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      Blood smeared the mattress where Bibi O'Dell had fallen after she'd been shot. Given her occupation, hooker, and her drug of choice, meth, I wasn't surprised when she told me to go stuff myself after I asked who'd pulled the trigger.

      "C'mon Bibi, can you at least give me a hint?" I watched as the paramedics struggled to lift her from the mattress to their gurney. She was a hefty woman, weighing in at close to three hundred and fifty pounds of unhelpful dead weight.

      Bibi slapped one of the men on the hand. "You watch where you're puttin' those hands or I'm gonna charge you for my services."

      I've known Bibi for almost five years, and I've arrested her more times than I'd care to count. I reached in, grabbed one enormous leg, and hefted it onto the gurney. Unfortunately, not much of the rest of her made it that far. "Why can't you be a skeleton like all the rest of the meth users?"

      Bibi paused mid-complaint and fixed her bulging fish eyes on me. "You callin' me fat, Detective Wolfe?"

      "Not at all. I'm saying if you were a competent meth user, your leg wouldn't weigh more than I do."

      Bibi shifted her gaze to one of the paramedics. "She callin' me fat."

      I moved to her midsection and wiggled my gloved hands under her until they were smashed beneath her butt. "All right everybody, on three." All six of us heaved her onto the gurney, and I quickly retrieved my hands.

      Bibi held out her hand, palm up. "That'll be fifteen dollars."

      I put my hands on my hips. "Excuse me?"

      "Fifteen dollars for services rendered. You can't put your hands on my butt and not expect to pay for my services. I'll sue your ass for lack of payment. Me'n your captain are on a first-name basis, you know. Just let me call him, then see what happens, uh huh."

      I looked around at my sergeant, Kate Brannigan, who raised her hands and grinned. "Don't get me in the middle of this; it's your problem, not mine."

      Unfortunately, my captain probably was on a first name basis with Bibi. I slid my thumb under the cuff of my glove to peel it off, then reached into my pocket and pulled out two crumpled bills, a ten and a five. Bibi would be out of commission for a while and I really couldn't begrudge her the money. I grinned as I handed her the bills, then pulled off the second glove.

      Kate laughed as she peeled off her own gloves and took one last look around the room making sure we'd collected all the evidence we might need if the case ever went to court.

      I followed the gurney out into the living room and threw the gloves onto a pile of overstuffed black trash bags. Nearby, a cat lay sprawled on a sofa, his green eyes lazily tracking my movement.

      "What'd you see, fellah?" I walked over and ran my fingers through his fur while he rolled onto his side and batted me with his paw. Kate's cell phone rang, and I watched as she slid it out of her pocket and stepped outside. The cat batted my hand one last time, then flipped off the sofa and hit all four living room walls before racing full tilt into the kitchen. He did a few circuits around the countertops and finally landed next to a sink loaded with plates full of rotting food.

      When I followed him in, he sprang from the counter onto the refrigerator, then disappeared back into the living room. I walked to the refrigerator and opened the door. Putrid air spilled out and I held my breath long enough to look inside. A carton of curdled milk, some old carrots, stale bread, and an open can of beans were the only items on the otherwise bare shelves. I quickly shut the door and followed the cat, holding my breath until I was out of the kitchen and back in the living room.

      Kate returned, trailed by Jack Dougherty, a patrol sergeant on the Southside. Jack came over and held out his hand. "Hey Alex, I haven't seen you since Bonnie's last softball game. Where've you been?"

      Bonnie is Jack's 7-year-old daughter, and I'm Alexandra Wolfe, a detective in the Special Crimes Unit of the Tucson Police Department. I nodded towards Kate. "If my sergeant'd give me some time off, I'd have you guys over for a barbeque or something, but no…"

      Kate walked into the kitchen and said over her shoulder, "I'm actually doing the world a favor, Alex." She scrunched her nose at Jack. "Have you ever tasted her cooking?"

      Jack reached up to scratch beneath his thinning hair. "Unfortunately, yes."

      Kate finished her inspection of the kitchen and pulled a notebook out of her pocket. "Anyway, Alex, I need you to talk to the neighbors, see if they saw or heard anything unusual last night. See if you can find out if Bibi is actually living here with the Michas or if she was just here to work. If she was working, I want to know if the Micha’s little girl was here too." She scribbled something in her notes, and I grinned at Jack as I headed out the door. He threw me one of his little-boy smiles before he turned to follow Kate into the bedroom.

      The Micha's house was one of two built inside a rectangular fenced yard. I stood on the porch and watched the ambulance pull away with Bibi before I walked around the weeds and knocked on the door to the second house.

      Peeling paint on old houses has always fascinated me, and while I waited for someone to open the door, I played with the jagged pieces of old paint clinging to the door jam. The surrounding boards were loose, so I jiggled one up and down and ended up pulling out an old nail that had worked its way clear of its mooring. Just as the nail screeched free, the door opened a tiny amount, allowing an ancient woman to peer out at me through the crack. Her eyes immediately focused on the nail, which I quickly tried to hide in the palm of my hand. She opened the door a little wider and held out her hand like a schoolteacher asking a recalcitrant student for their wad of gum. I handed it to her, and she took it with a short shake of her head. Balancing her weight on the doorknob, she stepped out onto the front stoop, leaned down to aim the point of the nail at the now vacant hole and wiggled it back into place.

      "Um, sorry about that." I pointed to the nail. "I wasn't really paying attention."

      Wrinkles lined her face, but her smile radiated warmth and old-world charm. "That's fine, Dear, I understand. Can I help you?" She stood bright eyed and erect, hands clasped in front and shaking a little from age, which I guessed to be somewhere in the late eighties.

      "Yes Ma'am, I'm Detective Wolfe, from the Tucson Police Department."

      "Yes, Dear, I saw the badge on your belt. And that big gun. It's a Glock, isn't it?" She pointed to the Glock .40 I wore in a holster on my hip.

      I blinked stupidly and fiddled with my badge. "Well, yeah, it's a Glock."

      "I thought so. I used to help my husband clean his guns. I just love the banana smell of the gun oil, don't you?"

      I stared at her. "Yes Ma'am."

      Her gaze traveled down to my legs, "You have some of my paint on your trousers you know."

      "Oh, um, sorry again." I grabbed the flake as I mumbled my apologies. The chip crumbled and I watched the tiny pieces float to the porch. "Anything else?" I looked up at her and waited to hear about spinach caught in my teeth or gum stuck in my hair.

      "No, Dear. You have a wonderful day now." With that, she went back into the house and closed the door.

      "Alex, have you gotten anything yet?" Kate walked towards me with her cell phone up to her ear. "Casey's on her way. She wants to know if the neighbors saw anything so she can have some ammo when she tries to talk to Bibi again."

      "Yeah, I was talking to Mrs.…" I fumbled for my notebook and shuffled through the pages as though looking for a name. "Look, give me a few minutes, then I'll come over to give you an update, okay?"

      Kate nodded and pointed to her watch, telling me to hurry it up.

      I gave her the thumbs up and knocked again, quickly stuffing my hands into my pockets while I waited for the door to open. When no one answered, I knocked louder, then pushed the doorbell, listening intently for the shuffle of old lady feet. I impatiently watched a spider walk around a web that was suspended between the porch light and the side of the house. When she started on her second round, I raised my hand to knock one more time. I stopped short when I heard a toilet flush inside.

      "Oh, just great." I tried to escape down the steps, but the door opened, and the old woman peered out.

      "I'm sorry to keep you waiting, Dear. I had to have a bowel movement, and at my age, when nature actually tries to work like it knows it should, I never argue." She raised white eyebrows and blinked as though this was a normal daily conversation she'd have with a perfect stranger.

      I crossed my arms and wondered how I could transition from that opening to the aggravated assault of a hooker next door.

      "Um, yes Ma'am." I shuffled my feet as I ran through a litany of possible sentences, none of which quite fit as a segue between proper bowel behavior and the bloody bedroom.

      "Can I help you, Dear?" The old woman smiled and nodded slightly as though trying to encourage a small child.

      "Yes Ma'am." I felt brilliant repeating that every few seconds. I finally pointed to the ugly green shack. "I was wondering how well you know your neighbors over there?"

      "Oh, the Micha's? What a lovely family. I rent to them, you know." She beamed as though she'd bestowed a mansion on the little family. Her loosely braided hair was wrapped around her head several times, and the combination of snow-white hair over sapphire eyes was incredible.

      "Have you talked to them lately? Or seen anyone talking to them?" I stood there with my pen poised, hoping she'd say "no" so I could go on to the next house in the neighborhood.

      "Of course, Dear. Reina used to come over every day for tea and cookies. She hasn't been here in a few weeks though. I imagine it's because she and her uncle and his friends are taking tea together now that he's moved in with Ms. Micha and Reina. Is that all you needed, Dear?" She started back into her home and I glanced over to where Kate was standing in front of Reina's house.

      I put my foot up against the door so the woman couldn't disappear inside again. "Um, could I come in for a minute?" I needed to ask about the uncle, but I didn't want to scare her by pushing my way in. "For some tea I mean. It is tea time, isn't it?"

      Her face brightened into a ball of sunshine, and she motioned me into her tiny living room. "Oh my...yes, of course it is. Where are my manners? I would love to have you for some tea."

      I stepped inside and she pointed to a couch nestled in a little alcove to the side of the room. "Please, take a seat there by the window while I put on a kettle of water." She slowly stepped to the sink and held a cat-shaped kettle under the faucet. The cat's head tilted back while the water gushed down its throat. She put the kettle on the stove and shuffled over to a tray that held a pink china teapot and several small teacups. Her hands trembled as she carried the tray back to the kitchen and set it on the tiny kitchen table.

      I studied the room while she set up the tray. A beautiful cherry-wood side-table held a picture of a handsome man in a World War II uniform. The soldier stood next to two children who were leaning up against his legs. Under the table, an antique Indian rug lay on the floor in front of a cloth-covered sofa.

      I sat as instructed and watched the old woman as she moved around the kitchen gathering sugar and spoons and various other teatime paraphernalia. The water was taking forever to boil, and I got up and paced to an old spinet piano, impatiently pressing one of the yellowed keys.

      "Do you play, Dear?" My hostess finally shuffled towards the couch with the tray of tea and cookies.

      "No Ma'am." I went back over to sit on the couch. The teacup felt warm as I took it from her, and I waited for her to take her chair. When she’d finally settled, I figured I could ask my questions without seeming rude. "You said Reina used to come over for tea until her uncle came. Reina's the seven-year-old who lives there?"

      She sipped her tea and nodded. "She is, and we always have a wonderful time when she visits."

      "Have you met her uncle?"

      "We've not been properly introduced, no, but I have waved to him once or twice. He seems like a nice young man." She thought a minute, then said, "He's never actually waved back, but Reina does. She is such a sweet little girl." She looked at me over the rim of her cup. "Do you think Reina might start coming back for tea anytime soon?" She sounded so wistful that I didn't quite know what to say.

      "Mrs.—actually, I've never gotten your name." I balanced the teacup on my knee, so I had my hands free to write her name in my notebook.

      "Mrs. Highland, Dear. My husband was Horace Highland, of the Cincinnati Highlands. Have you heard of them?"

      "No Ma'am, I haven't. Mrs. Highland, could you describe Reina's uncle to me?"

      Kate chose that second to walk by the window, and she did a double take at our little tea party. She caught my eyes and her eyebrows rose up into her shaggy bangs before she shook her head and disappeared from the window.

      Mrs. Highland put one finger up to her saggy cheek. "Well, let me see...my Horace was five feet eleven inches tall, and when he walked into the door at the Micha's home, he would hit his head on the light fixture to the right of the door. He always told me he was going to raise that light fixture so he wouldn't hit his head. One time he hit it so hard I had to take him to the doctor to get stitches." She reached down to straighten the picture of the soldier so lovingly displayed on the coffee table.

      I stared at her, wondering where this was going and hoping I could pull her back to Reina's uncle.

      She squinted at the wall behind me, trying to see something that wasn't actually there. "Now, Dear, when Reina's uncle went into the house, he walked right under that fixture. His hair brushed the bottom, and he didn't even have to duck. That's how tall he is."

      A slow smile spread across my face as I studied the old woman. Mrs. Highland had more smarts than I was giving her credit for. Excited that I might have a credible witness, I reeled off all the other questions I was hoping she'd be able to answer.

      "How about the color of his hair? Did he wear it long or short? And was he fat? Thin? Anything else you can think of?"

      She chuckled. "Slow down, Dear. I'm 92 years old, you know. I haven't gotten to be this age by rushing through the details of my life. Here, have another cookie."

      I snuck a quick look at the window and saw Kate and Jack peeking in, stupid grins on their faces. "Um, no, thank you. They're great though."

      "Let's see, where was I? Horace was five feet eleven inches tall with the most handsome full head of brown hair you would ever want to see on a man. I would cut his hair every Sunday after church. He would sit out on the front porch there, where your friends are waiting for you." She pointed out the front window towards Kate and Jack, who quickly ducked out of sight. "I would bring out the scissors and clip his hair so that he was the most handsome man in Tucson.

      "Now, Reina's uncle could stand to have his hair trimmed by someone who loves him. It's completely black, and he puts it up into a ponytail. If he were a girl, people would say she had beautiful, thick, black hair. Sometimes he even braids it." She stopped and took a sip of her tea. "He's a young man, but his friends are all different ages, and they come and don't really stay very long. He looks too young to really be Reina's uncle...about twenty I'd say.” She picked up a cookie and dipped it into her tea. “Do you have children, Dear?"

      "Uh, no...no kids. So, the uncle looks about twenty? Do you know what his name is?"

      "No, Dear. As I said, we were never properly introduced."

      Kate chose that minute to knock on the door. Mrs. Highland put the rest of the cookie on her saucer and began to push herself up out of the chair.

      I jumped up and went for the door. "I'll get it. I think it's my sergeant who’s been waiting for me to give her some information." I opened the door on a very bemused-looking group. Kate stood in front of the door with her hands on her hips. Jack and my partner, Casey, stood off to one side. I hadn't realized I'd been in the house long enough for Casey to drive from the hospital to the scene.

      Kate moved slightly so she could see Mrs. Highland, who was walking towards a cupboard in her kitchen. "We thought you were probably getting some important information since you've been talking so long." Kate stretched out the last three words to make sure I wouldn't miss her point.

      Mrs. Highland called across the room, "Invite them in, Dear. There's plenty of tea for everyone, and I can open another bag of cookies."

      I walked over to where she was standing in the kitchen. "I don't think they have the time to stay, Mrs. Highland, but I've really enjoyed talking with you. If I have any more questions, could I come back to see you?"

      "Of course, Dear. I've had a wonderful time." She paused. "Is there anything wrong at the Micha's? I couldn't help but notice the ambulance earlier in the day, but I didn't want to intrude."

      That was a tough question. The little girl, Reina, might be fine physically, but if she'd witnessed the shooting, who knew how messed up she was emotionally? I hedged a little. "Well, a woman was hurt, and Reina's in the hospital with some minor injuries from a dresser accidentally falling on her, but I'm sure she'll be fine in a little while."

      Worry lines deepened on her forehead, but innate good manners kept her from asking any more. She nodded once. "Well then, would you please let Reina know I miss seeing her for tea? She brightens up an old woman's day so." She smiled and pushed a strand of loose hair back into one of her braids.

      I thought about all of the blood in the little bedroom and the sad little house next door. "I'll tell her, Mrs. Highland, and I'll be sure to tell her you'd like to see her again." I went back to the group at the door and we all walked out. I gently pulled the door shut behind me and the four of us walked out towards our cars.

      Casey leaned up against her Ford Taurus. "You didn't tell her Bibi'd been shot, did you?" Bibi'd had the misfortune of being the third hooker in a month to turn a trick and get shot for her troubles.

      "No, I didn't think she needed to hear the details. How're Bibi and Reina doing?"

      Casey'd just taken a drink from a bottle of water, and when she couldn't answer right away, I turned to Kate, who was checking a pad where she'd written a set of notes to herself. Kate was a handsome, middle-aged woman whom most men and quite a few women followed with their eyes whenever she crossed a room. She combined a blonde ponytail and stylish make-up with a bad-ass temper that took everyone by surprise.

      Kate glanced up at Casey, who reached into her back pocket and took out her notebook. Casey sighed and started briefing us on what she'd learned. "Let's see. The dresser fell on top of Reina, the little girl who lives here, and the corner hit her stomach pretty hard. The doctor wants to keep her in the hospital a while to make sure she doesn't have any internal injuries. I wasn't able to talk to her, and her mother—” She flipped through her notebook until she found what she was looking for. “Susanna Micha is her mother. She refuses to say anything, so I'll go back later today or tomorrow."

      She dropped the hand holding the notebook to her side. "Bibi was shot twice, once in the shoulder and once in the leg, but we may've gotten lucky on this one. She has some really distinctive bite marks on her left breast that the two earlier victims didn't have."

      She took Kate's left forearm in her right fingers. "It kind of looks like he bit her once like this." She lightly pinched the arm with her hand in a horizontal position. "Then he turned his face ninety degrees and bit her again in the same place." She turned her hand and pinched the arm again at a ninety-degree angle.

      Kate nodded. "I'll give Dr. Neelan a call. He's probably the only dental forensics doc who'll drop what he's doing and go to the hospital today to document the bites. My guess is Bibi won't stay long once she needs her meth." She turned to me. "She's being just as stubborn as the earlier victims, refusing to tell us anything. Did you have a nice cup of tea?"

      Jack waited next to Kate listening to our conversation. I always seemed to amuse him, and right now, he had his tongue in his cheek trying to hide his smile. I grinned right back at him. "Yes, I did as a matter of fact. She's a very nice old lady who happens to have a pretty good lead on who our shooter might be. She says the little girl, Reina, used to come have tea, until recently, when the girl's ‘uncle’ moved in."

      I walked over to the front porch of the Micha's house and stood under the porch light. The top of my head was only a few inches from the bottom of the sconce. I turned and stood there, smiling out at them. Kate frowned and held out her hands, palms up, while Casey squinted at me with a strange look on her face.

      Casey finally asked, "Are you okay?"

      "The uncle, or the man who claims he's her uncle, is about my height, because he was able to walk under this light with only the top of his hair touching the bottom of the fixture." I proudly put my hand between the top of my head and the fixture. "He's got beautiful, thick, black hair that he wears in a ponytail and she thinks he's about 20 years old."

      Kate blinked. "Beautiful, thick, black hair?"

      I walked back to the car. "Yup."

      Kate grunted and turned to Casey. "Okay, I want you to go back to the hospital and try again to interview Reina's mom. I know she's not being cooperative but ask her about this so-called uncle. Alex, you continue to canvass the neighborhood. Talk to the neighbors, see if anyone heard the shots or can maybe identify this guy. I'll call the hospital, give them his general description, and ask the nurses to call me if he shows up. I'll meet both of you back at the office later this afternoon."

      Casey and I nodded and watched as Kate got into her car and left.

      Jack patted me on the back. "Hey, good seein' you two again. I'm working midnights starting Monday, so call me sometime when you're workin' nights and we can grab some dinner. See ya, Case."

      We watched him walk back to his car. I waved as he drove out of the little compound. "Lunchtime." I reached into my car and got a bottle of hand disinfectant. I squirted a little onto Casey's hands, and then poured some onto my own.

      Casey rubbed her hands together and put her foot on the bumper of the car to wipe her hands on her socks. "Yup."

      The two of us always ate at the same little diner because we'd gotten tired of deciding where to eat every day. We took one last look around the property and headed off to lunch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Casey was already seated when I walked into the Mom and Pop greasy spoon. Our friendship had begun ten years earlier when we'd helped each other get through the police academy. She has short, sometimes self-cut, dishwater blonde hair and scars on her face from a bad bout with teenage acne. She'd also inherited her mother's genes that said she could eat all day, every day, and not gain a single pound. She wears a size "A" cup, prefers it that way, and wouldn't wear make-up even if Mary Kay herself showed up at her front door every morning and offered to paint her up. The major differences between us are that I have brown hair instead of blonde, and I inherited my grandmother's size 36C chest.

      Marlene, our regular waitress, brought a glass of iced tea for me and a cup of coffee for Casey. She held out two menus. "You girls gonna eat today?"

      Just as I started to answer, Casey's cell phone rang with Kate's distinctive siren ring. She opened her phone and talked for a few minutes, her face growing cloudier by the minute. She caught my questioning glance and motioned for me to wait. I looked up at Marlene. "I think we're gonna need a rain check for lunch, Marlene. Thanks anyway."

      Marlene humphed and walked away grumbling, "Coulda’ saved me the trouble of bringing the drinks if I'd a known you was gonna leave as soon as you got here."

      After a few minutes, Casey snapped her phone shut. "Kate talked to one of the nurses a few minutes ago. A man matching the uncle's description is at the hospital right now talking to Reina's mom. We need to get there before he leaves and arrest his ass."

      “Arrest his ass for what? We don’t even know if he’s done anything yet.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll come up with something after we talk to him.”

      We went back out to our cars and I followed hers as she dodged in and out of heavy morning traffic, trying to make good speed to the hospital. When I caught a glimpse of a motor officer with a radar gun hiding behind some bushes along Speedway, I checked my speedometer and knew he'd caught me going about sixty in a thirty-five. He holstered the radar as I flew by and pulled in behind me on his brand new Harley. I could tell he didn't recognize my unmarked car, and when he switched on his lights and siren, I sped up just to mess with him.

      I glanced in my rearview mirror and smiled as I recognized the bushy mustache flowing out from under a red, bulbous nose. I rolled down my window, stuck out my left hand, and waved at him with one finger.

      He gunned his engine and pulled up beside me, angrily pointing his gloved hand towards the side of the road. I turned to grin at him and was rewarded by an unmistakable twitch of the mustache. He backed off, and Casey and I made it to the hospital in record-breaking time.

      My partner, who has the stamina of a Greek Olympian, figured taking the stairs would be quicker than waiting for the elevators, and I reluctantly followed her into the stairwell. At about the third flight, I started to grumble between breaths. "I don't know…why you insist on running…up five flights of stairs…when there's a perfectly good…elevator staring us in the face."

      After what seemed like a Herculean effort on my part, we finally exited onto the fifth floor. I followed Casey to the waiting room and tried to control my breathing as I stationed myself next to her just inside the door.

      As we stood there, two sets of eyes instantly fastened on the badges and guns attached to our belts. They quickly registered the inconvenient fact that we were cops, and without hesitation, the mother and uncle sprang from the couch in unison with such precision, I had the absurd impression they were tethered at the waist.

      Understanding flashed across the uncle's face, and he looked frantically around the room for another exit. He fixed on us again; the cords on his neck stretched tight as he reached down and picked up a sharp-cornered coffee table.

      I had exactly one heartbeat to brace myself. A bellow came from behind the table and the mother took up her purse and fell in behind the uncle just as he charged straight for us.

      Casey took her heartbeat to push me sideways, and I watched as one blunt table leg caught her in the throat and a second speared her in the stomach. She'd shoved me just enough so that I was caught in the middle of all four legs and had just enough time to brace my shoulder against the table to soften some of the impact. The table dropped to the floor as the two attackers fled out into the hallway.

      When Casey slumped to the ground holding her neck, I knelt beside her to help. Her eyes blazed as she grabbed the front of my shirt and wheezed through gritted teeth, "Get those assholes!"

      I'd worked with her long enough to recognize that look. What she'd meant to say was, "If you waste one more second checking on me while they get away, I will tear you limb from limb." Relieved that she was still among the cranky, I sprinted out into the empty hallway.

      The door to the stairwell clicked shut and I shoved against the exit bar and followed them onto the dimly lit landing. I took the stairs three at a time as two sets of feet pounded down the steps in front of me. I still had one flight to go when I heard a door slam open on the ground floor. By the time I reached the bottom, they'd completely disappeared.

      Getting back to Casey was foremost on my mind, so I grabbed the stair railing and started the long climb back to the fifth floor. She stood at the top of the stairs holding her neck, trying to follow me in case I needed help.

      I pushed her back into the hallway then steered her towards the elevator. "They're gone, and I'll be damned if I'm going up or down those friggin' stairs one more time. Come on, you're going down to get checked at the E.R. whether you want to or not."

      Her voice sounded raspy. "I'm fine." She tried to pull her arm out of my hand, but I grabbed on tighter.

      "You're not fine until I say you're fine, so just shut up and walk." I knew she hated going to doctors as much as I did, but I was not a happy camper at the moment and didn't feel like arguing.

      We headed to the emergency room where one of our friends, Maddie Carmichael, greeted us as soon as we walked through the door. Maddie was a cheerful R.N. in her early thirties who stood five foot four and weighed about two hundred pounds. Her bright purple scrubs hung on her with the style of a tarp over a barrel, but her soft white skin was a wonderful contrast to her hazel eyes and spiked, orange-tinted hair.

      "Hey, guys. I wasn't expecting to see you today. You here for business or pleasure?" She grabbed me in a hug, then noticed Casey standing behind me holding her neck. Eyebrows lowered in concern, Maddie reached up to pull Casey’s hand down. A red, rectangular imprint of the tip of the table leg discolored the left side of her neck.

      I pointed to Casey's stomach. "She's got one on her stomach too, or at least on her ribs or something. I haven't seen that one yet."

      That earned me a glare from Casey and a worried look from Maddie. "All right, let's get you into an examining room and I'll let the doc know you're here. What happened, anyway?"

      Casey, always grumpy when she’s the center of attention, said, "I just got hit with a table and I don't need a doctor. I didn't want to come here in the first place. It's no big deal."

      She climbed up onto one of the beds and Maddie partially closed the privacy curtain while I looked around the room trying to find Marcos, our quirky, bi-sexual, sometimes drinking partner whom I hadn't talked to in a while. "Where's Marcos?"

      A loud, friendly voice called out from behind another curtain. "I'm here, Darlin'. Be out in a sec."

      Maddie shook her head. "He's re-inserting a catheter tube into a guy who keeps pulling it out. I'd bet the guy would stop messing with it if he knew how much Marcos enjoys putting it in." She grinned as Casey wrinkled her nose and I stepped away from his cubicle.

      Marcos came out from behind the curtain, arms outstretched and ready for a hug. "How you been, Alex? I haven't seen you in weeks!"

      I quickly stepped back. "Get those filthy hands away from me or I'll have to hurt you in places you aren't gonna enjoy!"

      Marcos belly laughed and grabbed me in a huge hug anyway. "I always use protection, Darlin'. You don't need to worry about that. Besides, I'd love you to hurt me any way your little heart desires." He licked his lips and shuddered.

      Maddie laughed on her way to find the doctor for Casey.

      I pushed his hands away from me. "Marcos, yuck! You are disgusting!"

      He smiled at Casey, who watched the whole exchange with a wry look on her face. "Casey, are you going to sit there and let her insult me that way?" He turned back and slowly undressed me with his incredible Latin eyes.

      My stomach did a weird little flip and I felt the blood rise in my cheeks. Marcos was a tall, lean, 28 year old god, with light-brown skin and a handsome, chiseled face. His chestnut, shoulder-length hair combined with his dark chocolate eyes always raised my internal temperature about ten degrees.

      Casey coughed out a raspy semi-laugh. "Marcos, I think Alex would prefer someone who doesn't have to take a daily dose of antibiotics just in case, if you know what I mean."

      "Ouch! I really resent your implications, Case."

      Maddie called out from across the room, "You mean you resemble her implications, Casanova. Alex has a little more class than to be with someone who ruts with anything that has two legs and a head." She thought a second. "Well, actually, I really shouldn't limit it to two legs, should I?"

      Marcos' mouth fell open as he cocked his hips coquettishly. "Maddie, whose side are you on anyway? I love Alex for her brains and her handcuffs, not necessarily in that order. Besides...." He looked me up and down again. "She really could hurt me in the most delicious ways."

      All the blood that had just gone to my cheeks drained into my nether regions and I wondered just how many diseases I might catch if I slept with him just once. I pushed that thought away and decided to sidetrack the conversation by pulling out my cell phone and calling Kate. When she answered, I said, "Do you want the good news or the bad news first?"

      "How about the good news."

      I thought a second. "Well, I guess there is no good news, so here goes. The uncle and the mother were in the waiting room, but when we walked in, he picked up a table and skewered Casey to the wall. We're in the E.R. now, and Maddie's going to get the doctor."

      "How badly is she hurt?"

      "I don't think too bad. He got her in the throat and the stomach, but she's as grumpy as ever."

      "I assume the uncle got away?" She didn't sound too pleased, and I really couldn't blame her.

      "Both he and the mother ran after they jammed us with the table. I took a second to check Casey and that gave 'em enough of a lead to get away."

      Maddie and the doctor walked over to Casey, and I told Kate we'd call her back after they checked her throat. All in all, the doctor said she was lucky. The table legs missed everything that might be considered vital. The worst problem she'd have was a sore throat and a badly bruised stomach.

      Casey's glare spoke volumes. "I told you so."

      Maddie and I exchanged knowing glances while Casey pushed herself off the bed. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. "C'mon, I'll get you home."

      Casey shrugged out from under me. "No, I'm fine. I've got a few interviews to do before I head back. I'll see you later this afternoon."

      There's no arguing with her when she's in a mood so I followed her out to the cars. "Call me if you need something, otherwise, I'll be back to the office late. I've got a score to settle with "Uncle" and now's as good a time as any to start." We parted ways, and I spent the rest of the day methodically searching for the man who had just become my "A" number one obsession for the week.
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      The next morning, Casey and I met at the diner. I loaded my iced tea with sweetener and stirred it with my straw. "So, what's new since yesterday? How's your throat?"

      She scowled while she poured about ten sugar packets into her coffee. "I told you yesterday, I'm fine. As far as what's new, I can't prove it, but that worthless piece of shit Doyle wrote all over the windows of my car."

      "Why would he do something stupid like that?"

      She sat back, resting her arm on the back of the booth. "Why is easy. Remember last month when I went to the substation and saw him putting that homeless guy's junk in the trash, and when I told him that shit needed to go into property so the guy could pick it up later, he told me to go do unnatural acts to my anatomy?"

      "Yeah, and when he didn't, you climbed into the trash, got the old man's stuff and put it into safekeeping. Granted, you're crazy, but I thought that was over and done with."

      Casey shook her head and watched as Marlene walked up to our table. I ordered a bagel with cream cheese and Casey ordered her usual: two eggs over easy, hash browns, and sourdough toast with apple butter. When Marlene walked back to the kitchen, Casey said, "Remember I told you Rick saw me putting that shit into the evidence locker and asked me why I was doing Doyle's job?"

      "Yeah, but Rick knows he's a slug. It shouldn't have surprised him any." Rick Anderson was Doyle's sergeant. He's been a cop since Nixon was president or thereabouts and has a John Wayne attitude towards morality and fair play.

      "Well, Rick apparently confronted Doyle about it, and the long and the short of it is, Doyle ended up getting a letter of reprimand out of the whole thing. Now, Doyle and his buddies have been doing all kinds of juvenile shit to get back at me." She picked up a spoon and started slowly stirring her coffee. "Last Wednesday, someone poured black fingerprint powder into my briefcase—ruined everything. This morning they wrote ‘Lez bitch’ and other pleasant stuff all over my windows. Took me an hour to get it wiped off so I could drive."

      Marlene came and heated up the coffee. Casey grabbed six little crème cups, ripped the foil off the tops and poured them in. My bagel arrived, and I watched her take three packets of sugar and empty them into her mug. "And you're gonna tell Kate, right?"

      

      The last time someone ragged on one of her detectives, Kate went straight to the lieutenant and forced a full-scale investigation into the allegations. Turned out the guy who started the rumors ended up being fired for lying.

