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CHAPTER ONE

C

ARSON WINFIELD FELT HIS THROAT tighten. He swallowed hard and
tried to breathe naturally. His heart pounded in his chest. He was
certain the microphone attached to his tie was going to pick up the loud
thumping of his heart. Staring down at his shoes, he noticed a slight scuff on
his Italian loafers. Why hadn’t he polished them properly? He told himself
he was being foolish: no one would see the shoes; the interview would be a
close up.
How many interviews had he been in? Why was he still nervous? He
was an old pro at interviews back in his real estate days. But this was
different—this was personal.
The interviewer smiled at him as she adjusted herself in her chair. She
was young and beautiful with perfect teeth. Her hand reached up making
one last pass at her hair, pushing one small strand back into place. Her eyes
focused on the camera technicians. They gave her the sign in a finger count
of five to one . . . then they were live.
“This is Amanda Sparks of Orange County Today. I’m here this morning
with Mr. Carson Winfield.” She smiled brightly into the camera as she made
the intro. Turning to Carson, she turned off the smile. In a serious tone she
said, “Now . . . Mr. Winfield . . .”
“You can call me Carson,” he said, barely getting the words past his
constricted vocal chords.
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“Yes . . . Carson . . . thank you . . . you’ve agreed to this interview to tell
our viewers your story of how you’ve been diagnosed with cancer. I
understand it’s terminal . . . is that correct?” Amanda said as she reached her
right hand between the two chairs. She placed her hand on the chair arm,
making a show of intimate contact but not an invasion of his space.
Carson cleared his throat. “Yes . . . the diagnosis is stage four inoperable
cancer.”
Amanda moved her hand on the chair to almost touching Carson’s arm.
“But you’ve decided to give your money away to charity, rather than
use your money to fight for your life—is that correct?”
Carson shifted in his chair. He coughed lightly into his hand. “I’m not
sure if I’d put it into those words. Yes, I’ve decided to give my money to
charity, rather than spending my money on chasing a myriad of new
treatments to fight my cancer.”
“And you’re fine to wait for death without fighting it? Your wife had
the same diagnosis, didn’t she? She lived for another six months—”
“But it wasn’t a good six months,” Carson interrupted. He’d finally found
his voice. It was now clear and strong. He didn’t like where this interview
was going. He sat upright in his chair. “Her quality of life was terrible. As a
matter of fact, I wouldn’t call it a life. I have no wish to follow in her
footsteps.” He threw the last statement out like a challenge.
Amanda’s eyes widened only a fraction as she said, “But she fought
nonetheless. Some people might call you a quitter, Carson . . . not that I am
. . . but perhaps some of our viewers might.”
Carson sighed. He looked away from the camera. If he told the truth
about the real reason for his decision, it would ruin everything. He needed to
keep up this façade for two more months; that was the plan. “Yes, I accept
that. People can call me a quitter if they like. I’m fine with that . . . perhaps
my small gift to charity before I pass will help someone else . . .”
“I wouldn’t call five million dollars a small gift, Carson. And to give it
all to Saint Michael’s Hospital does leave a legacy.”
“Yes, well . . . they were very helpful to my Barbara in her last days.”
Carson said looking into the camera. “The doctors and nurses at Saint
Michael’s were wonderful. I thank them for everything they did.” A tear
formed in his eye. He wiped it away. He hoped he was convincing.
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Amanda reached forward, resting her hand on Carson’s knee. “I’m sure
this is hard for you, but thank you for joining us on our show and sharing
with us.” She knew she’d pushed too far. Carson’s look in the camera with
the tear killed her interview. Any more now and she’d come off as unkind.
She’d be killed in the ratings. She made a slight motion with her head toward
the cameras. The lights went down as soft music played.
The television crew got busy resetting the stage for another show. A
young black girl tightly encased in yoga gear unhooked Carson’s microphone.
She gave him a sad smile, touching his shoulder briefly.
Amanda got busy with her cell phone, watching how well she was
trending on social media. She said, “Good luck,” to Carson as she marched to
her producer’s office to see if the ratings had gone up in the past few minutes.
Her show was on the borderline for being cancelled. This little interview,
although brief, was what she needed to stay employed.
