made me realize that was the extent of anyone here on campus who had an issue with David.


“I remember you being very angry at the time. You’d have to be pretty deranged to kill someone over a textbook, grade, or committee vote. But then, people kill people for silly reasons all the time, or so it seems when you read the news.”


“That’s what makes this so scary. The world is a dangerous place. Look, Polly.” I pointed across the lawn. “Is that Bert with those police officers?”


She nodded. “Looks like he’s talking to them. Maybe you’re right and they’re talking to everyone. Though if I had to create a suspect list, he would be next. He had the most volatile relationship with David.”


“I would have to agree with that. Plus, they had a history. One that goes back farther than anyone else here. Who knows what’s in that past of theirs?”


“I bet everyone who has had a run-in with David is on their radar to talk to.”


“That could be almost anyone around here,” Polly said. “The police are going to be talking to a lot of people.”


“No joke.” As I saw the police walk away, I thought it might be my chance to see what Bert knew, if anything. Bert had been at the university as long as David, and they had rarely agreed on anything. They were very adversarial, though I couldn’t imagine Bert killing him any more than I could see Laura doing it. He’d never missed a chance to gossip about David or throw him under the bus, but if he was going to murder him, why now, after years of a cantankerous relationship?


“I’ll be right back,” I said to Polly, and walked across the lawn, trying to catch up with him. “Hey, Bert,” I called out.


He turned and slowed, scowling at me. I didn’t take it personally. We weren’t friends, but we weren’t enemies either. Bert always scowled at everyone. He was one of those people who was perpetually crabby. He was the poster child for cranky old professor. “What do you want?” he said gruffly.


“Did I just see you talking to the police?”


“Yeah,” he snapped.


“Do they consider you a suspect?”


Bert looked at me like I was an idiot. Which was his normal expression. He thought of himself as above everyone else. That was the main friction with him and David. They each thought they were the best mind to have ever taught and didn’t want to share the spotlight.


“You know, for David’s murder. Not that I think you did it or anyone should think that,” I said in a rush as I saw he was about to explode. That was something I wanted to avoid. His bad temper was legendary. Another reason the police might suspect him. Though I still didn’t think he had it in him.


“Well, I guess it’s to be expected,” Bert said, in a resigned voice. The bluster completely drained out of him. A total shock. His tone was one I hadn’t heard from him before. He sounded almost sad, an emotion I wouldn’t have thought him capable of.


“What did they say?”


“Just asked where I was yesterday morning. What issues David and I had. I told them we didn’t care for each other, but I certainly didn’t kill him. If killing him was my plan, I would have done it years ago,” he said, forcing a chuckle.


“I don’t think you killed him either, Bert. But someone did.”


“I’d put my money on the new guy,” Bert said, and in an instant, he sounded back to his old, bitter, cranky self.


“Carter?” I said, shocked. This was how against change some of my coworkers were. Carter was another coworker, who had started working here last January after winter break, so he wasn’t new anymore. But to tenured faculty like Bert and David, he was new, and the one thing those two agreed on was the fact they didn’t like newcomers. Carter and David had gotten in a few arguments early on. Carter hadn’t realized how obstinate and stuck in his ways David was. The result had been David trying to kick Carter off a committee and walking out of the meeting like a spoiled toddler when it didn’t work. That had made things even worse between them. David had been livid.


“Why would you think Carter had something to do with it?” I asked. “Just because he’s not tenured? Neither am I, or Polly. Do you think one of us killed him?” His comment had made me think of another reason someone might have it out for David.


“It was no secret he hated David, and he was being very vocal about wanting to take over committee chair position when it’s up for renewal this fall.”


Seriously, was he implying Carter killed David over a committee position?


“But that’s no reason to kill someone. Like you just said, if that were the case someone would have killed David long ago.”


“No? Mark my words, Carter Spock will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”


With that, Bert walked off, without so much as a goodbye or a talk to you later. It left me wondering what Carter had done to get Bert as an enemy, besides being the new guy.


“Did he confess?” Polly said when I came back.


“He denied killing David, but he sure didn’t have a problem pointing the finger at Carter.”


“Hmm. I don’t know Carter all that well, but he did have several disagreements with David.”


“So have we all. Would anyone want to get ahead so badly here that they would kill for it? Our jobs aren’t that wonderful,” I said dryly. “And it’s not like killing David would get him tenure any sooner. All it would do is open up a spot.”


Polly’s eyebrows shot up at that comment. “Tenure. Now, I didn’t even think about that.”


There were certain requirements to achieve tenure, but there were also a limited number of tenure spots. At our university, because we’re small, that number was twenty. So until one of the twenty retired, no one else qualified for tenure could achieve that status. While tenure these days was often viewed as antiquated, there were some who took it very seriously. Like David and Bert.


“And how many people are in front of Carter on that list? If he’s murdering faculty to open up a spot, he’ll wipe out three-quarters of the full-time staff. Including us. Should I be worried?” Polly said in a sarcastic tone.


Neither of us cared about tenure, so to me, the thought of killing over it was ludicrous. But to some, it might not be worth it.


“I think we’re okay.”


“You know, none of us know him very well. Carter, I mean. Maybe we should find out a little more about him.”


“I thought you wanted to leave this up to the police,” I teased her.


“I admit you’ve totally sucked me in. Like you said, what harm could it do to try to help?”


“If only we didn’t keep hitting dead ends.”


We sat there for a second in silence.


Polly cleared her throat. “So, dare I ask what you and Jefferson were talking about earlier?” I could tell she was apprehensive about bringing up the topic.


“The usual. He still won’t take no for an answer. He showed up at my house at two a.m. I agreed to coffee just to get him to leave.”


“Is that why he made a scene in the lunchroom? He doesn’t want to take no for an answer?”


“I shouldn’t be surprised you heard about that.” I sighed.


“News travels fast.”


“I told him to move on again. He wasn’t happy, but maybe this time it will get through to him. I can always hope, can’t I?”


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s fine. He’s harmless. I do have some more interesting news, but you have to promise not to go crazy with it,” I said, changing the subject. The last thing I wanted to dwell on was Jefferson.


“Go on!”


“I’m having dinner with Don tonight.”


“You’re kidding me,” she yelled. “Finally! You two are going on a date.”


“Now, don’t go marrying us off just yet. It’s not a date. It’s just dinner. To trade information. Really, I’m using him for information and a free meal.”


Polly looked confused. “What?”


“He said he’d tell me what he knew if I went to dinner with him. Actually, he tricked me by letting me believe he had information. Which is why I don’t feel bad using him for a free meal.”


“Let me get this straight. He tricked you, yet you’re still going on the date.”


I paused. When she put it like that, it did sound like I wanted more than information. “Free meal! Besides, what am I supposed to do? Renege on an agreement? Just because he didn’t live up to his end of the bargain doesn’t mean I should have the same behavior.”


“Okay, if that’s what you’ve got to tell yourself. We need to pick out something sexy for you to wear.”


“It’s not that kind of date,” I protested.


“But it could be, if you’d let it!”



















Chapter 8











I kept glancing at the clock. I still had a few minutes before Don would arrive to pick me up for our date, and the closer it got, the more nervous I felt. Which made no sense. This wasn’t even a real date. It was a fact-finding mission and free food. I needed to keep my mind on the practical aspects of the evening.


Every bone in my body wanted to cancel. I kind of felt he deserved it. How dare he think he could trick me and get away with it. But then the rational part of me would realize having him on my good side would be smart and could gain me information. And while I didn’t like his sneaky methods, part of me begrudgingly admired it. I was willing to play along. It was a means to an end. However, none of that should make me nervous. Why the hell was I nervous? This was Polly’s fault. For continuing to insist Don and I were perfect for each other. She was the one putting this in my head, which, if I were honest, had more to do with why I wanted to cancel than anything else.


I did draw the line at wearing what he told me to wear, which incidentally, was the same dress Polly had just suggested. Which kind of sucked. I looked really good in that dress, and it felt good he thought so too. But I had plenty of other options and wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of him thinking I was doing what I was told. If he thought that was going to fly, it was because he didn’t know me well.


“Henry, no!” I shooed him away from lying on the dress I had decided on for tonight. A navy-blue sheath dress. It was made of a satiny fabric that had a shimmer to it. It made the fabric look dark blue in some lights, and in others it had a steel gray tint to it. It was another one of my favorites. Maybe a little fancy for a non-date, but I wanted to look good, and I didn’t have a lot of occasions to wear this dress. While I preferred my yoga pants, I did enjoy occasionally dressing up. I wouldn’t want to do it every day, but I liked to feel pretty.


I grabbed a shawl, in case the temperature dropped later, and slid on my silver pumps. They were higher heels than I normally wore, but Don was tall, so I felt it was a perfect choice. I realized it had been a while since I’d worn them. Already at five foot eight, I didn’t always like adding another three inches, and Jefferson, even though he was a little over six foot, preferred me to wear flats. He didn’t like us being separated in height by only a couple inches. Which, in hindsight, should have been a huge red flag to his personality from the get-go.


If Don suffered from the same insecurity, tough. I’d never let some guy dictate my footwear choices again.


I checked my outfit in the full-length mirror in my bedroom when I heard the doorbell ring. Looking at the clock again, I saw he was prompt. That was a positive. Another thing that had driven me crazy about Jefferson was the fact that he always seemed to be running late. The more I realized how many things I disliked about him, the more I wondered why I’d stayed with him for so long. Not that he didn’t have good qualities too. He just had so many annoying ones.


I opened the door, and for a minute forgot this wasn’t a real date as my heart leapt at the sight of him. He looked fantastic. I was glad I’d chosen the outfit I had. I wouldn’t lie. I wanted him to find me attractive, because he certainly was.


Dark blue jeans molded his body in all the right places, while a dark blue blazer over a light blue button-down set off the blue of his eyes. His sandy-brown hair was still wet from the shower, and I could smell his cologne. It was fresh and masculine but not overpowering. I hated when men, and women, went overboard on the scents and made it impossible for those around them to breathe.