      Casey took a sip, then set the mug on the table and circled it with her hands. "Look what doing the right thing got me the first time—fingerprint powder and soaped windows. Nope, I'll take care of this shit on my own, but I guarantee Doyle won't like what hits him.” She smashed up her eggs and stirred in the hash browns. "So, what's new with you? How's your mamma?"

      My mom is the favorite topic at most of our breakfast meetings. Her main goal in life is to have grandkids, so about every month, she arranges to have me invited to one of her friends’ weekend get-togethers to meet my future husband. I hate going, but I hate the mother guilt even more. "You would not believe what happened at this weekend's fiasco." I sat back and sighed.

      Casey laughed and sat back as well. "I can hardly wait."

      "Okay, so I pull into the address listed on the invitation. It's this huge house with a front garden to die for. I ring the doorbell. Nobody answers so I let myself in. I honestly had no clue whose house this was. I see everyone out in the backyard, so I head out there." I paused long enough to take a bite of my bagel. "Know what was back there? They had a pool shaped like a Star of David."

      Casey stopped chewing. "A Star of David?"

      "I'm serious! It was a Star of David with little waterfalls flowing into each of the six points of the star. And get this—in the middle of the pool was a matching Star of David floating bar spouting tiny fountains of champagne from each of its points." I drew a Star of David with my finger on the table and pointed to each of the points with little jabbing motions. "Each of the arms of the star held a bunch of different kinds of hors d'oeuvres."

      Marlene snorted. "You've got to be kidding me." She set the coffee pot on the table and stood there with one hand on her hip.

      "I'm not kidding. And there were all these beautiful people in the pool and a bunch of others standing around on the deck. But that's not the best part. I'm trying to leave before someone mistakes me for the hired help, and this four-legged white blur runs past me with an 80 year old man in a red and blue Speedo crashing along behind her yelling obscenities."

      Both Casey and Marlene started laughing. The guys in the next booth turned to listen while I continued my story.

      "The old guy stops beside the pool to yell at the dog, and all the loose flesh on his legs starts wobbling around the Speedo." I shuddered as I wiggled my hands back and forth trying to simulate Jell-O. The two men were grinning, waiting for me to go on.

      

      "Well, Mr. Speedo was screaming for the dog to come, and you're not gonna believe this." I grinned at Casey. "That dog's tail was wagging so fast, she gathered herself, took one giant leap across the water, and landed square in the middle of the crackers and lox. That floating Star of David, the dog, the canapé, and the wine all sank down, down, down into the depths of the pool." I held my hand flat and tilted my fingers forward and down, showing the graceful descent of the beautiful petit fours.

      Marlene threw back her head and guffawed so loud all the other people in the diner turned to see what was happening.

      Casey, still chuckling, picked up her fork and loaded on some more food. "So, what happened to the dog?" She was the proud mother of ten rescued dogs, seven cats, four birds, four goats, one potbellied pig and a horse.

      "Well, Mr. Speedo stormed back into the house. By the look on his face, I couldn't tell if he was gonna get a gun or call the pound. I looked around for a pole so I could fish out the dog. I couldn't find anything, but that damned mutt was swimming around eating all the floating crackers. When she swam close to the edge, I stretched out my hand. She swung by to lick it and I grabbed her collar, pulled her out of the pool, dragged her to my Jeep, and left the perfect people to their perfect mess." I sat back and shrugged. "That's it. I now own a white hunting-type dog who is driving me absolutely crazy."

      Marlene finished wiping the tears from her face with a napkin and chuckled as she went back to work. The two guys at the next table shot me a couple of amused looks before returning to their lunch.

      Casey leaned forward. "You stole a dog?"

      I took a bite of the bagel. "Well, kinda’, I guess. I think I rescued her, don't you?"

      She pulled her eyebrows in tight. "You're crazy! You stole a damn dog from some rich old guy in the foothills?"

      "Yeah...well it took me a day to figure out why no one called in to report her stolen. I'll bet they'd have paid me to take her if they'd known I was that stupid." I took another bite of bagel and wiped a smear of cream cheese off my lip. "This dog never, ever, stops licking. She lies at my feet and licks my legs; she climbs on the couch and licks my face and arms. She even licks the shower door when I'm hiding from her in my own bathroom! When I couldn't stand it anymore, I called Megan and asked her to find it a home." Megan was a friend of ours who ran her own dog-training academy.

      "Is she gonna take her?" Casey pushed her plate to the side.

      "No, she told me to bring her to the beginners’ class she has on Thursday nights."

      "Tonight then?" Casey checked her watch and signaled for the bill.

      "Oh shoot, I forgot it was Thursday. Yeah, tonight. I'll let you know what happens." I grabbed the bill and told Casey it was my turn to pay.

      She shrugged as she slid out of the booth. “Tell Megan I said hi.”

      I left enough money on the table to cover the bill and the tip, then followed Casey out to our cars. We both had a lot of follow up to do, so she headed east to finish some interviews while I went to the office to catch up on some long overdue paperwork.

      

      That evening, I pulled into the parking lot of a square, ugly building with a small red and blue neon sign flashing K-9 Academy. Dull, dirty white stucco adorned the walls, and yellow stains dotted the corners two feet from the ground where nervous, four-legged students had paused to relieve their anxieties. Tessa the Tongue jumped out of the Jeep as I coasted to a stop.

      Megan, my former childhood playmate, college roommate, and current hope for a normal dog-human relationship was propping open the door with a brick. "Hey! Don't let her jump out like that, you moron, she'll get killed."

      "And your point? Anything'd be better than life with a non-stop tongue."

      When Megan knelt down, Tessa ran to her and slobbered all over her hands and face. "What's up with you and this dog? Why would you take—no—steal a dog you don't even like?" Megan pushed Tessa away with little shoves, each shove getting gradually more pronounced with each tongue attack.

      "It was either me or the gas chamber. Sometimes I think it should've been the chamber."

      Megan stood up. "Oh really? Explain letting her sleep in your bed at night."

      Tessa came racing back and I bent to attach her leash. "I don't let her sleep on my bed; she licks me until I give up trying to keep her off."

      Megan pointed to my right eye, which tends to squint when I'm stretching the truth. I opened my eyes wide and she laughed.

      Without exception, from the time we were kids, my dogs have believed it was their canine right to bundle under my bedcovers at night. There were times during sleepovers when Megan had to take her 12-year-old self to sleep on the couch because there wasn't enough room for her in my bed.

      Megan stepped into the doorway, waving us into the classroom with a playful grin on her freckled face. She wore her unruly red hair in a ponytail, which always reminded me of a handful of hay tied into a loose, messy bundle. "I think, subconsciously, you needed someone to slobber all over you like what's-his-name used to do." She pushed one of her many stray hairs behind her ear. "Why else would you steal someone's dog and claim her as your own?"

      "I didn't steal her." I felt my right eye half-close. "Not exactly."

      I took stock of the other members of the class as I followed Megan into the room. There were seven dogs milling around sniffing various parts of human and dog anatomy. One woman begged her overweight tan Labrador to get off his belly and join the rest of the group. A rather large man held a leash hooked to a teacup Chihuahua. The dog stood as high as the top of the guy’s hiking boots. She gazed up at him adoringly and lifted a snarling lip whenever another dog tried to approach.

      As in all dog-obedience classes, the perfectly coifed poodle posed while her owner smoothed her ruffles and fluffed her fur. Her toenails were painted pink, and she wore a rhinestone collar studded with fake diamonds. She seemed friendly enough and actually wagged her tail when Tessa walked up and attacked with her tongue. The poodle's owner quickly pulled her dog away, giving me a contemptuous warning to keep my lower-class white trash away from her aristocracy.

      I shrugged an apology and walked to the other side of the room where a teenage girl stood with her canine partner. The dog was definitely...well…something. The best I can say is it had four legs, two ears, and a longhaired wiry coat with a practically hairless tail. It was the homeliest dog I'd ever seen in my life.

      As I stared at it, the girl sighed heavily. "I know, she's kinda’ strange, but so am I, so I guess we're pretty much meant for each other, you know?" She was a typical teenager with long, straight brown hair, brown eyes, and a Cover Girl complexion. She wore hip-hugger jeans with a red tank top, and red high-top sneakers with black stars on them.

      "What's her name?" I asked, wondering what something so odd looking could be called. Different names ran through my mind. Names like Rat-tail, Ratty, Fugly, and Buttugly.

      I laughed when she said, "Well, actually, I call her Maggie. It's short for Magnificent. She had to have something to brag about around the other dogs."

      Tessa chose that moment to take a long, wet swipe up my arm, leaving a sticky patch of goo running from my wrist to my elbow. I irritably wiped the spit off with my shirt. "Would you stop that?" I looked back at Amy and pointed to Maggie. "Are you sure she's a dog? She looks like the first landing force from some other planet." When I reached down to pet her, Maggie gently laid her head in the palm of my hand and I immediately fell in love. "Maybe we could trade dogs or something?" I held my leash out in hopes of a trade.

      The girl giggled as Megan walked by. "Don't even believe she wants to trade dogs. She's gonna learn to love Tessa if it kills me, or her." Megan raised her hands so Tessa couldn’t keep slobbering on them. "Alex, this is Amy. Amy, may I introduce you to the world's worst dog handler, Alexandra Wolfe."

      World's worst dog handler? That hurt. As I said, I've owned dogs most of my life, and there's been only one, well, maybe two, who have driven me absolutely crazy. I took a firmer grip on Tessa’s leash, determined to lick this problem, so to speak.

      "Okay everybody, form a circle around the room, and leave enough room between you and the next person so one dog doesn't bother the other." Megan walked around, positioning the handlers exactly where she wanted them.

      The woman with the poodle took a place in the circle as far away from Tessa and me as she could get. The chihuahua lined up next to her, and a black mini-pinscher stood next to him. I was beginning to feel like a pariah until Amy came to stand by me. I gave her a grateful look while I impatiently wiped doggy spit off my hand.

      Megan stood in the middle of the circle. "Take the end of the leash in your right hand, and the part of the leash attached to the collar in your left hand. Now move your dog so he or she is on your left side."

      Everyone obediently tried to do as they were told. Most of them moved to the right side of the dog instead of moving the dog to their left side. I dragged Tessa around to my left, put my hand on the leash as instructed, and was rewarded with slimy, slobbering kisses caressing my fingertips.

      "Stop it." I wiped my hand on my jeans, only to discover my pants were covered in dog slobber too. I found a dry spot on my chest and wiped until all the white foam had disappeared. Between Poodle Lady and the slobber, my temper was definitely rising.

      "Grab her leash, Alex." Megan walked around the circle, correcting people's leash etiquette.

      "I'm not grabbing the damn leash. It's too close to her damn tongue." I knew I sounded like a 10-year-old refusing to put her hands into dirty dishwater but at that point, I really didn’t care.

      Megan gave me her "Do it or you'll be sorry” look and I angrily reached down and grabbed the leash. Once more, I was tongued. That was it, the last straw of many, many straws. "Damn it, Megan! I don't want an obedient dog! I want a dry dog!" Everyone in the class stopped and stared.

      "I quit! I quit, and you can have the damn dog!" I dropped the leash and headed for the door, Tessa obediently following at my heels. "Get away from me you...you—" I looked up at the faces staring at me, glaring at me, judging me.

      The poodle lady wore a smug expression as she pointedly glanced down at her perfect princess sitting obediently by her side. I was already teetering on the edge, and the woman's snigger just pushed me right over. I stormed towards her ready to knock the smirk off her pointy little face. Megan jumped in between us, pointing to a chair by a desk. "Alex! Sit! Now!"

      "I said I quit!"

      Out of nowhere, I heard a soft voice say. "Here, Alex. Take Maggie for a while. I'll see if I can work with Tessa. Maybe we can do it together."

      I turned around to see Amy walking towards me holding out her leash. I glanced at Megan, who raised her eyebrows, giving me her ‘Whadya gonna do now?’ look. I looked back at Amy, who continued to hold out the leash. How is it a 15-year-old kid can make somebody feel about one inch tall? "All right, damn it, but I won't take her back." I felt the 10-year-old dishwasher emerging again.

      Amy's giggle was contagious, and I smiled in spite of myself. Maggie and I walked back into the circle. I glanced back at Amy and saw Tessa staring at me with a bewildered expression on her face. She weakly wagged her tail a few times, then stuck out her tongue as if to give me a kiss. I rolled my eyes, sighed, and turned back to the center of the circle.

      Maggie performed perfectly. I wasn't even sure why she was in the class. She sat when I stopped, walked with her head even with my knee, and even lay down when I gave the command. I shot a smug look at Ms. Poodle whose dog had her head and chest on the ground with her hind end sticking up in the air.

      She in turn radiated contempt as she turned her gaze on Tessa, who licked Amy in the face each time she bent to put her into a down position. As we watched, Amy bent down at the same time Tessa jumped up to lick. Amy took a sharp hit to the nose from Tessa's forehead. The whole class reached for their noses. "Ooooh!"

      "Okay, I think we're done for the day." Megan called over her shoulder as she went for a towel to stem the blood flowing from Amy's nose.

      I walked over to take Tessa from Amy. "Oh Jeez, I'm sorry. She's such a pain."

      "No, we were doing pretty well until this happened...well, kinda’ okay, except...well, she kinda' licks a lot."

      "Yes, she does, and next time I promise I'll try to work with her for the whole class."

      Megan handed Amy a blue washcloth decorated with little yellow ducks dancing through the flowers. I pointed to the maternal artifact. "What's with the yellow ducks?"

      "A lady left it here a while ago." Megan watched Amy hold her nose closed with her thumb and forefinger. "Come here and sit in the chair and put your head back. The blood'll stop pretty soon." She guided her to an armchair pushed up against one of the walls. The chair was upholstered in distressed leather, but I didn't think the distressed part was in the original plan.

      "The lady used the cloth to wipe off her dog's paws after her lessons. She didn't want the ‘other dogs’ germs to permeate the carpet in her house." Megan's eyebrows rose to an exaggerated point and Amy giggled.

      I felt a presence behind me and turned to see an awkward looking man wearing Sansabelt polyester pants and a shirt straight out of Geek Magazine. I guessed he was in his late forties with his hair combed back from a weak forehead in the wet-head look of the fifties. He stood about six feet tall, lacked any vestige of muscle tone, and had the physique of a bean burrito. Kneeling in front of Amy, he placed his hand on her leg and squeezed her knee. "Everything all right here?"

      I assumed he was her father, so I blurted out, "You must be Amy's dad. This was really my fault. She was doing me a favor and my dog Tessa here jumped up as she was bending down and hit her in the nose. I really am sorry. Next week I'll keep her myself."

      

      I babbled on, embarrassed because my dog was responsible for Amy's bloody nose, but also because everyone's reactions seemed a little off to me. Amy lowered her head and became very interested in a worn spot on her jeans. The man, in turn, cleared his throat and took a sudden interest in polishing non-existent dust from his ugly brown loafers. Megan's jaw clenched in unmasked disgust.

      Amy broke the silence that had settled once I stopped blurting out every little thought that came into my head. "Actually, this is my science teacher from school, Roger Krupski. He sometimes picks me up when my mom has to work late."

      Roger stood and held out a sweaty hand. "I'm pleased to meet you." His hand was gross. It was fish belly white with yellow, chipped nails and bleeding cuticles. I reached out and touched it with my thumb and two fingers. The guy was creepy, and I didn't feel like giving him a "Hey, how are ya?" handshake.

      I casually wiped my hand on the back of my pants as Megan said, "I'd be glad to give you a ride home, Amy. My next class doesn't start for another hour."

      "No thanks. Roger came to give me a ride, so I'll go with him." Amy wadded the bloody cloth into a tight ball. She headed over to the sink and held it under some running water, "I'll take this home and wash it and bring it back for you next week."

      "You'll do no such thing, young lady." Megan took the cloth from her. "Leave it here and I'll throw it in with the rest of our dirty stuff. It's really no problem to take you home, you know. I have to run out to the store anyway."

      Amy shook her head. "No, I'm fine, really, but thanks for the offer." She gathered up Maggie, who obediently took her place by Amy's knee, and the two of them headed out the door. Roger was so close on her heels, I wondered whether he'd taken one of Megan's obedience classes...as a dog.

      When they were gone, Megan threw the cloth at the wall hard enough to make the little ducks quack in protest. "I know he's doing her, but I can't prove it," she said to no one in particular, no one being me. "I've asked her if there's anything upsetting her…."

      I waited for her to finish, but she was momentarily distracted by a soft scratching sound. I tried to get her back on track. "What'd she say?"

      "Who?"

      "What do you mean, 'who'? Amy, when you asked her if she wanted to talk." Megan had an annoying habit of starting a sentence, then forgetting what she’d been talking about. I knocked on her head, trying to re-settle the rocks.

      "She didn't say anything." Megan walked over and opened her office door. Her brown lab, Sugar, came out sporting a red bandana. Tessa obviously recognized a willing victim. She'd been investigating all of the pillars and posts, but when she saw Sugar, she spun around and dashed over to her, crawling the last few feet on her belly. Tessa's tail thumped the floor and her tongue flew over Sugar.

      Sugar looked expectantly at Megan, who pointed to the duck washcloth lying on the floor. "Sugar, get that cloth for me, will you?" Sugar trotted to the far side of the room, picked up the cloth, and brought it to her.

      "Do you want to trade dogs with me?" I held out Tessa's leash and tried to look as innocent as possible.

      "I want you to find out if that creep is a child molester, and more to the point, if he’s molesting Amy!" Megan's eyes tended to turn a fluorescent shade of green when she was really angry.

      "It's not that easy, Meg. I can't assign myself a case without a victim, without a report even. What do I tell Kate? ‘Megan has a hunch this guy is molesting this 15-year-old girl because he looks really creepy’?"

      "You can at least talk to Amy, can't you? You know, unofficially?" Megan walked around straightening mats and chairs, getting ready for her next class.

      "I thought you already did."

      "Please, Alex. Something weird is going on, and I can't turn my back on a sweet kid like Amy. Can you?"

      I was standing with my back in a corner, literally and figuratively. I sighed. "Okay...when does she bring Maggie in again? You know Maggie doesn't need to be here, right?"

      "Practice makes perfect. Besides, how could I have introduced you and Amy if I'd graduated her to the next class?"

      I stared at Megan, incredulous. "You set me up!"

      She shrugged and raised her eyebrows a fraction of an inch.

      I grabbed Tessa's leash and headed for the door. "I hate you."

      "They come in again on Saturday. I'll see if she can meet you before class."

      I turned around, sparks flying from my eyes. "Tell her to meet me at the coffee shop next door a half-hour before class, and you are mud in my book, Megan Gertrude." Gertrude had been her grandmother's and her mother's middle name, and her mom had saddled Megan with it to carry on the family tradition. She hates the name, so I always throw it in when I can't come up with a better comeback. I slammed the door and climbed into my Jeep with Tessa the Tongue sitting next to me. We headed home with me shaking my head and Tessa hanging her tongue out in the breeze.
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      The next morning, I found myself knocking on Mrs. Highland's door again. She opened it a crack and peeked out and when she saw me, she pulled the door open far enough for me to come in. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she held a wadded tissue to her cheek. "The Michas moved out today. They threw everything into a truck and left without saying a word." She appeared to be moving slower than the last time I'd seen her.

      I followed her as she hobbled over to the kitchen table and lowered herself onto one of the chairs. I sat down next to her and handed her another tissue. "Did they do anything to hurt you Mrs. Highland?"

      She shook her head. "After they left, I went over to check the house." Her face wrinkled up as her hands covered her eyes and tears ran down her cheeks.

      "Mrs. Highland...." I reached over and put my hand on her shoulder. "Mrs. Highland, Reina will be all right."

      "There was so much blood in the bedroom and there wasn't any food anywhere and the house is so filthy—" She wiped her cheeks as she looked out the window towards the other house. "I was supposed to be her friend."

      I gently rubbed her back. "Mrs. Highland, she'll be all right, really." She searched my eyes to see whether I was telling the truth. I guess she realized I was, because she dropped her hands to her lap and nodded. I said, "Would you excuse me a minute? I need to go check the house to see if they've moved out for good. I'll be back in a few minutes, okay?" I waited until she nodded again before I got up and went out the door.

      As with all supervisors, Kate likes to be filled in on any major twists or turns our cases might take. I pulled out my cell phone, using the autodial to call her at the office. She answered on the first ring. I talked as I made my way towards the house. "We've got a problem. It looks like the uncle and the mother took off this morning. They apparently threw some of their stuff into a truck and left without talking to Mrs. Highland. I'm gonna check out the house now, but I thought you should know right away."

      Kate waited a few beats, thinking. She never did anything halfway and always had a game plan set before she made any moves. "Damn. I'll send someone to the hospital to make sure they don't try to get to Reina. I already told the nurses to call 911 if the uncle shows up again, but I think I need to emphasize the point. I'll also get with Border Patrol to let them know to detain Susanna Micha if she shows up trying to cross at the border. See if you can find out what type of truck they used and let me know what else you come up with."

      I reached the front door that stood open letting light into the dimly lit, filthy living room. "Okay, I'll let you know." I hung up and slowly returned the phone to my belt. Although I wouldn't have thought it possible, the room was more of a wreck than the last time I'd seen it. The velvet tapestry of Carlos Santana still hung on the wall, but the few religious figurines I'd seen scattered here and there were all missing. Dirty clothes were strewn throughout the house and new holes had been punched in the walls. A lamp had been shoved through the bedroom door. I grabbed the end and pushed it the rest of the way through, then ripped off a piece of wallboard hanging by a strip of wallpaper and threw it across the room.

      Susanna and the uncle had not only shot Bibi and hurt a little girl, they'd left Mrs. Highland a goodbye gift of a destroyed rental property and a bedroom fouled with rotting blood.

      I walked outside, slowly pulling the door closed behind me. When I re-entered the old woman's kitchen, she glanced up at me with dull, gray-blue eyes.

      "Mrs. Highland, please don't go into that house again for a while. I'm going to make arrangements to have it cleaned up so you can rent it out again." I reached out to take her hand.

      Some steal returned to her face, highlighting a hidden strength I hadn’t seen before. "Oh no, dear, I'll take care of it. I can't afford an expensive cleaning service." She pushed up from the table. "Would you like some tea?"

      I wanted her to think about something other than Reina and the little house next door. "Yes, Ma'am, and some of those cookies would be great."

      "I noticed yesterday you had a sweet tooth. So, did my Horace. He couldn't resist my homemade apple pie and ice cream." She put the water on the stove and busied herself with the tea preparations.

      When the tea was ready, we sat in silence for a few minutes, thinking our own private thoughts. There was no way this woman should have to clean up the type of mess the Micha’s had left. "Mrs. Highland, getting the house cleaned won't cost you anything. You're the victim of a crime, and the County Attorney's Victim Witness Program will help with the expenses. Please let me take care of everything."

      She reached over to pat my hand. "Yes dear, you do whatever you want." She was quiet again. "Do you think I could visit Reina at the hospital?"

      I put my teacup down and pulled out my cell phone. "Of course you can. Victim Witness will give you a ride." I made the arrangements over the phone. “Someone will be here in two hours to pick you up. Her name is Anna and she’ll have identification with her so you know she’s who she says she is.” I put my cup in the sink. “I’ll be back in a few days to check on you. I’ll just let myself out.”

      I called Casey when I got back to my car. "Hey, what's up?"

      "Nothin', really. I was just waiting for you to finish. Kate wants us to cruise Miracle Mile to see if any of the hookers are willing to talk about the shootings. I'm waiting for you in the cemetery." Holy Hope Cemetery is a favorite place for cops to sit and write their paperwork. It's full of tall, shady pine trees and cool, green grass.

      "All right, it'll take me about thirty minutes to get there. I'm leaving right now." By the time I pulled into the cemetery, Casey was impatiently leaning against the hood of her car. She waited just long enough for me to get out before she headed across the street. I had to jog to catch up. "Hey, what's the rush?"

      "I saw Angel going west a few minutes ago, and I don't want to lose her." We found her sitting on a wall in front of the Ghost Ranch Lodge. When she saw us coming, she pushed off the wall and stood, leaning against it with her arms crossed.

      She glared at me. "I didn't do nothin'." Angel was twenty years old with the body and face of someone closer to fifty. She was bone thin with sunken cheeks and zero body fat. Her shoulder-length brown hair hung in greasy strings off her head.

      I leaned on the wall next to her. "We didn't say you did." I watched as Casey took Angel's wrist so she could push up the sleeve. Old needle marks dotted the inside of her elbow.

      She pulled her arm away, jerking down her sleeve in one swift movement. "I'm clean. I don't use shit no more." Angel was one of the few addicts in the area who used Heroine instead of the usual crack or meth.

      Casey took Angel's wrist again and spread apart the girl's fingers. Lines of angry red dots scarred the webbing between each finger. Casey looked pointedly at her. I shifted closer to Angel and whispered in her ear. "It's not nice to lie to us. You can be arrested for shit like that you know."

      She glared at me. "What do you want? I told you I didn't do nothin'."

      I moved back a little and shrugged. "We want to keep you from gettin' shot, that's what we want. So far this month, Tanya, Crystal, and now Bibi have all been shot, and we want to know who's doin' it."

      Her eyes grew round as she turned to face me. "Bibi?"

      I'd seen her and Bibi together on a few occasions, and seeing her reaction made me wonder just how close they really were. "Uh huh. So, what do you know about what's been goin' on?"

      She looked from me to Casey. "Is Bibi okay? Is she dead?"

      Casey's gaze slid from Angel to me. She and I had worked together for a long time, and we played off each other effortlessly. Angel followed Casey's eyes back to mine. "She's okay, right?"

      "You first. What do you know about the girls gettin' shot?"

      She pulled her eyebrows down into a scowl. "I don't know shit."

      "This guy got you scared? What could scare you, Angel? Why's everybody clamming up, not talkin'?" I knew she wasn't going to tell us anything if she didn't absolutely have to. I nodded slightly to Casey, who reached behind her back and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. I shrugged. "Couple days in jail without a fix'll probably get you talkin'. I'm not willing to let you stay out here and get shot. Nobody talks, we can't stop the guy. You know how it is."

      The muscles in her jaw clenched. "Aw, c'mon Wolfe, you can't do that...you ain't got shit on me."

      I shrugged again while Casey absently played with the handcuffs. Angel pushed off the wall and tried to walk away. Casey and I moved together to block her, neither of us saying a word. We'd dealt with Angel before. Her need for smack was so bad she'd eventually give us something just to stay out of jail.

      She turned and punched the wall. "Fuck! Look, I don't know who he is, but he cuts girls up real bad! That's why nobody's talkin'. He's crazy! He gets off on watching us scream."

      "What's he look like?"

      "I don't know."

      I raised my eyebrows and Casey clicked open the handcuffs, making the distinctive ratcheting sound all addicts know by heart.

      Angel answered with an angry stubbornness that surprised me by its vehemence. "I don't know."

      I decided to come at her a different way. "Were you with Bibi when she went with her last John?"

      She hesitated a fraction of a second too long. "No."

      "What'd he look like?"

      Her eyes were black, angry coals. "I didn't see nothin'. She got into a little gray truck, that's all I got. Is she dead or what?"

      It was more than we'd had before, so I gave a little in return. "She's alive. So, who did he cut?"

      "You remember Nickel?"

      Casey and I exchanged looks. We'd seen Nickel's autopsy report, and one fact had been perfectly clear: she hadn't died quickly. My gut tightened. "But this guy's shooting people—it's different—he’s not the same guy…."

      Angel got a knowing look on her face. "Anybody who got shot die?"

      "No."

      She shrugged as though any fool could put two and two together. “Dead people don't scream. He likes to hear 'em scream." She pushed off from the wall again and we let her go. Casey looked worried as we watched her walk away. "You think it's the same guy?"

      

      "I dunno."

      We walked along the Mile hoping to find someone else who could tell us more about what was going on. I picked up some pebbles and slowly let them sift through my fingers as we walked. "So, how's Reina?"

      Casey shrugged. "She's got a broken rib and a lot of bruising. They're going to keep her there a day or two for observation. I tried to talk to her again, but she just stares at the wall." She pushed her bangs out of her eyes. "I took her a stuffed bear. She nearly squeezes his head off she holds him so tight. I hope that bastard dies a very slow, painful death...and I'd like to watch every second of it."

      "Yeah, well, we need to catch him first, and her piece of shit mother. Did she try to get into the hospital today?"

      "Nope, not a word. Child Protective Services took custody yesterday...unfortunately, too little too late." We rounded a corner and a group of street kids split up and started walking away from us. "So, how is Tessa the Tongue?"

      I shuddered. "When I woke up this morning, her head was on my pillow. As soon as I opened my eyes, she licked me. She’s literally driving me crazy."

      "That's not a very far drive."

      "Thanks a lot." I suddenly remembered Mrs. Highland. "Hey, the Michas moved out and left Mrs. Highland's place a complete mess. I'm gonna call Victim Witness, but I also want to get some friends to go over on a weekend and clean up the place. Think you could help?"

      Casey stopped and turned towards me. "Since when do you clean up houses for old ladies?"

      I felt my cheeks go hot. "What? The old lady needs help. What's so wrong about that?"

      "There's nothing wrong with it. It's not you, that's all." We started walking again and wound our way back into a filthy trailer park just south of the Mile. This neighborhood sat back a ways from the main road. On any given day we could walk through the rutted streets and find drug dealers and pimps pushing their wares. Today the place looked deserted. I turned a complete circle trying to find at least one of our usual contacts in the area. "It's quiet. I don't think we're gonna find anyone out walkin' today. Everybody's too scared. You have anything goin' for the weekend?"

      "No, how about you?"

      "Nope, bonding with Tessa. I thought maybe we could play 'lick the fan' or somethin'. What do you think? That'd solve the licking problem."

      Casey studied my face, not sure if I was kidding.

      "I'm kidding. I'm taking her for a ride in the Jeep. She loves hanging her tongue out the window, and I love it because she's distracted from me." We'd made a full circle and crossed the street back to the cemetery and our cars. "I don't know about you, but I'm ready to head home. I'll see you on Monday, bright and early, ok?"

      Casey nodded as she got into her car and rolled down her window. "Give Tessa a hug for me. And stay out of trouble."

      I raised my eyebrows and grinned. "No fun without trouble…."

      She smiled as she rolled up the window and slowly drove away.
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      On Saturday, I met Amy at the Quantance Café, a wifi hotspot across the street from Megan's K9 Academy. Quantance serves everything from Wild Berry and Green Tea Smoothies to Costa Rican blend or Tanzanian Peaberry coffee. I ordered my usual black iced tea with seven sweeteners. Amy ordered a Nutty Cow, advertised as "a creamy latte brimming with the flavor of roasted hazelnuts." We sat outside at wrought iron tables under canvas umbrellas. Tessa and Maggie lay at our feet soaking up the sun, Maggie content to have a bath from Tessa while she watched people park their cars and stroll into the café.

      Not one to beat around the bush, I plunged right in. "You know Megan's worried about you, right?"

      Amy reached down and scratched Maggie's head. "I know. She doesn't like Roger very much, does she?"

      "Do you?"

      She watched a tiny bird vacuum up some crumbs. I watched her as red started at her neck and slowly crept up her face. "He's been nice to me the last year or so." Her gaze left the bird and settled on a life-sized, brushed-aluminum sculpture of a harried-looking woman pouring a cup of coffee while running to who knows where.

      "Nice, like how?" I took the lid off my iced tea and stirred the sweetener. I wanted her to relax because I knew if I pushed, she wouldn't talk.

      She sighed. "Are you worried he's molesting me? I know you're a detective, but he's not doing anything like that. He's my science teacher, and he does stuff with me and listens to me when I go in to talk."

      "What kind of things do you talk about?"

      She shrugged. "Just things."