Carson was free of the interview. He decided this would be his last one.
He’d done several in the past few weeks. There were invitations for several
more, but he’d had enough. As a successful real estate salesman, and owner
of a large real estate company, he’d been used to the limelight, the television
commercials, even hosting events for the media. Barbara had always been by
his side. They’d both strived to be in the media as much as possible. All news
coverage was good coverage back then.
But now, this was . . . what had his doctor said to him? “Carson, you’re
circling the drain.” Those fatal words came just one month before Barbara’s
death.
One month later, as he put Barbara’s ashes in an expensive crypt, he
couldn’t help but think of those words.
Carson walked out into the bright California morning. The weather still
warm in late October, the scorching heat of one of the hottest summers on
record in Orange County was over. The evenings were cooler with daytime
highs reaching the comfortable mid to high 70s. He walked to his red
Mercedes convertible with the WIN license plates; the car gave a chirp as he
pressed the key’s remote.
He undid his tie, throwing it into the back seat; he was taking his jacket
off when his phone rang. The call display showed Saint Michael’s hospital. It
wasn’t from his doctor, or a number he recognized.
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“Carson Winfield.”
“Ah, Mr. Winfield, this is Doctor Chen.”
“Yes, Doctor Chen. I believe I met you with Doctor Albright.”
“That is correct, Mr. Winfield, I’ve worked with Doctor Albright for a
few years; however, I’m in the Oncology Department. Mr. Winfield . . . I
need to see you as soon as possible . . . I have some very troubling news. I’d
like to see you right away.”
Carson frowned and then smiled. “You mean more troubling than I’m
going to die?” He put on his sunglasses and slipped into his car. “How about
if you tell me over the phone—as you know, I don’t have that much time.”
“That’s just it, Mr. Winfield—you do have time.”
“I don’t understand. If you’re saying I have more than two months left—
because you’ve found some way of extending my life while pumping me full
of toxic chemicals while my hair falls out and I live on strained vegetables—
I’m not interested,” Carson said, brushing his hand through his full head of
black hair. He was tall and athletic with boyish good looks even in his midforties. He wasn’t about to see himself turned into a bald skeleton to satisfy
science.
“But I’ve reviewed your file, Mr. Winfield. There is no evidence of
cancer anywhere in your tests.”
Carson stared at his phone as if the words were coming from another
planet . . . the planet of second chances. He wasn’t sure how to respond.
“How is that possible?”
“Your results were mixed up with a Mr. Carson Winslow. We are very
sorry for the inconvenience.”
Carson shook his head in disbelief. He wiped tears from his eyes.
“Inconvenience. Holy shit, this is more than inconvenience. I’ve wrapped up
my life . . . I’m broke . . . I’ve given all my money to your hospital for my
palliative care . . .”
“Yes,” Doctor Chen broke in. “We are looking into the claim of your
donation to our hospital.”
“Claim? What the hell do you mean by claim? I gave a check for five
million dollars to Doctor Albright that he said would be put into trust to
Saint Michael’s. There was supposed to be a dedication ceremony next week.
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Albright said you were going to name a special wing in your hospital after
me.”
“Mr. Winfield . . . unfortunately, Saint Michael’s has no record of
receiving your check from Doctor Albright. Believe me, we would welcome
such a large donation, but sadly nothing from you has reached our offices. I
know nothing of any ceremony that you say is planned for next week.”
“Dammit—get me Doctor Albright on the phone,” Carson yelled into
the phone. He was holding the steering wheel with one hand. His fingers
turned white as he gripped harder.
“We’ve been unable to locate Doctor Albright. He’s been absent from
his office for the past several days . . . perhaps you could locate him? I
understand you were good friends.”
“We were more business associates,” Carson said. A good friend was a
strange term to describe his relationship with Albright. The truth was,
Albright had been one of his deceased wife’s many lovers, whom they’d also
been in business with. Albright had agreed to keep his affair with Barbara a
secret in exchange for a quick and easy death for Carson. He’d also agreed to
keep Carson’s many affairs quiet as well.
He should have seen this coming. He threw the phone into the
passenger’s seat. He let out a choked groan. He wasn’t going to fall down into
a sobbing mess, no, he was going to find Albright; he was going to find his
money.