“You look beautiful, Olivia,” he said, and I waited for a comment about why I didn’t wear the red dress, but he didn’t say anything. Smart man.


“So do you. I mean, you look handsome,” I stammered. So much for playing it cool, but he looked so good I couldn’t help myself.


“Ready?”


“Let me grab my purse.” I took a few steps back inside the house and grabbed my purse off the side table. Walking out the door, I pulled it closed behind me.


He put his hand on the small of my back as we walked down the driveway, and I swear I was tingling where he touched me. That wasn’t a good sign. I was only going on this date to get information, not a boyfriend. But I couldn’t deny there was some chemistry here. I was pretty sure he could feel it too, the way he was looking at me.


He took me to an Italian place in town I’d only been to once. It was privately owned, not a chain, and was a little on the pricey side. That didn’t seem to stop anyone from dining there, though. It was normally booked weeks in advance, and that’s why I’d only been there once. I could never get in.


After we’d placed our order and our wine was poured, I had to ask. “How did you get reservations here on such short notice? Did you blackmail someone? Or do you have a standing Friday night reservation you take all the girls to?”


“All the girls?” He raised his eyebrows.


I blushed. “You know what I mean.”


He chuckled. I couldn’t help but think it was a nice chuckle. “I went to college with the owner’s son, so she gives me special treatment when I call.”


“Kind of sucks for the person who got bumped tonight, doesn’t it?” I teased, not sorry at all. I was excited to eat here.


“Don’t feel bad. They keep a table open for important last-minute guests,” Don said and smiled. He took a drink of his wine and cleared his throat. “Actually, if I’m honest, I wasn’t even sure you’d open the door to me tonight. I thought I might end up dining alone.”


“Why?”


“I figured you’d be too mad at me for tricking you.” Even though his words were serious, his eyes were smiling. He was having fun with this.


“Oh, so now you admit you did trick me!”


“Sometimes a guy has to resort to desperate measures. And it worked. You’re here.”


“Well, never turn down a free meal, I say.”


He burst out laughing. “That’s the spirit. I knew I liked you for a reason.”


We clinked our glasses together in a toast, and the waiter set down our appetizer of cheesy garlic bread. As I grabbed an end piece, my favorite, almost burning myself in the process, Don kept talking. “In case you did come out with me tonight, I thought you deserved a reward.”


My eyebrows raised. “Oh, really? What’s that?” I said and bit into the garlic bread, which was absolutely amazing. It was so good, I could feast on this and wine and not need to order actual food.


“I talked to my contact at the police department and got some information for you,” he said with a satisfied look on his face.


I dropped my bread on my plate and wiped the butter off my hands, excited to hear what he had to say. Frankly, the garlic bread was reward enough, but I wouldn’t say no to information. “Really? What’d you find out? And yes, I know not to repeat anything.”


“I trust you,” he said, looking at me intently. We locked eyes. My heart skipped a beat, and I had to force myself to focus on the real reason I was here. I wanted to find out what happened to David, not the fact that all of a sudden I wanted Don to kiss me. That wasn’t on the agenda.


“They found bruising under David’s armpits when they examined his body.”


I frowned, not sure exactly what that meant. “Okay, and . . . ?”


“It opens up the suspect pool. It was originally thought the killer had to be male to have the required strength, but the bruising under his arms looks like someone tied a rope around him and dragged him at least a short way, which means he could have been hoisted up. If someone used some sort of pulley system to get the body up high enough to hang him, it could have been anyone. You wouldn’t need to be strong to get the body up there. Just understand how to leverage.”


“Seriously. You think that’s helpful?” I said, only half teasing. While it was more information, it widened the net of who could have done it, rather than narrowing the suspect pool down. That was frustrating.


“Listen, I know it’s not pointing in one solid direction, but it is more information than you had earlier. I did the best I could.” He was right there, and he certainly didn’t need to go out on a limb to help me, though I appreciated it.


“Why do this? Why try and help me?”


“Some men do flowers to impress a lady. I do insider information for current criminal investigations.”


Funny guy. “No, really, why? It can’t be just to get me on a date. As fabulous as I am and all.” I smiled.


“As fabulous as you are, and you are. I guess old habits are hard to break, and I wanted to find out who killed David as much as you do. I think of it as a win-win. I get information, you get information, and you get to enjoy my company. So really, it’s more of a win for you, but it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make,” he said and sighed, trying not to laugh. As if he was really making a sacrifice.


I reached over and playfully slapped him on the arm. We chatted the next few minutes about nothing, really. Backgrounds, family. The normal stuff people would talk about.


Finally, our food came, which was amazing. I decided I needed to come here again and bring Polly. She’d love it.


We ate in silence for a few minutes. “This is by far the best ravioli I’ve ever tasted,” I finally said.


“It is. In college, my roommate would get care packages weekly that included this amazing cooking. I kept stealing it, until his mom found out and started sending enough for two.”


“Do you know a Detective Benson?” I finally asked. I decided I should take a breath and stop shoving food in my mouth.


“I know who he is. He’s one of the detectives on the case. Why?”


“He came to my classroom and was asking me questions.”


“I wouldn’t worry about it. Unless you killed David. You didn’t, did you?” he said, eyes twinkling.


“Funny. No. Not that I didn’t want to at times. That man was insufferable.”


“He definitely had a reputation. I didn’t really know him, but he seemed very, uh, opinionated.”


“That’s a nice way to put it. You’re very tactful.”


“I try.”


“Did you know the police are talking to students too?”


“I don’t know exactly who they’re talking to, but it makes sense. They’re going to talk to everyone they can who might have information.”


“They’re freaking people out. One of my students came up to me after class in tears. She’s convinced the police think she’s guilty and are going to have her off to jail any minute.”


“She’s probably being paranoid, but I can look into it for you. Is this student a favorite of yours?”


“Not really. Kind of the opposite,” I said, and went on to explain the situation.


“Why would she choose to tell you, then?”


“No idea. Believe me, I wondered that myself.”


“Who is it?”


“Laura Stevens. She’s a junior.”


He shook his head. “Name doesn’t ring a bell.”


“Can I interest either of you in dessert? Tiramisu, and perhaps a cappuccino?” the waiter interrupted.


Don looked at me expectantly.


“No, no. I’m stuffed. I couldn’t possibly.”


“Me either. Thank you.”


“Very well. Let me get these plates out of the way, then.”


The waiter took our empty dishes, and I suddenly felt a little awkward, staring at Don across an empty table without food as a barrier.


“So, why’d you quit being a detective?” I said, at the same time he also started talking.


Laughing, he told me to go ahead.


“Our small community. Must be kind of boring compared to what you’re used to.”


“When it comes to crime, boring isn’t a bad thing.”


“Oh. Guess not.” I was saved from asking another stupid question by the approach of someone calling out to Don.


“Don, mi amore. Why didn’t you tell the waiter to tell me you were here?” A woman, mid-sixties, with black hair shot with gray, asked as she approached. She had on an apron with evidence of cooking on it. As she gave Don a big hug and kiss, I could only surmise this was the mother of his college friend.


“You brought a lady friend. You must have my dessert. No one leaves without the tiramisu. It’s my secret recipe, you know,” she said, winking at me.


Don blushed. I thought it was cute. “Mama Rosa, this is Olivia. Olivia, Mama Rosa.”


“Nice to meet you, bella. She’s much prettier than your last lady friend. Hopefully nicer too.” She sniffed, clearly not a fan of whomever he’d brought before. I couldn’t help being happy about that and found myself curious about who the lady friend was.


“Nice to meet you too.”


“Now, let’s get you dessert.” She clapped her hands, and every waiter on the floor snapped their heads in her direction. “Someone, a tiramisu and two cappuccinos.”


“I’m so full, I couldn’t possibly—” I started to say.


“Nonsense.”


Before I could argue any further, the food and drink had already been set down.


“No use in arguing,” Don whispered.


“I heard that,” she snapped. Then her face broke out into a smile. “He’s right. No arguing with Mama Rosa. I have to get back in the kitchen, but you two come back.”


“You can count on it,” I said.


“Sorry about that,” Don said when she walked away.


“Don’t be. She’s amazing. And so is this dessert. Wow! You’re going to have to roll me out of here. And then I’m going to have to wear yoga pants tomorrow. I’m never going to fit into any clothes.”


“You look fine.”


I just smiled at that. I had a pretty strong feeling I was losing the battle to not be romantically interested in this man.



















Chapter 9











We spent another ninety minutes talking before we both decided we should call it a night. I felt like I could have talked with him forever. He was so easy to talk to, and I found myself sharing things I didn’t normally like to talk about. Don dropped me off at my house, and I had to admit I was disappointed a little when he only gave me a good night kiss on the cheek, but I also liked how gentlemanly he was. I had to remind myself that the last thing I needed was to start a new relationship. Especially with a colleague. Been there, done that, and I’d promised myself when I did date again it would not be someone I worked with. I liked my job too much to take a chance of making the environment less than comfortable.


I changed into my pajamas and made myself a cup of chamomile tea. I was wired and thought the tea might help me relax. That cappuccino had been a mistake this late at night, but that and the tiramisu had been so delicious that it was worth a sleepless night. It had been the perfect complement to that dessert.


Not able to relax and enjoy my book because my mind kept bouncing back and forth between thoughts of Don and the murder, I finally gave up and went to my desk. Even though Don’s information had opened up more possibilities about who might have murdered David, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was anything to Bert’s complaints that Carter had it out for David. I entered Carter’s name into the Google search bar. I didn’t really believe Carter was a murderer, but I had to start somewhere, eliminating suspects, and I could be totally wrong. Maybe he was capable of murder. It’s not like I had some great frame of reference.


As I started searching, I quickly found myself utterly annoyed. Who would have thought Carter Spock was such a common name? Pages of entries popped up when I’d pressed search. I glanced over the first page of Carter Spock results and didn’t see any that seemed to match my Carter Spock. I wished I knew his middle name. It’d make this a lot easier.