      I smiled, letting her know that wasn't quite the answer I was looking for.

      She crossed her arms across her stomach and leaned forward. "My dad. We talk about my dad."

      "Is your dad doing something that makes you uncomfortable?" I watched her body language and wondered whether we'd been looking at the wrong pervert. She wore flip-flops and jeans that were frayed at the bottom, and when she crossed her ankles, her toe caught on the strings of the cuff. She struggled a minute to free it, buying time to compose herself.

      All around us, people were talking or laughing. A bike riding team of mostly geriatric riders pulled up to the café and parked their bikes. I watched them a few minutes, letting Amy have whatever time she needed. She shook her head, apparently having a silent conversation with herself. She re-crossed her legs and fiddled with the strings on the other cuff.

      I had to strain to hear when she whispered, "My dad's in prison. The police said he killed my uncle six years ago." She looked me straight in the eye then, wanting me to understand that what she was saying was important. "He didn't do it though. They're going to execute him for something he didn't do." She stumbled through the words as she pushed her chair back from the table.

      Her father killed her uncle. Now it was my turn to study the aluminum sculpture. "Amy, I'm sorry...I didn't know."

      "I know you won't believe me—nobody does, but my father did not kill Uncle Brian. He just wouldn't." She raised her chin defiantly and stood, Maggie right with her. "If you really wanted to help, you'd prove he's innocent and stop worrying about Roger." She took her cup and threw it in the trash. "It's time for class. I'll meet you over there.”

      I watched her walk across the street and wondered how a sweet kid like her had ended up with a murderer for a dad. She stopped a second and wiped her eyes with her sleeve before going through the door to the K9 Academy.

      The class had just started when Tessa and I walked in. Megan came over and held out a rubber glove. "Here, put this on your left hand and try to ignore the licking. Put her in the heel position and join the group." I pulled on the glove, wiggling my fingers to get the fit just right. Tessa watched me with her soft, milk chocolate eyes. I grabbed her leash and got into line next to the poodle. True to form, Tessa immediately leaned over and licked the large diamond ring on Poodle Lady's right hand.

      The woman jerked her hand away and shouted at Megan. "Get that filthy excuse for a dog away from me! If you can't control the other dogs and their inept handlers—" She glared at me. "I'll take Lacey and go to a trainer who can!"

      Megan quickly stepped in between me and my intended victim before I could tear the ring off her finger and shove it down her throat. She gently guided the woman to the other side of the circle. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Laughten. Tessa is really a wonderful, loving dog who feels like she needs to acknowledge everyone she comes near. We'll make sure she stays away from you and Lacey."

      Megan moved the tan Labrador away from the chihuahua and put Lacey in between the two. A plump, pock-faced man wearing hiking shorts and knee-high socks grabbed his sheltie mix and moved to the other side of the circle as well. Once again, Amy came to my rescue by coming to stand next to me with Maggie quietly following at her heels. I took a deep breath and pulled Tessa closer to my left leg. She licked my glove, and I ignored it as best I could.

      "You look really scary right now, Alex. Are you okay?" Amy studied me with a worried expression.

      I took stock of my eyebrows, and realized they were pulled down into my black mood position. I raised them up into my bangs. "Is this better?"

      Amy giggled as she turned to face Megan, who was telling everyone to turn to the right and start walking. The rest of the session went slightly better than the first; since my hand wasn't getting covered with drool every few seconds, no thanks to Tessa. When we were done, I pulled the slobbery glove off and handed it to Megan, who took it between her thumb and forefinger and threw it into the trash.

      "I can't wear a glove for the rest of my life, Meg. You need to fix her." I waited for the other dog owners leave, then unhooked Tessa's leash and let her play with Sugar. The two of them romped around the room, each of them tugging on an end of a red and white rope. Sugar let go of her end, and Tessa took off with gleeful abandon, running around the room, bouncing off the couch and tearing around a pillar in the middle of the room. Sugar waited on the backside of the pillar and as Tessa tore past, she caught the end of the rope and swung Tessa around by the teeth.

      Megan laughed as she picked up the broom and started to sweep. "She's insecure, Alex. Who knows what kind of life she had before you stole her?" She leaned down and swept under the couch. "Give her some time to realize you really do like her and that she has a good home with you."

      I grabbed a dustpan and knelt to scoop up the pile she was making. "I know. She's really a sweet dog, but she drives me crazy." Tessa saw me kneeling and bowled me over. Megan, always the clown, jumped in, grabbed Tessa in a bear hug and rolled on top of me. Tessa wriggled free and tore wildly around the room again while Megan turned to ruffle my hair. "Good girl, Alex."

      "Megan, get offa me." I pushed out from under her and stood up. She stayed on the floor, grinning up at me, and I couldn't help but laugh. I picked up the dustpan and threw the dirt into the trash. "You'll be glad to know I don't think Amy's being molested...at least not yet anyway. That Krupski may be grooming her as his next victim, but I don't think anything's happened yet. What do you know about her parents? Have you ever met either of them?"

      Megan picked herself up off the floor. "I met her mother once at the beginning of the session because she had to sign the permission slip for Amy to be in the class." She scratched the side of her head with the broom handle. "I don't think I've ever seen her dad though. Why'd you want to know?"

      "Amy says her dad's in prison for killing his brother." I walked to the couch and lay down. "So how many more of these lessons do I have to come to before Tessa's cured?" I lay my head on the rounded arm of the couch and put my feet over the other arm. Crossing my hands behind my head, I studied the peeling, water-stained plaster on the ceiling. "You really should do some work on this place...give it a little class."

      Megan swept up a pile of dog hair and threw it into the trash. "First of all, I'll fix it when you give me a few hours of your precious time to help. Second, the more you work with Tessa at home, the quicker she'll feel comfortable with you and the quicker her nervous licking will stop. And third, what do you mean her dad's in prison? Why didn't she tell me?"

      "She says he didn't do it, but all kids think their convict parents are innocent. It's how they cope with having a criminal in the family." I closed my eyes, trying to take a quick nap before my return trip across town with the Tongue. Tessa came over and leaned against the couch, her head on my stomach. I stayed completely still, knowing that if I moved or opened my eyes she'd attack.

      "What if he really is innocent? What if she's right? Aren't you even going to look into it for her?" Megan's tone worried me. I opened one eye to see her standing next to the couch, leaning on the broom. "They do convict innocent people, you know. Maybe you could do something to help."

      I pushed Tessa aside and sat up. "Nope." I hooked the snap to the collar and stood.

      Megan walked beside me as we headed for the door. "Alex, she's a good kid. She needs your help."

      "No, no, and no. I already followed up on one of your hair-brained hunches and found out your molest victim isn't a victim at all. I do not make a habit of looking into closed cases where a perfectly good jury has sent someone to jail for murdering his daughter's uncle." I pushed open the door and walked to my Jeep, Tessa obediently trotting at my heel.

      "I'll be your best friend." Megan sang as she stood in the door to her classroom.

      "No!" I put Tessa in the Jeep and we took off towards home. "No." I said again to myself. Tessa looked at me and leaned over to lick, not sure what she'd done to deserve a reprimand. I reached over to absently stroke her head, silently arguing with Megan all the way home.
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      My doorbell rang at nine o'clock Sunday morning. I’d just finished my Cheerios and I put the bowl on the floor for Tessa to clean. The curtain on my front window obscured my view, so I pulled it aside to see who was ringing my bell. Megan stood at the window with her arms crossed, smiling. I glanced towards the sidewalk and saw Amy looking thoroughly uncomfortable. I narrowed my eyes and went back into the kitchen. Megan pounded on the window. I ignored her. She came around to the kitchen window and smashed her nose up against the glass trying to be funny. I wasn't amused. I pulled the blinds down and went to my bedroom to get the Dragon Rider novel I'd been reading. My phone rang and I let the answering machine pick it up. Two calls later, I snatched up the receiver and growled. "What?"

      "Answer the door, you moron. Amy's already gone back to the car because you’re being such a jerk." Megan had the uncanny ability to sound partly annoyed and partly amused all at the same time. "Look Alex, she has some good reasons why she thinks her dad is innocent, and I think you should listen to her. How would you like it if I was in prison for something I didn't do?"

      I thought about it for half a second. "Do you really wanna know the answer?"

      "Open the door or I'm gonna break your friggin' window. How'd you like to answer that one?" Megan had passed mildly amused and had moved on to pissed off.

      "Fine." I walked over and yanked open the kitchen door. "What is it about 'No' you don't understand? No, I will not open a closed case. No, I don't want to listen to Amy explain why her legally convicted father is innocent. And no, I wouldn't care if you were wrongly imprisoned for something you didn't do."

      I picked up the Cheerios bowl and stuck it in the dishwasher. My kitchen was not exactly a gourmet cook’s dream, but it wasn't shabby either. I had dark cherry cabinets on three walls and a big double sink set into a counter beneath a bay window that overlooked part of my back yard. I grabbed a sponge and angrily scrubbed some stains off of the countertop.

      Tessa sidled over and began licking Megan's legs. Megan leaned down and scratched her silky head. She didn't say anything while I started scrubbing the walls. "Look, Megs, Casey and I got assigned another shooting, and I still have twenty-five open cases on my desk. Another hooker got shot and we're gonna be spending most of our time trying to find out who did it and where he is. I don't have time to look into Amy's case.”

      Megan sat on the floor and rested her elbow on one knee. She put her chin on her fist and continued to scratch behind Tessa's ear.

      I threw the sponge into the sink. "Megan, say something!"

      "Okay." She got up and walked towards the door.

      I narrowed my eyes. "Okay?" I watched as she walked out and pulled the door shut behind her. I stalked to the door, slammed it open and shouted. "Okay? What does 'okay' mean?" Amy, who hadn't really gone to the car, cringed when I stormed out yelling at Megan.

      I softened my voice, "Sorry, Amy. I wasn't yelling at you. Megan told me you'd gone back to the car to wait."

      "That's all right. She went to get my scrapbook out of the car. She'll be right back."

      I stood perfectly still, staring at Megan in disbelief as she retrieved a briefcase from her car and walked back towards the house. As she passed me, she raised her eyebrows and held up the case. Amy followed her into my living room, leaving me standing on the front step. Megan called from inside, "Come in and shut the door, Alex. It's a little chilly out there."

      Two hours later, I shut the notebook full of Amy's clippings. I had to admit, not everything added up. The investigation and trial had taken place six years earlier. Unfortunately, the lead detective on the case was now a captain in our department who wouldn't look too kindly on someone opening an old case of his. Specifically, he wouldn't look too kindly on me opening an old case of his. We weren't on the best of terms. "Did your dad have a good defense attorney?"

      "No. The man he hired just wanted to milk my dad for all his money. When that ran out, so did the attorney." It was strange hearing a sixteen-year-old explain the real world of criminal law.

      What Amy had just told me was that there had been no one to tear apart Captain Beulow's half-assed investigation. Beulow had a reputation for laziness and for stretching the truth whenever it suited his purposes. I couldn't help but wonder how much of the evidence in this case had been brushed under the rug or had simply never been gathered.

      "Well, what do you think?" Megan came in from the kitchen where she'd been making egg salad sandwiches. "Lunch is ready, by the way, if either of you is hungry. And you'd better hurry because Tessa was drooling over everything a minute ago."

      I scrunched up my nose and hurried into the kitchen, making sure that at least my sandwich was dry. "I'm not sure what to think really. Her dad would have had to be a pretty stupid criminal to leave all of that evidence lying around, but then, we usually only catch the dumb ones."

      Amy, who'd followed me in, clunked down her soda on the kitchen table. "My dad is not dumb! He's got a master's degree in electrical engineering from Purdue." She picked up her sandwich and took a huge bite, glaring at me over the top of her bread. The egg salad oozed out onto her plate and she shoved it around with the rest of her sandwich.

      I picked up my diet soda and started playing with the pull-tab while I scowled at Megan, who was pretending not to watch me. I shifted my gaze to Amy who was angrily biting off another piece of her sandwich. "Look, Amy, I'm not promising anything, but I'm gonna show these files to my partner to see what she thinks. After we talk about it, I'll get back to you."

      Amy nodded, not saying a word and refusing to look at me. She picked up her plate and rinsed it in the sink.

      Megan still wasn't meeting my eyes, but the side of her mouth quirked up and she tried to hide it with her napkin. I leaned in close so only she could hear. "You'd better hide it, you jerk."

      Her eyes twinkled as she stood and carried her dish to the sink.
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      Casey sat across from me at her desk reading Amy's files. I'd already cleaned out my in-basket and was waiting to hear what she thought about the investigation and trial of Amy's dad. She put down the file, took off her glasses, and pinched the bridge of her nose. "Please tell me you're not going to get involved in this mess." I didn't say anything, and after a few seconds, she put her glasses back on. "Shit."

      She picked up the notebook and leafed back to the beginning. "Your first problem is that Fred Beulow was the lead detective on the case." She picked up a pen from her desk and underlined his name. "He may be as worthless as tits on an old boar hog, but he's dangerous enough to really screw with your career."

      "I know." I'd had run-ins with Beulow before. His ego was bigger than most, and he didn't like it when someone pointed out his shortcomings. "I guess I wanted to know if you were thinking what I'm thinking about Amy's dad."

      She looked over her granny glasses that were perched on the end of her nose. "Do you mean do I think he's innocent? Shit, Alex, there's so much wrong with this case it'd take you a month to go back and redo everything. How could anyone figure out what really happened to Brian McClellan from this pile of dung Fred called an investigation?"

      I loved the way Casey always cut right to the heart of the matter. "No shit, but I've got to start sorting it out somewhere. I thought I'd pay a visit to the Florence Prison this afternoon to talk to Amy's dad. Care to tag along?"

      "No way. If you want to screw up your career, you can do it all by your lonesome." She closed the notebook and handed it back to me. "You really should think twice about this, Alex."

      I nodded. "I know. Thanks for lookin' at it though." I stuffed the notebook into my briefcase and zipped it shut. "I'll see you when I get back, okay?" She sighed and I could feel her watching me all the way through the office until I pulled the door shut behind me.

      

      Florence Prison is about an hour’s drive north of Tucson in the desert town of Florence, Arizona. The prison is the main attraction in a town with a population of around seventeen thousand people. As I drove down the main street, I couldn't help but notice the rolled razor wire on top of the chain link fence that surrounded the huge prison complex. Between the fence and the prison was a field cleared of all debris, presumably so the guards in the towers would have a clear shot at any inmate who decided to make a run for freedom. Not my idea of a cozy place to call my home.

      I gave my identification to the guard at the desk and asked to speak with Amy's dad in an interview room. I sat in the waiting room for about an hour, looking at all the photos of past prison wardens and reading articles about the two original wings of the prison that had been built in the early 1900s.

      One of the wings, The Snakes, was an underground cell area built for solitary confinement. They lovingly called it The Snakes because rattlesnakes often found their way into the cells along with the prisoners.

      "Lovely." I said to myself as a guard came out to escort me to the interview room. I put my Glock into a locker and stepped through an x-ray machine. I hated going into prison complexes. I hated the sound of the heavy metal doors sliding shut behind me. Each time the six-inch bolts slid into place, a claustrophobic spike shot down my spine.

      I tried to look nonchalant as I followed the guard through the halls to the interview room. This particular guard was a stunning example of swarthy manhood. He was about six feet two, two hundred and fifty pounds of pure, thick muscle. He stopped at a door and motioned me inside.

      I looked in and saw Casper Milktoast sitting at the table. Amy's father appeared about as dangerous as my accountant. He wore the regulation orange jumpsuit common to all prisons around the country. On some inmates, the suits pulled at bulging muscles and accented gym-trained bodies. On Jacob McClellan, the orange completely enveloped him. His thinning hair was neatly trimmed over his ears and, with his round spectacles, I thought he should be sitting behind the information desk at the local library rather than doing hard time for murder. He stood as I walked into the room.

      I walked over and extended my hand. "Mr. McClellan? I'm Detective Wolfe from the Tucson Police Department." My stomach lurched as the door swung shut behind me and the lock slid home with a clank.

      Jacob motioned for me to sit in the chair opposite his. He raised his chin slightly, indicating the closed door. "You get used to it after a while. The hard part for me is that I've developed an irrational fear of this place burning down with me locked inside."

      I nodded and studied the man, trying to come up with a snap judgment that would tell me whether I should turn my world upside down by unofficially re-opening his case. "Mr. McClellan, did Amy tell you she had talked to me about your case?"

      He shifted forward in his chair. His brows came together as he stared at me intently. "No, I haven't talked to Amy in almost two weeks." He sat back and shook his head. "There's nothing you can do, Detective. I'm sorry Amy wasted your time." His eyes focused on the floor, and when I didn't say anything, he raised his head and looked at me.

      "Did you kill Brian?"

      "No. Brian was my brother and my best friend. Would you kill your best friend, Detective?"

      I scratched the side of my head. "Well, unfortunately for me, my best friend tends to get involved in lost causes and she usually drags me down with her. Fortunately for you, she really likes Amy, and they've both railroaded me into helping you." I leaned forward and crossed my arms on the table. "Do you want my help, or not? Because, honestly? I'd love to walk out of here and be done with the whole mess."

      He smiled. "And here I thought you were the bleeding heart come to save the poor innocent convict."

      "Far from it, Mr. McClellan. As far as I'm concerned in this whole fiasco, a jury of your peers put you in here and you're guilty until proven innocent. Now, do you want my help or not?"

      He sighed. "Yes. Yes, I want your help more than anything in the world."

      I watched him some more, hating myself for what I was about to do. I reached into my canvas briefcase and pulled out my notes. "Fine. Let's get started then." I began asking him questions with all the enthusiasm of a kennel worker going in to shovel dog manure. "What's your attorney going to say about me looking into his case?"

      "My attorney hasn't been very effective up to this point. I really don't care what he thinks. What do you want to know?"

      We spoke for close to an hour, me shooting him questions, him answering with the precision I would expect from an electrical engineer. All too soon, the guard returned and said visiting hours were over. I shook Jacob's hand and left the building knowing little more than I had when I first came in. Megan was going to owe me big time for this one.
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      As I drove back to Tucson, I thought about Amy's dad. On the one hand, he seemed genuinely nice and very well educated. On the other hand, there was something hidden just beneath the surface that bothered me. I couldn't put my finger on it, but something just didn't feel right. When I was about twenty miles outside of Tucson, I turned on my cell phone, called Casey, and told her I was finished in Florence.

      "How'd the interview go?" I could hear computer keys clicking in the background.

      It was four o'clock and I was ready to go home. "Fine. Anything new on Bibi's case?"

      The clicking stopped. "Yup." I heard Casey speaking with someone else in the office. She came back on the line. "Kate wants to know where you've been this afternoon. You want to talk to her?"

      I pulled off the road and fumbled in my pocket for my pager that I'd turned off at the prison. "Shit, tell her I'll see her in the morning and..."

      "Why don't you tell me now?" Kate had come on the phone and she didn't sound happy.

      I ran through my list of possible reasons for not being around the office this afternoon. My pager powered on and let me know I'd missed four pages. Shit! "I...um, I was interviewing someone." My voice was a little shaky, but I thought I'd delivered fairly well.

      "I tried calling your cell phone three times and paged you four." Kate definitely sounded pissed. "Now I don't care how long you take for coffee or how many breaks you take, but damn it Alex, when I call during the work day, you'd damn well better answer the phone on the first ring!"

      The only thing worse than Kate's temper was her bite. My legs started to hurt, and I realized I'd jammed them down on the floorboard until my knees were locked straight. "I'm sorry, Boss. I turned off my cell phone during the interview and just now turned it back on."

      The line remained silent and I wondered whether she'd hung up until she growled, "The interview was three hours long?" I could tell she was trying the deep-breathing exercises she'd been practicing around me lately. "Never mind. Get your butt down here and help Casey with this new search warrant."

      After a second, Casey came back on the line. She didn't say anything, and I guessed she was waiting for Kate to walk far enough away so she wouldn't hear. "You're busted," she laughingly said into the receiver. "A half a day on Amy's case and you're already in trouble." The computer clicking started again.

      "Shut up." I closed the cell phone and headed downtown.

      The detectives are all housed in the main police station. Our station had been built in several installments, and anyone looking at it would think an architect had designed it while he was drunk. It has three stories, a basement, and an addition that hangs out on top of a four-story garage. I pulled into the underground garage and wound around until I found an empty parking space.

      As I waited for the elevator, Nate Drewery, a new detective in our unit, stepped out of the stairwell carrying a box of search-warrant supplies. When he saw me, he shook his head and shifted the box in his hands. "The way Kate's talking, you’re gonna be re-assigned to patrolling the Los Reales landfill. Can I have your desk if you leave?"

      "Go stuff yourself, Nate."

      He shrugged and headed for his car. "It was just a thought. I'll see you at the warrant."

      At the door to our office, I stuck my head in to see where Kate was. Our office held three different detective units in one big bullpen setting. An aisle split the office into two sides. Child Abuse is on the left, the Special Crimes Unit on the right, and Domestic Violence is buried in the back opposite the lieutenant's office. The sergeant's cubicles are in a glassed-in area on the front-left side of the room.

      Casey looked up from her typing. "She went to the warrant address. It's safe to come in." As she spoke, Casey shuffled through piles of papers on her desk. There's an in-box and an out-box sitting empty on the corner because she prefers the scatter system of filing.

      My desk phone rang as I walked over and set down my briefcase. I picked it up and held the receiver scrunched between my shoulder and ear while I rifled through the new papers in my in-basket. "Detective Wolfe."

      "Alexandra, this is your mother."

      I waved at Casey to get her attention. When she looked up, I put my finger to my lips. I reached down, pushed the speaker button, and slowly replaced the handset onto the cradle. "Hi, Mom. What's new in your life?" Everyone in the office stopped what they were doing to listen to the weekly installment from my mom.

      "Don't try to distract me with that 'What's new in your life' attitude of yours. I've been trying to call you all day and I get the answering machine on your cell phone. Are you trying to avoid me?"

      Casey sat back in her chair and grinned.

      "No, Mom, I'm not avoiding you. I had to turn off my cell phone for an interview. What's up?"

      "What's up? I'll tell you what's up! When I go to the trouble of getting you invited to parties where all of the eligible bachelors are going to be, I expect you to come back with a husband—not a dog!" Her voice cracked on the last word and I could tell she was close to tears.

      I leaned forward on my desk. "Do they want the dog back? I can swing by their place later tonight and drop her off."

      "Do they want the dog back? No, they don't want that mangy thing back! From what I was told by Millie Verdun, who was there by the way and told me the whole humiliating story, that dog jumped the fence and started licking everyone in sight. When Mr. Weinberg, the rich Mr. Weinberg I might add, tried to grab it, it backed out of its collar and Mr. Weinberg started chasing it."

      My mom sounded horrified, and I knew what was coming next. I closed my eyes, cringing as I tried to block out her voice. She didn't even pause for a breath. "Then you humiliate me in front of some of the most influential people in town by picking up a filthy, water-soaked creature and running out of the back yard!"

      I imagined tears spilling over as she spoke. Casey had her hand over her mouth trying not to laugh while several of the other grinning detectives gathered around our desks. "Mom, I was trying to help."

      "Help?" she screeched into the phone. "What man wants his future wife covered in wet thing smell? You were the laughingstock of the whole party and now I'm sure I am as well!" We could hear her blow her nose in the background.

      I shuffled some papers around on my desk. "Um, Mom, I've got to go serve a search warrant. I'll see you later in the week, okay?"

      "And that's another issue we need to discuss. No man wants his wife out serving search warrants when she should be home cooking his dinner and generally making him comfortable."

      One of the detectives snorted, "Have you ever tasted Alex's cooking?" Everyone around the desk started laughing and I quickly picked up the receiver so we weren't on speaker any more.

      "Who was that?" my mother asked as I was motioning for everyone to keep quiet.

      "They weren't talking to us, Mom. This is a busy office, you know. Look, I'll call you later. Love you." I hung up and grinned at the assembled group. "Okay folks, show's over for this week. Stay tuned for next week's installment of Applied Guilt 101." As everyone wandered back to their desks, I shook my head and sighed. "How was I ever born to that woman? We’re so completely different it's scary."

      Casey reached over to grab the search warrant off the printer. "Your momma's your momma, Alex. You have to love her no matter how strange you think she is." Casey is small-town born and bred, and family's everything on her list. She thumbed through her Rolodex looking for a judge to listen to a telephonic search warrant.

      Years ago, as our city grew, we started having to write and serve an enormous number of search warrants. Law Enforcement devised the telephonic search warrant so that instead of an officer having to physically take the warrant before a judge, he or she could read the warrant to the judge over the phone. It simplified the process all the way around.

      Casey called several judges to try to find one who had the time to listen to her recitation of the facts of the case. She finally found crotchety old Judge Anderson who said he had a few minutes before he had to leave the office. I was there as the mandatory witness to the reading of the warrant, but I'd heard hundreds of warrants and they bored me to tears. I started opening and answering my e-mail as she began reading the document to him verbatim. "Judge Anderson, this is Detective Bowman with the Tucson Police Department Special Crimes Unit. I have Detective Alexandra Wolfe standing by as a witness to this warrant. On the twenty-third day of February 2010, Barbara O'Dell, otherwise known as Bibi, was —"

      He interrupted her. "Detective Wolfe?"

      I belatedly heard his voice and quickly answered, "Yes Sir?"

      "Is that you I hear typing in the background?" He sounded like a stern grandfather speaking to an errant grandchild.

      I swiveled around so that I faced the speakerphone. "Yes Sir, sorry. I'm listening now." I rolled my eyes at Casey, who patiently waited for me to settle down.

      Judge Anderson told Casey to continue. I sat and listened to the entire warrant from start to finish like a good little detective. When we had the warrant, we called Kate and told her she could go ahead and serve it on the address, and then we headed there ourselves.

      Apparently, while I was interviewing Jacob, Casey had learned that the uncle was actually Rafael Rodriguez, Susanna Micha's cousin. We were headed to their grandmother's house where Rafael usually stayed. He'd been kicked out a month earlier for selling drugs out of his bedroom window, and Susanna, Reina's mother, had taken him in.

      We pulled up in front of the house. Kate stood outside with two uniform cops trying to calm several people who were gesturing and talking all at once. I walked closer and heard two heavyset Hispanic women yelling at Kate about the police violating their mother's civil rights. Two small children were clinging to one woman's legs, glaring at Kate.

      Casey walked over to an officer standing next to three men who were sitting on a couch under the carport. Two of the men were having a one-sided argument with the officer, who stood silently with his thumb tucked into his gun belt next to his holster. An older man sat next to them drinking a soda. I looked at the old guy who grinned and shrugged. Apparently, he was just along for the entertainment.

      I walked over to Kate. "Need some help out here, or should I go inside and help with the paper?" I'd momentarily, and foolishly I might add, forgotten she was still really pissed.

      She focused on me, then looked back at the screaming women, slowly turning and putting her hand behind my neck. I was familiar with the calculating expression on her face, so I quickly started for the house. "I'll be inside."

      She pulled me back. "Detective Wolfe." I had no choice but to follow my neck since she was squeezing it between very strong fingers.

      "Yes?" I raised my eyebrows and waited for what was coming.

      "May I introduce you to Carmen Rodriguez and Nina Micha, Susanna's aunts? Why don't you talk to them while I go see how the search is coming along?" With that, she shoved me forward and walked into the house leaving me staring at the two seething women.

      One of the aunts spoke to the little boy, who still clung to her rather abundant thigh. "See, Mijito? This is all these pinche, puto pigs are good for, harassing your Nana and trying to blame your primo for hurting Reina."

      I looked at the little boy who stared back at me with something close to hatred in his eyes. He was about four-years-old with black hair cut into a mullet. He wore little Wrangler jeans with gray fake snake-hide cowboy boots and a red-checked cowboy shirt.

      When I looked at the little girl, she buried her face in her mother's leg. She was a beautiful 2-year-old with classic Hispanic features. She wore pink pants that had tiny pictures of Barney dancing in flowers, and a pink sweater. I glanced over at the other woman, who'd started to walk towards the house. I stepped in front of her and held up my hand. "I'm sorry, Ma'am, but you have to wait out here."

      The woman knocked my hand aside. "You can't keep me out of my mother's house! I know my rights, and you're violating them, you stupid bitch!"

      I grabbed her hand as it hit mine and twisted hard, turning her halfway to the side. I glared at her for a second while I got my temper under control. "We're gonna pretend that didn't happen, 'cause I'd hate to take you to the ground in front of those little kids, but you touch me again, and your next trip will be to the hospital, got it?" She squirmed in my hand, and I twisted her arm a little more.

      "You're hurting me!"

      I let her go and she rubbed her shoulder and stepped back with her sister. During the altercation Casey had come up beside me. "Any problems?" She asked as she reached into her shirt pocket.

      I shook my head. "No problems. We were having a discussion about civil rights and such."

      Casey produced two junior police officer badges. She knelt down and asked the little girl if she could paste it on her shirt. The girl started sucking harder on her thumb and scuffed the dirt with the toe of her flip-flop. Casey looked up at the mom. "Can I give her a badge?"

      The large woman's face softened a little and she nodded. Casey carefully peeled off the plastic backing and smoothed the badge onto the little girl's pink sweater. The boy let go of his mother's legs and stepped closer to Casey. She took the second badge and started to peel the back off of it. "Do you want one too?"

      He nodded and pointed to the side of his shirt. Casey carefully pressed the badge to the spot he'd indicated. She smiled at the little boy. "What's your name?" He went back to his mother and buried his head in her leg. Casey stood up and said to his mother, "You must be really proud of these two. How old are they?"

      The mother shifted and I could see that, as usual, with one action Casey had turned a bad situation good. Everyone in the yard had quieted down as they watched Casey and the two women.

      Kate came out of the house carrying two brown paper bags filled with evidence. Two more detectives followed her along with an I.D. tech. Kate turned to speak to an older Hispanic woman who was standing in the door. The woman nodded and went back into the house. Kate walked over and addressed the two women I was standing with.

      "You can go back into the house now. Your mother has a copy of the search warrant and I've explained everything to her. If you have any information other than what you originally told Detective Bowman over the phone, you have her telephone number."

      Kate turned to Casey and me. "Casey, you and Alex take everything to the station and put it into evidence. The rest of us are headed home. Call me if you need me."
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      Night had settled by the time Casey and I finished filling out all the paperwork and packaging the evidence. When we left the office, I headed for the local pet store because the small bag of dog food I'd bought for Tessa had run out and I doubted she was thriving on the Cheerios I'd been feeding her the last few days.

      The store had a large assortment of rodents, birds and fish, and as I was perusing the gerbils and rats, I tripped over a cart of clearance items all tossed together in a heap. I rummaged through the mess and finally pulled out a fluffy giraffe that played a tune when I stretched out its neck. The tune was fairly obnoxious, and I envisioned Tessa stretching the neck and licking the giraffe's nose while the tuned played over and over and over. I put that back and shuffled through various bottles of flea and tick shampoo, nail cutters, and gerbil food. Then, when I was about to give up, I found the perfect play toy for the Tongue. It was a hard, hollow, rubber cylinder that had a hole in one end. The tag said to spray their edible filler in the hole and the dog would lick the toy for hours.

      I excitedly dug through the bin until I found the spray can and put it in the basket with the thirty dollars worth of dog food. I wondered how Casey managed to feed her crew on a detective's salary as I paid the cashier and headed for home.

      Tessa waited impatiently by the front door, and as I walked in, she raced outside to do her business. She never soiled in the house, but to be on the safe side, I'd asked my neighbor, Newton Goren, to let her out at lunchtime.

      Newt was a 30-year-old, really phobic guy who lived alone in the house next door. He only came outside if he thought no one was looking. Even then, he'd step outside, look around, and disappear inside again.