He picked up his phone. There was only one person to call. She was
another lover of Albright’s. She’d been a part time lover of Carson’s as well.
He hoped he’d been the better lover—and she’d give up Albright. He dialed
the number.

CHAPTER TWO

“H

ELLO,” A SLEEPY VOICE ANSWERED

on the fourth ring.
“Roxy, it’s Carson; we need to talk. I need to find that shithead
Albright—is he with you?”
Roxy answered slowly. “No . . . why the hell are you phoning me so
early? You know I work nights. He’s your goddamned doctor, and aren’t you
two buddies . . . don’t you know where he is?”
“Look . . . Roxy, I just had a call from the hospital, and they say my
results were mixed up with someone else. Albright is gone and so is my check
for five million. When was the last time you saw him?”
“I don’t know . . . maybe two or three weeks ago when he stopped by
the bar.”
“So you two are no longer an item?”
Roxy’s voice took on a pissed off tone. “Carson, he’s just another needy
man who wanted a woman to be his therapist and a good lay. I need a hell of
a lot more than that—isn’t that why we broke it off?”
“I thought we broke it off because I was dying. Obviously that’s not the
case . . . and I was thinking . . .”
“Seriously? You think because you’re no longer dying you’d come over
here for a welcome back lay . . . you’re kidding me, right?”
“No . . . no . . . of course not. I wasn’t thinking that Roxy,” Carson said.
He massaged his temples realizing how badly this conversation was going.
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“I’m sorry, Roxy, I’m still in a bit of shock over this news. You know one
minute it’s all about me dying in a few months, then I’m given a clean bill of
health but my bank account’s empty.”
Roxy sighed into the phone. “Yeah, Carson, I’m sorry for unloading on
you. This must be a hell of a time for you. Tell you what; drop by the bar
tonight if you’re up for it. The drinks are on me. We’ll call it our welcome
back to the world party.” She let out a giggle. “Who knows, maybe we’ll end
up back at my place for a special welcome.”
“Damn, Roxy, you know how to restore a man to life. I doubt if Lazarus
would’ve had such a nice welcome back party.”
“Who’s Lazarus?”
Carson chuckled, “Never mind, just some guy from the Bible. I’ll see
you later at the bar. I’ve got a doctor I need to find.”
Carson ended the call. For a moment he let the vision of Roxanne
Winter, the beautiful bartender at Maguire’s Bar and Grill, fill his mind. He’d
met her over five years ago. He was well on his way to becoming the top
realtor and investor in San Bernardino County. His relationship with Barbara
was strained . . . there was no love. They only loved the money they made.
The brown-eyed, auburn-haired Roxy with the infectious laughter and lovely
smile was a breath of fresh air.
Carson was turning forty—Roxy was mid-twenties. He was ready for
something new, something exciting. Roxy was all that. A girl from a small
town in the Midwest with an excitement for life—nothing was jaded or crass
to her. She loved all of life.
She claimed all the men in her life had been losers. She found Carson
intelligent, mature, just the kind of man she’d always wanted.
Carson became her part-time mentor and part-time lover. He would
never sacrifice his marriage to Barbara, as she was his partner in his real estate
and investment firm. In Orange County they were the “It” couple who threw
lavish parties at country clubs. Their gourmet dinners were the buzz of the
gossip column.
At one time Carson Winfield and Barbara Saunders had been wildly in
love. When they first met in a real estate office they realized they wanted
the same thing: money and prestige. They fell in love, or lust, got married,
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and built up one of the largest real estate firms in the valley. They called it
Win Realty. Barbara thought the name was catchy.
Win Realty billboards sprouted up all over the county. Carson in his
dark suits with perfect hair, and Barbara who looked like she’d stepped out
of a Hollywood movie. They were quite the team. A team made up of deceit.
Within two years, Barbara was having affairs. Her lust for money was
only surpassed by her lust for other men. He responded by doing the same
with numerous women. There were so many he couldn’t keep track. By the
time he’d met Roxy, he was tired of the games.
Roxy was different. She was an attractive young lady from North
Dakota who didn’t put on airs. They’d go to her place, order a pizza, watch
a movie, and make love. But it ended when Barbara was diagnosed with
cancer.