Maybe if I put Missouri College with his name as a search string, that would narrow things down a bit. I was pretty sure that was the last place he worked.


That narrowed things down a lot. A few lines came up that looked like they might be a match. I looked at the byline for the top article and saw it was from a small community paper. I clicked on the link, and it took me to a brief bio from when he joined Missouri Community College. That was no help. Backing out of that page, I kept looking. The internet was great, but as I told my students, you often have to sift through a lot of useless content to find what you really need. And then you had to verify that it was accurate. The research process could be tedious and frustrating. Like it was right now. Was it too much to ask for it to be easy for once?


Finally, I saw something that looked a little more promising and clicked on it.


Carter Spock, Professor at MCC, resigns amidst scandal. Now that sounded interesting. What did Carter do that was so scandalous?


I went on to read that Carter resigned amidst allegations of inappropriate relationships with students. That was a bit of a letdown. Carter was young and attractive, and relationships between professors and students were certainly something that happened. While frowned upon at most universities, including Spencer, it wasn’t something I would consider scandalous. It was a bit of a don’t ask, don’t tell kind of thing. It wasn’t like high school, where you are dealing with minors. Everyone at the college level was a consenting adult.


Having a relationship with a student, which in my opinion was bad taste, wasn’t exactly on the same level of transgressions as murder. So, while interesting information, it was hardly proof that he may have killed someone.


I went back to the search results and scanned a few more pages, to no avail. Lots of information about publications and such, but nothing that helped with the current situation, or that even told me more about him.


I leaned back in my chair and took a sip of my tea. Grabbing a notebook, I wrote at the top, Who would want to kill David? Below that, I started making a list.



















Chapter 10











Monday morning, I sat next to Polly and looked around the room we were sitting in, waiting for the monthly psychology department meeting to start. It was chaos, to say the least. Everyone was talking about the murder, and no one was bothering to bring the meeting to order. Apparently, the weekend didn’t help calm anyone down about what had happened last week. Since David had been the head of this committee, his lack of presence made it impossible to forget. Not that anyone should, or would, forget anytime soon, but things had to get back to semi-normal sometime. Like it or not, we had a job to do. An important one, educating tomorrow’s leaders.


I’d obsessed over it all weekend too. In between thinking about Don, that is. That was something I kept trying to stop myself from doing.


While we folks were normally a chatty bunch, the gossip had moved to a whole different level today, with much speculation about David’s murder. It was no great surprise it was the main topic of conversation. It was much more exciting than the spring class development schedule, and there were still several people who were worried about safety. For some reason that wasn’t in my mind at all, even though a few of them had some good points.


The problem was, the more the gossiping went on, the worse it was getting. Someone needed to put a stop to it. Which would happen if the meeting started.


Carter was the appointed secretary in the absence of David, the one who was in charge of bringing the meeting to order. So far, he wasn’t having much luck. He had a pained look on his face and seemed like he was ready to bolt at any minute. No one paid attention to him. Unfortunately, he wasn’t being very assertive, and with this crowd, you needed to be. Even when there wasn’t a murder to gossip about.


“He needs a gavel or something to pound and get everyone’s attention,” Polly whispered to me. “By the way, where were you all weekend? You didn’t return any of my calls or texts. Did you go out of town or something?”


“Just busy. Crazy weekend,” I said, avoiding Polly’s eyes, not wanting to tell her the real reason I was avoiding her.


“With Don?” She winked.


I rolled my eyes. “No.” That was exactly why I’d avoided her. I wasn’t ready to talk about Don.


Carter was never going to get everyone’s attention without help, and I didn’t want to talk about Don. Helping him get this meeting started would benefit both of us.


I stood up on my chair and gave a loud whistle. Startled, everyone looked at me. Which was my intent, but it felt a little uncomfortable, so I quickly hopped down.


“Can you all shut up and pay attention, so we can get this meeting started?” I said to a few grumbles and mutters, but everyone finally settled down, and I took my seat.


Carter gave me a grateful look and officially called the meeting to order. But as he started to nervously talk about the first agenda topic, he was interrupted by Shelley.


“What’s the school doing to make sure we are safe?” she asked, looking around as if for support, and several other faculty members nodded. Once again, the topic of conservation was back to David’s murder, and people were getting riled back up.


Carter cleared his throat. Poor guy. He was in over his head. I wouldn’t want to be in his place trying to keep this group on topic. “As of this morning, the school has hired an outside firm for added security on campus, and the doors to the buildings will auto-lock at six when night classes start, instead of ten when they’re over. There will be a designated door in each building that students can use for breaks that will be supervised by a guard. Everyone needs to have their IDs on them at all times, because they will be checking them periodically.”


“But is that enough to keep us safe?” another professor called out.


Carter ignored the question and kept talking. Smart thinking. “Right now, the university is asking us to not be here evening hours unless we’re teaching. Just to, ah, minimize the risk. Not that being here is risky. Ah, it’s just safer that way. I mean, easier.”


There were comments about that not being enough, and Carter looked sick at his poor choice of words. He was clearly out of his element. This crowd could be tough to handle on a good day. Much less with what was going on now. I wondered why Jim wasn’t here to help defuse the situation. He usually attended these meetings, and he had to know we’d all have these questions. It was kind of a crappy move on his part to leave Carter with the mess. I almost had to wonder if he skipped it on purpose to avoid our questions, so he didn’t have to deal with it. Jim was a good boss, but he did like to avoid confrontation when he could. I didn’t blame him. I wasn’t a fan of confrontation either, but isn’t that why they paid him the big bucks?


I decided to open my big mouth and help Carter out again. I couldn’t stand to see him flounder. He’d been put in an unfair position.


“People!” I said loudly to get their attention. “Give him a break. The university is doing what they can, and Carter doesn’t have any more information than we do. This was an isolated incident, and while tragic, we need to move on, business as usual. If for nothing else, do it for the students.” I threw that last part in there because I knew most of us did what we did because of the students. Maybe reminding them of that would help.


It did quiet them down enough that Carter was able to go through the points of the meeting rather quickly. Probably the fastest meeting we’d ever had. I could tell he wanted to get it over with, and I think the rest of us did too. Mundane events couldn’t keep our interest with everything else going on.


I’d hoped to talk to him after we adjourned, but he snuck out in the two minutes I was distracted by someone. Not that I could blame him. I wanted out of there too, and I only had Polly harassing me, not the entire psychology faculty. Oh, well, I could catch up with him later, except now I had to face Polly and her badgering me about Don.


I started to walk out of the classroom, and Polly grabbed my arm. “Are you avoiding me because you don’t want to tell me about your date with Don? Was it that bad?” she asked, concern in her eyes. Now I felt bad for not wanting to discuss it. I didn’t want her to worry about me.


When I didn’t answer right away, trying to think of what to say, her eyes grew wide. “Oh my God. It wasn’t bad. It was that good. You ignored me all weekend, so you didn’t have to admit you like him and that I’m right. You two are perfect together.” She took a step back and looked at me. “Wait a minute. You’ve got your favorite jeans on. You’re hoping to see him today. I knew it! I knew you guys would make a good couple.” She pumped her fist in the air.


“Seriously. You’re getting all that from me being busy this weekend and the jeans I’m wearing? You have quite an active imagination,” I said dryly, even though she was right.


“You can’t fool me. Admit it! Or you’re not leaving this room.” Polly stood in the doorway, blocking me, and while I thought she was kidding, I didn’t really want to find out. I might as well give her what she wanted. Even though I was never going to live it down.


“Okay, okay. But not here. Let’s grab some coffee.”


Polly’s grin all the way to the lunchroom was contagious. I grinned too, in spite of the fact I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I wasn’t ready to admit to myself I liked Don. Much less say it to her and hear her I told you so.


Once we sat down, Polly didn’t waste any time. “Okay. We have coffee, now spill. I want every detail. No holding back.” She leaned forward with an excited look on her face.


I recapped the entire evening for her, not able to keep the happiness out of my voice, even though I intended to play it cool. “I’m still not sure I’m ready.”


“Listen, I get your reluctance after the disaster with Jefferson, but it’s time to move on, and Don is a great guy. Things won’t end up like they did with Jefferson.”


“I know. He is a great guy, but it’s another coworker. I don’t want to date another coworker, no matter how great he may seem.”


“Why? People do it all the time. Shelly and Greg, Kathy and Jason. And as much as I dislike your previous boyfriend, who’s a nightmare, he’s been mostly tolerable while you are here at work. Besides, we’re here most of our waking hours. Where else are you going to meet people? Tinder? Bumble?”


I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “No. I’m definitely not ready for online dating.”


“Well, then. Work is your dating pool. Like it or not.”


“I don’t know. I love my job, and I don’t want to do anything to make me not love being here. When Jefferson and I first broke up I was so worried about coming to work because I didn’t want to run into him, and I don’t want to go through that again. I don’t want to let some idiot guy ruin how much I love my job.


“You’re not even a couple. Why are you worrying about breaking up already? Have fun. Date. Live a little.”


“What about you? You’re one to talk. You said you swore off men forever.”


“It’s not like I actually meant it. That was temporary insanity. No one wants to be single forever. But I was married. I was with that jerk for years. I needed time to heal, and professing my hate for men helped. I feel good now. Not perfect, but I’m happy and ready to see what the future may hold. I actually made a profile on an online dating site over the weekend,” she said sheepishly.


“Really?”


“Yes. Totally your fault. You wouldn’t return my texts, and I was bored.”


“Okay, so you’re going to blame me when you hook up with a crazy person?”


“Probably.” She laughed. “My point is, you need to take a chance. Put yourself out there.”


I had to admit she had a point, but I still didn’t feel ready.


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“You’re impossible,” she said, standing up. “I’ve got to go, but this conversation isn’t over. Team Don!”


“Shhh,” I said, looking around, hoping no one had heard her. “This is exactly why I don’t need a workplace romance,” I continued in a whisper.


“Whatever. No one cares!”