      Newt and I had a weird relationship that started one day about six months ago when an obnoxious salesman kept knocking on his front door. I had watched the guy knock for about five minutes until I couldn't stand it anymore. I went over, escorted the guy off the property, and looked back at the window. Newt was peeking through the curtains, his brow creased with his usual worried expression. He gave a little wave and disappeared back behind the curtain. I'd waved at the empty window and gone home. Ever since then, whenever I pull into my driveway, Newt pushes aside his curtains and waves at me.

      He's even progressed to the point where he can quickly sneak over to my house to let Tessa out. His weird, oversized head is covered with a thick mass of brown, uncombed hair and he looks ridiculous scurrying between our two houses, but Tessa seems to like him, and I tend to look after him as though he was my little six foot five brother.

      After she'd finished blessing my front yard, Tessa came running back into the house. I took out the toy and showed it to her. "Now look, I'm willing to compromise with you. I'll buy you these things and fill them with all the goop you want, but you need to work on not slobbering on me so much, understand?"

      Tessa licked the toy and tried to work her way up to my hand. I held the toy out of her reach and filled it with the spray goop. I handed it to her, and she gently took it from me. She walked over to her rug, lay down, and started licking.

      I walked over to the couch, waiting for her to come bounding over to clean my ears. She didn't even notice I'd moved. I slowly lowered myself onto the couch, watching for any sign of attack, but she just kept licking the toy. I sat back and crossed my arms, then got up and went into the kitchen. She didn't follow me.

      I stuck my head back into the living room and called, "Tessa." She put her head up, licked the gunk off her lips, and went back to her toy. I walked over to her and started petting her head. She wagged her tail, but she didn't move away from her prize. "Well," I sighed. "This might work out, huh girl?" She wagged her tail again and I went back to the couch.

      I picked up Amy's notebook and leafed through the pages, jotting down thoughts as I read. Brian McClellan had been killed in the parking lot of the Northwest Community Learning Center at 7600 N. Shannon. I tried to picture the address. There was a YMCA near there, and the Northwest Campus of Pima Community College. I decided to check out the address later to pinpoint the actual location. A lot had changed in that area in the last six years.

      I flipped through the pages until I came to the evidence sheet. There really wasn't much physical evidence found at the scene. Actually, there wasn't much evidence period. I pulled out a picture of Brian lying halfway out of the driver's side door of a Mustang GT. He'd been shot in the left side of his head and he'd fallen with his left leg under the frame of the car. His right leg was still propped up on the floorboard. It seemed to me he'd been shot while he was halfway out of the car and had turned to look at someone near the trunk.

      There was some blood spatter on the window of the driver's door, and a second picture showed blood splattered across the driver's side of the hood of the car. The bullet had never been found, but there was a crease in the front frame of the driver's window, probably from the bullet as it exited Brian's head.

      I pulled out a third photograph that had been a crucial piece of evidence at the trial. Brian lay face down on the pavement, his head lying in and surrounded by a thick pool of blood. On the edge of the blood was an almost perfect print of the sole of a tennis shoe. There was a distinctive pattern on the print that, unfortunately for Jacob, matched a pair of Nike Air D.T. 5 tennis shoes the police had found in his closet.

      I studied the shoe print. The pattern consisted of a series of waves stair-stepping down the center of the shoe with small, snake-like figures on either side of the waves. The bloody shoe print was almost too perfect, but then again, I had to admit that sometimes detectives got lucky when the suspect stepped into a gooey mess.

      I set the pictures aside and read through the evidence sheet again. Brian's wallet and money clip were still in his pockets. He'd had eleven dollars and thirty-two cents on him, as well as numerous credit cards. Obviously, robbery wasn't the motive.

      Inside the car, they'd found the usual insurance and registration paperwork. The car had been registered to Brian McClellan and the insurance was paid and up to date. There'd been a folder on the seat that Fred had listed as "miscellaneous paperwork." It also listed cigarette butts that had been found by the front passenger door.

      I set the evidence sheet on the coffee table and stretched. It was approaching ten, and I knew spending more time going over the evidence sheets would be an exercise in futility. I needed to actually look at the evidence instead of depending on Fred to describe everything he'd found. Tessa was still working on her toy, so I headed for the bedroom and changed into some basketball shorts and a T-shirt—my frumpy equivalent to flannel pajamas. I thought about Fred's investigation and his poor reputation with the line troops on the department. I fell asleep wondering exactly how long it might take a captain to ruin a perfectly good detective's career.
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      When I walked into the office the next morning, Casey was sitting at Kate's desk, and the two of them were going over Bibi's case. I put my stuff on my chair and ambled over. Kate held her coffee cup in her lap, concentrating on Casey who methodically recapped everything we'd done so far.

      When she finished, Kate set the cup on the desk and circled it with her hands. "He hasn't crossed the border yet or the Border Patrol would've picked him up. Let's put out a department-wide bulletin for him and see if the troops can find him. Have you had any luck getting Reina to tell you what she saw?"

      Casey shook her head. "No, she's still in the hospital and she barely talks to the nurses. She hasn't even asked for her mama. I'll go back today and try again."

      Kate motioned towards me with her chin. "Maybe Alex should give it a try. Sometimes a fresh face is just what the doctor ordered." She pointed to the cell phone clipped to my belt. "Did you turn it on today or were you going to wait to see if it was really necessary?"

      I whipped the phone off my belt and held it up for both of them to see. "I await your every call with bated breath."

      Kate tilted her head sideways and frowned at me.

      Casey stood up and herded me out of the cubicle. "While you're waiting, smart ass, let's go to the hospital and talk to Reina."

      I looked back at Kate who was sipping coffee and watching me over the top of her mug. I grinned and she pointed to the door. I followed Casey out to the garage and stopped at her car to find out what room Reina was in.

      Casey opened her trunk and took out a stuffed purple elephant. "Room 3426. Here, she seems to like stuffed animals since she's always hugging the bear, I gave her the other day. I'll meet you in the parking garage and we can go in together."

      I took the elephant and followed her to the hospital. We went in through the emergency room so we could visit Maddie and Marcos again. As we walked in, Maddie's face lit up and she came over and took the elephant out of my hands.

      "Did you bring this for me? I love elephants, and the purple matches my outfit perfectly. What do you think?" She held the elephant up to her chubby face and batted her eyelashes at me.

      I stepped back and rubbed my chin. "I don't know, Maddie. I think I'd pick a different-shaped animal if I were you." Casey punched my shoulder and Maddie threw the elephant at my head. I caught it with one hand and fended off Maddie's playful slaps with the other.

      An E.R. doc sporting a pointy little face and a round Buddha belly shushed us. Maddie always called him Gus Gus after Cinderella's chubby little mouse friend. She leaned over now and whispered, "Gus Gus has spoken."

      Marcos walked up behind me and put his hands on either side of my waist. "Hey, you guys. Back again so soon?"

      I quickly stepped away from his hands, but not before I felt something hard press against my butt and felt my face go hot and my stomach flip. I elbowed him in the solar plexus. Hard. "Marcos, you asshole. Get away from me.” In another setting I might have jumped his bones, but here, nope, not okay.

      Marcos let out an “Ooof” and doubled over.

      I turned to Maddy. “Anyway, Yeah, we just need to interview someone, and we thought we'd stop in to say hello."

      Casey and Maddie were standing next to the desk watching us. I grabbed Casey and pulled her towards the door as I called over my shoulder. "See you next time, Lover boy. Take care of Maddie for me."

      Marcos grinned and blew a kiss, and Casey and I headed up to the third floor. In the elevator, Casey stood there eyeing the ceiling with an innocent look on her face. I knew what she was thinking, and when I couldn't stand it anymore, I said, "What?"

      The doors to the elevator opened and she stepped out. She looked back at me and arched her eyebrows. "Marcos is the only man I've ever seen you look at with lust in your eyes. It's kinda’ fun to watch, that's all." She turned and started walking down the hall.

      I stepped out of the elevator and shouted, "Lust?"

      An old woman dressed in a hospital gown looked up from a water cooler and stared at me.

      I shook my head and jogged to catch up to Casey. "What do you mean lust? I don't lust after Marcos."

      We stopped outside room 3426 and Casey pulled up a chair that was between Reina's room and the nurse's station. She sat down stretched her legs. "Okay, okay, you don't lust after Marcos." Then she chuckled. "It's probably a good thing anyway. Can you see your mother telling her friends that you're in a relationship with a bi-sexual nurse?" She leaned the back of her chair against the wall, so it balanced on two legs. She chuckled again. "I'll wait here 'til you're done; then I'll go in and say hello. "

      I growled just before I stuck my head in the door, "I don't lust after Marcos." I peered into the room, which held two beds. The first was empty, and the second had a curtain pulled around it for privacy. I peeked around the curtain and saw a small girl lying on the bed facing the wall with the sheet pulled up to her neck. I stepped between the wall and the bed, pulled up a chair and sat down.

      I held the elephant on my knee and worked its arms with my fingers tucked up under its armpits. "Hi, Reina, I'm Ellie Elephant." I squeaked with a silly elephant voice.

      Reina looked at the elephant, then closed her sad little eyes as if she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      I moved the arms again. "Can I come sit on your bed? This knee is really bony."

      She waited a little bit, and then nodded without opening her eyes.

      I moved the elephant over to the bed and gently sat him on the sheet. I didn't say anything else, waiting and hoping she'd open her eyes or make contact somehow.

      Very slowly, I saw movement under the sheet. Up under her chin, the furry brown head of Casey's stuffed bear peaked out of the sheets. I waved with one of the elephant's arms. "Hello, little bear. I'm Ellie. Who are you?"

      The talking out at the nurses' station filled the room, and I almost didn't hear her answer. Eyes closed, Reina barely moved her lips and whispered, "Oso."

      I moved my finger up behind the elephant's head. I waited until Reina peaked at Ellie, then pushed the head forward and made it nod at Oso. Very slowly, Oso nodded back.

      I moved Ellie's head so that the elephant was looking at me. I very solemnly said to the elephant. "I think you should tell her about your friend, Mrs. Highland." I moved the head very slowly back so that it was facing Reina.

      She looked intently at Ellie, her little brows knit together in concern.

      I very slowly moved Ellie so that her trunk was up against the teddy bear's ear. I whispered in my elephant voice, "I'm friend's with Reina's friend, Mrs. Highland, and she is very worried about Reina. Should I tell Mrs. Highland you're taking good care of her?" I moved the elephant back a little and waited.

      Very slowly, the bear's head nodded. I solemnly nodded the elephant's head as well. I squeaked in my elephant voice, "I had tea with Mrs. Highland, and she said I should come and meet her little friend Reina, so here I am. She said Reina is such a good guest. Mrs. Highland said you might talk to my friend Alex here." I pointed the little elephant arm at my chest.

      Reina's gaze moved from Ellie to the badge on my belt.

      I unclipped the badge and held it out to her. Her little fingers poked out of the top of the sheets. She took the badge and felt its smooth surface with her thumb, then looked up into my eyes.

      "Hi," I said in a quiet voice.

      She looked down at the badge and quietly said, "Hi." She pressed the badge up against the bear's chest and hugged him closer.

      I watched her for a minute. "I'll be right back, okay? I need to get something from outside."

      She closed her eyes, still holding tightly to the bear.

      I went to the door. Casey was still sitting propped up against the wall. "I need one—no, two of your little badge stickers you give to kids. Do you have any on you?"

      She lowered the front two legs of the chair to the floor, reached into her shirt pocket, and pulled out a stack. She peeled off two and handed them to me. "How's it goin?"

      I shrugged. "She said 'Hi'."

      Casey leaned the chair back against the wall. "That's further than I got."

      I went back into the room. Reina hadn't moved since I left. I squeezed the badges in between the elephant's paws and sat Ellie back on the bed. I whispered in elephant talk. "Alex is going to make Oso a police officer so he can really protect you when you need him, okay?"

      Reina looked at the badges, thought for a moment, then slowly moved her bear all of the way out from under her sheets. She handed my badge back to me while staring at the elephant.

      I solemnly took one of the badges and peeled off the backing. "Oso Bear, with this badge, you will become an official officer of the Tucson Police Department. You will then protect my little friend Reina with all of your might, and you will call me whenever you need help. Do you accept this mission I'm giving you?"

      Reina moved Oso's head up and down. I reached over and stuck the badge onto the bear's chest. Then I took the other badge and peeled off the back. "Reina, Mrs. Highland's friend, with this badge you will become a junior member of the Tucson Police Department. You will be strong and safe. You will be able to protect yourself and your friends whenever you need to, and you will call me whenever you want to talk to someone about whatever is hurting you. Do you accept this mission I am giving you?"

      She looked up into my eyes and held them a minute before looking back at the badge. She nodded her head and pulled Oso close into her chest.

      I moved the badge forward a little. "Can I put this on your chest, Reina, or would you rather do it?"

      She looked at me again, then slowly took the badge out of my hand and smoothed it onto her chest.

      I sat back in my chair and sighed. "I'm sorry someone hurt you, Baby. I wish I could have been there to stop him."

      She pulled her bear back under the covers and closed her eyes again.

      I knew she was done for the day. "Ellie and I will come back to visit another day. Is that okay with you?"

      She didn't respond. I stood up, put my business card on her table, and went out to speak to Casey. "I don't know if she'll ever tell one of us what happened. Maybe one day she'll tell a counselor if CPS follows through with her care."

      Casey lowered her chair and went into Reina's room. I sat down and waited. She returned in about a minute and we went back down to the emergency room. Maddie and Marcos were busy with a patient, so Casey and I walked out to the cars. Casey looked at the elephant I was still holding. "You plan to take that home, or what?"

      I held him up and swiveled his head back and forth. I used my best elephant voice and said, "What? Are you worried Alex is lusting after me? I'm not good enough for her, is that it?"

      Casey put her finger between the elephant's eyes. "I think you're perfect for her." She ran her finger down the elephant's trunk. "Anything bigger and she gets scared and runs away."

      I dropped my arm. "Very funny. Very funny coming from you." I opened my car door and threw the elephant on the passenger seat. "You want to head back to Miracle Mile?"

      She stared at me a minute, an amused look on her face, and eventually nodded. "Sure."
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      When we pulled into the parking lot of the local adult bookstore where we hoped to ferret out more witnesses to the assaults on the hookers, Kate's Ford Taurus was parked in front. Casey pulled in behind me and I pointed at the Taurus, wondering whether she’d known Kate was going to be here. She got out and shrugged. "Kate called and asked where we were headed next. She said she'd meet us here."

      We walked into the bookstore and found her talking to the young man behind the counter. She looked at Casey and raised her eyebrows. "Well? How'd it go? Were you guys able to talk to Reina?"

      Casey deferred to me and I shook my head while I looked over an array of flavored lubricants. "I don't know if she'll ever tell anybody what happened, at least not in the near future."

      Kate grabbed a bottle of warming lubricant out of my hand and glared at me as she banged it on the counter.

      "Sorry, Boss."

      She turned and pointedly spoke to Casey. "I thought that might happen. Maybe we can get an admission from Rafael or from Reina's mother if we ever find them. I have a gut feeling some of the family is hiding them somewhere. What's our next step?"

      Casey was trying not to smile as I picked up some foreign-looking object and raised my eyebrows to the cashier. Casey looked quickly back at Kate and said, "I thought some of the family might be hiding them, too. I talked to Jack Dougherty this morning. I gave him a copy of Rafael's mug shot and asked him to try to find him."

      I was reading the directions on the package when I decided to put in my two cents. "Jack reminds me of a smooth fox terrier. He'll follow a fox and stay with it until the fox dies or runs into its hole. I hope this bastard dies in his hole."

      Casey nodded. "Actually, dying in a hole would be too good for him. I hope he dies a slow, lingering, painful death alongside his cousin, Susanna." Casey looked back at Kate. "We're gonna need DNA from the swabs the doctors took from Bibi's chest, but I was going to wait to order it until we've got Rafael and can get a warrant for physical characteristics. There's no sense running the DNA until we have something to compare it to."

      We were the only ones at the bookstore, and the place was quiet for a minute while Kate played with her pen, turning it over and over in her hand, thinking. Finally, she looked up at Casey. "Why don't you call Rita in the crime lab and see what she recommends? It might speed things up if we have one set of the DNA samples already done.” She pointed the pen at me. “If we get enough smooth fox terriers looking for him, we'll run him to ground sooner or later. Alex, would you put that down?"

      "What do you do with it?" I held it out so she could read the directions if she wanted to. She'd been getting grumpier and grumpier the last few weeks, and today was no exception. She grabbed the package out of my hand and sent it flying over the countertop straight at the cashier. I looked at Casey, but she was heading for the front door, so I turned back to Kate. I had to bite my bottom lip to keep from laughing as Kate and I had a staring contest. When I looked away, she pushed me towards the door and said, "Out."

      I could tell she was having a hard time keeping a straight face, and I said over my shoulder, "I'm just doin' some on-the-job research, Boss. Don't I get extra points for that?"

      "I'll give you extra points all right." She laughed as we walked out the door into the parking lot.

      Casey waited for us by the front door. I grinned at her and she shook her head as she asked Kate, "Did you get any new info from the cashier?"

      "No, he said he's heard the girls are running scared, but no one’s willing to risk crossing this guy. I'm pretty sure Rafael's our man. Now all we have to do is prove it. I'll see you guys back at the office." She got into her car and backed out of the lot.

      Casey leaned over the hood of her car and rubbed her temples. "Alex, why do you have to bait her like that? She's gonna blow one of these days and I don't want to be around to watch."

      "I don't know. I just get a kick out of it, that's all. She's my worst nightmare and the best supervisor I've ever had. You figure it out." We talked a little while longer until she was tired of fixing me. When we’d come a full circle, we headed out to our cars to do some more digging.
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      Early the next morning I sauntered into the evidence section wanting to check out evidence from the McClellan case. I'd intentionally come early hoping no one would see me and ask uncomfortable questions. The officer's window where detectives pick up evidence is on the third floor. The sign next to the window said they opened at eight o'clock. The clock on the wall read seven-fifteen. No one was around, so I leaned over the counter and yelled, "Hello? Anybody home?"

      Marla, a perky 20-something Asian woman with golden skin and a heart-shaped face stuck her head around the corner. Her long, silky hair was twisted up into a bun, giving her face a severe look that didn't match her personality. She broke into a smile when she saw me. "Alex, you're here early. What's up?"

      I took an evidence request pad and wrote the case number for Jacob McClellan's case. I turned it around to face her so she could read it. "Do you think you could get some of the evidence for this case out of storage? I'd really appreciate it."

      She took the pad and walked over to the computer. She typed in the case number and printed out the list of items that had been kept as evidence, then walked back and handed the list to me. "That's a pretty old case. Are you getting this stuff out for an appeal?" She was just making polite conversation, and I'd thought up an answer to that question while driving to the station.

      "Well, it's possible there'll be an appeal, and I want to make sure I know all of the details. You know, just in case." I took a pen and, as nonchalantly as possible, checked off the items I wanted to look at. "How long do you think it'll take to get these things?"

      She took the list back to the computer and I watched her hands as she typed. Her fingernails were professionally manicured with clear polish and French tips. I looked down at my hands. I had different lengths of unpolished nails and cuts on my hands from pruning the trees in my yard. I dug my hands into my pockets and waited.

      She looked up from the computer, her mouth creased into a frown. "This could take a few hours. All of it's stored in the warehouse. We'll have to send someone over to get it and I'll have to give you photocopies of all the paper stuff." She reached for a pad and pen. "If you give me the number to your cell phone, I'll call you when it gets in."

      I gave her my number, thanked her, and went to our office. The room was empty, and I sat down at my desk to think. I looked at my computer and wondered whether using it to look up anything on Jacob McClellan’s case would constitute personal use. The federal government frowns on police officers using government databases to research information not related to an ongoing investigation. I decided to wait and run it by Casey first. She's always the more conservative head when it comes to skating on the edge of committing a federal offense.

      I took out Amy's notebook and opened it to the copies of the search warrants that were included in the package. I was impressed with how much paperwork Jacob and Amy had been able to preserve throughout this whole ordeal. Listed on one sheet were the items that had been taken from Jacob's home. A pair of Nike men's size ten Air D.T. 5 tennis shoes had been found hidden in the back of his closet. The warrant said the shoes were still wet, and I wondered whether that meant wet as though someone had jumped into a swimming pool or just wet in certain places where someone had washed something off them.

      I paged back to the crime lab report to see whether any traces of blood had been found on the shoes. Sure enough, evidence item 2FB showed a ½" by ½" smear of blood on the outside edge of the right tennis shoe. If Jacob was trying to cover his tracks, why would he leave such damning evidence in a closet at his home? And if he'd tried to wash off the blood, why hadn't he done a thorough job?

      The FB in the item number stood for Frederick Beulow and meant that he'd been the one to package the shoes into evidence. Not surprising since he was the lead detective, but it made me wonder whether he'd thought about the stupidity of a suspect leaving the shoes where they were sure to be found.

      I flipped back to the search warrant to look at the next items. Sheets taken from Jacob's bed, various paper items, a phone bill, a ticket to a U of A basketball game, and some cigarette butts left in an ashtray—not a huge amount of stuff, given that a man had been murdered and this was the main suspect's residence.

      Casey came into the office and glanced at the notebook. "Have you even looked at any of your other cases lately?"

      I closed the notebook and leaned back in my chair. "They're all up to date, thank you." I intertwined my fingers behind my head and watched the various detectives wander in. "Hey Case, do you think I could use the department computers to—"

      She didn't even let me finish. "No."

      I sat forward in my chair. "You know, 'cause this was a TPD case and—"

      She interrupted me again, her tone hostile, "No, Alex. You are looking into this case for a friend, period. There is no gray area on this one. You cannot use the computers here at work. Do I need to make it plainer than that?" The anger in her voice made it obvious she didn't think I should be digging into Jacob's case. She went back to sorting through her mail, filing some items, trashing others.

      I shifted in my chair and shoved the notebook into my briefcase. "Fine. I won't use the computers then. It's not a big deal. Most of what I need's in this notebook anyway." I sorted through some papers on my desk, silently fuming at her rebuke. When the silence stretched on, I asked, "What's eating you, anyway? It's not like I've broken any rules or anything."

      She lowered her head and raised her eyes over her granny glasses. "You drove to Florence on a personal investigation and interviewed a prisoner on company time. I'd say that's breaking some rules, wouldn't you?"

      I went into my defensive mode. "Who says a detective can't go to a prison and interview a prisoner?"

      She threw something into the trash. "Did you ask Kate for permission to leave the city on duty time? Did you get a travel order to drive your city car to another town? Let me answer that for you. No, you didn't, so don't go all-innocent on me. You're pushing the envelope again and I don't like it."

      She had me there, and I tried to come up with something to say. Everything I could think of sounded juvenile, so instead of making a fool of myself, I got up and walked over to a table where someone had left a bag of bagels and cream cheese. I cut open an everything bagel and smothered it with olive and pimento cream cheese, then went back to my desk and started sorting through my own in-basket. I could use Casey's help, but obviously, I was on my own on this one.

      At three-thirty, Marla, the I.D. tech, called me. She had all the evidence ready and I could pick it up at any time. I headed out the door, walked a short distance down the hall, and presented myself at the evidence counter.

      Marla trotted up and leaned on the counter. "There was a .22 caliber pistol listed on the evidence sheet, but you hadn't put a check mark by it, so I don't have it right here. In fact, there were a few items you hadn't marked, but I brought them from the warehouse in case you need them later. They'll be stored here until you ask for them." She pulled a sheet of paper from a stack on the counter and pointed to a line at the bottom of the sheet. "If you'll sign here, I'll get everything ready for you."

      I looked over the sheet, put my initials under the heading Received by, and dated it. In for a dime, in for a dollar, I thought. I picked up the folder with the photocopies of the paper evidence, thanked her, and headed for the garage. I was curious to see what "miscellaneous items" Fred had deemed not important enough to list individually.

      I drove home and carried the folder into my living room. Tessa bounded past me on her way out the door, slobbered on my hand as she passed, and went about her business. She'd obviously been working on the toy all day. It was slippery with saliva and empty of filler. I'd already used up all the spray goop, so I hunted around my cupboards looking for a suitable replacement. I found a 4-day-old slice of apple pie left over from one of our monthly office potlucks. I stuffed the pie into the ball and sealed it with a goopy piece of crust.

      When I let Tessa in, she wiggled over to me. "Hi Tessa, you liked your toy, huh? Here you go." She licked the apple pie, and then put the whole ball into her mouth. I knelt down and stroked her head. "Tessa, I am a genius." She looked up at me with her huge, smiling eyes, went over to her rug, and started licking.

      I sighed and took the folder over to the couch. I cleared a space on my coffee table and laid things out one by one. First were copies of the items Fred had listed as being miscellaneous paperwork." A neighborhood market receipt showed that Brian had bought a twenty-four ounce coffee at eight in the morning on January 28th, 2004. How could Fred have dismissed the receipt as being not important? It proved that Brian had been alive at eight o'clock on the morning he was killed.

      I picked up the next item. It was a computer printout from a group claiming to be "America's first genealogy-driven DNA testing service." I set that aside and pulled out a copy of a newspaper article written in 1995 about the Arizona Home for Orphaned Boys. Paper-clipped to that were the records for Brian and Jacob McClellan, detailing their stay at the Home from 1959 to 1975. Next came a 1958 obituary for a John Steiner who'd been killed in a car wreck on interstate ten.

      The last two items were Marla's photocopy of a napkin with some writing on it and another photocopy showing the 1940s photograph listed on the evidence sheet. The napkin had the logo from the Rillito Racetrack and there were three phone numbers written on it.

      Thoroughbreds and quarter horses have been racing at Rillito Downs for well over forty years. Some of the greatest sprinters in the world have raced there and I've always enjoyed taking a Sunday afternoon to watch the horses run. Apparently, Brian did also.

      I set down the copy of the napkin and studied the people in the photograph. A young girl wearing an old-fashioned knee-length dress was looking up at a man standing beside her.

      The man sported a thick handlebar mustache and was dressed in a pinstriped suit topped by a stylish bowler hat. His right arm was around the girl's shoulders, and his left was wrapped around the waist of a woman who looked to be in her late twenties, early thirties. The woman had on a print dress and she was holding out the bottom of her skirt and smiling up at the man. The three of them were standing in front of an elegant, three-story mansion. Towards the back of the scene, blurry shapes stood to the side of the doorway. I wondered whether they were the servants of the household. I set the photo down next to the report from the Home for Orphaned Boys.

      I opened the folder again and pulled out the copy of the ticket for the 2004 U of A vs. ASU home basketball game. According to the prosecution, this ticket was the key to Jacob's motivation to kill his brother. Apparently, Brian and Jacob had attended that game together. They'd gotten into a very public argument over money Brian had borrowed from Jacob's wife without Jacob's knowledge. I put the ticket down and looked in the folder again, hoping to find something that even suggested that someone other than Jacob had killed Brian. It was empty.

      I sat back on the couch and looked at the papers arranged neatly on the coffee table. The doorbell rang and Tessa ran to answer it with the toy in her mouth. I got up and crossed to the door. Casey was standing on my porch holding a six-pack of diet soda, a bag of un-popped microwave popcorn, and a DVD in her hand.

      She held out the DVD. "Hi. Here's a little peace offering for being such a bitch this morning. I thought we could eat popcorn and watch The Black Dahlia. You know, a nice, uplifting movie about—" She held up the DVD to read the movie description. "Obsession, love, corruption, greed and depravity."

      I motioned her inside, and she walked over to the couch and sat down. Tessa sat next to her, leaning into her knee. Casey unconsciously stroked Tessa's head as she looked over the items on the coffee table. "Is this some of the evidence from Fred's case?"

      

      I nodded.

      She picked up the report from the orphanage as I took the diet soda and popcorn from her. I walked into the kitchen and said over my shoulder, "I wanted to see what Fred thought were miscellaneous documents that he'd found in Brian's car. I haven't read everything yet. I was sorting through the pile when you showed up."

      Casey yelled into the kitchen from the sofa. "Where's all this horrible licking you keep talking about? She seems pretty mellow to me."

      I yelled back through the door, "You are witnessing some of the greatest dog training the world has ever known. I bought her that toy, and as long as I keep it filled with something, she'd rather lick that than me. Pretty smart, huh?" I threw the bag of popcorn into the microwave and hit the Popcorn button. While that was heating up, I took down two coffee mugs. One of the mugs was shaped like Tigger, the other Eeyore. Tigger was doing the dance "that Tiggers do best!" and Eeyore looked as melancholy as ever. I filled the cups with ice and soda, retrieved the popcorn from the microwave, and headed back to the living room.

      Casey had taken out her glasses and was reading the report from the orphanage. I set the mugs down and pointed at the papers. "I can see why Fred called these miscellaneous. Except for the convenience-store receipt, they don't seem to have anything to do with the homicide."

      Casey looked over the paper at me. "Did you know Brian and Jacob were orphans? This says they were literally left on the steps of St. Augustine's Church when they were babies." She looked back at the report, then corrected herself. "Well, when Jacob was two and Brian, four."

      I turned my head sideways so I could read what she was holding. "No, but I guess that would account for the genealogy stuff in the folder. Maybe Brian was interested in finding his birth parents."

      Casey shuffled the papers into a neat pile and lay them back on the coffee table. "What's your next step? Are you gonna stop this shit before Beulow finds out what you're doing?"

      I picked up the Tigger mug and took a sip. I realized I really didn't know what to do next. There weren't any solid leads to follow up on, but Megan wouldn't leave me alone until I'd looked into every possibility. I remembered the phone numbers on the napkin and said, "I think I'll do some research on those phone numbers on the napkin...see if I can find out who Brian was talking to when he was at the racetrack."

      Casey's a "dot the i's, cross the t's" type of person. When she takes a case, she follows up on every possible lead and interviews every person who could have even a remote tie-in to her case. She takes victim's injuries personally and considers it her personal responsibility to wrap up her case so tight it would be virtually impossible for the suspect to do anything but plea bargain for a life sentence. The down side to her commitment is that she spends too much time on one case, inevitably falling behind in her caseload. Kate's been working with her to come to a happy medium where the suspect is convicted, and her other cases get worked.

      If this had originally been her case, she would've talked to all the people associated with the phone numbers, gone to Rillito Race Track to find people who remembered seeing Brian there, and looked into any gambling debts he might have had. Fred had done none of the above, since he was a “cut the corners” kind of detective who generally did as little as possible to get a conviction.

      Casey played with Tessa's ear and whispered something to her. Tessa waged her tail, looking up at her adoringly. Every animal I'd ever seen around Casey had fallen immediately in love. Casey moved her hand to Tessa's back, and Tessa rolled over, presenting her belly for scratching. Casey laughed, found Tessa's itchy spot, and rubbed while Tessa kicked wildly with her hind leg.

      Casey picked up the DVD and held it out once again as a peace offering. I accepted the offering and we enjoyed a quiet evening, eating, drinking, and watching a great whodunit.
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      The next day, I sat in my living room with my phone in my lap and the napkin with the phone numbers on the coffee table. A yellow legal pad and a pen were close-by in case I found something I needed to write down. My usual bowl of Cheerios was sitting on top of the pad.

      I dialed the first number on the list and the computer-generated voice on the other end informed me that the number had been disconnected. It wasn’t a total loss since I'd brought home the Cole's directory from 2004 and would look up the numbers once I'd actually tried calling each one.

      I dialed the second number. No one was home, and the message on the answering machine was in Spanish—something about dinner, and baseball, and call later, I think.

      I tried the third number. A woman answered the phone with a crisp, slightly Italian accent. "Mr. Angelino's residence."

      I was so surprised to actually get a human being, I stuttered the first few words. "Uh...is...is Mr. Angelino in? Could I talk to him please?"