Carson remembered how he’d been almost ready to pack it in with
Barbara before the diagnosis. He was thinking of asking for a divorce . . .
maybe move in with Roxy. Then the report came back from the lab. It was
in Doctor Jerry Albright’s office where they got the news.
Thinking about Jerry Albright, Carson dialed his bank manager, John
Kulak. John was his banker and golfing buddy, and they’d been to dinner at
each other’s houses a few times.
“Hey, Carson, how’s it going?” John said when Carson was put through.
“I just got off the phone with Carla. She said you’d been given good news.”
“How could your wife know about the change in my condition?” Carson
stammered. “I heard about it not even twenty minutes ago.”
John laughed, “Hey, good news travels fast. The hospital put out a press
release; they’re probably hoping you won’t sue them. Frankly, I think you got
a hell of case if you wanted to. Even after you’ve given them five million.”
“Yeah . . . about that money. Did the money get transferred out of my
account?” Carson asked. It was a shot in the dark. If Albright hadn’t cashed
the check, there was a chance he could put a stop payment on it. The issue
would be closed. He could do little public relations patch up with the
hospital later, maybe a half a million now, and a trust over time.
“Yes, about forty-eight hours ago I saw it go through myself. I did think
it strange that you made it out to Albright instead of a Trust in the name of
the hospital . . . but what the hell, you’re the customer.”
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“I guess this is the one time I should have listened to you, John.”
“That would’ve been a first,” John laughed. He paused for a moment,
lowering his voice. “Now that I got you one the phone, I wanted to mention
a visit I had from the FBI this morning.”
“Why would the FBI be visiting you?”
“They wanted information on the transactions in your mortgage
company, and any information I had on you and Scott Price.”
“What did they ask for?”
“They wanted all your past banking files. I told them they needed a court
order. They looked all pissy as they marched out of here to go get one. I
wasn’t going to bother you until they appeared with the order—but now
that you’re among the living, I thought you’d like a heads up.”
“Thanks for that. Look, I’ll catch up with you later . . . say hi to Carla.”
Carson hung up.
Carson dialed the number of WinPrice Mortgage, a company he’d set
up with Scott Price at the constant urging of Barbara. He’d wanted nothing
to do with mortgages, but Barbara insisted this was the new “gold mine.”
After the housing market crash of 2008, so many mortgage companies
were running for the exits, that they picked up one for very little. Scott Price
came with it. Carson would’ve left both Scott and the mortgage company
where he’d found it—in the trash.
“WinPrice Mortgage, how may I help you?” a nervous voice answered.
Carson recognized the voice of Alyssia Washington, the receptionist.
She was a bright young African American with an easy smile. “Alyssia, this is
Carson Winfield. I need to speak with Scott . . . is he in?”
“Mr. Price is busy right now, Mr. Winfield, he’s being questioned . . . I
mean, he’s in a meeting with some gentlemen.”
“Would that be the FBI he’s with, Alyssia?”
“Um, huh, that would be right, Mr. Winfield. I grew up in East LA, Mr.
Winfield; I know men with guns and badges are not your usual businessmen.”
Carson thanked her and ended the call. He was about to put his car in
reverse when a police car and a dark blue sedan pulled up behind him. Two
uniformed officers leapt out of their car. They stood on both sides of his car.
Their hands rested on their guns in their holsters.
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Carson put the car in park and rested his hands on the steering wheel.
A man wearing blue jeans and short sleeve shirt came up to the car, “Mr.
Carson Winfield, I’m Detective Roberto Sanchez of the San Bernardino
Police Department. We’d like you to come down to the station to answer a
few questions about the disappearance of Doctor Jerry Albright.”
Carson took off his sunglasses, looking up at the detective. He was a
slim Latino with an angular face framed in a neatly trimmed beard. Except
for the gun and badge he looked like a dad that might coach a soccer game.
Carson raised his hands off the steering wheel in a sign of resignation.
“You know, detective, I was about to start looking for him myself, and as this
day couldn’t get any stranger, sure. You got a fresh pot of coffee at your police
station?”