As she left, I knew she was right. I had to take the chance and move on. I couldn’t keep torturing myself with “should I or shouldn’t I?” That wasn’t fair to me. I deserved to enjoy my life. I felt strength building within. Maybe I’d do something crazy and ask him out this time. What did I have to lose?



















Chapter 11











It was almost six when I finally shut down my computer and walked out of my temporary office. It had been a long day. Starting early with that crazy faculty meeting, then full of classes and needy students. Plus, I hadn’t slept well last night. All weekend, really. I kept tossing and turning. If I wasn’t wondering who killed David, I was worried Jefferson wouldn’t leave me alone, or confused about how I felt about Don. Last night I’d jerked awake at two, heart pounding from a dream, or rather, a nightmare. Jefferson was trying to strangle me. Jefferson had never been physically abusive, so I assumed it was a matter of my thinking about David’s murder and Jefferson at the same time. Twisted, to say the least.


It was a ghost town around campus. Apparently, everyone was heeding the advice that they should not hang around if they didn’t have a reason to be here. Though it wasn’t that unusual to be quiet at night. There were a few night classes going on, but other than that, the students were usually off doing whatever. Unless there was a sporting event going on, in which case, it was a completely different story. The place was packed on those occasions. Students, faculty, and the community rallied around the major sports teams, and even some of the not so major. We had an award-winning bowling team, and it drew great crowds.


Not one to normally be worried about leaving the building and walking out to the parking lot, I often worked late. But I felt a little nervous tonight. I hadn’t subscribed to the fear of a serial killer out and about murdering our faculty, but I had to admit things weren’t back to normal yet.


It didn’t help that the engineering building was on the far edge of campus, away from everything, and was an older section that lacked in outside lighting. My normal building faced the common area, so there were always a few people milling around. It was so lit up at night you could barely tell it was night—definitely an entirely different environment.


I adjusted the bag on my shoulder and pulled my cardigan a little tighter, even though it wasn’t cold. As I walked out to my car and looked over to the TF building, an idea began to form in my mind.


Maybe if I could get into David’s office there might be some clue to who might have hated him enough to commit murder. On the off chance I got caught, I could say I was looking for a book or something I’d lent him. It was semi-plausible. Really, what’s the worst that could happen? I’d get yelled at for coming into the building and his office when I knew I wasn’t supposed to. The other night, when I’d made my suspect list, I realized how little I knew of David and his relationships with anyone. Anyone I thought of who I knew didn’t like David was a faculty member here, and it was always over something stupid. Maybe poking around his office would give me more insight into his life, and therefore his enemies. Then I’d have more people to add to the list. Or less.


I felt kind of stupid for having a list at all. So stupid I hadn’t even told Polly I made it.


I left my bag and purse in the car, making sure to get my building keys out first as I headed over. Feeling guilty, I stepped over the crime scene tape and cones that surrounded the building to prevent people like me from entering. Then I went around the back door where I couldn’t be seen, just in case security came by.


I put my key in, surprised it turned. I half expected the locks to have been changed or the door secured. The place was eerily dark and shadowy. It was an old building, built in the fifties, and had a very institutional feel. It had been a Catholic boarding school originally, and since the university started not much had been done to change that. Knowing a murder had been committed here just made it seem more sinister. The light streaming in the windows gave me enough to see by, but I didn’t think I’d ever been in this building with the lights off, and it was a bit scary.


I almost wished I had made Polly come with me, but she’d left right when her last class ended to try out a new workout class. She was almost fanatical about her workouts since her divorce. She said it kept her sane and was better than wine, and I had to admit she’d never looked better. Plus, she’d probably have tried to talk me out of doing this. She wasn’t a big rule breaker, but then, I normally wasn’t either. Polly had told me to live a little. I giggled to myself. I doubted this is what she meant.


I shook my head as if to shake off the feeling someone was watching me and laughed at myself for being such a baby. It’s not like I hadn’t been in this building at night countless times before. I was being paranoid. If I didn’t watch it, I would start to buy into the serial killer mantra.


I walked up to the second floor, where the faculty offices were, but as I turned the corner to head down the hall, I stopped. A light was on in David’s office. My heart started racing. Who on earth was in his office? Was it another person like me, snooping for answers, or had the killer come back? Even worse, maybe it was that detective. Wait, would that be worse? Hmm. Probably not worse than running into the murderer, but worse than someone else snooping for answers. I started to second-guess the wisdom of what I was doing. Especially without telling anyone where I would be. What if it was the murderer and I ended up being his second victim? I cursed myself for leaving my cell phone in the car. Polly was right, I needed to stop doing that. Then I told myself to calm down. I was completely overreacting and jumping to conclusions. Deep breaths, Olivia. Be quiet, so whoever it is doesn’t hear you. Everything will be fine, I told myself.


I saw the light shut off and came to the realization if whoever was in there was leaving, they would have to walk right past me in order to get back down to the first floor and outside. Regardless of who was snooping around, I didn’t want to be spotted. I looked around, trying to find a place to hide.


The men’s bathroom was right across the hall. That seemed like the safest bet. The women’s bathroom and the other pool of offices were farther down. I just hoped whoever was in David’s office wasn’t a man who needed to use the bathroom on his way out. I was banking on the thought that whoever it was wouldn’t want to dawdle.


I scurried across the hall and closed the door all but about an inch, just in time to hear footsteps.


Hopefully, whoever it was would just cross the hall to the stairs and not look in the direction of the men’s bathroom. I crossed my fingers, hoping luck was on my side and whoever it was couldn’t hear my pounding heartbeat, which felt like it could be heard in the next building. I wanted to see who was coming, but I didn’t want to be spotted. Wanting to see who it was won out over being scared and hiding in a stall.


With the door open just a sliver, I was able to see the person who finally walked out into the hall.


I almost gasped and slapped my hand over my mouth. It was Laura Stevens. Not anyone I’d expected. What was she doing in David’s office, and how’d she even get in the building? Even student workers didn’t have a key to access after-hours. How had she gotten a hold of one?


Laura headed down the stairs, not noticing me. She obviously wasn’t worried anyone else was in the building. I slowly let out my breath and waited a few more seconds. Once I was sure she was gone, I opened the door all the way and scurried down the hall to David’s office. I reached above the door sill and felt around until my fingers closed on a box, which I then pulled down.


The box was one of those magnetic ones that held keys, and in this one was David’s office key. I only knew it was up here because David had a bad habit of losing his keys and had tired of filling out the paperwork to have the lock re-keyed. Plus, it had happened so often, maintenance threatened to start charging him. It was almost pointless for the door to remain locked, as all the faculty knew about that key. We used to tease David about it, and it was the only thing he good-naturedly accepted teasing about. Maybe Laura knew about the key. That was certainly possible, though it was surprising. David didn’t seem the type to share that kind of information, especially with a student who had at least pretended to not like him for failing her. Was that calculated? Or did the students somehow know about David’s key? He did have several student helpers over the year, so maybe he’d been lax about whom he’d told, and it got around.


Deciding to worry about that later, when I was somewhere safer, I opened the door and stepped in. I wished I’d brought a flashlight. Once again, I was annoyed with myself that I had left my phone behind, as it had a flashlight and would have been very useful. Note to self: never be without a phone again.


I really should have planned better. It was pitch-black in here, so I was forced to turn on a light, which meant anyone could see me.


I stood in front of his desk, hands on hips, wondering what in the world I was hoping to find. I started looking at the papers on his desk. It all seemed routine. Same crap you’d find all over my desk. Just in neat piles, instead of scattered all over. Student papers, notes to myself, mail. Nothing out of the ordinary. I looked around the office and wondered again what Laura had been looking for.


The office was pretty spartan. I noticed some of the books on his bookshelf were pulled out, like someone had been looking at them. Knowing David as I did, I doubted it was him. He wouldn’t leave them all uneven. He had OCD tendencies and hated anyone else touching his stuff. Was this what Laura was looking at? His books? I pulled one out and saw that it was a book on Freud. It was an original signed copy. Definitely a collector’s edition, and even though I knew nothing about old books and their value, I could see this was worth a pretty penny. So obviously he wasn’t killed for his collection of rare books. I flipped through the pages and put it back. I went through a few more books, with the same result. They were all typical of what anyone might expect in a professor of psychology’s office.


Deeming that a waste of time, I gave up and looked around the rest of the office. The wall with his diplomas and some framed photos caught my eye, because they looked askew. Again, not the way I know David would leave them.


I walked over, while checking my watch and seeing I had been here twenty minutes already. I thought I should probably hurry up. I didn’t want to push my luck. There was security on campus 24/7, and someone would eventually see the light, if they hadn’t already. I’m sure they were keeping a close eye on this building, and no one should be here, so a light would prompt them to check it out.


I pulled one of the framed certificates off the wall and turned it over. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. But often clues were so obvious, which is what made them hard to find, as one of my favorite Science Professors had once told me. Science had never been my thing, but that one thing he said had always stuck with me.


I looked behind the next one and then the next—again, nothing seeming out of the ordinary. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. When I picked up the fourth one, however, I noticed something when I turned it over. There was a small square on the back of the photo that was lighter than the rest. Like something else had been there for a long time and the area around it had become dusty.


I ran my fingers over the space, wondering what could have been there. It had to be something that was there long enough to cause discoloration. Its size reminded me of the wallet-size school pictures.


I slid the photo out of the frame. It was of David and his family, and it seemed normal. Had there been a smaller photo or piece of paper, perhaps? Was this what Laura had found?


I put the picture back in the frame and hung it back up on the wall. Quickly, I looked at all the rest, but none of the others seemed tampered with. After one last glance around the room, I decided I had pushed my luck enough and turned off the light, locking the door behind me, and putting the key back. For the next time I snooped, I thought, stifling a giggle.


I made my way back to my car, heartbeat not slowing until I was pulling out of the parking lot. I was still wondering who had motive to kill David.



















Chapter 12











“You what?” Polly exclaimed. “Have you lost your mind? What if you had been caught? Or what if it had been the murderer who was snooping in his office, and not Laura?”