      The woman immediately replied in a professional tone. "Who is calling please?"

      I moved the Cheerios and wrote down Mr. Angelino as I answered her question. "This is Detective Wolfe of the Tucson Police Department and I have a couple of questions for either you or Mr. or Mrs. Angelino."

      There was complete silence on the phone. I babbled on because I didn't want her to hang up on me. "Was this Mr. Angelino's number in 2004? I'm looking into a case that occurred back then, and I found this number in some of the old evidence. I'm trying to reconstruct what happened around that time."

      I heard someone blowing into the phone, and I hoped she was just exhaling smoke from a cigarette. "Mrs. Angelino died last year, and Mr. Angelino doesn't talk to the police. If you have questions related to legal matters, you need to contact his attorney, William Silverton. Is there anything else I can help you with?"

      The name Angelino was furiously flying around inside my head. Tancredo Angelino had been a Mafia boss from Chicago who'd relocated to Tucson back in the 1970s. I couldn't remember why—something about his wife's health, or maybe his son was murdered, or his daughter was indicted. The reason wasn't important, but I was thinking he had to be at least in his eighties by now. I decided I might as well find out now if this number belonged to Tancredo Angelino of the Mafia or to Mr. Nobody Angelino from Toledo. "Excuse me, Ma'am, but is this Mr. Tancredo Angelino's number?"

      She chuckled and blew into the phone again. "Do you really want to know that? He might have to order your execution if I give you too many details."

      I laughed nervously, hoping this was some type of sick, Mafia humor. "Uh, well, it would help to know whose number this is. It's really not a big deal. I'm just clearing up some loose ends."

      Her professional voice re-emerged. "You'll have to talk to Mr. Silverton, Detective. Please don't call here again." She hung up the phone and I slowly hit the end button on my phone.

      I pulled over the Cole's directory. Cole's is a detective's best friend when it comes to finding people. If you know a phone number or address, it'll usually give you a name. I paged through until I came to the page with the same prefix as the one on the napkin. I ran my finger down the list until I came to the correct listing. I slowly moved my hand to the right and was rewarded by "T. Angelino" with an address of 1625 E. Concord in Tucson.

      I sat back and Tessa climbed up beside me on the couch. I absently stroked her head, wondering why Brian would have written Tancredo Angelino's phone number on a napkin. I began to wonder exactly when he'd gone to Rillito Race Track and how often he went. I also wondered why Jacob's wife had loaned him money, why Jacob and Brian had argued about the loan at the basketball game, and why Fred hadn't asked Jacob those questions during his interview. The only point anyone focused on at the trial was that they had, indeed, argued. No one seemed to care why they'd decided to air their family laundry so publicly.

      I picked up the photocopy of the napkin from the coffee table and found the first two numbers in Coles. When I'd called the numbers, the first one had been disconnected. Cole's showed that in 2004 it was for a Dry Cleaning store that had gone out of business a few years back. There was no listing in 2004 for the second number.

      I decided I needed to talk to Jacob again, and today would be the perfect day to go. No one could complain if I went on my day off. I picked up my legal pad and started writing out questions I wanted to ask. When I finished, I locked up the house and headed for the Jeep. I looked over at Newt's window. The curtains were closed but I waved anyway.
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      I cranked up the radio in my Jeep and drove to Florence. One more time, a guard led me to the little interview room inside the prison. My guard du jour was a short, muscular woman with tanning-booth brown skin and a butt that barely squeezed into her uniform pants. I walked a little further back than usual because her pants looked dangerously close to splitting and giving her a butt blow out. Her brown eyes were surrounded by heavy black mascara that had been applied by a trowel, and her blonde ponytail bounced merrily back and forth as she walked.

      She spoke to me over her shoulder as we waited at one of the gates. "This guy's wife and daughter were here yesterday. His last appeal comes up next week. Word is, he doesn't have a chance. Anyway, the wife and daughter come at least once a month, which is more visitors than most of these losers get in a year." She popped her gum as she stepped through the metal portal and waved at the gate guard who sat behind the bulletproof glass. His gaze followed her backside appreciatively as she turned to wait for me.

      I followed her through the door and flinched as it slid closed behind us with a clang. I took a shaky breath and asked, "How do you get used to being locked in here all day? It gives me the creeps."

      She stopped chewing the gum for a moment and smiled back at me. "It bothers a lot of people, but all these gates and locks actually make me feel more secure. We can lock down any part of the prison in a heartbeat if we need to." We stopped at the same interview room I'd used on my last visit. She unlocked the door and stood to one side. "Call when you're done; I'll come get you."

      I thanked her and stepped inside. Jacob sat behind the small table in the center of the room. He stood up and motioned for me to take the other chair. I settled myself and reached into my canvas briefcase for a legal pad. A strange smell floated through the air and I slowly breathed in, trying to identify it. It smelled sickly sweet and floral, and it made my stomach a little queasy.

      Jacob must have noticed because he laughed. "I had dishwashing duty this morning. We wash close to eight hundred dishes, eight hundred cups, and who can guess how many knives, forks and spoons. I usually smell like dishwashing soap for days after I'm finished with the detail."

      He inspected his hands closely as he sat down. "You know, I used to love to camp. Macey, Amy and I would go out into the woods for a week at a time sometimes, and I'd take my ax and chop up wood for the fire. My hands would get blistered and full of splinters, but what I wouldn't give to go out and be able to get those blisters now instead of having dishwater soft hands."

      I looked at his baby smooth hands. "Macey's your wife?"

      "She's the greatest wife a man could want. I told her she could divorce me—you know, get on with her life—but she said she was my wife and the mother of my child, and she would never leave me for another man." He wrung his hands quietly, then continued. "I guess it really doesn't matter anymore. My last appeal is next week, and I don't think we'll win." He pointed at my notepad, obviously wanting to change the subject. "So, you have some questions you wanted to ask me?"

      I focused on my notes and decided to get some of the basics out of the way first. "Okay, let's talk about some of the evidence they have against you."

      He held up his hand, palm towards me. "Wait, I just need to know one thing. Do you believe I'm innocent?"

      I shook my head. "No, but I haven't proven in my own mind that you're guilty either. Who knows? Maybe there's something Beulow missed."

      He shrugged. "At least you're honest. Not many cops tell you the truth about what they're doing. I can guarantee Beulow didn't." An angry ghost danced across his face, then disappeared again.

      I watched him closely. "Jacob...." I leaned forward and put my elbow on the desk. "You've gotten really good at hiding your feelings in here. Really good. But when you're talking to me, telling me things, remembering things, I need you to feel the feelings you felt when those events happened six years ago."

      He'd looked down while I was talking, and I waited until he raised his head again and met my eyes before I continued. "The way I investigate is…." I paused, trying to find the right words. "Well, I read body language. I look at people's expressions, listen for inflections when they talk. If you hide those things from me, I don't get the whole picture. I miss clues that you might not even know you have. You've got to work with me here."

      He inspected his hands again, brushed some imaginary dirt from the back of his fist, and shrugged. "I'll give you what I can."

      My pen rolled off the desk and I snared it as it fell. I put a check mark next to the first question. "Okay, like I said, I want to go over some of the physical evidence first. Tell me about the tennis shoes. Were they yours?"

      He settled back and started to talk. "They were an old pair of Nike's I had stuck in the back of my closet. They must have been what—four, five years old?"

      "How did you know they were your shoes and not someone else's?"

      "Yeah, the prosecution made a big deal of that. They were Air D.T. 5s, Deion Sanders signature shoes. I loved the Dallas Cowboys, and Deion Sanders was my hero. Remember him? He played football with the Dallas Cowboys and baseball with the Braves in the World Series."

      "No, I'm not much into sports. How did you know they were your shoes?"

      He smiled and for the first time I saw little laugh lines at the corners of his eyes. "Sorry, I tend to get carried away about sports. I knew they were my shoes because I'd put in special shoelaces with little Deion Sanders heads all over them. One of the tips of the laces had come off, and I'd burned it with a match to keep it from unraveling. They were my shoes all right."

      I wrote down his answer in the space I'd left next to the question. "When was the last time you'd seen 'em?"

      He reached over and fanned the pages of the trial transcript I'd brought with me. "It's all here in the trial notes. They asked me these questions already."

      "I know what's in the transcript, Jake. I want to hear it directly from you."

      The laugh lines showed again. "Like I said, they were in the back of my closet and I hadn't gotten around to getting rid of them. I hadn't noticed them for a couple of years."

      "Did you have any break-ins at your house?"

      "No."

      "Then how could the killer have gotten them?"

      "The same way he got my pistol, and only God knows how he got that."

      I picked up my pen again. "Where did you keep the pistol?"

      "Under my mattress."

      I squinted at him and cocked my head sideways. "You're kidding, right? Nobody hides their pistol under the mattress anymore."

      He shrugged. "It was definitely my pistol too, in case you're going to ask. It was a 1947 "G" Series .22, High Standard Sport King. My father-in-law left it to me in his will. He'd carved his initials in the grip."

      I'd been hoping he'd be able to give me something to run with, but so far, all I'd heard was stuff I already knew. "So, you don't know how the killer took your shoes or your gun. Did you always lock the doors at your house?"

      "Yes."

      "Did you have an air conditioner or a swamp cooler in your house?" In arid climates, a swamp cooler is often used in place of an air conditioner. It works by drawing the hot outside air through wet pads, then blowing the cooler air into the house. His eyebrows came down, and I could tell he was trying to work out where I was headed. He answered slowly. "We have a swamp cooler...why?"

      "Did you guys leave a window open an inch or so to pull in the air from the swamp cooler?"

      I saw a light bulb go off in his head. It worried me that he was so quick to figure it out. I didn't want him making up answers to fit my theories.

      He nodded again. "We always left our bedroom window open a half-inch or so to get the cool air back to our room. I guess he could have come in that way. And if he put the screen back, we never would have known."

      I made a mental note to check the bedroom screen when I went to interview Jake's wife. Fred never mentioned checking windows for forced entry. Why should he? He was convinced the killer lived in the house and wouldn't need to break in to get the gun and shoes. Damn him and his lazy ass investigation. Six years is a long time to wait to look for evidence, but a bent screen would at least be something to lend a little credence to Jake's story.

      I decided to switch gears to try to keep Jake off balance. "Tell me about the Arizona Home for Orphaned Boys."

      He shifted in his chair and blinked rapidly. His hands came together in the form of a church steeple and he put the tips of his fingers on the bridge of his nose. His knees came together, and he rested his elbows on the table. "Jesus...." He laughed nervously and looked away from me.

      I sat quietly, wondering why I'd gotten such a strange reaction.

      He crossed his arms and took a long, deep breath. "I hated that place. If it weren't for Brian—" Jacob lapsed into silence.

      I prompted him to go on. "If it weren't for Brian, what? What did Brian do for you at the Boys' Ranch?"

      He seemed to get control of his emotions again, the transformation from little boy back to full-grown man instantaneous. "It's a little embarrassing. I was always the scrawny kid, and he was the athlete. Brian always protected me from everybody...bullies, teachers, staff. Older boys would come to my bed at night, and Brian would pick them up and throw them into the wall. If I got in trouble with the staff, he was always there to sympathize with me. Brian was my best friend, Detective Wolfe. I wish for him back every day of my life."

      Tears formed in the corners of his eyes, and when he was able to compose himself, he went on. "There was this dorm manager, Eldon Lawson, who really liked little boys. One night he came to my bed with just a shirt on and climbed in. Brian came unglued. He beat Lawson so bad he had to go to the hospital." Jacob smiled sadly. "Some memories, huh?"

      "So, what happened to Lawson?"

      "Nothing. We never told and he never told. It's how things were done back then."

      I thought of all of the other boys Lawson had probably molested over the years, then asked, "Why were you two at the Boys' Ranch? What happened to your parents?"

      He shook his head. "Nobody knows. I was two and he was four. Someone left us on the steps of Saint Augustine Church downtown with a little bundle of junk. Brian hated our parents his whole life. In his mind, they had abandoned us and had taken off for a better life. He was kind of obsessed with finding them, but he never did."

      I opened Amy's notebook. "Do you know what was in the bundle that was left with the two of you?"

      He shook his head again. "No, I think Brian went back to the Boys' Ranch to get whatever they had on us, but I don't know what he got. He said Lawson was still there. Can you believe it? After all these years."

      I stared at him in horror. "The pedophile is still working with kids after what—" I looked at my notes. "Twenty-some years? And you two never said anything to anybody?"

      At least he had the grace to look ashamed. "No... when Brian came back that last time from the ranch, he said we should report him.” He shrugged. “I was still too ashamed to tell anyone, so he dropped it."

      "Did Brian tell Lawson he was going to report him?"

      Jacob shrugged. "I don't know."

      I pulled out the photocopy of the fading picture of the man, woman and child. I reached over the table and put it down in front of Jacob.

      He took some glasses out of his shirt pocket and carefully hooked the earpieces around his ears. He picked up the picture and I saw instant recognition. He laughed quietly as he stared at the picture. "I forgot Brian showed that to me once. He said he found it in our file at the Boys’ Home. He thought it might be a clue to where we had come from. I remember telling him to stop obsessing over the past and start living for the present." He put the picture down on the table. "What a joke, huh? All he had was the past. His present and future were pretty well wiped out, weren't they?" He stood up and wiped his hands on his pants. "Look Detective, I have to meet with my attorney at eleven o'clock. I really need to get going."

      I packed up all of my things and held out my business card. "If you think of anything else, please give me a call. I'll keep in touch with you if I find anything."

      He took the card and started for the door. He hesitated, and then turned. "You know, it probably doesn't mean anything, but Brian had been going up to Phoenix a lot before he was killed. I don't know why, but...well, who knows what information might help you."

      I reached over and took hold of his arm. "Hey Jacob, I want you to know I have to report what you told me about Lawson. An investigator will probably want to come talk to you, okay?"

      He shrugged as though it didn't matter, knocked on the door, and went out when the guard pulled it open. I stepped out into the hall to look for my escort. She stood behind a locked door talking to a secretary who pointed out the window at me. The guard hurried out. I followed her bouncing butt to the prison entrance, thanked her, and started my drive back to Tucson. My cell phone rang and when I answered it, I heard Kate say "Alex" in the singsong voice that always worried me. I pulled to the side of the road so I could hear her better. "Hi Sarge, what's up?"

      Kate sighed. "I got a call today from an attorney, William Silverton. I'm curious about why you need to talk to a retired Mafia Don about a shooting case." She didn't sound overly pleased.

      I fidgeted in my seat. "Well, it's for something I'm looking into off-duty, for a friend."

      "Off-duty?" She paused a minute. "Then why did you tell them you were a detective from the Tucson Police Department?"

      She had me there. "Well, I guess it was kinda’ force of habit, you know?"

      "Well break the habit. Got it? And the attorney said to stay away from his client. You can talk to Silverton if you need any information, but I'm ordering you to stay away from the Angelinos. I don't need that kind of trouble." She broke the connection and I stared at the phone. I watched a red-tailed hawk land on top of a telephone pole next to the road. "Just great." I muttered as I started the Jeep and drove home.
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      On Saturday afternoon, Megan came through my front door carrying a bag of bagels. Tessa followed her into the kitchen wriggling with adoration. Megan took Tessa's head in her hands and cooed. "Hey Darlin', we missed you at class this morning." Then she turned around and took my face in her hands and said. "You too, Darlin'. Where were you?"

      I pushed her hands away and she ruffled my hair before reaching for a bagel. "Megan, stop it. We weren't there because we don't need the class anymore." I subconsciously held up my hands because Tessa was slobbering all over them. I looked down and she jumped up, trying to lick my face. "Hey, knock it off. Where's your toy anyway?" I went out to the living room and tried to find the ball. I looked on her rug, under the couch, and under the desk.

      Megan walked over to the couch with a mouth full of bagel and pulled the toy from in between the cushions. "Thif whatchu wand?" She held up the ball and smiled, half a bagel crammed around her teeth.

      I smiled as I grabbed for the Kong. "What are you doing? Give me that." I headed for the kitchen, Tessa licking at me as I walked.

      Megan followed, chewing the huge piece of bagel she had in her mouth. When she finally swallowed, she pointed to the toy. "You know, she's not trained if she only obeys when she has her toy. What if you lose it? She starts licking again." Tessa took that moment to start on my feet. I looked over at Megan and her eyebrows shot up.

      I laughed as I pulled out the peanut butter and filled the toy to overflowing. I gave it to Tessa and out she went to her rug.

      Megan flopped down in a kitchen chair. She wore her kinky red hair loose, and it stood out from her head in waves. "So, who are we gonna interview today about Amy's case?"

      "We? You want to come with me?"

      "Sure, I figured I'd keep you company. So, where we goin’?"

      I went out to the living room and came back with the folder. I pulled out the photocopy of the napkin and pointed to the second number. "I want to find out why Brian had the number of a dry cleaning company in the file that was found on his car seat. It's probably nothing, but I want to track it down anyway."

      Megan jumped up and grabbed her purse. "Cool, let's go!"

      I smiled and motioned for her to sit down. "Slow down. I don't even know the address yet. Gimme a second." I went to the Coles directory and looked up the number, then wrote down the address and grabbed a banana to eat on the way. "Okay, we're off."

      We pulled up to the address and got out of the Jeep. The building was in an older part of downtown that hadn't yet been discovered by the yuppies who thought it was cool to buy slum houses and restore them. The business had closed several years earlier, and the building was a wreck. Graffiti covered ninety-nine percent of the walls, the ground was littered with broken glass from the windows, and rusting metal pipes lay twisted in the overgrown weeds. I picked my way to the door, which was swinging from the middle hinge, the only one still connected. I looked back at Megan, who was standing by the Jeep. "You coming?"

      She put her hands on her hips. "In there? Are you crazy? That's disgusting."

      "You said you wanted to help. Well, come help." I bowed and swung my arm towards the door.

      She grumbled and daintily made her way around the glass and over the pipes.

      I banged on the outside of the building and yelled through the opening, "Anybody home?" Total silence. I stuck my head in and looked around. The stench of unwashed bodies and urine washed over me, and I noticed a dirt path that wound through the building where all the transients scuffed their way to their bedrooms. Broken beer and wine bottles lay strewn about, and old pieces of foul-smelling clothing were scattered around.

      Megan followed me in and immediately started dry heaving. When she finished, she pinched her nose shut and grimaced. "Cad we go dow?"

      I walked over to a pile of clothing that had been thrown against a corner of the room, then glanced back at Megan, who was still standing in the doorway. She looked so forlorn that I laughed, and there was no doubt in my mind that would really piss her off. I turned away and coughed to try to cover the sound, but as usual, she knew what I was doing. She walked towards me, still pinching her nose. "Don’tchu dare stard laughi’g ad me. I'b helpi’g you, rebeber?"

      "Okay, I won't laugh." I laughed again and pinched the brow of my nose, trying to stop. She moved around until she stood in front of me, her hands resting on her hips.

      I decided it was time to change the subject. I pointed out some hypodermic needles that were scattered near the clothes. "Watch your step. You definitely don't want to get poked." I headed farther into the building with Megan close on my heels.

      In one office, some abandoned filing cabinets stood with their drawers half-open. I opened them the rest of the way, but unfortunately, they were empty. There was an old railroad calendar hanging near the door. It was open to April of 2005. On the page was a photograph of an old steam engine rolling through a beautiful forest canyon that probably didn't exist anymore.

      We left the office and walked down a dark hallway that opened into a cavernous room where I guessed the actual dry cleaning had been done. Four "grungies," as the homeless street kids are called, were sitting against a wall on a filthy, stained, king-size mattress.

      Megan came up behind me and grabbed my arm, using my body as a shield from the kids. She whispered, "Let's go. Let's just go, Alex."

      I recognized one of the kids from when I'd worked patrol. I slipped my arm out of Megan's grip and walked over to the mattress. "Anthony, you still hangin' around down here?"

      Anthony smiled and shrugged. "Me and my buddies'r just chillin', you know?"

      I nodded and turned my attention to a girl lying on the mattress with her head propped against the wall. She had dyed, spiked, jet-black hair, piercings on her eyebrows, nose, lips, and tongue, and tattoos covering both arms. She stared at me, the pupils of her eyes no bigger than pinpricks.

      The next girl sat with her legs straight out in a V, leaning back on her hands. There was a rip in the crotch of her jeans, and I could have seen right up her hoo hoo if I'd taken the time to look. Her hair was bright orange and she wore a spiked dog collar around her neck.

      Attached to the collar was a leash that was being held by the fourth member of the group, a muscular, filthy teen with a teardrop tattooed on the corner of his right eye. He wore a black, sleeveless shirt that said Fuck You. A full sleeve of prison tattoos decorated his right arm, and on his left, a snake wound from his wrist up to his head. The end of it disappeared into his ear.

      He sneered at me. "Tony says you're a fuckin' cop. You're pretty stupid comin’ here without your piece." He started to move his hand behind Crotch Girl.

      I bent down, pulled up my pant leg, and slid my handgun out of my ankle holster. I held it at my side and said, "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

      He stopped moving, and we stared at each other until he finally looked away. He sat back against the wall and wouldn't meet my eyes. I felt Megan behind me and told her to go out the way we had come in. When she got to the front part of the building, I smiled. "Good talking to you. We'll have to do it again sometime." I slowly backed out of the room, never taking my eyes off them.

      Once I got outside, I looked around for Megan. She was already sitting in the Jeep, glaring at me. I walked over and got in and she pinned me to the driver's window with her glare. She pointed forward and growled, "Would you drive for crap sake? At least get us out of here!"

      We drove to a neighborhood park in silence. I parked the Jeep and sat there a second, watching Megan fume. She finally turned to me and snapped, "Why would you go into a cesspool like that? And why did you have to drag me along?"

      I turned in my seat so I could face her. "I had to go there because when I work a case, I like to physically see the places that might have a bearing on what happened. Yes, it's a cesspool, but patrol officers go into filthy places all the time. And I didn't drag you along; you volunteered to come."

      She got out of the Jeep and headed into the park. I followed, slowly. I knew she was still pissed, and I also knew it wouldn't be long before she started to vent. When I sat down on a bench, she came over and growled, "When we saw those four weirdoes, you had to go over and chat with 'em, didn't you? Were you trying to get us killed or just showing off?"

      "I was trying to keep us safe. They're like hyenas, Meg. If they smell fear, they attack. They're basically cowards unless they think the balance is in their favor."

      Megan took a second to digest that, and then her smile reappeared. "I loved the way you stared down that guy, alpha dog to piss-ant dog. You know, like I teach in my classes."

      Life in Megan's world was good again, and we walked to a nearby convenience store and bought some drinks. I called a real estate agent I knew and asked him to find the current owner of the old dry cleaners. He called me back in a few minutes and told me the building belonged to someone named Owen Grant. He gave me Owen's home address and after we'd finished our drinks, Megan and I headed for his house.

      Owen answered the door with a pool cue in one hand and a beer in the other. He was a handsome African American who looked to be about six-four, two hundred fifty pounds. He smiled and stepped out onto the stoop. "Ladies, to what do I owe this pleasure?" He winked at Megan, who nudged me with her elbow.

      I ignored her and started with the amenities. "I hope we're not disturbing anything." I pointed to his pool cue and beer.

      He took his eyes off Megan and shook his head.

      I introduced myself. "My name is Alex Wolfe. I'm a detective with the Tucson Police Department and this is Megan O'Reilly. Are you Mr. Owen Grant?"

      He looked curios. "Yes, that's me."

      "Do you own the old dry cleaners down in the middle of town?"

      "Yes. Why don't you come inside? You can finish asking your questions where it's a little warmer." He stepped aside and Megan and I walked into his living room. The place had been converted to a pool hall, complete with a full-size pool table, three large-screen TV's, a fully stocked bar and some very comfortable looking furniture.

      Megan looked around. "Nice. I could get used to this."

      Owen smiled at her. "I'm a sports nut, and I like to watch my games in comfort. Can I get you two a beer?"

      Megan looked at me and I shrugged. I wasn't on duty, so I could drink whatever I wanted. We sat on the leather couch and he brought us both a beer.

      I popped the tab while he settled into a chair. I pulled out my notebook and pen. "Mr. Grant, how long have you owned that property?"

      He took a drink and sat forward in his chair. "My grandfather started the dry cleaning business back in 1957. My dad inherited the business from him in 1998. He was a lousy businessman and he ran it into the ground by 2006. He left me the property when he died last year."

      I thought maybe I needed to say something sympathetic about his dad's death and I started to give my apologies when Megan jumped in. "Your dad died? I'm so sorry. That's a really hard thing to go through, when a parent dies." She batted her eyes at him and scooted a little closer to his chair.

      I looked at her a minute, tapping the pen on my pad. Owen admired her cleavage a second, and then returned his gaze to her face. "Yeah, he was a lousy businessman, but he was a great dad." He gestured towards me. "So what type of crime are you investigating?"

      "I'm looking into a murder that happened in 2004. A man named Brian McClellan was killed on the Northwest side of town." I watched to see whether he reacted to Brian's name.

      He looked up quickly. "Is that the guy who was killed by his own brother?"

      I nodded.

      He pointed a finger at me. "He came to the dry cleaners a few months before he was killed. He showed me an old 1940's picture of a man and a woman and a little girl. He asked if I recognized anyone in the picture. I tried to call the detective on the case when I read that the guy was killed, but he blew me off."

      I took a sip of the beer. "Did you?"

      "Did I what?"

      "Did you recognize anyone in the picture?"

      He laughed. "Hell no! How old do I look? That picture was from the 1940's. My dad thought he recognized the lady and maybe the little girl. He said he remembered them because there was a big scandal back then." His gaze shifted to his left, as though he was trying to remember the story. "Two women who worked at the cleaners left for lunch and they were never seen again—no bodies, nothing. He said both of them kinda’ looked like the people in the picture because the two women were so similar in appearance. Kind of weird, huh?"

      I pulled out the photocopy of the picture and handed it to him. He took a quick look at it and handed it back. "That's the picture he showed me. He wanted to get exact dates, but my dad couldn't remember. Dad did finally find their work records because the guy wouldn't leave him alone."

      "Do you still have those records your dad found?" I asked.

      "I don't know. When the business closed, Dad put a lot of stuff into storage. I have no idea what's in there. I haven't had the heart to go in and clean out the locker since Dad died."

      I started to ask another question, but Megan interrupted me again. "I know what you mean. When my Mom died, it took me two years to clean out her house. I hated giving away her stuff. It was like tearing off a piece of me each time I saw something go out the door."

      I gave Megan an "are you finished?" look and she smiled at me. I turned back to Owen and asked him if he could try to find the folder for me. He agreed to look in the next couple of days and said he'd call me if he found something. I thanked him and shook his hand.

      Megan held out her hand and he gently took it and put it up to his lips.

      My mouth dropped open.

      Megan actually giggled and sashayed out to the Jeep.

      I followed her and got in the driver's seat. "I can’t believe you! We're doing an investigation here and you're flirting with the guy!"

      "Gotta get it while you can, Alex. We're not getting any younger, you know." She reached back and pulled on her seat belt. "Where to now?"

      I pulled out my "To Do" list and decided to head over to check on Mrs. Highland. Megan rolled down the window in the Jeep, and as we drove, I looked over at her. She was obviously enjoying the feeling of the wind blowing through her hair. Her eyes were closed, and she was leaning forward into her seatbelt, a satisfied look on her face that reminded me of Tessa when she stuck her doggy head out the window.

      Megan had been the one constant in my life since preschool. When we were little, she was the one who worried about baby birds when they fell out of the nest. She always picked the gawky kids for whatever playground game we were playing, then blamed me if I couldn't pull our coordination-deprived team through to a win.

      As we got older, she was the girl that all the mothers warned their sons about. She would do anything on a dare. In high school, some members of the football team bet she couldn't have five orgasms in five minutes. She proved them wrong and has held a high school record that, as far as we know, has yet to be broken.

      We pulled into Mrs. Highland's little compound and went up to her door. Megan started picking off the peeling paint and I reached over and slapped her hand. "Leave her paint alone, Meg. That's rude."

      Megan looked at me out of the corner of her eye, no doubt thinking I'd gone around the bend, but she put her hands in her pockets and waited. When Mrs. Highland didn't answer right away, Megan put her fist up to knock again. I grabbed her hand and stopped her. "No, just be patient. She's probably having a bowel movement."

      Megan took my head in her hands and peered into my eyes. She turned my head back and forth to inspect every inch and said, "What have you done with Alex Wolfe? In the name of the Lord, I demand you leave her body immediately!" She slapped the palm of her hand on my forehead and drove me backward. I laughed and pushed her back.

      Neither of us had noticed when Mrs. Highland opened the door, and she startled us when she chuckled and said, "Did it come out?"

      Megan looked very serious as she inspected my face again. She turned and reported to Mrs. Highland. "Well, she's still foaming at the mouth, but that's pretty normal for her, so I think we're safe."

      Mrs. Highland smiled and pushed her stray hair back into place. "Would you and your friend like to come in, Detective Wolfe? It's a little cool out there, and my heater keeps my house nice and cozy. Can you believe all the rain we've had this year?"

      We followed her into her living room, and Megan and I sat on her couch. I introduced the two of them, then leaned back and relaxed. Mrs. Highland offered to make some tea and put out some cookies. Megan immediately accepted and jumped up to help, chattering on her way into the kitchen. We'd always been like that, Megan talking and me listening in the background.

      After a while, Mrs. Highland brought the tray out and sat in her straight-backed chair. While they chatted, I took a minute to get a closer look at the little room. It was spotless. All of the glass and wood was dusted to a shine, and there was some new sheet music perched on the little spinet piano. The furniture and accessories could easily have been fifty to sixty years old, except for a large framed poster of a space shuttle surrounded by a cloud of smoke as it lifted off the shuttle pad.

      Mrs. Highland noticed me looking at the poster. She got up and straightened it a little bit. Her eyes were wistful as she said, "Ever since I was a little girl, I dreamed about living in space. My Horace and I flew to every shuttle launch we could get to so I could pretend I was one of the lucky ones going into the atmosphere."

      She came back and picked up her teacup. "We were there, you know. January 28th, 1986 at 11:39 a.m. Horace and I had our lawn chairs out, watching the launch of Challenger. When it exploded, I couldn't catch my breath. I looked for Horace and he was bent over in his chair. He had his head in his hands, and he was crying. I had never seen him like that before. We never went to another launch again." She took a sip of her tea and wiped away a tear that had started down one of the lines in her cheek.

      Megan reached over and took her hand. "I saw it on TV. I think the whole world went kind of numb when that happened."

      I'm not really comfortable with emotions, so I let Megan take care of her. The two of them started talking again, and pretty soon, the topic changed to Reina. Mrs. Highland asked how she was doing, and I told her what I knew.

      I'd made arrangements for Casey, Kate, and I to come clean up the little rental house the next day, Sunday, and I told Mrs. Highland what to expect. A few days earlier, when I'd mentioned the project to Jack Dougherty, he'd said he had contacts with other city departments because he helped clean up neighborhoods in his beat. I'd asked him to see if he could get the city to drop off a dumpster in front of the rental, and he'd made arrangements for it to be delivered in the morning. He'd also recruited a few of his teenage son's friends to come help with some yard cleanup.

      Megan's face lit up and she immediately volunteered to come. “And I’ll see if I can recruit any other help. I'll bet I can get Amy to come since you're helping her with her dad's case."

      "The more the merrier." I stood up to take my teacup into the kitchen. Megan and I thanked Mrs. Highland for the tea and told her we'd be back bright and early the next morning for the cleanup. She stood on her porch and waved as we drove out of her compound.