CHAPTER THREE

T

station was terrible. They ushered Carson
into a tiny room, leaving him there to stare at the walls. The god-awful
white room with the uncomfortable chairs was the same one he’d seen on
every crime show. The worst thing was, he was in one.
Sanchez entered the room with a coffee in one hand and a folder in the
other. He sat across from Carson, placing the manila file folder in the center
of the table. “Thanks for coming here, Mr. Winfield; we appreciate your time
in this.”
Carson looked at Sanchez. He wondered if he would have had a choice
in the matter. He smiled while stirring the bad coffee in the Styrofoam cup.
“I understand from the news that you’re a lucky man—no cancer, a clean
bill of health. This must be a great weight off your shoulders” Sanchez said.
“Yes, of course. Finding out that I’m no longer circling the drain, as
everyone likes to call it, is a relief. Now I need to get my life back,” Carson
said.
“Circling the drain? I’ve never heard that. Funny expression. But this
thing you mention about getting your life back. Perhaps you can explain how
you mean to do this?” Sanchez asked. His head was down, looking into his
coffee as if the motion of the stir stick were of more interest than his words.
HE COFFEE AT THE POLICE
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Carson sensed something. He could see a trap forming. In all his business
dealings, he always knew when a person was baiting him with a loaded
question.
“Well, you know, get back on my feet, back into business. Four months
ago I was given six months to live. I resigned myself to it by selling off all my
assets and winding up my affairs. Now I’m told I’m healthy with a long life
ahead of me. I guess you’d say I’m like one reborn—unfortunately, I’m broke.”
He chuckled a bit at his predicament.
Sanchez pushed his coffee aside and pulled the file folder toward him.
“You know, I’ve seen you many times on television over the years. One of
my cousins bought a nice two-bedroom rancher from you in Chula Vista.”
Carson smiled. “Nice neighborhood, good resale value.”
“Yeah, he was happy with it, but he’s going through a divorce . . . so I
think he’s going to sell it.”
“Well, I’d be happy to help,” Carson said, almost regretting the words
out of his mouth. His natural real estate instinct was returning. He doubted
he was here for real estate advice.
“No, I have a cousin who just became a realtor, but thanks,” Sanchez
said.
“Oh, I see . . .” Carson said. He let the words hang. The next words from
Sanchez would be what this meeting was about. The small talk was over.
Sanchez flipped open the file. He shuffled the pages and brought out a
page to examine it, “Mr. Winfield, in my line of work, the things that are
right in front of us are not evident. It is because the people who commit
crimes do so in such a clever fashion that sometimes we cannot see all the
layers that they place to hide the crime from us.”
“I have no idea what you’re getting at,” Carson said.
“Well, Mr. Winfield, here we have you getting a clean bill of health . . .
you’re no longer going to die of cancer. That’s correct?”
“Yes, it is.” Carson nodded. He watched Sanchez; something ominous
was in the air.
“And you gave all your money away to Saint Michael’s Hospital?”
Carson coughed. “Well, actually, I wrote a check for five million to
Doctor Jerry Albright, who was supposed to forward it to the hospital.”
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“And it seems that the doctor has disappeared. And your money . . . it’s
gone with him?”
Carson could feel his jaws clench as he answered. “It would appear so.
If you could help me locate him, I’d be very much obliged.”
Sanchez looked down at his file again. “Yes, we’ve put an all-points
bulletin out on the doctor; however, all of this would be a strange series of
events, if it were not for the call I received from the FBI this morning. They
claim that two million of the money you gave to Doctor Albright came from
funds transferred to you from a mortgage company.”
“Well, yes, I was a part owner of the company. I had millions tied up in
mortgage funds. I basically had the company bring in other investors, and I
was bought out. I don’t see what the problem is with that.”
“As of this morning, eighty percent of those mortgages are in default.
The FBI believes you’ve committed a fraud.”
Carson’s face went red. “All those funds were transferred in good faith.
They were triple A properties with excellent mortgages based on revenue. I
have no idea how the FBI could have come up with this. I’ll get a lawyer—
I’ll fight these preposterous allegations.”
Sanchez leaned forward. “You can save all of your speeches for the
District Attorney’s office. I’m trying to figure out your angle in all this. How
does one of this county’s smartest real estates investors get caught up in a
scam?”