I was having the usual morning coffee with Polly and had just filled her in on my escapade from the night before. Needless to say, she wasn’t thrilled to hear about what I had been up to.


“I didn’t.” I shrugged, playing it off, but she was right. It made me realize even more what a bad idea it had been.


“But you could have!”


“But I didn’t. Nothing to worry about now, so stop lecturing me, and focus on what’s really important. What was Laura doing in David’s office?” I teased.


Polly rolled her eyes. “Someone’s got to save you from yourself. What do you think that discolored area was? Do you think Laura took something David was hiding there?”


“No idea. It could have been like that before she ever got there. Who knows, maybe that’s what he was killed for. So it doesn’t really tell me anything, except that at some point there was something there. I want to know how Laura got keys. It makes me wonder how well she knew David.”


“You mean on a personal level? Like an affair? Maybe that’s why he flunked her. Unrequited love.” She giggled.


Now it was time for me to roll my eyes. “Stop. I don’t want to think about that scenario.”


“Not to change the subject, but I have some news of my own to share,” she said. “And it might be related to this.”


“Oh?”


“I overheard some women talking at the gym last night, about David,” she said and paused, mostly for effect.


I raised my eyebrows and frowned. “People were talking about David at your exercise class? Are they that hard up for gossip?”


“I’ve never heard anyone talk about him before, but with the murder, I’m sure he’s the hot topic. This isn’t a very big town, and this is big news. It’s been in all the papers.”


“You mean all of them?”


“And the town blog.” She grinned. “So yes, all.”


“What were they talking about?”


“That David was having an affair. Maybe he and Laura did have a relationship that wasn’t strictly student-teacher.”


“David. Really?” I frowned. Not that David was unattractive. Even if his work attire was dated, he really had been an okay-looking guy. He was just so grumpy all the time. I couldn’t see him as the type to be having some stereotypical midlife crisis affair with a twenty-year-old. “That seems far-fetched,” I said. “But not impossible, I guess. The whole grade thing could have been a ruse to keep people from finding out about them, or maybe they fell out. It doesn’t seem all that realistic, though. A little extreme. Are you sure people aren’t just making stuff up?”


“Well, I thought the same thing, so I butted into their conversation and asked what they meant. One of them said her friend saw him at dinner with a young blonde. Proof he was doing something with someone.”


The joys of living in a small town. You couldn’t sneak around easily. If that was your goal, you needed to head out of town. There were too few places to go, and people were nosy.


“That’s specific,” I said dryly. “That doesn’t necessarily mean he was sleeping with her. Or that she was even a student, much less Laura for that matter. Laura’s not the only blonde co-ed in town,” I said. “People can have dinner with members of the opposite sex without it meaning an affair. That’s quite a conclusion to jump to. Maybe it’s a student he’s mentoring. There are so many reasonable explanations for why they were there.”


“I know. But wait. I’m not finished telling the story. I said the same thing to them. Apparently, it was pretty obvious by the PDA going on that this wasn’t some sort of father-daughter thing. Or a platonic relationship.”


“Oh. Okay. Can’t argue with that.” I sat silent for a second. “That still doesn’t mean it was Laura, or even a student.”


“Someone murdered him. Love makes people do crazy things. The ladies also mentioned his ex-wife. Apparently, there’s no great love lost there, either. Have you ever met his ex-wife?”


I shook my head. “No. She never came to functions, and he rarely mentioned her before the divorce, which was what, two years ago? I only knew about the divorce through the grapevine. He never talked about it. I think she’s an attorney, but I’m not even sure how I know that. Someone must have mentioned it at some point.”


“Yeah, I never heard anything about her either. Maybe she wanted him dead? You know, post-divorce anger.”


“That could be motive for murder, but it’s not like it’s recent. Why kill him now? Doesn’t seem very plausible,” I said dryly.


“No. It doesn’t.”


“Though maybe we should check her out anyway? I can add her to the suspect list.”


“Wait! You have a suspect list?”


I gave a slightly embarrassed laugh. “I made one over the weekend. I thought maybe it would help me stop obsessing over this.”


“And you’re just now sharing? What’s your deal withholding all this juicy information?”


“Sorry, sorry! There’s just so much going on these days, and honestly, I feel a little stupid making it. Plus, it didn’t even help. It’s not like anyone on that list jumps out at me.”


“Listen, I want to know who’s on that list, but I’ve got to get to class,” she said, gathering her things.


“Have fun!” As she walked away, I looked at my watch and realized I also needed to be going. As I walked across the common area to my building, I spotted Laura. I wanted to talk to her more, but I didn’t have time, or the slightest clue what to say. It would be awkward to come right out and ask if she’d had an affair with David, and why she was in his office last night. It would have to wait, but I needed to talk to her. She knew more about what was going on here than she let on, that much was clear.


The morning passed uneventfully, except I was a little distracted. After one of my students caught me off guard with a question, I renewed my focus. I was able to make it through the rest of the morning putting the questions I had about Laura and David’s murder out of my mind.


After class, I gathered my things and heard someone calling my name. I looked up to find Carter Spock in my doorway. “Do you have a minute, Olivia?” he asked.


“Sure, what’s up?”


“I wanted to thank you for your help yesterday morning.”


“No thanks necessary. They were being pretty brutal in there, and it wasn’t fair for Jim to put you in that position. Why wasn’t he at the meeting?”


Carter shrugged. “He said he had another meeting,” he said and turned away.


“Listen, I wanted to ask you a question.”


He turned back around and looked at me, eyebrows raised.


“Professor Spock. Professor Spock!” someone called out, and we both turned to see a student running over to us. “I need your help!”


Carter turned back toward me. “Thanks again, Olivia. I’ll see you later,” he said, leaving with the student, taking away my chance to talk with him, which struck me as odd. Didn’t he want to talk to me? I felt like he could have asked the student to wait a second. I shook my head, not able to shake the feeling he was hiding something, but then again, maybe I was being paranoid. Seeing motive for murder everywhere.


I turned to head to the lounge to grab a coffee to re-fuel for my next class, when I saw Jefferson talking to Bert, which stopped me in my tracks. So much for this building being big enough not to run into Jefferson. But seeing him talking to Bert was odd. Jefferson didn’t like Bert. He didn’t like anyone, really, feeling superior to most of us here on campus. The feeling was mutual, in Bert’s case. Bert didn’t like him either, for pretty much the same reason. What could they possibly be talking about? Or rather, arguing about. Bert looked agitated, and Jefferson didn’t look any happier. They were disagreeing about something, which made more sense than some casual conversation, but what was it?


Jefferson looked over and caught me staring at them. His eyes narrowed, and he scowled. Clearly, he was still mad at me for not wanting to get back together, but that was too bad. He turned back to Bert to continue his argument. It was a relief. I didn’t want to talk to him. Seeing him again brought up the feelings of not wanting to have another workplace romance. I didn’t need two people I had to avoid milling about campus.


Someone touched my shoulder, and I jumped, turning around to see who it was.


“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. You must’ve been deep in thought.” Don’s blue eyes mesmerized me once again.


I broke out into a grin at the sight of him. “You know us intellectual types, always thinking,” I joked.


He looked over my shoulder and saw Jefferson, and I watched his expression change. I felt uncomfortable, like he’d caught me pining after my ex-boyfriend, which was the opposite of what I’d been doing. But I didn’t know what to say to make him think otherwise, and I realized I desperately wanted him to know I had no interest at all in my ex. Before I could think of something, he started talking.


“Are you headed to class?”


“Why yes, I am. Want to walk me?” I teased, and hoped he’d say yes.


He smiled, and I tried not to melt. He had a beautiful smile that made his eyes light up. “Should I offer to carry your books?”


I laughed, all uncomfortable feelings gone. “Not necessary. Your company is enough.”


He looked pleased to hear that, which made me happy. This was definitely a mutual attraction.


“What brings you over to this building? Someone’s calculator go missing?” The minute it left my mouth, I regretted saying it. I hoped he wouldn’t feel I was belittling his job, but I needn’t have worried because he burst out laughing.


“No. I was passing by the building on the way back to my office and saw you through the window. Thought I’d stop in and say hi.”


“Were you at my building?” I asked, since it was the only building past the engineering one we were in, and that thought raised my anxiety level a notch.


Dib nodded. He looked like there was something else he wanted to say, so I gave him a few seconds, but when he didn’t start talking, I couldn’t wait. Patience wasn’t one of my virtues.


“What were you doing over there?” I asked, and my voice sounded nervous. I hoped he didn’t pick up on it.


“I was meeting with Detective Benson. He wanted to see David’s office again.”


My heart skipped a beat. “Oh, really. Why?” I said, trying to act casual, but my voice squeaked a little, and Don looked at me strangely.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah. Just a dry throat.” I got the bottle of water I always had in my bag and took a drink. “So, you were saying. He wanted to see David’s office again?”


“Yeah. And it was the strangest thing.”


“Him wanting to see the office? Why would that be strange?” I asked.


“No. That wasn’t the strange part. When we went into the office, the door was unlocked. Someone had been in there and ransacked the place.”


“What?” My mind raced. Laura, me, and then someone else had gone into David’s office on the same night. I realized how lucky I was to have not run into whoever came in after me. Knowing there had been someone in the room after me, though, made me feel like the chances of Don, or anyone, finding out I’d been snooping were slim. I felt bad, holding out on Don. I felt like I should tell him I’d been in there. But then he’d feel obligated to tell the detective, and I could get in trouble. Even worse, what would Don think? I didn’t want him thinking bad of me. Plus, it’s not like I took anything.


“Do you have any idea who did it?” I said, even though I was afraid of the answer.


“No, but we have security cameras on that building, so I was heading back to review those and hand them over to the police. Detective Benson had an urgent call and had to leave, or he’d be with me. Then I wouldn’t have had the chance to see you. Lucky me!”