      The idea of the morning's cleanup excited Megan, who couldn't wait to get home to start calling around for people to help. I smiled. She was a nut, but I knew I couldn't function without her routinely messing up my life.
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      The next morning, Megan, Tessa, and I showed up at the rental house early. I wanted to be there to show the City Sanitation Engineers, AKA garbage men, where to put the dumpster. People slowly trickled in, and by the time we were ready to start, we had about fifteen volunteers. The big surprise came when Kate showed up with two hazardous material guys who had volunteered to get rid of the mattress full of dried, coagulated blood.

      We watched as they suited up in their HAZMAT suits. Then we helped them seal their gloves and booties with silver duct tape. By the time they donned their plastic facemasks, they looked like two robots waddling into the twilight zone. All the equipment seemed like overkill, but they took their jobs and their exposure to contaminated blood very seriously.

      By the time they'd wrapped the mattress in a huge, heavy plastic bag, scrubbed down the blood on the floor and walls, and transported the mattress to who knows where, Jack had organized everyone into work crews who were busy pruning, hauling, and raking the landscape inside the entire compound.

      I'd brought plastic cups, jugs of water, and bags of fruit, cheese, and crackers. Amy, Mrs. Highland, and Tessa were busy handing out ice water and replacing the food on the plates as people came by for a snack. Actually, Tessa was practicing her imitation of a pathetic, starved, but very cute pup. Unfortunately, and to Megan's consternation, Amy had shown up with her teacher, Roger Krupski, in tow.

      Roger still had on his polyester pants. His greasy hair was combed straight back in strands that formed the flying V preferred by ducks heading south for the winter. He volunteered to help with the interior cleanup and got busy sweeping out the dirt left over from years of bad housecleaning. Every five minutes he stopped to walk over to Amy, eat a boatload of cheese, and drink seven or eight cups of water before ambling back into the house. Whenever he came to stand near Amy, Tessa protectively inserted herself between the two of them.

      Megan quietly pointed out, “You should always trust a dog's instinct about a person.”

      We hauled out every piece of furniture and dumped most of it into the dumpster. Jack, who's the Radar O'Reilly of the department, assured us he could get some of the merchants on Fourth Avenue to donate some nice, used furniture to help furnish the little home. Fourth Avenue is the city's throwback to the hippy era of the ‘60s. The shops there are quaint, and the shop owners friendly and caring people.

      Jack had also talked a local hardware store into donating paint and paintbrushes. He and his teenage son, Andy, were busy putting the last coat of paint on the front door. Andy was standing behind Jack, who'd bent over and was carefully edging the corner of the door with a small brush. Andy caught my eye, and with a mischievous wink, swiped his paintbrush across his dad's backside and took off running.

      Jack, who was laughing and yelling at his son at the same time, chased him around the house and finally caught him near the refreshment stand. He couldn't pull Andy close enough to the table to grab some water, so Mrs. Highland calmly picked up a cup and handed it to Jack, who immediately dumped it over Andy's head.

      Everyone had come out to see what the fuss was about, and we all applauded as the two of them walked back to the house, affectionately bumping each other along the way.

      By the end of the day we had the rental painted inside and out with a fresh coat of tan paint that transformed the place into a cute little bungalow, ready to let. We all gathered in front of the house for a group photo with Mrs. Highland, who held Amy and Megan's hands and stood in front, looking very happy and more than a little dazed.

      After almost everyone had left, Kate walked up to me and patted me on the back. "You know Alex, sometimes you surprise me with stuff like this. This is the kind of work I keep telling people you're capable of doing. Now if you could just keep out of trouble long enough for them to see it too, we might get somewhere." She smiled and squeezed my arm. "You aren’t the most politically correct officer I have working for me, but you sure keep my job interesting."

      I watched as she got into her shiny blue Mustang convertible and drove out of the compound.

      Casey walked up and nodded down the road Kate had taken. "I think you earned some much-needed brownie points today. Why do I get the feeling you're gonna need 'em in the next few weeks?" She got into her white Ford F-150 and took off.

      I looked around and realized that Megan, Tessa and I were the only ones left. We said goodbye to Mrs. Highland and promised to come visit her later in the week. Tessa jumped into the Jeep and stretched out on the back seat. We climbed in after her and headed for home.
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      The next day, Kate had scheduled me to work the midnight shift with Jack Dougherty so we could try to locate Rafael or at least find Reina's mother, Susanna. During the day, I'd been going over Brian's homicide, sorting through the evidence and reading the statements again. I decided I really needed to sort out the relationship between Brian and Tancredo Angelino. The only way I knew how to do that was to take the bull by the horns and stop by the Angelino's house that afternoon before work for an unannounced visit.

      Mr. Angelino lived in a very old, upscale part of town. Once upon a time, the area bordered the far east side of the city. Over the years, city sprawl had completely encircled the neighborhood and continued on for another thirty miles or so. Inside the little enclave, however, million-dollar homes still sat undisturbed amid beautifully landscaped yards.

      I pulled up to the address listed in the Cole's directory. Tancredo wasn't hurting for cash, that was for sure. The cement driveway evenly split a sculptured lawn bordered by yellow and orange marigolds the length of the drive. A third color of marigold that actually looked like brushed gold defined the front part of the driveway. A six-foot stucco wall surrounded the inner yard and home. I walked through the open gate, took a deep breath, and strode up to the front door like I belonged there.

      I pushed the doorbell and heard a deep-timbered gong echoing throughout the home. A stylish woman in her mid-fifties answered the door wearing fitted Gucci jeans and a tight, black-knit sweater. I stared at the white Medusa logo planted strategically between two cantaloupe-shaped breasts. I was mesmerized by how perfectly Medusa's snakes curved around the nipples, as though the sweater had been designed specifically for this women's breasts. She took a long drag on a very thin cigar and slowly blew the smoke into my face.

      I backed up, waving my hands to clear the haze surrounding my head. The heavy cloud filled my lungs and burned its way down my throat. It took a second, but when I was able to breathe without gagging, I came up looking for a fight. As the saying goes, if looks could kill, she'd have been history.

      She returned my angry stare with a bemused expression and leaned up against the doorframe. Watching as I struggled to regain some composure, she finally asked, "Can I help you?" Her dove-gray eyes sparkled with mischief and I smiled despite myself.

      She took another drag on the cigar. I immediately held up my finger and gave her the "don't you dare" look before she could puff another cloud in my face. The corners of her mouth turned up a fraction of an inch before she turned her head to the side and slowly blew out a stream of smoke.

      I decided to start by introducing myself. "I'm Alex Wolfe. I called earlier in the week. Maybe I spoke to you?" I tried to look as innocent as possible, pretending I hadn't been specifically told by the attorney to stay away from the Angelinos.

      She didn't answer right away. She leaned against the doorframe, one hand held idly near her face, the cigar between her fingers trailing a thin line of smoke. "I believe I told you to contact the family attorney, William Silverton."

      I shifted my feet, getting ready to do a figurative song and dance. "Yes Ma'am. Actually, he contacted me. Well, he contacted my sergeant anyway." I stopped there, letting her shoot the next volley.

      "And?" That wasn't much of a volley.

      "And my sergeant ordered me to stay away from Mr. Angelino." I inspected the potted flowers sitting next to the door so I wouldn't have to make eye contact.

      She didn't say anything for quite a while, so I finally gave up and looked at her. She took another puff. "I guess you don't follow orders very well, do you, Alex?" Cigar smoke drifted out with each word. She cocked her head a little and waited, eyebrows raised.

      My attention wandered back to the medusa while I shuffled through and then rejected several snappy comebacks. My eyes drifted back to hers, then up to her thick black hair. She wore it in a style that accentuated every curve and angle of her face.

      I never did much with my brown, boring hair. Department regulations said to either keep it short or pinned up, but I hadn't been to the salon in so long mine had grown down around my collar. Her hair looked so perfect that I blurted out, "I wish I could get my hair to look like that."

      She chuckled, rolled her eyes, and stood aside, motioning for me to go through the door. "Luckily for you, I don't follow orders very well either. Come on in and we'll talk." Said the spider to the fly, I thought as I stepped into the foyer. She continued speaking as we walked through the house. "Daddy's not feeling well today, but maybe I can answer your questions."

      I stopped in my tracks. "Daddy?"

      She continued walking so I followed her into a library that looked like it had two thousand books arranged in floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She went to a side cupboard and pulled out a bottle of Glenlivit single malt Scotch. "Would you like a drink, Detective?" She took out two short glasses. They were heavy at the bottom, with a slight inward curve of the sides flowing towards the top of the glass. Adding two small ice cubes to each glass, she poured in some of the Scotch. She motioned for me to sit on a deep brown, oversized leather sofa, handed me a glass and gracefully lowered herself down next to me. "In answer to your question, Detective, I'm Gianina Angelino. My friends call me Gia."

      "I'm not on duty, so please don't call me detective. I'm just doing some research for a friend."

      "An unofficial visit then?" She took a sip of the Scotch.

      I nodded. "I'm looking into a man's death that happened about six years ago, and I found your phone number written on a napkin in his things. I'm trying to reconstruct exactly what was happening in his life at the time." I sampled the whiskey and was amazed at how smooth Scotch could be if you actually paid more than ten dollars a bottle for it.

      She leaned back into the couch. I could tell she was curious, but I sensed a cautious side as well. "Why now? Do you think my father had something to do with this man's death? Because if you do, you really need to talk to William, not to me."

      I shook my head and took another sip. I really liked this Scotch. "My friend is trying to help the daughter of the man who was convicted of murdering Brian. My friend is convinced the man is innocent, and as usual, she dragged me into it."

      "So, the murdered man was named Brian. Did he have a last name?" Her eyes were laughing again as she looked at me over her glass.

      "Brian McClellan."

      She blinked. Steel replaced the humor in her eyes, and I suddenly knew it was not a good idea to underestimate this woman. I decided to sit quietly for a minute to see what, if anything, she would say.

      Her face went taut when she finally answered me. "My father is a very old man, Alex. I'd prefer that you leave him to his memories and not bother us again."

      Her reply was so strange that I decided it wouldn't hurt to push a little. "Can you at least tell me why you recognized Brian's last name? If there's no connection between his death and your phone number, I can move on to other avenues. Help me out here."

      She stood and took the glass out of my hand. "We're done here, Detective. You can see yourself to the door."

      I got up and watched her a minute, thinking hard. "Did Brian owe your dad money from the horse races?"

      Her expression didn't change. She took me by the shoulders and turned me around. "The door is that way, Detective Wolfe. I suggest you use it."

      I knew an order when I heard it. I walked slowly through the house, more curious than ever now. At the door, I stopped and looked back, expecting to see her watching me from the library. The hallway was empty, so I let myself out and pulled the door quietly shut behind me, thinking as I walked to my car that I needed to do a little more research before I got myself too deep into a muddy mafia connection.

      I still had several hours before I started to work with Jack on the night shift. The interview with Ms. Angelino had whetted my curiosity. I drove home and called a friend who'd investigated organized crime for the past fifteen years. When he answered the phone, I said, "Hey Chuck, tell me everything you know about Tancredo Angelino."

      After he stopped laughing, he said, "Hey, you're welcome to come in and peruse the three file cabinets full of information on the family, or we can sit down for a few months and I can give you the short version, your choice."

      "Okay, simple question then, has the family ever been in the loan shark business?"

      "Do lieutenants get lobotomies when they're promoted?" That was a fairly well known fact around the department, so there was no need to say anymore.

      I moved the phone over to my other ear to free up my writing hand. "What kind of background information can you give me?"

      "Well, they moved to Chicago from Italy sometime in the 1920s. Tancredo's father built his empire mostly through illicit gambling casinos and drugs. The Angelino family was one of the major families in the Chicago area." He paused. "You with me so far?"

      I nodded into the phone. "Yeah, I'm writing as fast as my little hand can move.”

      "Okay, when his old man died, Tancredo became the undisputed head of the Angelino family. He made millions, but in the process, he apparently pissed somebody off. Next thing you know, somebody executed his son, Tancredo Jr., or Credo as they called him, who was a twin to Tancredo's daughter, Gianina." He stopped and I heard papers shuffling on his desk. "Let's see, that happened sometime in the '70s, and all hell broke loose. Hold on a second, will ya?" I finished writing my notes as he talked to someone in the background.

      "Okay, I'm back again. Sorry about that. Where was I?" He was quiet a second. "Oh yeah, the son gets blown away. Something like twenty people were introduced to cement overshoes that month. I guess after it was all said and done, Tancredo Sr. didn't have the stomach to stay in Chicago anymore without his son. He brought the family here to Tucson, and the rest, as they say, is history."

      I thought a minute. "What do you know about Gianina Angelino?"

      "I know Gia is one tough broad. When her father retired from his various enterprises, Gia took over from him. From what I hear, business has never been better. But word is, nobody crosses Gia."

      I had one more question. "How long ago do you think Tancredo retired?"

      "Well, let's see, it must have been at least, eight, maybe ten years ago. I know the old man's somewhere in his eighties, and she's been runnin' things for a while now."

      I thanked him and hung up. I wrote down eight years and underlined it several times. Since Brian had been murdered six years ago, that made Gia, rather than her father, the possible connection.

      When I finished writing up my notes, it was time to shift gears from my off-duty investigation into Brian's murder to going into work and looking for the asshole who'd shot Bibi. I closed my notebook and headed for the Southside substation.
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      I met Jack in the briefing room at nine o'clock that night. He and some members of his squad had been leaning pretty hard on Rafael's family, and they'd uncovered some pretty good intelligence on both Rafael and Reina's mother, Susanna. I called Casey to see whether she'd gotten any new info. She faxed us a recent picture of Susanna. She said someone had called in an anonymous tip that Rafael and Susanna were waiting until Reina got out of the hospital. Once they had her, they were going to make a run for Mexico. The informant said she was worried about Reina's safety.

      "Anything else?" I studied the picture of Susanna.

      "Yeah, she also said Susanna's driving a green four-door Chevy Chevette owned by one of her cousins. The paint on the hood and roof's supposedly sun damaged, and one of the windows has cardboard instead of glass."

      "Cool, at least now we have a car to look for."

      "Good hunting and be sure to call me if you end up catching either one."

      I closed my cell phone and jumped into the passenger side of Jack's patrol car. It was dark, so when he started the computer it bathed his face in a wicked green glow. The dispatcher was grabbing everyone as they logged on to help take some of the backed-up call load. As soon as he logged on, Jack put us out on “special detail” so we wouldn't get tied up. He reached up and scratched his chin. "So, when's the barbeque?"

      "I thought you were scared of my cooking. In fact, I believe you once accused me of poisoning your whole squad with my turkey surprise."

      "Well, we can always order take out and pretend you cooked it. Peggy and Bonnie want to meet Tessa since Andy told them all about her after we cleaned the guest house." Peggy and Bonnie are Jack's wife and daughter, respectively, and Bonnie and I hang out a lot together since we both like animals and ice cream.

      We bantered back and forth throughout the shift as we popped in on several of Rafael's family members. Jack and his squad had visited most of them several times a night for the last week, trying to get information. Some of them were getting so tired of the cops that they were actually trying to help us catch Susanna and Rafael. Not because they were good citizens, mind you, but so they could get back to whatever crime occupied their time when the cops weren't around. At one cousin's house, we heard that Rafael was driving a green pick-up truck. At another, they said he had a yellow Chevy Blazer. At a third, he'd been seen in a black Pontiac Firebird.

      "It's starting to look like Rafael owns a used car dealership," Jack said, as we climbed back into the patrol car after the last visit. We finally ran into some luck as we pulled into a Circle K to get a soda. A blue Chevette with cardboard in its right rear window pulled out of the parking lot as we were pulling in. I looked over at Jack, who smiled as he did a u-turn and headed after the car.

      I took out the new info from Casey. "The informant said the car was green. This one's blue, but everything else matches." We followed the car a while, waiting for the driver to screw up so we could pull them over. They turned onto the grandmother's street and sped up.

      Jack followed as I got on the radio and gave the dispatcher the grandmother's address and asked for back up. The Chevette bounced over a curb and stopped in the middle of the grandmother's front yard. Jack pulled up behind them. As we took cover, the doors on the Chevette flew open and three women jumped out and started running for the house. We gave chase and almost caught them, but unfortunately, they got to the house two steps before we did and the last one tried to slam the door. Jack crashed into it at the last second and forced it open.

      I quickly scanned the faces in the room and recognized Susanna standing behind her two aunts. Her grandmother hurried out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. Jack kept an eye on the hallway to make sure we weren't ambushed from that direction and sirens wailed in the distance as backup headed our way.

      One of the aunts stepped forward, fists drawn partway up, ready for a fight. "Get the hell out of our house, you fuckin' pigs!"

      I ignored her and spoke directly to Susanna. "Look Susanna, all we want to do is talk to you about what happened at your house the other night. Can we talk for a second?"

      I thought I sounded reasonable, empathetic even, but apparently, she didn't. Her voice broke as she yelled, "You fucking bitch! Get out of this house and leave me alone!" Her attention darted between Jack and me as she weighed her options. Her eyes locked on a decorative plate resting on a sideboard. She grabbed it and threw it at me, Frisbee style. As I ducked, she turned and sprinted towards the dining room table on her way to the sliding glass door that opened onto the back yard.

      I barreled my way through the two aunts and tackled Susanna from behind. We went sprawling onto the table, slid all the way across it and flew off the other side. I landed on top of her and one of the aunts hurled herself on top of me. I covered my Glock with my right hand to keep the aunt from getting it and pushed down on Susanna's head with the other to keep her under control.

      The aunt picked up a marble cat and clobbered the back of my head. For a second, I could have sworn I saw a beautiful array of fireworks right there in the dining room.

      Jack grabbed her off me and threw her to a patrol officer who was just running into the house. Then he turned back and helped me handcuff Susanna while another officer ran inside to help. Jack lifted Susanna to her feet and shoved her toward the officer, who escorted her from the house.

      I knelt on all fours, trying to clear my head. The room was spinning, and little drops of blood made interesting patterns on the tile floor. Nausea crawled up my stomach to my throat, and I desperately tried to remember what I'd eaten for dinner in case I ended up seeing it again. I heard several officers giving orders in the background. The spinning slowed and the queasiness eased a little bit as I looked around for Jack, who was kneeling beside me.

      He took my arm and helped me to my feet, then steadied me with one hand on my elbow and stepped behind me to examine my head. He whistled quietly. "I think we need to get some meds, Alex. She cracked you pretty good." He helped me walk outside, where both Susanna and her aunt were waiting in handcuffs.

      Susanna was crying, but the aunt was showing a pretty vivid imagination concerning various parts of my anatomy. I was pretty sure I couldn't do most of the sex acts she suggested, but I tucked them away anyway so I could run them by Marcos to see if he thought any of them were possible. Some actually sounded pretty interesting, but I think I'd have to do some stretching first.

      The female officer standing with the aunt was listening with rapt attention to her monologue. "Hey Alex, isn't that last one she suggested called the Tantric dismount? I heard you were pretty good at that one."

      I smiled as I reached up and felt the back of my head. "I'm not sure, Kelli, but I know at least ten guys who swear you're the Tantric Queen."

      She flipped me the bird while she put the aunt in the back seat of her car. I shrugged out of Jack's grasp and walked with Susanna to the other patrol car. The arresting officer helped her sit in the back seat, then reached around to buckle her in. I rested my arm on the door and leaned in. "You want to talk to detectives about what happened to Reina?"

      Her brown eyes were puffy and swollen and dark lines of mascara ran down her cheeks. "I didn't do nothing. Please, you gotta believe me. I don't wanna go to jail, please."

      I studied her a minute. If I said what I was dying to say, I'd be in Internal Affairs and she'd clam up. I really needed her to talk to Casey, so I smiled instead. "Look, Susanna, the detective you talked to at the hospital just wants to clear up some things. Will you talk to her again and go over what happened one more time?"

      She wiped her eyes on her shoulder and nodded. I closed the door and turned my back to the car. "Asshole."

      The officer standing by the door mumbled, "Amen to that."

      "I need you to take her downtown so Detective Bowman can talk to her. Third floor in the Special Crimes Unit."

      He nodded and as I watched them drive away, Jack walked up with some paramedics. "Sorry, Alex. I didn't think your head looked all that great." He knew I hated any kind of medical attention and I shot him a clear message of malice. A medic I knew from years of tag-team call taking with the fire department walked me over to his truck and poured some liquid fire onto my scalp.

      I whirled around, knocked the bottle out of his hand, and growled, "If you ever do that again, I give you my solemn word you will never father children!"

      He didn't say anything, just grinned as he reached for my shoulder to turn me back around. As he gently parted my hair, he muttered, "Whoa!" and motioned for his partner to take a look. "Looks like you're gonna need stitches, Alex. You want us to take you to the E.R. or can one of your buddies give you a ride?"

      Jack piped in. "I'll take her. We're riding together anyway. Thanks guys."

      The sun was just peeking over the horizon as we drove to the hospital, me angry at Jack for making this a big deal and him having a private conversation with himself. I called Casey and told her Susanna was on her way to the main station. When I hung up, I glanced over at Jack, who'd finished his monologue and was looking a little sheepish.

      "What?" I realized he'd been trying to figure out how to tell me something he knew I wasn't going to like.

      He nervously tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. "Now, don't get mad. I had to call Kate to let her know what happened. She's on her way to meet us at the E.R."

      "Shit." I put my head against the side window and closed my eyes. This was definitely not the best night of my career.

      When I walked into the emergency room, it was obvious the paramedics had called ahead and told Maddie and Marcos I was coming. They were standing in the middle of the room with huge grins on their faces. Kate walked in from a side door in time to see Maddie pull a blown up rubber glove from behind her back, dance over and hand it to me. At the same time, Marcos pulled out a bouquet of blown-up condoms, bowed to me and presented his offering. They both yelled "Surprise!" and started laughing hysterically.

      I glanced over at Kate, who had her head down with her thumb and forefinger planted solidly into the middle of her eye sockets. I took the glove and the condoms and walked into one of the cubicles.

      Kate followed me in and took the condom bouquet. She held it up in front of my face. "Do I even want to ask about this?"

      I shook my head slowly. She handed the condoms back to me and told me to sit on the examining table. She walked around behind me and chuckled. "Ouch! Are we going to have to pay for the damage to the marble cat?"

      "Very funny, Boss. I'm happy to tell you the cat is just fine."

      The doctor, an older, distinguished-looking man with owlish eyes and a bushy mustache walked in with Maddie close behind, carrying a tray filled with all kinds of gruesome instruments.

      I studied them a minute and felt my stomach start to heave again.

      Kate moved around in front of me just as the doctor said to her, "You might want to step outside for a little while. This won't be pretty."

      Kate smiled, looked me in the eye, and said, "Are you kidding? I wouldn't miss this for the world."

      The doctor had me lie on my stomach and, though I'm not real clear about what actually happened, I think I must have passed out a few times between shots and staples. He put in the last staple at around six in the morning, and I wasn't in the most pleasant mood when Kate drove me home and dropped me at my doorstep.

      My head was pounding, and I couldn't tell whether it was from the marble cat or the staple gun. The doctor had given me some Tylenol with codeine with explicit instructions about how and when I should take them. I looked at the bottle, washed three down with a wine cooler, and slept like a baby.
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      Gianina Angelino was pounding on my head with a huge, loud gong. I tried to block the blows, but she kept insisting I leave her house immediately. She was punctuating each word with a huge bronze disc that clanged every time she hit me. The sound slowly dimmed to a far away ringing until I awoke enough to realize that my cell phone had fallen under my pillow. I opened it and looked at the time. It was one in the afternoon, and I didn't feel like talking to anyone. I started to close it until I noticed it was Casey calling. I pushed the send button and mumbled a hello.

      Casey sounded a little stressed. "Alex, what the hell have you done to make Kate hit the roof?"

      I sat up way too fast and felt all the blood leave my head. I lay back down. "What do ya mean? I got some staples in my head. Everything was fine this morning when she dropped me off at home. What's she doing?"

      Casey's voice went up an octave. "What's she doing? She slammed down her phone, stalked over to my desk, yelled at me to get you into her office now, and stomped out the door! What the hell did you do?"

      I thought for a minute. "Did she mention either William Silverton or Tancredo Angelino by any chance?"

      The phone was silent. That wasn't a good sign. I tried again. "Casey?"

      Casey's voice dropped back down an octave. "You went to see Angelino after Kate ordered you to stay away, didn't you?"

      This time I was silent for a minute. Casey muttered into the phone. "You idiot! What is the matter with you? Get your ass down here! And Alex —"

      I started to get out of bed. "Yeah?"

      "When you get here, remember to engage your brain before you engage your mouth." She disconnected.

      I set the phone down and gingerly walked into the bathroom. My head hurt, but I didn't think it was such a good idea to take more codeine and then drive to the station. I think Kate would probably shoot me dead right then and there. I put on my clothes and headed for the office.

      When I walked in, the secretary, Sharon, pointed towards the lieutenant's office. "The L.T.'s out of town, but Kate wanted to chew your butt in private." I scowled at her and walked to the lieutenant's door. The door was open, but I stopped and knocked anyway, mostly because I wanted to stall as long as I could.

      Kate sat behind the desk, leaning back in the chair. She had a foot up on a drawer with one leg crossed over the other, slowly drumming a pen on her knee. Her eyes focused on me, but she didn't say a word. She just sat and seethed. I walked in and sat down.

      "Shut the door." The slow, quiet monotone unnerved me. I got up, quietly shut the door, and sat back down. Silence filled the room and I concentrated on slowing my racing heart, hoping she couldn't see the pulse pounding in my neck. I could certainly see hers.

      "Alex, what exactly does an order mean to you?"

      I thought about that one a second. It wasn't too hard a question. "Um...well...when you tell me to do something, I'm supposed to do it?"

      She sat silently, her dark brown eyes holding mine. The steady tapping of the pen sounded like a steel hammer on an anvil. I shifted in my seat and watched the minute hand on the desk clock make its way from twelve all the way back around to twelve again. After what seemed like hours, she said, "I got a call from Chief Larkin this morning. Do you have any idea why?"

      I decided I'd rather hear it from her than accidentally find out she was talking about something totally different than my visit to Gianina. "No Ma'am, I don't."

      "He received a call this morning from the mayor. The mayor apparently received a call from an attorney. Can you guess which attorney that might be?"

      I sighed. "William Silverton?"

      She closed her eyelids partway and stood up, tapping her fingers along the desk as she came around to the front and put her hands on the arms of my chair. Her voice was so quiet I almost didn't hear the next question. "I gave you a direct order to stay away from the Angelinos, didn't I?"

      I sat as far back in my chair as I could. "Yes Ma'am."

      "You went anyway.” Her voice began to grow louder. “Do you think I give orders because it's good for my health? You can't even begin to understand the political pull Gianina Angelino has in this city! You decided you knew better than I did! You disobeyed a direct order—my order—didn't you?" Her voice had risen with each sentence until I was pretty sure they could hear her in the offices one floor below us.

      I should have thought about that question for a second too, but instead I blurted out, "Well, the thing is, I don't think you can tell me not to do something on my off-duty time if what I'm doing isn't illegal or immoral."

      The blood rushing into Kate's face reminded me about what Casey had said just before she hung up the phone—something about engaging the brain before engaging my mouth.

      Kate pushed my chair back, stood up, and balled her hands into fists. Her jaw clenched, and I think I actually heard a growl. She turned her back to me and put one fist on her hip, raised her other hand to her forehead and shoved her bangs straight up. I hoped she was practicing her deep breathing again.

      I decided I'd better tell her everything. "Kate, would you listen a minute? Please?"

      She took a deep breath. When she let it out it sounded like steam escaping from a stopped locomotive. She muttered something unintelligible, walked behind the desk, and sat down. She looked really tired and really, really pissed off.

      Since it was a pretty complicated story, I thought I'd better start at the beginning. "Everything started when my friend Megan thought a 15 year old friend of hers was being molested. She asked me to talk to the girl and find out if she was. I did, and she wasn't." I scratched my head, trying to organize my thoughts. "While I was talking to Amy, the 15 year old, she told me her dad was in prison—on death row, actually—for something he didn't do. She asked me to help him. I told her I'd at least look at the case, but usually when someone's convicted by a jury, they're guilty as hell."

      I paused a second to look up at Kate, who didn't move a muscle. "Well, Megan and Amy brought over a notebook full of the trial transcripts." I paused again because I really didn't want to tell her the next part. "It turns out that Captain Beulow was the lead detective on the case. Well, everyone knows what a complete fuck-up he was as a detective."

      Kate jerked forward. "Excuse me?"

      I quickly backtracked a little. "Well, I mean, there were a lot of unanswered questions in his investigation, and I thought it was only fair to Amy's dad if those questions were answered. Gianina Angelino is one of those unanswered questions."

      I took a breath and continued. "Kate, I've only been looking into this for a couple of days, in my spare time, and I've already come up with two people who had motives to want Brian dead. Captain Beulow didn't even consider other suspects. He saw a slam dunk and went for it."

      I needed to convince her Jacob had been screwed. "It's not right to take away a man's freedom—in this case, his life—and ruin an entire family because some lazy ass detective can't get off his butt and actually do a real investigation. People deserve more than that from us." I finished talking and watched her for a while.

      The pen tapping started again. She swiveled her chair towards the window and stared out at the city. After a few minutes, she shook her head and stood up. "Get out, Alex. And I'm warning you, stay away from Gianina Angelino."

      I didn't move for a second. It seemed like she was letting me off way too easy, and that made me kind of nervous. I stood up and shoved my hands in my pockets, trying to figure out what was happening. When she didn't say anything else, I nodded to her back and reached for the door.

      She turned from the window and said, "I'll let you know where to report for work the next time I see you. Let someone else deal with you for a change. I've had it."

      I stopped and stared at her. I'd expected maybe a written reprimand or a memo to file, but this wasn't even in my realm of possibilities. "You're kicking me out of your unit?" I loved working in the Special Crimes Unit and working with her and Casey had been the highlight of my career. "Kate!"

      She silently turned back to the window and crossed her arms. My mind blanked as I stood in the doorway, dumbly staring at her. She couldn't really be kicking me out of the unit, could she? "Kate?"

      When she continued to ignore me, I turned and stepped out of the office. Casey sat at her desk, waiting for me. I stopped next to her, numb. The office was full of detectives working at their desks, but you could have heard a pin drop anywhere in the room. Casey waited until Kate walked past us and stepped back into her own office before she said, "Hey, can I buy you lunch?"

      I nodded and headed for the door. I glanced at Kate as I passed her desk, but she didn’t look up. I headed for the garage in a haze, and then drove over to the café.

      Casey and I sat quietly for a while, drinking our coffee and tea. I finally broke the silence. "I really fucked up, didn't I?"

      She smiled sympathetically. "The thing about you, Alex, is whenever you screw up it's for a good cause. You're always skating on the edge and Kate is probably just tired of it."

      I nodded and didn't say anything. I thought about Jacob and Amy, and the picture of Brian lying with his head in his own blood.

      Casey tore the lid off a plastic cream container and poured it into her coffee. She took two extra sugars and poured those in as well. She picked up her spoon and slowly stirred as she asked, "Are you done with Amy's dad?"

      Our eyes met, and she must have read the answer in the bullheaded look I threw her way.

      She shook her head. "I didn't think so. Okay, tell me what you've found so far. A fresh perspective might help with your next move, and it just might help keep you out of trouble."

      I really didn't want to talk about it, but I thought it would take my mind off Kate. I slowly filled her in on everything I'd learned so far. She listened patiently for more than an hour.

      When I finished, she sat back and thought for a while. "You're right...it does sound like Jacob may have been set up. Did you report that shithead from the orphanage?"

      "I called the Sheriff's Department. They said they'd get on it." A shooting pain raced around my head whenever I moved. Apparently, the codeine was wearing off.