Carson leaned back in his chair. “Scam? What do you mean? I’ve been a
legitimate businessman in this county for twenty years. How dare you—”
“Please save your theatrics for the courtroom. I haven’t got time for
them.”
“Courtroom? What the hell are you getting at?”
“This.” Sanchez threw a piece of paper across the table.
Carson stared at the paper. “This is a plane ticket . . .” He picked it up
to read it. “I have no idea about this.”
“Really?” Sanchez said. “You have no idea how this plane ticket came to
be in your name? The flight is this evening out of LAX to Dubai in the Arab
Emirates. You have no recollection of booking this ticket?”
Carson shot the paper back across the table. “I never booked this ticket.
I have no intention of going to Dubai.”
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Sanchez took the paper, smiling. “We call that the first denial when
dealing with people who’ve committed a crime—or, in your case, crimes.”
He held up the paper. “It’s fascinating when you look at this plane ticket.
First class and one way to one of only six countries in the world that doesn’t
have an extradition treaty with the United States.”
Carson let his hands fall on the table as he leaned back in his chair. “You
can come up with all kinds of theories about this plane ticket, but I’m saying
I didn’t book it, have no knowledge of who booked, and why the hell would
I go to Dubai? I haven’t got any money. I gave it all away, remember?”
“Ah, now that’s a fascinating part of this story of yours.” Sanchez took
another piece of paper from the file. He slid it across the table to rest
between Carson’s hands.
Carson looked down at the paper. His face drained of color. The paper
was a bank document showing the receipt of five million US dollars into a
Dubai bank. The account was in his name.
“I have no idea. I . . . Obviously someone is trying to frame me for
something. I have no idea what’s going on.”
“Really, Mr. Winfield? Now this is where I get to enjoy my job. You see,
they give us the title of detective because we work at detecting the crimes
people hide from us.”
Carson slunk deeper in his chair. “Okay, Detective, you can enlighten
me as to what crime . . . or crimes . . . you think I’ve committed.”
Sanchez slid the last piece of paper across the table. Carson read it and
he looked up at Sanchez. “I don’t understand what this is.”
“According to the police department’s medical examiner, that’s a
pharmacology report from the hospital. That lists all the drugs that your wife,
Barbara Saunders, was given over the past year. You may not recognize the
names of the drugs, but they were for high blood pressure, high cholesterol,
gastro reflux, and two antidepressants. Oh, at the bottom of this list is an
antipsychotic.”
“I had no idea Barbara was taking any of these.” Carson said. “I don’t
recall her being diagnosed with high blood pressure or high cholesterol. Sure,
she was depressed, but that was after she was diagnosed with cancer.”
Sanchez tapped his finger on the paper. “There’s also a prescription for
a large amount of Demerol. Our ME said it was enough to put a person into
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respiratory arrest. I believe that’s the one that stands out here. We call it the
smoking gun.”
Carson stammered, “I have no idea why . . .”
Sanchez raised his hand to interrupt Carson. “Here’s a theory that’s
floating around our police department, and it’s with the District Attorney’s
office right now. We think all of these drugs were given to your wife without
her knowing it. The medical examiner claims that these drugs cause fatigue
and symptoms similar to what a person would experience with cancer.”
Carson sat up in his chair. “You think that Albright gave these drugs to
Barbara to simulate cancer and then killed her with Demerol?”
“Ah, the light comes on,” Sanchez said. “You might have been a good
detective. Now here’s the part that I think you’re going to like.” He leaned
across the table. “We think that the good Doctor Albright and you conspired
to kill your wife and collect her two million in insurance. Your cancer scare
was a clever ruse to liquidate your assets, which you transferred to Doctor
Albright. Obviously the hospital found the fraudulent switch of the reports,
and the doctor makes a run for it . . . and you,” Sanchez tapped the paper
with the plane ticket, “were not going to be far behind.”
“That’s crazy . . . you can’t be serious about this.”
“Can’t I? What if I told you we have people who will testify that you
were having numerous affairs with women—some of them while your wife
was dying?”
Carson felt as if the air had been knocked out of him. He struggled to
take a breath. “I have nothing more to say without a lawyer.”