More like not so lucky me. If there were cameras, he would see me going in. I had known that building had security cameras. I’d totally forgotten, though, when I decided to play detective. I was such an idiot. So much for thinking I could keep people from knowing. I had to tell him before he saw that tape. Maybe me coming clean would make him a little less angry. I knew it was too much to expect that he wouldn’t be angry at all.


“Don, there’s something I need to tell you. I—”


His phone rang. “Just a sec. I have to take this.” He answered the call, listened for a second, and then said, “Be right there.”


Turning back to me, he said, “I have to go, but what were you about to say?”


“Nothing. It’s not important.”


“Okay. If you have time, stop by my office later and visit me.”


“Sure,” I said weakly.


“Great. See you later.”


“Okay.” Oh my God, what was I going to do?



















Chapter 13











“Professor Olivia?” I heard someone call as I walked into the classroom to prep in the fifteen minutes I had before class. It wasn’t so much prep as a few minutes of quiet time before two hours of being up in front of thirty kids. After the exchange I’d had with Don, I needed some time alone to think. It took all my willpower not to sigh at the sound of someone calling my name.


I turned around to see one of my students, Lila James, standing there. “Hi, Lila. What can I do for you?” I said, plastering on a happy face. “I’m here to help you.”


“I’m worried about Laura. I was hoping I could talk to you.”


I knew Lila was friends with Laura. I’d seen them hanging out many times on campus. But I found it odd she would come to me about an issue. I wasn’t her advisor, and while I knew who she was, as I’d had her in a class last year, we certainly didn’t have any type of relationship that would cause her to want to confide in me. I had an open-door policy and certainly tried to be there for my students, but neither Lila nor Laura had ever come to me before. Maybe Laura had told her about our conversation the other day and that made her seek me out.


Lila was a pretty girl, and smart from what I knew. In my class she’d been very competitive, always asking questions about assignments, determined to get an A, and arguing her point if I marked her down.


It got kind of annoying, but I admired her tenacity and drive. It’s something I didn’t see a lot in most of our students, at least not to her level.


I set my things on my desk before I spoke again. “I’m not sure how I can help. Do you want me to call one of the counselors? See if one of them can get you in?”


“No. I’d rather talk to you,” she said with the determined look on her face that I recognized from our grading conversations.


“Okay.” I shut the door and locked it. I assumed Lila wouldn’t want an audience for whatever she was about to say, and other students would start walking in soon. “What’s going on?”


“This whole thing about Professor March,” she said, playing with the strap of the purse in her lap. She seemed very nervous to tell me whatever it was she had to tell me, which led me to believe it wasn’t good.


“His murder?” I asked, though I didn’t expect it to be anything else.


“Yeah. Laura’s really freaked out that people think she had something to do with it. She’s obsessing over it. She told me she talked to you about it, which is why I’m talking to you now. I need help convincing her she has nothing to worry about. She’s a basket case.”


“Like I told her already, I’m sure the police don’t consider her a suspect, but they’re talking to everyone. They talked to me too, and I sure didn’t kill him,” I said with a chuckle, trying to lighten the situation. “She just needs to give it time. The police will eventually finish their investigation, find out who did this, and we can all go back to normal.”


I could see hesitation on Lila’s face. She either didn’t believe me, or she had something else she wanted to tell me.


“Is this really why you wanted to talk to me? Lila, I want to help, but I can’t unless you tell me what’s going on. You can trust me.” I could tell she was wary about confiding in me. Did she know something about his murder? “Is there an actual reason Laura thinks she might be a suspect?”


“Because she was sleeping with Professor Spock,” she said after a few seconds.


My eyes widened. That statement caught me by surprise. Of all the things I expected to come out of her mouth, that wasn’t one of them. Though it seemed a lot more plausible than if she’d been sleeping with David. The age difference alone wasn’t that eyebrow-raising. But what did this have to do with David’s murder? And what was Carter thinking? A professor-student relationship rarely had a good ending. And after what I’d learned about his past at his last school, I assumed he should know better.


“Please don’t say anything,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to get Laura in trouble, or Professor Spock, for that matter. I probably shouldn’t have told you, but I’m so worried about her.”


I felt bad for Lila. I could tell she was upset for Laura. And coming to me had to have been hard to do. Especially to tell me something that she knew had the potential to get her friend in trouble.


“Lila, I’m glad you told me, but I don’t understand what Laura’s relationship with Professor Spock has to do with why the police would consider her a suspect. What does their relationship have to do with Professor March?”


“Professor March found out about them and was blackmailing them. Or rather, he blackmailed Professor Spock. What if the police think she killed him to stop the blackmail?”


How could this story even be real? Not that I thought Lila was lying, but still. Who knew such things were going on here? Time and again, I said in my classes that truth was often stranger than fiction, and right now, that proved to be true. David was always looking for dirt to have on someone. Something he could use against a person at just the right time. He loved holding something over your head and having the upper hand. But that was to get his way. Even if David wanted to hurt Carter with this information, I’d never known David to do anything to hurt a student.


“Do you know how? I mean, what was David—I mean Professor March—trying to do to blackmail them?” I asked.


“He told Professor Spock if he didn’t back down on trying to take over as chair of the Senate and support all of his initiations this year, he would turn them in. If that happened, the school would fire him and expel Laura. She’s on full academic sponsorship. This would ruin her academic career. She’d never be able to get a scholarship anywhere else, and she needs it in order to afford college.”


All this over a stupid committee appointment? While such relationships were discouraged, neither of those things would’ve happened, as there wasn’t an actual policy in place. Laura wouldn’t know this. Or if she did, she might still wonder if there was a chance she could get in trouble, and maybe Carter was unwilling to risk it? Based on what happened at the last place he worked, was he more sensitive to the situation? Was that David’s hope? That he could threaten, and Carter would be too scared to call his bluff?


“Are you saying Professor Spock killed him? To protect his relationship with Laura? And Laura is worried that her involvement with Professor Spock could make police think she helped him or was involved in some way?”


“I don’t know what I’m saying exactly. Laura says there’s no way Professor Spock killed Professor March, but I think she’s secretly worried he did it to protect her. He loves her. I don’t think she’d be this worried if she didn’t have suspicions. I think that’s the real reason she’s freaking out.”


My face must have shown the skepticism I felt because she quickly added, “I know what you’re thinking. It seems crazy. But I’ve seen them together. He does love her. I can see it. This isn’t some fling. Maybe he would go to that extreme. Can you talk to Professor Spock?” Lila pleaded.


“And say what? Ask if he killed Professor March? I want to help. Really, I do, but I’m not sure how I can.” I did want to help. But if I were honest, I also didn’t want to get involved in this mess. And it certainly was a mess, and I was already in enough of a mess on my own.


“I don’t know,” she said dejectedly.


“Listen, let me think about this. I do want to help if I can. Maybe something will come to me. But no promises.” I was a little apprehensive about not taking this information right to the university. I didn’t want to put my job in jeopardy, and I knew this was information they would want to know. That thought made me pause. The police. Surely, they would want this information too. But who was to say they didn’t have it already? If I didn’t tell them and they found out I had known, could I be considered an accessory after the fact?


“Thank you, Professor,” she said, standing up as an eager student rattled the door, wanting in.


“I’ll let you know what I find out.”


She walked out, leaving the door open, and students started trickling in.


I just sat there, still in shock over what she had told me, and wondering what to do. I should report them. By not doing so I was putting my own job at risk. Though it could already be at risk for going into David’s office. Going to the authorities with what Lila had told me could cause problems for Laura and Carter, and maybe for no good reason. Didn’t I owe it to them to at least ask them about it, to get their side of things? That way I could go to the school and police with a full picture and accurate information. On the other hand, they knew what they were getting into when they started their relationship. At least Carter did, and I felt he should be the more responsible one anyway. He was older and, more importantly, the one in the power position. I needed to find Carter and talk to him before going to the school.



















Chapter 14











“Giovanni, you need to be honest with me. Professor Hardwick says you cheated on his quiz today.”


Besides the appeals community, I was also on the student integrity review committee. Giovanni had been turned in by his teacher for suspected cheating, and it was my job to try to determine if the cheating did indeed occur. The way he fidgeted made me feel he was guilty and close to admitting it. Usually the kids who got caught cheating were so scared they came clean, took the punishment, and never had any other issues for the rest of their academic career.


These kids were away at college, and they had all sorts of freedoms they weren’t used to. No one questioned them to ask if homework was done, or if they’d studied. They got caught unprepared, freaked out, and made bad choices.


I felt this was what had happened in this instance.


“Listen, everyone makes mistakes, and you’ve never been in trouble before. First offense is a failing grade and a warning. It won’t ruin your academic career if you never do it again. What I want to hear from you is why. Your grades last year were all A’s. You’re a good student. Why cheat on this quiz? When it’s the first grade of the year. Even if you failed it, there’s plenty of time to recover from a bad grade. Do you get nervous taking quizzes? If you feel that you’re a bad test taker, you’re not alone, and the school has resources.”


I almost felt bad for the kid. His face was pale, and he looked like he wanted to throw up.


“We have seminars put on by the student empowerment group on how to deal with test anxiety. Don’t let this one mistake derail you.”


“But that’s just it. I’m not a good student,” he protested.


“What do you mean? Your grades—”


“Those aren’t my real grades,” he blurted out, looking ready to cry.


“I don’t understand.”


“Oh, man. I’m such an idiot,” he muttered under his breath.


“What did you do?” I said, growing concerned. “Giovanni, tell me!”


“I only did it because I didn’t want to get benched. I needed the playing time to keep my scholarship.” He put his head in his hands. “Now I’m likely to get kicked off the team, and probably school. My parents are going to kill me.”


“Giovanni, what’s going on? I can help you, but not if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”


“Professor Olivia, I’ve been cheating since school started last year. Those grades aren’t mine. I mean, I didn’t earn them. None of them.”


“What you’re telling me is you’ve been cheating your way through school since the beginning? To make sure you would not lose your track scholarship?”


He nodded as confirmation.