      Casey continued. "You need to go talk to the pedophile about Brian's last visit...see if he was worried about being exposed as a child molester." Casey took a sip of coffee. "You also haven't talked to Amy's mom yet. You need to do that too."

      My head was throbbing, and I really wanted to go home. "Hey Case, you're right, but right now I need to lay down for a while. I'll get with you tomorrow to let you know where she transfers me." I got up and walked out, still shell shocked from getting transferred out of the unit. I headed home, took three codeines, and fell into bed.

      I slept the rest of the day and through the night. When I woke up, the sun was shining, Tessa was lying at the foot of my bed, and a strong smell of bacon was coming from the kitchen. My bedroom door opened, and Megan came in carrying a breakfast tray loaded with bacon, eggs, toast, melon, iced tea, and a rose. She set the tray in my lap and made a stab at trying to console me. "Hey, Kiddo. Casey called and told me what happened. I am so sorry."

      All that had happened in the last few days came rushing back. I felt my throat close. When I looked up at Megan and saw the worried look on her face, the dam broke. My face crumpled and, feeling like an idiot, I started to cry. Megan quickly moved the tray and grabbed me in a big hug. I buried my face in her chest and let everything I'd been holding inside come flooding out.

      Megan patted my back. "Just relax, Kiddo. Casey said Kate wanted you to stay home today and rest."

      Any emotional control I'd managed to keep went flying out the window. I blubbered into her shoulder. "She wants me to stay here so she has more time to transfer me."

      Megan chuckled.

      I sat back and scowled at her, hurt that she could be so callous.

      She pointed and said, "I'm sorry, Alex. I'm not laughing at you but look."

      I looked at where she was pointing. Tessa was just finishing up my breakfast. She had yellow egg yolk dripping off her chin and she was protecting the last piece of bacon with her paw. She looked up and wagged her tail, undoubtedly thanking us for a great breakfast. I ended up crying and laughing at the same time. After a while, Megan picked up the breakfast tray and went to the kitchen to start cooking all over again.
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      The next day was Thursday. Since I work a four-day workweek, it was actually Friday for me. I decided to take a vacation day and give myself a long weekend. I called Kate and asked for the day off. She granted it readily enough, which didn't surprise me since she was getting rid of me anyway.

      What she said next did throw me for a loop, though. "Just so you know, I put you on call for the next month, so don't expect to get much sleep." "On call" meant that in addition to my normal work schedule, I would handle all of our unit's cases that happened after normal working hours, usually in the middle of the night.

      It took a second for what she'd said to sink in. "I thought you were transferring me to another unit."

      She chuckled. "I couldn't get anyone to take you." Her voice became clipped as she continued. "And just so we're clear here, you take one step out of line, one step, and I'll come down on you so hard you won't know what hit you."

      I let out a yell and threw the phone into the air. Tessa came running in and we danced and yelled for a good while. I suddenly remembered Kate and looked around to see where the phone had landed. "Shit." I grabbed it and put it up to my ear. Nothing but a dial tone.

      I called Megan and she came right over. We spent the day going over Amy's files and trying to make sense out of what we'd collected so far. The first interview I needed to get out of the way was with Eldon Lawson at the orphanage. I wanted to hear his side of the story, and I always liked to talk to pedophiles in person. We decided to head to the boy’s home the next morning since it was an official day off and I didn't have to worry about doing anything on duty time.

      The Boys’ Home is located in Ajo, Arizona, a town of about four thousand if you count all the stray dogs and cats in the census. The community is somewhere around one hundred and twenty miles due west of Tucson through a high desert that, in the spring, is filled with some of the most beautiful wildflowers in the state. I had Shania cranked up and the Jeep top pushed down. We ate chips and donuts and washed them down with about five cans of diet soda each.

      By the time we pulled into Ajo, we had to pee so bad our bottom teeth were floating. We skidded into the local Pizza Hut and raced each other to the bathroom. I was one step ahead of Megan, who grabbed my shirt and yanked hard when I reached for the bathroom door. She had a wild look on her face when I elbowed her back. I laughed. "First come, first served, Darlin'."

      She tried to wedge herself between me and the door. "Get out of my way! I need it first!"

      A woman with a loud mouth yelled from across the room, "Hey, there's two holes in there, you can both go at the same time."

      Megan stood up and straightened her shirt. "I knew that. After you." She stepped back and bowed to me as I pulled open the door and walked into the bathroom.

      "Get used to it, my dear," I said as I waltzed through the door.

      "I don't think so." She grabbed my shirt again and swung me behind her so she could race into one of the stalls before I did. When we had both finished, we left the bathroom together and strolled over to the counter to look at the menu.

      The loud-mouthed lady gave us a thumbs up as we walked by her table. "Hey, I hope everything came out okay." She put her head back and roared.

      Megan replied sweetly, "Quite well, thank you." That just made the woman laugh harder. Megan turned to the counter and ordered a jalapeño and pineapple pizza with two forty-four ounce cups of iced tea to go.

      The woman behind the counter was a Native American whose shy smile welcomed us to Ajo. I asked her for directions to the Boys’ Home and she unhurriedly pointed us in the right direction. A few minutes later she boxed our pizza and handed it over the counter without saying a word.

      As we walked out the door, Megan pointed to a Dairy Queen across the street. "I think we're gonna need some ice cream before we head home. Don't you think we're gonna need some ice cream?"

      Both Megan and I stand about five foot seven, and we each weigh somewhere in the area of one thirty seven, depending on the time of the month. I was starting to wonder whether it was her time after watching her consume massive amounts of chocolate and junk food in the last few hours. Well, actually, we were both consuming it, but I was just kind of going along for the ride. Then I thought about a jalapeño and pineapple pizza with ice cream and started to get worried. I stopped and studied her belly.

      She opened the car door and froze halfway in when she noticed me gawking at her. "What? Am I getting fat?" She picked up her shirt and adjusted the side mirror so she could see her stomach. She pinched a small roll and wiggled it. "Not anything more than usual, so quit staring at me."

      I got in the car and turned the key. She slid into the passenger seat and lifted up her shirt again. Obviously miffed, she pointed to her belly and said, "Look, I'm not getting fat! I'm really hungry, that's all."

      I raised my eyebrows. "Yeah, that's what I'm worried about. Is there any chance you're...you know...up the duff?"

      "I'm what?"

      "You know...knocked up? Preggers?"

      Megan sat back and howled, snorting so loudly that people walking into the Pizza Hut turned and grinned. She wiped away some tears. "Darlin', the only way I'm pregnant is if one of my toys has suddenly started shooting sperm." She started laughing again and motioned for me to drive.

      I drove in the general direction the lady had pointed, but after ten minutes and several U-turns, we had to stop and ask for directions from a tall cowboy with a tight butt corralled in Wrangler jeans. He was standing next to a beautiful bay quarter horse and looking at a section of fence that needed repair. I pulled to the side of the road and Megan shouted out of her window, "Excuse me...can you tell us how to get to the Arizona Home for Orphaned Boys?"

      The cowboy, who looked to be about thirty, gathered the bay’s reins and slowly walked over to the Jeep. He put his finger to the rim of his straw cowboy hat. "Mornin' ladies." His friendly blue eyes took in the four-wheel drive and Megan's barely concealed, rather large breasts all at the same time. He seemed to appreciate the one as well as the other.

      Megan swiveled her head around to give me The Look, then turned back to the cowboy. "Well, good morning. I love your horse. What's her name?"

      The cowboy grinned and looked back at his horse. "Well now, Ma'am, his name is Archibald, and I suspect if you call him a her again, he'll be sorely insulted." He reached up and pulled Archibald's forelock through the brow-band of the bridle. "You're lookin' for the orphanage? Well, it 'ain't called that no more. Some city folks decided that was politically incorrect, so now it's the Arizona Boys' Facility." He lifted his hat with his finger and scratched his head. "Don't have orphans no more, just boys who done wrong and can't get it right."

      "I always loved the way people played with words. So, I guess calling the place a Boys' Facility is a politically correct term for detention center, right?"

      His eyes shifted to me and smiled again. "Yes, Ma'am, I guess that's about right. If you head west five miles and turn right at the crowned Saguaro cactus, you'll run into the place." He touched the brim of his hat again and winked at Megan. "Have a nice day, ladies."

      We watched his butt appreciatively as he walked back to his fence line. I put the Jeep in gear and headed west towards the Saguaro, then turned onto the dusty dirt road towards the Boys' Home. As we bumped down the washboard road, Megan held forth on how well the cowboy's backside would fit into her happy little hands. After my teeth had just about rattled out of my head and I was beginning to worry I had turned at the wrong cactus, I finally started to see buildings in the distance. As we got closer, the facility morphed into what looked like an old western town—a main dirt road with buildings on either side. Each wooden building had an overhanging porch and a wooden sidewalk. Padre Kino, a nineteenth century Jesuit Priest, may have contributed to the architectural design because I think he was probably around when the place was built.

      I parked at the end of the road and Megan and I hopped out. We had to guess where the main office was because there were no signs or any other indication of habitation. We picked a one-story building with a wraparound porch and a cowboy painted on the door. We walked into an office area where a teenager in a T-shirt and jeans sat behind an old-fashioned heavy wooden desk.

      When he saw us, he looked hungrily at Megan's chest. What had been sensual coming from the cowboy was offensive coming from this snot-nosed kid. "Women...." He drew out the word so that his meaning was absolutely clear.

      I looked over at Megan, who was staring at the kid. She put her hands on her hips and took on an attitude. "You got a problem with that?"

      The boy stood up and came around the desk. He was no older than fifteen, but he was already filling out into a handsome young buck. "Do you know how long it's been since I've seen a woman?" He stopped in front of Megan and rubbed the front of his pants. The leer on his pimpled face was comical.

      I stepped in between him and Megan and quietly asked, "Have you ever heard of someone being buggered by their own dick?"

      He stepped back. "Shit, lady, calm down!"

      I moved forward until my face was a few inches from his and growled, "You might want to go get an adult before I introduce you to yourself, capisch?"

      He nodded once and headed for the door. Megan watched him leave and said, "Guess I need to work on my bitch persona, huh?"

      I shook my head and walked over to the window. "Ya think?"

      A middle-aged man ambled into the office with a smile on his face. "I see you met our greeting committee. One of the finer specimens we work with around here." He walked over to me and held out his hand. "I'm Andrew Wysok, one of the keepers. How can I help you?"

      I took his hand and was surprised by the strength of his grip. He wore tan dress slacks and a light-blue button-down cotton shirt. The lower half of his face was covered with a thick mat of brown, curly beard that framed slightly crooked teeth when he smiled.

      I retrieved my hand and returned his smile. "We were hoping to talk to one of your employees, an Eldon Lawson. Is he around?"

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the desk. "This is a busy time for Eldon. He had some other visitors earlier in the week, but I'm afraid he's not here right now. He's on paid vacation until some issues get worked out."

      "Issues?" That was a nice way to describe a sexual ghoul who preyed on helpless, screwed-up little boys. "Would you be able to give us his address or home phone number?" I doubted he would, but it didn't hurt to try.

      "No, I'm sorry, but that's against policy. Could I ask what this is about?" He looked over at Megan and back to me again.

      I shrugged and smiled. I wasn't sure how to answer that since I absolutely didn't want to tell him I was from the Tucson Police Department. All I needed was for word to get back to Kate that I was here pretending this was an official investigation. "We needed to ask him some questions, that's all. Thank you for your time, Mr. Wysok." Megan and I walked outside and started for the Jeep.

      At the last minute, I thought of something else I should ask. I turned around and walked back over to Mr. Wysok, who was standing in the door watching us leave. I looked down the road and motioned with my hand. "I know this is a strange question, but do you have any employees who worked here from about 1960 to 1975?"

      He thought for a second, then nodded. "Well, there's Eldon, but you're aware of him, and there's also Zethan Hawkins who lived here as a boy and stayed on to teach." He pointed to a house that stood about five hundred yards away from the rest of the buildings. "Zethan lives over in that house. He's probably home if you'd care to drive over and check. Good luck getting anything out of him though. He's a pretty strange duck." He smiled as he held his hands out to his side, palms up.

      I thanked him again as Megan and I got in the Jeep and headed over to talk to Zethan. The place was in the middle of a dirt field surrounded by eucalyptus trees. We knocked on his door, and when it opened, my first impression was that an anorexic lizard had somehow managed to stand on its hind legs and work the door latch. His skin stretched so tightly against the angular bones in his face that it looked as though they might rip right through. His beady black eyes sized us up quickly, and I could tell he found us wanting. He closed the door slightly and sneered, "Who are you and what do you want?"

      I guessed he was in his mid-fifties and I wondered why the school would employ such an evil-looking man. I put away my first impression and brought out my friendly, happy face. "Hi, we were told Mr. Zethan Hawkins lived here." I held out my hand. "I'm Alex Wolfe and this is my friend, Megan O'Reilly."

      He looked down at my hand and lifted his lip in a snarl. He left my hand hanging where it was and scowled. "What do you want?"

      I awkwardly wiped my hand on my shirt. This guy was creepy. "We were hoping to ask Mr. Hawkins some questions about people who lived here back in the 60s—Jacob and Brian McClellan and Eldon Lawson."

      His lips curled back, revealing little pointy teeth. "You're cops."

      To my great relief Megan jumped right in. "Do I look like a cop to you? I train dogs for a living, thank you very much. You're Mr. Hawkins, right? I'm friends with Jacob's daughter, and I'm trying to piece together some of her father's past for her since he won't tell her about it himself."

      He focused on her a minute. "I'll tell you about those two ass-wipes. Jacob was a whiney little foot-licker who never took two steps away from his shit-for-brains, cock-slurping brother. Pass that on to your little friend." He must have found that amusing since he showed his pointy teeth again.

      Megan pursed her lips. "So, let me guess...you didn't like them, right? How about Eldon? Was he a friend of theirs?"

      He narrowed his eyes. "I've known Eldon for over forty years, and he hated them more than I did."

      Something he'd said made me curious. "Mr. Hawkins, you said Brian was a 'cock-slurping' brother. Was he involved in homosexual activities while he lived here?"

      Hawkins shot an incredulous look my way and said condescendingly, "You are a stupid bitch, aren't you? There’s nothing but horny teenage boys and men for miles around. Where exactly do you think they shove their greased-up little dicks?"

      I rolled that around in my brain a second before asking. "Did Brian ever force himself on you, Mr. Hawkins? Or maybe on Eldon?" I upgraded my original assessment of him being an anorexic lizard. The deep purple and red suffusing his face now made him look like an anorexic chameleon. Megan started backing away from the door and I agreed that was probably a good idea. I waved goodbye, grabbed Megan by the arm, and hurried her to the Jeep.

      The door behind us slammed so hard I turned to see if Zethan was shooting at us. We jumped into the Jeep and I made a donut in the dirt and headed back to Ajo as fast as my little four-wheel drive could take us.

      When we pulled into the Dairy Queen, all Megan could think to say was "Shit!"

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Ditto."

      We sat there a few minutes before Megan started to giggle. I looked over at her and she was shaking her head. "At least your job isn't boring." We ordered triple-decker chocolate-dipped ice cream cones and ate them while we sat outside on some concrete benches. Two young couples straight out of Hee Haw bought some ice cream and sat at the bench next to us.

      Since Megan is not what I would call a shy wallflower, she leaned over and asked, "Excuse me, but I'm trying to find someone who lives here in town. His name is Eldon Lawson. Do any of you know him or know where he lives?"

      They all groaned and wrinkled their noses in communal disgust. One young lady, sporting a face full of freckles and a need for braces, asked, "He a friend a yours?"

      Megan immediately shook her head and looked appalled at the suggestion. I've always thought she could have been a great actress. She put her hand to her chest. "Heavens no. He has some information for a friend of mine, and she asked me to stop by to see him while I was in town."

      All four kids nodded. The girl said, "He lives in a trailer home off Cantrell Street. Left here, right to the first light and right to the first trailer park. His trailer's the third on the right."

      We thanked them and headed out to find Eldon. When we came to the first light, Megan began mimicking the girl’s accent, reciting the directions we’d been given until we pulled up in front of the third trailer on the right. The trailer itself looked like it'd been salvaged from the dump, but what really caught my attention was the razor wire around the four-foot chain link fence surrounding the lot.

      I walked up to the gate, sure that I was going to find a chain with a lock on it. There was a chain, but the lock hung open. I rattled the gate a minute, wanting to draw out any fanged, four-footed monsters that might be lurking in the shadows. When no dogs came out to chew the razor wire, Megan and I stepped into the yard.

      I knocked on the door and waited a while. When I didn't hear anything, I decided a little more noise might help. I pounded on the side of the trailer and watched as a cloud of rust fell from the flooring. The trailer was absolutely silent.

      I looked around for Megan, but she'd disappeared. I walked over to the side yard in time to see her turn from a window and heave up the pizza and ice cream she'd just eaten. I think there might have been some cherry snack pie in there as well, but I couldn't be sure.

      When she finished, she pointed at the window and stumbled past me to the front yard. I carefully stepped around the puddle of puke and looked in the window. Someone—I assumed it was Eldon, although I didn't have the faintest idea what he looked like—was hanging from the ceiling fan.

      He wasn't a pretty sight. He must have been swinging there in the heat for at least a day. I went out front and found Megan sitting in the passenger side of the Jeep, her face a pasty white tinged with a splash of green. Some sweat beaded her forehead and she was wiping her mouth with a Dairy Queen napkin. I handed her another one. "You don't look so good."

      She put the seat back, held the napkin to her forehead, and groaned, "I want to go home. I'm not having fun anymore."

      "No can do, Princess. We have to call 911 and get a deputy out here. Whatever you do, do not tell them I'm a cop, okay?"

      She nodded before closing her eyes. I took out my cell phone and reported the body. After about an hour, two patrol cars approached in a billowing cloud of dust. When the first deputy stepped out of his car, my heart skipped a beat. "Oh shit."

      Megan sat up and looked. "What's the matter?"

      "That guy was in my academy class. His name's Wade something, and he knows I work for TPD."

      Wade came over, smiled, and held out his hand. "Alex, how ya been? What brings you out to this piece-of-shit neighborhood?" He put his finger into his mouth and repositioned his Skoal to a more comfortable location inside his lower lip.

      I explained why we were here and told him what we'd found. He spat, waited for his sergeant to stroll up, and told him what was going on. They walked around the side of the trailer and after a short time came sauntering back. They both had smiles on their faces.

      Wade winked at me. "Looks like he's been in there a while. Probably pretty ripe. Looks like a good trainin' call for the rock in our squad, don’cha think?" He laughed, got on the radio, and told the dispatcher to send the rookie, the "rock," to the call. You could hear amusement in her voice as she dispatched the training unit to Eldon's address.

      The sergeant looked at both Megan and me. He nodded towards me and said in a heavy Hispanic accent, "Wade tells me you work for TPD. I'll need to advise your sergeant about your involvement in all this."

      I kept my voice as nonchalant as possible. "Oh no, that's okay, I'll tell her when I get back to the department." Not.

      He shook his head. "Sorry. I just talked to my lieutenant and he told me to get a hold of your supervisor personally. Who is it and what's her cell number?"

      I sighed and gave him the information. He got Kate on the phone, identified himself, and said, "I've got one of your detectives here with me. Came to interview a guy and found him dead." He listened for a minute, then said, "Sure." He handed me the phone with a puzzled look on his face. "How'd she know it was you? I never told her what detective was here."

      I smiled thinly and took the phone. "Hi, Boss."

      Kate sounded perfectly normal when she asked, "I only want to know one thing. Did you have anything to do with this guy being dead?"

      "No Ma'am."

      "Good. See you on Monday." She actually sounded cheerful. That kinda’ worried me. A lot.

      "Yeah, see you on Monday." She disconnected and I handed the phone back to the sergeant. "Can we go now?"

      He nodded. Wade spat on the ground, smiled a brown, chew-filled smile, and held out his hand. "See ya, Alex. Come again sometime."

      I took his hand. "Hey, Wade, if this guy left a suicide note that says anything about the case I'm working, could you call me?" I took out a business card and handed it to him.

      He took it and said he'd look for a note as soon as the rookie aired out the house. I thanked him, got in the Jeep and headed back to Tucson. The trip back was unusually quiet. Megan still had her seat back and her eyes closed. I couldn't tell if she was sleeping or if she wanted to be left alone. It was already dark when we pulled into my driveway at around eight o'clock.

      Tessa waited at the window and her eyes glowed red when the headlights hit them. Megan got out of the Jeep without a word. She walked to her car and slid into the driver's seat. I followed and stuck my head in her window. "You all right?"

      Her eyebrows creased into a frown. "That didn't even bother you guys, did it? They were laughing about it like it was some huge joke."

      I didn't know what to say so I shrugged and looked at her. I'd never seen her look at me in quite the same way she was looking at me now. "Megs, I —"

      "No, don't. I'll call you later, maybe tomorrow." She put the car in gear and drove out of the driveway. I watched her go and thought about my reaction to Eldon's suicide. She was right; none of us had felt anything but impatience because of the inconvenience his suicide meant to our schedules.

      I walked to the front door, and when I opened it, Tessa charged at me like a locomotive. She flew through the air and planted her two front feet on my chest and her two back feet on my legs. Her tongue was a non-stop cleaning machine until I found her toy and filled it with peanut butter.

      The day hadn't given me any answers as to who might have murdered Brian, and I was worried this investigation was going to take a lot longer than I'd originally anticipated. The extra work, aside from my forty-hour workweek, was tiring, and I really just wanted to get back into my regular everyday routine. Kate had put me on call, so that was going to add extra hours to my week, and I prayed something would turn up so I could tell Megan her charity case was solved. Unfortunately, what I didn't know was that things would get a whole lot more complicated before they got any better.
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      I awoke to the sound of my cell phone ringing, again. I looked at the baboon clock that hung on the wall at the foot of my bed. The little tail on the red bottom was on the eleven and the hairy arm was pointing to the twelve. I opened the phone, put it up to my ear and lay my head back down on the pillow.

      "Alex? You awake?" Kate actually sounded happy that we had a call-out.

      My lips never moved. "No."

      "Good. I've got a call-out for you. Well, it's not a call-out, exactly. Vice is working a John sting tonight and two of their decoys called in sick. I told them you'd be glad to fill in."

      "What?" I opened my eyes again to make sure I wasn't in the middle of a bad dream.

      "Just throw on some jeans and a t-shirt and meet them at the corner of Oracle and Drachman. They're expecting you." She sounded really pleased.

      "Kate, I don't do decoy work. I'm a lousy hooker. You've got to find somebody else."

      "Nope. Have fun and I'll see you in the morning." She disconnected and I sat there holding my cell phone, trying to figure out how I could get out of my least-favorite job in the world. Then I thought about how close I'd come to getting transferred, and realized I was screwed. I stumbled out of bed and got dressed.

      I pulled up to the hotel where the vice squad was working, and the vice sergeant met me at my car. We'd been friends for years and he had the audacity to laugh when he walked up and opened my door. "Hi Alex." He paused a second while he studied my less than happy face. "You must've really pissed off Kate 'cause you're one of the last people I'd expect her to send my way. She offered you up before I'd even finished telling her what I needed."

      "Look, Jim, I don't want to do this. I don't look like a hooker, I don't walk like a hooker, and there's not a man in the world who's gonna believe I'm a hooker, so let's just pretend I did it and tell Kate tomorrow how well I did, okay?"

      He just smiled and leaned into the car so no one could see what he was saying. "You might want to look to your right."

      I did. Kate had just pulled into the parking lot behind the hotel. I rested my head on the steering wheel and Jim patted me on the back. "You'll do fine. And if you can't pick up anybody, what's the worst you can say? You failed at being a prostitute? There's worse things to fail at, Alex."

      I got out of the car and the three of us met by the door into the hotel room. Kate rested her hands on her hips and nodded. "Very good, Alex. Maybe you are trainable. I would have bet money you'd do something to get out of doing this."

      I glanced at Jim, who mercifully kept a straight face and didn't let on about my earlier request. I glared at Kate and stalked into the room to get ready to go out and walk the streets.

      The decoy room was on the second floor with a window overlooking the street. I grabbed a tiny microphone off the desk and pinned it to the inside of my bra strap. Jim showed me the room where I was supposed to bring the Johns after I'd made the deal, and he had me do a sound check to make sure the mic was working correctly.

      I hated doing this kind of thing and I was seething by the time I went out to the street and started pacing back and forth in front of the hotel. When the first car pulled to the curb, I barked at the guy, "What?"

      He wore a letterman's jacket from one of the local high schools, and I guessed he was probably seventeen, eighteen years old. He fidgeted in his seat and blushed. "Well, I guess I'm looking for a date."

      "How old are you?"

      "Twenty-one."

      "You must be a dumb-ass then, if you’re twenty-one and still playing for your local high school football team."

      He floored the gas and spun out of the parking lot, spitting pebbles at me as he went. I treated the guys monitoring the microphone to some colorful invectives and started pacing again. A gray-haired grandfatherly type pulled up next, and I walked over and waited, hands on hips. He looked me up and down and then met my eyes.

      I snarled. "What are you lookin' at?"

      "You, Darlin'."

      "You want somethin'?"

      "Yup."

      I waited a second, figuring he'd elaborate at some point in time. He didn't, so I asked. "Do I get to know what it is in this lifetime, or is it some kind of secret?"

      "Oohh, feisty! I like 'em feisty! Show me some tits so I know you're not a cop."

      As if. "Look, Asswipe, this isn't Costco. You don't get free samples, so get lost." I started to walk away, and he moved his car forward to stop me.

      "Hey, wait...I'm just careful that's all. I've been burned before. Look, it's easy money. I love women's toes. All you've got to do is take off your shoes and let me suck your toes. I do all my upstairs work. Fifty bucks. Easy money, right?"

      "Aw, that's gross! Are you kidding me?"

      He shrugged.

      I started for the hotel room and said over my shoulder, "Fine, let's go. I got a room."

      He quickly parked and I took him to the hotel room where the takedown team waited for us. I left them to their jobs and went back into the decoy waiting room. Everyone in there was laughing hysterically and they started making fun of me and my pleasant demeanor. Kate sat in an armchair with her palms over her face wiping tears away from her eyes.

      I threw myself onto the queen-sized bed. "I am never speaking to you again."

      She was laughing so hard she couldn't even answer me. I tried to keep from laughing myself, but I'd never seen Kate so out of control before. I started to giggle and put my head in my hands.

      Jim walked over and ruffled my hair. "Not bad for the first one, Alex. Take a break while Monica goes out; then it'll be your turn again."

      "Again? How many of these do I have to do? I'm done."

      "We do this for a few hours, and we just started." He opened the door for Monica, who headed out to walk the street.

      I slowly raised my eyes to Kate who was pinching the bridge of her nose, refusing to look at me. I lay back down on the bed and made a mental note to try not to piss her off again anytime soon.

      I went out a few more times without success, which was just fine with me. On my last time out, a guy on a motorcycle pulled up next to me. He had a woman sitting behind him who looked me up and down and smiled. The guy took off his helmet and set it on his lap. They were actually a handsome couple; he had a beefy construction worker type frame, and she was a curvy blonde who could have been on the front cover of Biker Babe magazine.

      I reached into my shirt and adjusted my bra strap because the mic was cutting into my shoulder. "You want somethin'?"

      He looked back at the woman, who sized me up and nodded slightly. He faced me again and pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. "My wife wants the meal deal, and I don’t do that shit. She's ready. How much?"

      I turned around and stared up at the decoy room window. They had the curtain pulled shut, but I could just imagine what was happening inside. I turned back to the woman. "The meal deal? Do I look like Ronald McDonald to you? Get the fuck out of here!"

      The man looked back at the woman, who climbed off the bike. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. He peeled off a fifty and held it out to me. She leaned in and kissed him hard on the lips, then came over and put her arm around my waist. I angrily grabbed the fifty and started for the hotel room. He parked the bike and followed us.

      I stopped and moved away from the woman, putting my hand on her husband’s chest to keep him back. "Where do you think you're goin'?"

      "I get to watch."

      "The hell you do! Not for a lousy fifty. Peel off another one and you can play along if you want. Otherwise, park yourself with your bike, Asshole."

      He reached into his pocket, took out another fifty, and handed it to me. The three of us walked into the room where the team waited for them. I gave them the one hundred dollars as evidence and went back to the decoy room. I looked around for Kate, but she wasn't there. "Where's Kate?"

      Jim smiled. "She had to leave. I think she was afraid she was gonna hurt herself, she was laughing so hard. Once you write up your reports, you're done for the night. Good job, though; you actually make a hell of good hooker."

      I wrote my reports detailing each interaction—well—maybe I left out a few of the less pertinent details, handed them to Jim and started for home. My damn pager went off just as I pulled into my driveway. The page was from Casey, who never calls this early on our days off unless it's something urgent. I called her back, hoping against hope I could handle whatever she needed quickly and head off to bed.

      She picked up the phone on the first ring. "Hi, Alex. Sorry to call so early. You busy?"

      I put my head down on the steering wheel and closed my eyes a second. "No, what's up?"

      "A coyote tunneled under my fence and attacked one of the goats. I could really use some help with Chumpfy and the girls. I wouldn't ask, but they're panicked, and I can't leave him until the vet gets here."

      I started bouncing my head on the steering wheel. She lives in Avra Valley, and it would take me forty minutes to get to her house. "Of course, I'll come. I'm headed out now."

      I aimed the car towards Interstate Ten and put it on autopilot. About the second time I drifted off to sleep, I pulled into a fast food drive-thru for some intravenous caffeine. As I waited in line, the Firebird in front of me alternately spewed gray and black exhaust fumes directly into my window. Seven teens were crammed into the front and back seats, and every one of them had to change their order at least once. When they pulled forward to the first window, all of them started grabbing their wallets and purses to root around for money.

      After about five minutes of breathing exhaust and watching them argue, I shoved the gearshift into park and stomped up to their car. I yanked open the passenger's door, stuck my head in, and yelled, "Give him your money! Now!"

      The kids went absolutely silent. They handed over whatever money they were holding to the driver. I slammed the door and glared at them. My head pounded as I walked back to my car to the sound of cheers from the drivers of the other five cars stacked up behind me. When I finally got my order, I drank the entire thirty-two ounce soda in about ten minutes and started in on the large coffee and cream.

      Casey was sitting in her back yard when I pulled into her drive. She held her Nubian, Chumpfy, in her lap and was carefully cleaning off the mud and dirt that had mixed in with his dried blood. I found a bucket, dumped it, and added fresh water from the hose.

      She dropped the sponge in the bucket and held Chumpfy's head up so I could see the underside of his neck. "He's got a pretty bad tear right under here, but luckily it missed the artery." She gently put his head back in her lap and lifted up his hind leg. The coyote had ripped several deep gashes in his stomach, and he was breathing heavily and probably going into shock. "My vet lives about five miles from here. I help her out a lot with her animals and she returns the favor whenever she can. She got home from an emergency call a few minutes ago and should be here pretty soon." She looked over at the other goats in the pen. "Could you check everyone else and see if any of them are hurt?"

      I headed into the goat pen wondering whether I was doomed to spend my call out month surviving on one or two hours of sleep each night. We worked throughout the day, tending her menagerie and fixing the fence the coyote had broken through. It was well after dark by the time we were finished. I'm not sure how I made it home, but once my head hit the pillow, I was out for the count.
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      Owen Grant woke me at eight o'clock the next morning saying he'd found the files I wanted. He told me he'd be home most of the day, and I could come by whenever I wanted. I thanked him and rolled over, intending to sleep the rest of the morning. I tossed and turned and stared at the cracks in my ceiling for over an hour. I finally hauled myself out of bed and took Tessa for a nice long walk. I headed for Owen's at about ten o'clock.