“Is another student doing your homework? If you’re honest, the university will look more favorably on that. But you must tell me who’s involved. Especially if it’s been going on this long.”


At this statement, he looked even more nervous, clearly not thrilled at the prospect of giving up his partner in crime.


“I can’t, Professor Olivia.”


“You have to. Who is the student helping you?”


“It’s not a student.”


What the hell did he mean it wasn’t a student? “Then who is it?” I said slowly, afraid of what he was going to tell me.


“Dean Canter, ma’am.”


If there was a name I’d least expected to hear, it was that one. It felt like a punch in the gut. A man I enjoyed working for, someone I looked up to, was helping students cheat. I wanted to go back to the summer break, where my professional environment wasn’t crumbling down around me.



















Chapter 15











After sending Giovanni away with the threat we’d be talking again soon, and to not breathe a word of what he’d told me to anyone else, I’d spent the last thirty minutes looking for Carter. I knew I should be reporting what I’d just heard. Unlike the Carter and Laura situation, this one was cut and dried, but I needed a little bit of time to process what I’d heard. Looking for Carter seemed like a good distraction. Funny how, when you were intent on finding someone, they weren’t anywhere to be found. I hadn’t been able to find Polly either, and she wasn’t answering her phone. I was so annoyed. I needed to talk to her about Jim. Where were these people? Didn’t they know I was looking for them? I was so frustrated.


There was one more place I could look for Carter, and if he wasn’t there, I would have to wait until after my next class. I knew he spent a lot of his free time in the computer lab, and that was the only place I had yet to check.


I almost cheered when I walked in the lab and saw him bent over one of the stations, helping a student. He saw me come in and stood up as I looked around, surprised at how many students were in here working. I don’t think I had ever been down here. Let’s just say computers weren’t in my skill set, and I spent my time helping students in other areas. But it was exciting to see so many working hard.


“Hi, Olivia. What brings you down here?” he said, looking nervous. Or maybe I was projecting. I was nervous about having this conversation. In so many ways, this was none of my business. Well, in all ways, if I was being honest. But I could look at it as doing him a favor. I could have just gone to the cops and the school and not bothered to verify.


“Looking for you, actually.” His eyes shot up in surprise.


“Can we talk for a minute?”


“Sure.” He hesitated, looking around at the students in the lab.


“Maybe we could step outside?” I suggested, wanting a little more privacy than the classroom offered. I didn’t need what I had to say going around the rumor mill.


“Okay.” We stepped outside, and luckily, the hallway was free of students for the moment. “What can I help you with, Olivia?”


Now that I had found him, I didn’t really know what to say. Did I ask him about David, tell him I knew about Laura, both? What the hell! Might as well get it all out on the table.


“I know about you and Laura, and that David was blackmailing you. Did you kill him?” I said in a rush. My heart was pounding so hard, I felt if I looked down, I’d be able to see it leaping out of my chest.


Carter looked at me wide-eyed and mouth open. If he’d been running potential scenarios through his head about what I wanted to talk to him about, I don’t think this was one of them. I had caught him completely off guard.


I felt a little bad about blindsiding him. Even though he clearly had bad judgment if he was willing to get involved with a student, I didn’t really think he had killed anyone.


“How did you find out?” he said, looking defeated.


“It’s not important.” Funny he cared more about me knowing about his affair with Laura than me asking him if he murdered someone. He hadn’t answered that question yet. “Why haven’t you—?”


“Reported it?” I interrupted. “I just found out and wanted to talk to you about it first. Although, you should know better, and frankly, you should be ashamed of yourself. What the hell were you thinking? You know how this looks, and you’re required to disclose your relationship.”


He ran his hands over his face and looked around before speaking. “I know, I know. I’m stupid. I screwed up, and I fell in love with her. But I didn’t kill David. And neither did she, although she’s convinced the police think so because of that stupid grade appeal.”


If Laura did think Carter could have killed David to protect her, Carter didn’t want to realize it.


“So, he thought he could blackmail you for his silence on your affair? Why would he even care?” I asked.


“Yeah, he did. God, I couldn’t stand the man, but I didn’t kill him!”


“Then why does Laura think you did?”


“She said that? How could she think . . . ?” His eyes grew wide, and he trailed off, looking very sad.


“It’s what I heard. She didn’t say it directly to me.”


“Great,” he said, looking distraught. It appeared he really did love her by his reaction.


“Did you tell the police David was blackmailing you?” I asked.


“No, because it would have come back to me and Laura. I need to protect her. I don’t care about my job, but I can’t be the reason she loses her scholarship.”


“Carter, you need to tell them. They’ll find out eventually, and it won’t look good that you’ve been keeping this a secret. You won’t get in trouble for the relationship, even though I think it’s a bad idea, but you will get in trouble for not reporting it.”


“You tell me how I can do that without involving Laura and I will,” he said defiantly.


I could tell he didn’t want to budge on this, but I couldn’t really see how he could tell the police about David’s blackmail without telling them the entire story, and eventually, he’d have no choice. The police would find out. Even if not from me.


“If David knew, how are you sure other people don’t know? One of them is going to tell eventually, and you’ll get caught. It needs to come from you. After all, I found out.”


“I just need to figure out a way to protect her.”


“How did David find out?”


“It’s a long story.”


I just looked at him, waiting for an answer. I wasn’t leaving without one.



















Chapter 16











“I know Laura broke into David’s office and took something,” I said to Carter, bluffing just a little, but I figured it’d worked for David, so maybe it’d work for me.


“What are you talking about?” he finally said.


“Don’t play games. We’re way past that. I know she broke into David’s office and took it. What I don’t know is why?” Even though I didn’t know what it was, he didn’t know that.


A few long moments of silence passed, until I could tell by the look on his face, he was getting ready to give in.


”C’mon, Carter. Tell me. I just want to help, and to do that, I need you to tell me everything.”


“I didn’t kill him,” he repeated.


“I don’t think you did.”


“We were arguing about Laura. I felt he should tell her. She’s an adult, and she deserved to know.”


I had no idea what he was talking about, but kept my mouth shut and hopefully kept the confused look off my face until he finished his story. Let him think I already knew all this.


“I thought I was doing the right thing. But David said he was going to tell the school about us. I couldn’t believe he would do that to his own daughter.”


“David was Laura’s father?” I asked, not even trying to conceal my shock.


“Laura told me early in our relationship that she didn’t know who her father was, and it had always bothered her. I took the information she did have and started working backward. I wanted to find him for her. Laura’s mom told her that when her father found out about her, he bailed. She said she’d always wanted to find him. I thought I was doing a good thing and could surprise her with his identity. I wanted to make her happy. As I was researching, I happened to notice David worked at a small college town where Laura’s mom worked at the time Laura was born. Her mom was a cook in the cafeteria. I thought it an interesting coincidence, until I found out he resigned his position in the middle of the semester, when Laura’s mom would have been about two months pregnant, for no apparent reason. Which, as you know, is highly unusual for someone as career driven as David. One day, during a faculty meeting, it struck me that David and Laura had similar mannerisms. I thought, no way could he be her father, but decided I needed to prove it to rule him out. I got the bright idea of breaking into his office to see if I could find anything that would link him to Laura. That’s when I found a copy of her birth certificate hidden in the back of a picture frame.”


Well, that explained the square I’d noticed. “What was Laura looking for?”


“A clue to who killed her father. I told her it wasn’t worth the risk, but she was paranoid the police were building a case against her, and she that she needed to catch the real killer,” he continued. “I felt so bad about this mess I created. I tried to help because it really bothered that Laura had never known the identity of her father. Her mom had always told her that once she turned eighteen, she would tell her who her father was. Only Laura’s mom died her senior year of high school, two months before Laura’s eighteenth birthday. So, she never told her, and Laura knew next to nothing. I just wanted to make her feel better. You know, be her hero.”


“How did David find out Laura was his daughter? And that you had found out?”


“He said he had always known. Laura’s mom sent him pictures and information, even though he never asked for it. As far as finding out how I knew, I’m afraid I lost my cool in an argument over the Senate Chair position and told him after accusing him of being a deadbeat dad. I was angry, and it sort of slipped out. But I didn’t kill him.”


“I don’t think you killed him.” He looked at me, seeming unsure if I meant what I said or not. “I think you’ve made a really bad mistake, or multiple mistakes, but I don’t think murder was one of those. Why would you go to all the trouble of finding Laura’s father for her, just to kill him?”


He looked visibly relieved. “Olivia, I can’t thank you enough for believing in me.”


I held up my hand to stop him. “Don’t thank me yet. I still think you’re an idiot to get involved with a student. You need to tell the police all of this, and the repercussions won’t be good. Especially considering what happened at your last school.”


“You know about that?” he said with a huge sigh.


I nodded.


“I hate what this is going to do to Laura.”


Then you should have thought about that earlier, I thought, but refrained from saying it out loud.


“Let me think. Give me some time to come up with a way to tell them before you turn me in. Please,” he pleaded.


“Tomorrow, Carter, then I have to report it.”



















Chapter 17











I still needed to talk to Don. To get to him before he saw that tape and found out what I’d done. I wasn’t going to tell him about Carter, though I wanted to. Don was even more obligated than me to report it.


I glanced at my phone to check the time. I had just enough time to pop into his office. Better do it now and have a good excuse as to why I couldn’t stay and talk. Or rather, be yelled at. I had class in thirty minutes.


I hurried over to his office, hoping maybe I’d get lucky and he wouldn’t even be there. Though that would only prolong the inevitable. Why put myself through more agony, wondering if he’d found out yet and hated me? It didn’t escape me that I was just as worried about him hating me as I was of getting in trouble.


I opened the door and headed over to the area where his desk was and, despite the horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach, felt a smile spread across my face at the sight of him. At the same time, he looked up and smiled back. Which meant he probably hadn’t seen the evidence yet.


I groaned inside. I didn’t want to have this conversation and ruin the start of whatever this was. Even if I still wasn’t convinced it was a good idea.


“What a surprise, you coming all the way to see me. What brings you into my neck of the woods?”


I forced a laugh. “Can’t get enough of you, I suppose.”


“Well, that’s what I like to hear.”


I paused, and he must have sensed something was coming because he asked, “What’s wrong?”


“Did you look at the security tapes from David’s office yet?”


“No. There seems to be an issue.”


“Oh?” I said.


“Everything is automated, and while that’s awesome, technology does have its glitches. The archived footage from the forty-eight-hour period surrounding that time frame is corrupted.”


“What does that mean?” I was hoping it meant what I thought it meant.


“It’s blank. We can’t see anything. Actually, we can’t even open the file.”


My internal elation was quickly tempered by the fact I still needed to tell him. I didn’t actually need to tell him, but I knew I should. And even if this didn’t go anywhere and we just stayed friends, I didn’t want to hide this from him. I’d feel guilty. I needed to put my big girl panties on and just tell him.


“I’m sorry. That might have been a big break.” I really was sorry because even if that meant he didn’t have evidence I’d been in David’s office, he also didn’t know who’d been there after me, and that could have been the break the police were looking for.


He shrugged. “These things happen. So, tell me what’s wrong.”


I squirmed in my seat. “I need to tell you something.”


Don looked at me inquisitively. “Okay.”


I looked around to make sure no one was paying attention. I didn’t want to be overheard. “I was in David’s office that night too.” I leaned forward, then sat back in my chair, tensing as I waited for his reaction, which I was sure wasn’t going to be good.


He just looked at me. First shock, then disbelief, then I think disappointment crossed his face, which made me feel horrible.


“What do you mean you were in David’s office,” he asked.


“Before someone ransacked it.”


“Why?”


“To try and find a clue. About what happened to David, but I thought maybe something in his office might be helpful either way.”


“You don’t think the cops would have found it if there was anything giving an indication of what happened?”


I looked at the floor, feeling like an idiot for several reasons, and hating I could sense his disappointment. “Yeah, I know it was stupid.”


“You’re right, it was stupid. You know how much trouble you’d be in if that tape wasn’t corrupted?”


“I know it was stupid, and I know I’m in trouble.” I looked at him, still seeing disappointment in his eyes, but he didn’t seem too mad. “You’re not going to turn me in?”


He slowly shook his head. “What’s to tell? I didn’t see anything on the footage.”


“You mean you aren’t going to tell on me?”


“Did you take anything or tamper with anything?” he asked, and I shook my head. “Then what good will it serve?”


I felt the tension leave my body. Maybe my screw up wasn’t going to be so bad after all.


“Don’t think I’m not grateful to you for overlooking my transgression. I am, but there’s something else I need to tell you, and it might change things.”


His expression didn’t change as he waited for me to tell him.


“I wasn’t the first person in that office.” That got his attention, and I proceeded to tell him about seeing Laura.


I finished talking, and he sat in silence. It made me nervous, but I wasn’t in a position to rush him.


“Carter and this student are having an affair, and you saw her sneaking out of David’s office. Plus, she may suspect Carter is the one who murdered David because he was blackmailing him?” As Don repeated what I’d said back to me, I realized it sounded ludicrous.


“Yep.”


He ran his hand over his face. “This complicates things.”


“I know.”


“I need to report this.”


“I know that too. Can you give me until tomorrow? Until I talk to Carter. I know I don’t have the right to ask, but—”


“I don’t know, Olivia.”


“Please. Just twenty-four hours.”


“One day. That’s it. Then I have to report it, and I can’t protect you,” he said sternly. Then his expression softened. “I’m sorry.”


I nodded. One day. It was better than nothing.



















Chapter 18











The rest of the day dragged by after my conversation with Don. When I finally locked my office door for the night and headed down the hall, it was almost seven. I’d thought I was the only one left, but as I headed to the door, I heard voices.


It sounded like Carter.


I walked softly over to the side hall, where I heard the voices coming from. Once I got close enough, I could tell it was Carter and Bert. They were in Bert’s office. That light was the only one on, and even though I couldn’t see who was in there, the door was slightly ajar, and their voices were unmistakable.


“I warned you about this, Carter,” I heard Bert say in a menacing tone.


“What did you expect me to do? Go down without a fight? I told you I wasn’t going to do that.”


“I told you he ruled this university like his own kingdom. It wasn’t worth the fight. You were never going to win. I knew he would turn it around on you somehow. Now he’s dead, and you look like the most obvious suspect.”


“Nah. The police don’t think so, and if Olivia keeps her mouth shut like she promised—” I heard my name and stiffened.


“You don’t know if she will. She’s a loose end,” Bert said.


Who was that jackass to think I couldn’t keep my mouth shut? I hadn’t told anyone I knew about the fact he regularly took naps in his office under the pretense of attending online professional development webinars. This was a little fact I stumbled on one day, when he had accidentally left his door unlocked, and I had walked in on him.


“I didn’t get that from her,” Carter said. “I think she can be trusted. She just wants to help. At the very least, I don’t think she’ll interfere.”


“Don’t be stupid. Trust no one,” Bert snapped. “You need to fix this, so it can’t be traced back to you or me.”


What the heck were they talking about?


“Dean Canter said that would never happen. That he’d protect us.”


Bert laughed. “And you believe that? He’s the one who is using your sordid past to pressure you to fix grades.”


My eyebrows shot up. Bert and Carter were in on this with Jim? I hadn’t had time to even figure out how I’d handle the accusation against him. Now I realized it was much bigger than an isolated incident. But why?


“Jim wants that money from the athletic boosters, and he’ll sell you down the river for it in a heartbeat,” Bert continued.


And that answered that question. I felt anger at Jim rise up in my chest. To do this for some stupid funding.


“Okay. I’ll take care of it. I’ll tell Giovanni to go back to Olivia and tell her he lied.”


“Do whatever you have to do to make sure that happens.”


I hurried backward out of the side hall, then down the main hall to the doors that led outside. I needed to make it out of the parking lot before Carter or Bert decided to leave and saw me.


I ran as fast as I could and hurried to my car. Starting the engine and pulling out of the lot, I breathed a sigh of relief, until movement caught the corner of my eye. Bert stood in the doorway, watching me drive off.



















Chapter 19











I’d tossed and turned all night. When I finally dragged myself out of bed, I decided I was going to the president’s office first thing and coming clean about everything I knew. I’d take whatever punishment he handed out. I just didn’t want to be the keeper of all these secrets.


However, when I arrived on campus and went to his office, his secretary told me he was in meetings this morning and penciled me in at one. I needed to get through my morning classes before I was going to be able to make my grand confession.


I wished I had time to tell Don what had happened, but it would have to wait until after class. I only had twenty minutes, and that wasn’t enough time to get there and back. Much less have a conversation.


I heard noise come from my classroom, which meant students were already there. I walked in, and my jaw dropped along with my computer bag and purse.


“You were trying to steal him from me,” Lila said, as she pointed a gun at Laura.


“Lila, I promise you, I wasn’t. Please just put the gun down, and let’s talk,” she pleaded, tears running down her face. I stood in the doorway, watching Lila’s aim shake holding the gun. I wasn’t so sure she was going to listen. Lila was wild-eyed and looked crazed. She’d clearly come unhinged.


“Lila,” I spoke up, “we can work this out. Don’t make a bad situation worse.” Was she talking about David?


“You think I care what happens to me now? The love of my life is dead. My life is over, and that’s your fault.”


“Laura didn’t kill David. This isn’t her fault,” I said, which I realized was fairly pointless. You can’t reason with irrational people. Psych 101.


“Don’t you dare try to turn this around on me,” she said, swinging the gun to point at me instead of Laura.


I held my hands up as if they’d ward off bullets. “I’m not, Lila, but we can discuss this without anyone getting hurt.”


“We had plans. Plans for a future together, and she ruined it! She made me do it. I didn’t think I had a choice.” Lila could barely get the words out, and she started crying. “And I can’t live without him. Now I have nothing.” The arm holding the gun lowered a bit, giving me some hope. Then Lila realized she was letting her guard down and lifted the gun back up.


Had she killed David? Because she thought he and Laura were sleeping together?


“Lila, I swear I wasn’t after David,” Laura pleaded again. “He was my father. I just wanted to get to know him.”


A shocked look crossed Lila’s face. “You’re lying. David didn’t have any kids,” she said suspiciously.


“I promise I’m not lying.”


“He would have told me. It’s not true.”


“I don’t know why he didn’t tell you, but it was true. I swear.”


The crazed look Lila had been wearing had transformed to one of confusion and disbelief, and then despair. “Oh my God. What have I done? What have I done?” Lila repeated, dropping the gun and falling to the floor, sobbing hysterically.


Laura rushed over and put her arm around Lila to console her, a nice thing to do, considering she’d just had a gun pointed at her. I grabbed the gun to get it out of her reach and called 9-1-1. I then tried Don, but he didn’t answer. So I left a message.


Lila was still crying when the police arrived to take her away, and Don showed up as they were loading her into the police car. He was in gym clothes and covered in sweat.


“I’m sorry I didn’t get your call. I was working out. What happened? Are you okay?” he said frantically.


“I’m fine. Really. She confessed. Lila.” I nodded in the direction of the cop car. “She was having an affair with David and thought he was interested in Laura and killed him.”


“Didn’t want anyone else to have him? What a sad story.” Don shook his head.


“I know. If only she would have gotten help before taking it to this extreme.”


We stood in silence for a few minutes. Laura was talking to one of the police officers, and I was next, so I couldn’t leave. Don put his arm around me, and I leaned on his shoulder. Even though I knew this was probably horrible timing, I wanted to ask. “I have a question.”


“Shoot,” he said, and then winced. “Bad choice of words.”


I gave a slight smile. “It’s fine. I was wondering. Maybe . . .”


“Spit it out.”


“After all this settles down, would you like to maybe go out to dinner again?”


He looked at me with a big smile. “I’d love to.”


Things hadn’t worked out with me and Jefferson, but I was ready to take another chance at love.
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