      When I got there, the door was standing open. I stuck my head in and saw him sitting on his couch drinking a beer. All three televisions were tuned to different sporting events.

      "Hello?" I knocked on the door and took a tentative step inside.

      He motioned for me to come in. "Hi, I didn't want to miss anything by answering the door, so I left it open for you. The papers are there on the bar." He pointed over his shoulder, never taking his eyes off the televisions. He had yet to look at me and I figured that was par for the course on a Sunday afternoon.

      There were two folders on the bar. I pulled up a stool and sat. Owen called over his shoulder. "There's a beer in the fridge; help yourself."

      "I'm on call. Can't do beer. Got any diet soda?"

      He watched a quarterback get annihilated and made a waving motion in the general direction of the refrigerator with his hand. I got a soda and sat back on the stool.

      The first folder I looked at had Becky Collier written on the tab in black marker. I opened it and found an employment application with all of Becky's information. She'd listed her mother as the person to notify in case of an emergency. I wrote down the name and number. I felt kind of silly because the mother would be pushing up daisies by now, but at least it was more information than I'd had before. There was a notation at the bottom that said Becky was terminated for failure to report to work. The date of the termination was January 31st, 1959. It mentioned that, at that point, she'd not been to work since January 4, 1959. She'd been born in 1939.

      I did a quick calculation on my fingers and decided she'd been twenty years old when she disappeared. I copied everything down and was disappointed there was nothing else in the folder.

      I pulled the second folder out from under the first. This tab read Stephanie Kiley. I opened it and found another employment application. No surprise there. She was also born in 1939 and had disappeared on the same day as Becky. The only real difference between the applications was that Stephanie hadn't listed anyone as her emergency contact. I wrote everything down and left both folders on the counter.

      I strolled over and sat next to Owen on the couch. One of the TVs had a commercial on. He picked up the remote and changed channels until he found another football game. It was almost twelve o'clock and my stomach was growling loud enough to startle him out of his trance.

      "Whoa, was that you?"

      I patted my tummy. "Yup. I haven't eaten anything since yesterday at lunch."

      He handed me the phone without taking his eyes from the game. "Chinese Connection, speed dial 4. Anything but shrimp."

      I ordered my favorites, orange chicken and Broccoli Beef. Owen passed me two twenties. When the food arrived, I brought it inside and set it on the coffee table. I made a quick trip to the kitchen for plates, got Owen another beer and another diet soda for myself.

      I came back into the living room and sat down. He smiled and looked over at me. "I could get used to this."

      I shook my head and resettled myself on the couch. I'd only known him for a few hours, but I felt like we'd been TV buddies for years. "I can do everything but go pee for you. Your gonna have to miss a little bit of the games to do that for yourself."

      He smiled again and turned back to the sports. I ate a little, and Owen ate the rest. I'm not much for sports and once I had a full stomach, I found my eyelids growing heavy from lack of sleep. My chin kept dropping down onto my chest. Owen was still staring at the television, and I doubted he'd even notice if I took a little nap before heading home. I lay down with my head nestled in an overstuffed faux-fur pillow and my feet snuggled up to his thigh.

      He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye and grabbed the remote to turn the volumes down. I'd just closed my eyes when my pager went off. It was Casey again. I called her back, hoping the goats were okay.

      The connection had a lot of static, and I could barely make out what she was saying. "Hey, you asked me if the horses were racing at Rillito this weekend. It says in today's paper that post time is one o'clock."

      I looked at the clock sitting on the television. It was already two. I wanted to check out the racetrack when it was full of people, and unfortunately it looked like now would be the perfect time. I thanked Casey and stood up to stretch. I called over to Owen, "Hey, I gotta go. I left those folders on the bar. Thanks for finding them."

      He stared at a replay and listened to the commentator explain why the referee should be working at a gas station instead of on a football field. I don't think he heard a word I said. I smiled and closed the door when I left.
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      I walked into the main gate of Rillito Downs in time to see the starters for the next race being led into the viewing paddock. Men and women from all walks of life studied the horses. Some wore western-style Levi’s, cowboy boots, and snap button shirts while others chose to make a statement with designer clothes and expensive jewelry. No matter what they wore, everyone had an opinion.

      The horses, each with their own distinct personality, watched the people as much as the people watched them. One showed disdain with the flick of an ear, while another searched each hand as he walked by looking for a forbidden handout before the race.

      I admired these powerful athletes as they paraded around the ring, and I searched for any confirmation flaws as they were led out of the ring towards the starting gates for their race. As a kid, I'd spent my summers working on a cattle ranch outside of Tucson, and I knew enough about horses to know when something wasn't quite right.

      When the horses disappeared through the racetrack gates, I followed the crowd into the clubhouse and looked at the odds on the board. People were betting heavily on number six, who, according to the daily racing form, was a 5-year-old gray gelding named Bear’s Claw. Since I hadn't come prepared to lose any money, I walked out to the track without placing a bet.

      There are generally two kinds of people who come to horse races, the haves, and the have-nots. I scanned the have-nots first. This group usually hangs out on the lower levels of the grandstands and in the dirt area up near the racetrack. They generally drink beer and tend towards old jeans and t-shirts with NASCAR logos or beer commercials stenciled on them.

      I wondered whether Brian had come to this area when he came to the track. What was he like? Did he sit back and observe, or was he the one who feverishly read the daily racing form and pushed into line to make the last-minute bet? I found an empty seat where I could watch the have-nots at the same time I enjoyed the parade of horses being loaded into the starting gates.

      When the gates slammed open, Bear’s Claw leaped out on powerful hind legs and raced down the track. His whole being was focused on the open lane in front of him, legs pounding the turf, throwing up dirt into the faces of the horses in his wake. He was magnificent. The race was seven furlongs and he never showed any desire to slow down or give less than 100 percent. He could easily have won the race even without the jockey perched on his back. As it was, he crossed the finish line well in front of the rest of the field. The crowd roared and I took a second to get my bearings.

      I looked above and behind me towards the clubhouse and the upper viewing boxes where “the haves” go to watch the race. These are the people who come to the races to be seen. They congregate high above the throng in private, air-conditioned viewing rooms where they're served special wines and hors d'oeuvres. It was impossible to see into their private boxes because of the one-way mirrored glass that enclosed them. I decided to stay put a while to observe the little people before venturing up into the nether world of money and prestige.

      Bear’s Claw paraded past the stands, neck arched, pride showing in every fiber of his body. He knew he could race ten more times and still win every time he set foot on the track.

      As I admired his flawless confirmation, someone sat down in the seat next to mine. I looked over at a man in his early thirties. His biceps bulged inside his black, tailored jacket and he had to wriggle to fit his body-builder physique into the seat. He had classic Italian features, black, wavy hair, and a five o'clock shadow. He looked at me and grinned, a dimple forming on his cheek.

      I raised my eyebrows. "You know, there are hundreds of empty seats. Maybe you meant to sit in one of them instead of squeezing in right next to me?"

      He watched a post parade of horses heading for the starting gate. "I won't stay long. In fact, I only got one question. Ms. Angelino wants to know why you feel you need to follow her to the race track."

      I twisted around and looked up at the sky boxes where “the haves” spent their time. "She's here?" I turned back to him. "What's she doing here?"

      He didn't answer right away. We both watched as a jockey steadied his horse after it clawed the inside of the starting gate. The man turned his attention back to me. "Ms. Angelino asked me to invite you up to her suite for a quick visit."

      I made a rude sound and looked at him like he'd grown horns. "You can tell Ms. Angelino she'll have to set up any future appointments with me through His Honor, the Mayor."

      The dimple reappeared. He nodded once, got up, and started climbing the stairs towards the clubhouse. At about the third step he hesitated, indecision playing havoc with his bushy eyebrows. Eventually he headed back down to where I sat. He put his hand on the back of my chair and said quietly. "By the way, there's somebody following you, too. I thought you might want to be careful, you know?" He held my gaze a minute, then turned and left.

      I was so startled by what he'd said that I sat a few seconds, wondering what he meant. I jumped up and ran after him, wanting to ask him the million questions that had popped into my head. Who was following me? Why were they following me? How long had they been there?

      He'd disappeared into the crowd of men and women who were gathering around the tote board and heading to the betting windows. I slowly turned three hundred and sixty degrees, scanning the crowd more carefully, looking for anyone I recognized. I started to memorize faces so that I'd recognize anyone who might pop up at another location.

      I went back to my seat and picked up the racing form. What was Gia doing at Rillito Downs? I thumbed through the pages, looking at the statistics on each horse. I particularly concentrated on the owners and jockeys. After scanning about fifty entries, I found what I was looking for: Credo's Hope. Owners, Angelino, T and G/Rider, Tanner, R. The entry said the silks were purple and gold. I finished looking through the entries to see whether there were any other horses owned by the Angelinos. Credo's Hope appeared to be their only entry and he was scheduled to run in the sixth race.

      I settled into my seat, anxious to see how their horse performed. I thought again about what the big guy had said. Paranoia had never plagued my existence, but suddenly every hair on the back of my neck was standing straight up. Someone had been able to follow me while I'd been blissfully unaware. I slowly turned around and scanned the people behind me. No one looked particularly interested, and I didn't see anyone wearing a trench coat and a fedora. I turned back to the track and tried to concentrate. By the time the post parade for the sixth race rolled around, I'd given myself a stiff neck, swiveling my head around every few minutes to scan the crowd.

      The riders on the lead ponies led the racehorses out onto the track. Credo's Hope was a reddish-gold chestnut whose muscular chest and hindquarters were a testament to his excellent training and conditioning regimen. He was a calm horse who had his eye on the crowd as he passed the stands. His purple and gold clad jockey stroked the muscled neck while he settled himself into the saddle.

      I was a little worried that Credo was too relaxed, that the other, more hyper horses would be ready to run while he was busy checking out the paint job on his starting gate. He surprised me by bursting out of the gate, flexing his incredible hindquarters as he dug in to pick up speed. He flew past me with his ears forward, eyes bright. I could have sworn he had a huge smile plastered across the bottom of his happy, horsey face.

      Where Bear’s Claw had fierce determination, Credo's Hope had a joy for running that looked as pure as the Bunny on Easter morning. He seemed to draw on the crowd, enjoying their cheers as much as he enjoyed racing down the track. He crossed the finish line a nose ahead of the number two horse. His jockey stood up in the stirrups and rode him out to a gentle walk.

      I went out to the winner's circle to watch as the Angelinos accepted their cup. Gia walked into the ring looking as sensual as the day she and I had first met. She wore a light-purple cashmere sweater with tiny gold flecks woven throughout. Her black leather jeans hugged every curve of her body and she glided gracefully into the ring in high-heeled designer boots.

      Her face was flushed with victory as she went up to Credo and took his bridle in her hands. She rested her forehead on his muzzle while he stood calmly watching the crowd. The steward brought the winner's cup into the ring. Gia turned to him and smiled, graciously accepting the award on behalf of her father. She held it close to Credo's face while the photographers snapped their pictures and the reporters wrote furiously in their little, spiral notebooks.

      When they were finished, she turned and pointedly looked at me. The mischief was back in her eyes. I smiled and nodded my head in acknowledgment of Credo's win. She winked at me, then strolled regally from the ring heading for the clubhouse, her entourage following in her wake.

      I overheard a conversation between two men standing next to the rail. "Who was that?"

      The second man, who looked to be in his early seventies, looked appreciatively after Gia as she walked through the archway. "That, my friend, was Gianina Angelino. And see those two men with her? The one on the right is Alfred Huntington, the most influential man in horse racing today." The old man stopped talking for a minute while he took out a handkerchief and wiped the back of his neck. "The man on her left is Senator Armour, from New York."

      The first man whistled quietly. "Man, I'd sure like a piece of her."

      The other man laughed. "No, you wouldn't. Her nickname's 'The Piranha' because she's supposed to have really sharp teeth and she's not afraid to use them."

      The two of them walked far enough away so I couldn't hear any more of their conversation. My head hurt again, and my lack of sleep was catching up to me. I walked around for a while longer, asking some of the older employees whether they remembered Brian hanging around six years ago. They all looked at me like I had Swiss cheese for brains. One guy said he'd seen over a million people at the track and wondered why I was wasting his time with stupid questions.

      I had to agree with him. I headed out to my Jeep and drove the few miles to my house. It didn't take me long to climb into bed, pull up my denim comforter and fall sound asleep. The pager woke me at ten p.m. Tessa had her head next to mine on the pillow, and she didn't even move as I reached for my cell phone and dialed Kate's number.

      When she answered, I could hear a symphony playing faintly in the background. "Hi Alex. One of the patrol sergeants called and I need you to go check something out for me." She happily gave me the particulars and hung up.

      I stumbled into the bathroom, pulled on some khaki slacks that were lying on the floor and a blue polo shirt with Tucson Police Department embroidered in white on the front. I went out to my work car and turned on the mobile computer. The call I was going to was in a new subdivision, and I had to run the map software to get directions to the house.

      When I arrived, a young officer came over to the car and waited for me to get out. His boyish face was clean-shaven. His blonde hair was neatly cut around his ears and his uniform had been tailored to a perfect fit. I knew he was nervous, but I was so tired I didn't feel like making nice.

      He took a big breath and looked around like he was hoping there was someone else nearby who could give me a briefing. He finally said, "Are you Detective Wolfe?"

      I nodded and looked at his nametag. "And you're Officer Diaz. Tell me Officer Diaz, are you old enough to legally carry a gun?"

      He laughed. "Yeah, I get that a lot." He self-consciously rubbed his chin; probably hoping something had grown there since the last time he'd shaved. "The reason I asked for a detective is, I came here because the neighbor smelled pot coming from the house. When I got here, I found a fifteen-year-old girl in the bedroom with a seventeen-year-old boy and four other boys in the living room smoking pot and waiting for their turn, if you get my drift. She started to tell me she charges twenty-five bucks a pop, and I thought a detective should really get the rest of the story."

      "Great." I went on into the house and ended up interviewing all six kids. After that, I had to help the officer locate the parents for all of them. By the time I'd finished with the paperwork it was almost three in the morning. I drove home, moved Tessa off my pillow, and stumbled into bed without even changing into my Grumpy pajamas.

      The phone rang at five o'clock. I picked it up and listened. "Hi Alex, it's Kate."

      "Uh huh."

      "Are you ready for another call-out?" She sounded cheerful again. She was definitely enjoying herself.

      I sat up to clear my head a little bit. "Kate, we never have this many call-outs. What's going on?"

      "I don't know, just busy, I guess. You need to meet Sgt. Ruiz at the Circle K at twenty-second and Alvernon. He'll fill you in on the details. See you later this morning." She yawned and disconnected.

      I dragged myself out of bed and drove to the Circle K where David Ruiz was leaning up against his patrol car. I waved at him to wait a minute and went inside to buy a huge cup of coffee. I stumbled out and sat on the hood of his car. "Hey, David, what's up?"

      Dave had come on the department about three-months after me. He was an ambitious man who was on the fast track to lieutenant and beyond. He was famous for using big words because he thought it impressed people.

      He smoothed his mustache and shook his head. "Not much. Frankly, I was surprised that Kate sent someone out on this particular incident." He shrugged. "Apparently she meant what she said in her e-mail to all of the sergeants."

      Alarm bells started ringing in my head. "E-mail? Anything I should know about?"

      "She asked us to call her, especially on nights and weekends, on anything that even remotely sounded like it might apply to her unit. We thought maybe your unit was working a significant prurient investigation."

      "A prurient investigation? Come on, Dave, even you don't talk like that." I looked at him. He looked back at me like I had rocks in my head. "Never mind. Tell me what you've got so I can get back to bed."

      The call was one that would never have been assigned a detective if Kate hadn't sent out the memo. I had him close it and started for home. As soon as I cleared the scene, the dispatcher called and asked me to go to an address in Midtown. Apparently, another sergeant had taken Kate's memo to heart. I’m a little slow sometimes, but I finally realized that Kate was pissed, and she'd decided to kill me by inches through sleep deprivation.

      My work car was a 2007 Chevy Malibu with close to one hundred thousand miles on it. I made a u-turn and the car screeched. I patted the dashboard, not wanting any bad Karma to kill the engine. I watched the dawn appear as I headed from one call to another. The sergeants were skipping Kate now and had decided that since I was out, they could call me directly.

      It was eight o'clock by the time I stumbled into the office. I headed to the restroom and examined my face in the mirror. Large, black rings had created half-moons under my eyes. The whites weren't, and my hair hung in strands. I splashed water in my face and looked in the mirror one more time to see whether anything had improved. It hadn't. I slumped my way to my desk and sat down heavily.

      Kate was leaning up against the pillar next to Casey's desk, and they were going over Bibi's case again. She was in the middle of asking Casey a question when she paused to study my face, and her mouth twitched into a ghost of a smile. "You look tired, Alex. What's the matter? Not sleeping well?"

      I picked my head up off my desk and glared at her. "Very funny. You do realize that Amnesty International has declared torture by sleep deprivation to be cruel and unusual punishment?"

      Kate pretended to think about that a minute, her finger resting on her chin. "Hmmm... well, we could always start an official investigation on disobeying a direct order. I wonder what Amnesty International would say about that?"

      Casey sat back in her chair and began ticking off probable consequences on her fingertips as she spoke. "Let's see—letter of reprimand, possible demotion, suspension...maybe even firing, depending on the circumstances."

      My eyes slowly focused on Casey, who was holding up four fingers. "Whose side are you on anyway? I thought we were friends."

      Casey leaned forward in her chair. "Friends don't let friends self-destruct. If keeping you busy will keep you out of trouble, I'm all for it."

      I smiled and lay my head back down on the desk. "Wake me when it's time to go home."

      Kate bopped me on the head with her pen. "Let's see, disobeying a direct order and sleeping on duty. This gets better all the time."

      Casey stood up and grabbed my elbow. "Come on, Sleepy Head, let's go pour some caffeine into your body and get to work."

      We walked to the elevator where two Robbery detectives were laughing as they stepped into the hallway. One of them leaned on my shoulder and said. "You wouldn't believe it, Alex. We just came from the Westside substation." He shook his head and they both started laughing again. The elevator doors opened, and the other guy put his hand on the slide to hold the door open. "Wait, wait, you gotta hear this. You know Doyle, over in Team Two?"

      My ears perked up. I looked over at Casey, who suddenly became very interested in her nails. "Yeah, we know him."

      The elevator doors were sliding partway closed and opening again, so he let them slide shut. "Somebody tied a rubber chicken to his bumper last night with a sign attached to it that said, 'If I'm a chicken, honk.'" They both started cracking up again and I broke into a grin.

      The other detective said, "That asshole's so lazy, everybody knows he never has a reason to go around and get stuff out of his trunk. So, all night he's got people honkin' at him and he has no clue why. And nobody—I mean nobody—said anything to him!" They started walking down the hall towards their office. The first one turned around and yelled, "You should have seen him in debriefing. He was screamin' he was so pissed off, and the whole squad was rollin' on the floor laughin' at him."

      I looked over at Casey, who was still studying her nails. She peeked out at me through her bangs with a completely innocent look on her face. I hit the elevator button again and nodded. "Brilliant, absolutely brilliant."

      She stepped into the elevator and hit the garage button. "I don't have the faintest idea what you're talking about." Life can be good sometimes.

      When we got to the café, Casey poured a gallon of caffeine down my throat. The small jolt gave me a little bit of energy so we decided to visit Mrs. Highland again on the off chance she remembered something that might help with Bibi's investigation. She was raking her front yard when we pulled into her little compound. She ran her fingers through her hair when she saw us. "I didn't know I would have company today, girls. I look a mess."

      Casey pointed at me. "You want to talk about a mess, look at Alex. You don't even come close in the messy department."

      Mrs. Highland squinted at me. She set down the rake and stepped closer. She scrutinized my messy hair, the bare spot on the back of my head where they'd stapled me back together, my wrinkled pants, and the circles under my eyes. "You look awful, Dear. Why don't you come in and sit down and I'll get you some tea and cookies?" Then she turned to scold Casey. "How could you let her out in public looking like this? She needs help." She squinted at me again, shook her head, and hobbled into the house.

      I nodded at Casey. "Yeah, I need help. What's the matter with you?"

      Casey smirked as she followed Mrs. Highland into the house. I picked up the rake and leaned it against the porch. The yard looked great and Mrs. Highland had added some spring flowers to several of her flowerbeds.

      When I walked into the living room, Mrs. Highland pointed to her little couch. "Sit over there, Detective. I'll bring the tea to you."

      I sat and watched Casey pull over one of the kitchen chairs and make herself at home. She gently took the teacup Mrs. Highland offered. "Thank you, Ma'am."

      I was curious about the rental house and asked if she'd been able to rent it out yet.

      She looked up quizzically from the cup she was handing me. "Didn't that nice young man tell you?"

      I glanced at Casey, who'd frozen with her teacup halfway to her mouth. She looked back at me and tilted her head a little. I shifted in my seat as I accepted the porcelain cup, "Nice young man?"

      "Yes dear, the one you sent to check up on me. He said you wanted to see if I needed any help with the rental." She put the tea tray on the coffee table and took a cookie. "He was so nice. He took the key in order to make sure the house was still in order." She sat in her chair and rested her cup and saucer in her lap. "Help yourselves to some cookies, girls. They're the special, chocolate dipped kind. They are so hard to find in the grocery any more. I was so pleased to find them yesterday, I bought three boxes."

      My stomach had knotted, and my mind raced through all the possible reasons someone would come visit her and say that I'd sent them. "Did the man tell you his name?" I tried to sound conversational, but Casey caught the worry in my voice.

      Mrs. Highland rested her finger on her chin. "Well, I'm sure he did, but I can't remember now. What was his name, Dear? My memory isn't what it used to be." She looked at me expectantly, believing that since I had sent him, I would know his name.

      My mind went blank. I looked at Casey and raised my eyebrows, silently asking her to jump in anytime she felt like it. She sat forward and rescued me. "I'm glad you were comfortable with him, Mrs. Highland. It sounds like you had a nice time together."

      She smiled and patted Casey's knee. "Oh, my yes. We had tea, and we talked about all of the work everybody did on my property. I was glad to have a chance to thank him personally as he had left the cleanup a little early."

      Casey returned the smile. "Did he still have paint drips all over his face and hands?"

      "Oh no, Dear. He wasn't one of the painters, remember? He swept the floors and spent a lot of time with Amy and me at the snack table." She looked over at me again. "What was his name? Now it's going to bother me until I remember."

      I'd been staring in my cup, trying to match a face with her description. Suddenly it came to me. I looked up at and said, "It was Roger. Roger Krupski." I glanced at Casey, who sat back with a worried expression.

      I reached over to the beautiful old woman and gently took her hand. "Mrs. Highland, I didn't send him, but I'm glad you had a nice time with him. If he stops by again, will you please call me or Casey?" Both Casey and I reached into our pockets and pulled out our business cards. We wrote our cell phone numbers on the back and handed them to her.

      Mrs. Highland looked a little concerned. "But he said you had sent him to check up on me. Why would he say that if it wasn't true?"

      I sat back on the couch and tried to look reassuring. "I don't know, but I'll find out. Just so you know, if I ever send someone over to check on you, I'll call and run it by you first, okay?"

      She nodded and took a sip of her tea. We sat silently for a little while, eating our cookies and digesting the idea that Roger Krupski had come visiting. The ring tone on my cell phone broke the silence with a stirring rendition of “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida” by Iron Butterfly. I picked it up and looked to see who was calling.

      It was Wade What’s-his-name from Ajo. I stepped outside and answered the phone. He sounded as cheerful as ever. "Alex, that you? Long time no see."

      "Hi, Wade. I take it you found a suicide note?" I wiped some dust off a porch chair and sat down.

      "Yup, and a whole lot more. Child porn up the wazoo. Really sick stuff. He did the world a favor when he offed himself." He paused and I heard him sniff and spit. "I faxed a copy of the note to you at your office. You'll find it pretty interesting."

      I blinked. "You faxed it to our work fax?"

      "Yup, knew you'd want it A.S.A.P. If there's anything else you need, give me a holler." He spit again and hung up.

      "Shit." My fingers flew over the keypad. I called Sharon at the office and asked her to get the fax off the machine and put it on my desk.

      She paused a minute. "Nope, there's no fax there. Kate faxed something a few minutes ago, maybe she found it and put it on your desk."

      I hung up and walked back into the house. Casey was helping Mrs. Highland wash the cups and saucers. I grabbed a towel and started drying. Casey looked up from the sink. "Anything interesting?"

      I shook my head and went back to drying. When we finished, we said our goodbyes and headed back to the office. When I told Casey about the suicide note and the fax, she started laughing. "So much for not using work equipment for personal use."

      I massaged my temples and smiled. "I wonder what Eldon put into the suicide note."

      She shrugged. "It'd be great if he confessed to murdering Brian and you can get back to a normal life."

      "Amen to that." I put my head back, closed my eyes, and grabbed a quick nap on the way back to the station. When we walked into the office, I checked my mail slot and headed to my desk as though everything was normal with the world. The fax lay on the middle of my desk calendar. I sat down and picked it up, willing myself not to look in Kate's direction. When I couldn't stand it anymore, I glanced up.

      She was leaning back in her chair, absently tapping her pen on her cheek, watching me.

      I looked back at the paper. Eldon had scribbled in a childish scrawl. My concentration was shot, and I had to read the first sentence six times before I was able to focus on what I was reading.

      

      I hate myself. I have never meant to hurt anyone, especially the boys. I never hurt them, I never hurt anyone. I have been hurt, and that's what started this whole thing when I was young. I hate myself. Eldon Lawson.

      

      I handed the note to Casey, pulled out the bottom drawer of my desk and propped my feet up on it. She read it and handed it back. "Well, it's not a smoking gun, but now you know something happened to him when he was younger. Maybe you were on the money when you asked that Hawkins guy if Brian had raped him."

      "Maybe, but how am I gonna prove that now with Eldon dead?" I put the note in my briefcase and turned to my computer. "Anyway, I need to catch up on some of my supplements before I head home. Then I think I'll pay a visit to Mr. Krupski."

      Casey pulled out some of her paperwork and shuffled through it. "If you wait 'till tomorrow morning, I'll go with you."

      I nodded and started typing. "Deal." I snuck a glance at Kate, who had gone back to reading over the day's case reports. I let out a sigh of relief and got to work.
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      The next morning Casey and I met at the Sleepy Time Cafe for breakfast. Maureen brought our breakfast without asking what we wanted. "What's so hard, you two? Somethin' new ain't gonna kill ya. Just once, I'd like to say I seen ya eatin' a chorizo 'n egg plate or a baby slap jack. What's so hard?" She threw her arms in the air and walked back into the kitchen with Ernie.

      I grabbed my sweetener, stacked the packages together neatly, tapped them on the table to settle the powder on the bottom, and tore open the tops. I poured all eight of them in at the same time.

      Casey tore all her sugar packets open one at a time. She pointed at my sweetener packets. "You know, you do the exact same thing every time you get iced tea. You think maybe we’re too stuck in our ways?"

      I considered that a second, then we both shook our heads. "Nah." My phone rang with the siren tone I reserve especially for my mother. I motioned for Casey to stay quiet and put it on speaker. "Hi Mom."

      "Hi Mom? Is that all you can say after you haven't spoken to your mother in over a week? I had to hear at the Ladies Auxiliary that you were almost killed and had to have thirty stitches in your head."

      Casey rolled her eyes. I said, "Mom, I wasn't almost killed, and I didn't' get thirty stitches in my head. I'm fine." I thought for a moment. "And I don't think it's been a full week."

      "I heard it from Liz, who has a grandson on the force. She said you got thirty stitches."

      I finished smoothing the cream cheese on my bagel. "Mom, they weren't stitches, they were staples, and I only got six."

      Casey played an imaginary violin and I kicked her under the table.

      My mother made some "oh my" sounds and finally said, "Well I suppose you have an unsightly hole in your hair then, did they have to shave a hole in your hair?"

      "Just a little one, Mom. Really, it's no big deal. The hair is already starting to grow back, a little, I guess." I felt the back of my head to see how much hair had started to grow in. Tiny little prickles sprouted out of my scalp that I assumed were new baby hairs.

      My mother sighed dramatically. "You have to ruin everything I try to do for you, don't you? I have an invitation for you to the charity event of the year. Everyone will be there, but you certainly cannot go with a hole in your head. I'll have to tell them you were almost killed and can't come." She sniffed her annoyance and said goodbye.

      I shut the cell phone, closed my eyes and put my head on the table. "Why can't I have a normal, roly-poly mother who bakes cookies and walks around in a moo moo and an apron?"

      "Why don't you marry Marcos and have ten kids who'll be confused about which of you is the mother and which is the father? Then your mom will be the happiest woman in the world."

      I flicked a piece of bagel at her. She caught it and threw it back. Maureen yelled from the kitchen. "Knock it off you two! This isn't a barn I got here!"

      Casey yelled back, "She started it."

      Maureen pointed her finger at me and shook it. I put my hands up in surrender and added another sweetener to my tea. "I found out from Megan that Krupski works at Cactus View High School. I called the School Resource Officer there and he said Roger's scheduled to go to lunch at eleven. I thought that'd be a good time to pay him a visit."

      Casey looked at her watch. "That gives us just enough time to finish eating and get there in time for his lunch." We ate our food, then drove to the high school and waited in the office while a student aide took a message to Roger that said we needed to see him. Several boys came in wearing their pants down below their butts and their t-shirts pulled down over the pants.

      One of them saw me staring and came over to talk. "You cops?" He talked with a scratchy, slow, stoner’s drawl.

      "Yeah." I pointed to his pants. "Don't you worry about losing your pants that way?"

      He grinned and pointed to his hand holding up the front waistband. "Yeah, bummer, ya know? I let go and wham, full exposure, ya know?"

      "So why wear 'em that way?"

      "Yeah, good question. It drives my old man crazy, ya know? He's corporate America and I'm like, Dude. He hits the roof." He shrugged. "Don't do drugs, don't drink...gotta do something to razz him, ya know?" He pulled up his shirt and scratched his belly.

      I thought about what he'd said. "You think that'd work with my mom?"

      "Ha ha! No, man! Babes don't wear 'em low. Pierce your tongue or sport a tattoo, ya know? That's my advice to you." He grinned again, threw a peace sign, and walked out of the office.

      Roger walked in as the kid was going out. He forced his lips into a semblance of a smile. "Hi guys. I got a note that said you wanted to talk to me. Is everything all right?" He wiped sweaty hands on his pants.

      We asked him to step into the room the principal had set aside for us. Casey and Roger sat facing each other. I stood behind him, leaning against the wall. He watched Casey a minute, then swiveled around to look at me. I crossed my arms and waited.

      Casey took out her tape recorder and set it on the table next to him. She turned it on, and he wiped his hands on his pants again. Casey said, "Roger, since this is part of an investigation, I have to record our conversation." She reached over and pushed the record button. "I'm Detective Casey Bowman and I'll be interviewing Roger Krupski in an interview room at Cactus View High School. With us in the room is Detective Alexandra Wolfe. The date is February 20, 2010. Mr. Krupski, would you state your full name and date of birth for the record please?"

      Krupski leaned forward and spoke into the recorder. "Uh, my name is Roger Krupski, and... uh...my birth date is March 3, 1955." He glanced back at me out of the corner of his eye. "What's all this about? Have I done something wrong?"

      I didn't say anything, and he turned back to Casey. She took out her notebook. "Mr. Krupski, on February 11, 2010 you volunteered to help a crime victim clean up her property, is that correct?"

      Krupski seemed to relax somewhat. "Yes, you were there too."

      Casey looked at him. "A few days ago, you visited that victim and lied about who had sent you. Who did you say had sent you?"

      He crossed his arms, sat back in his chair, and smiled. "Oh that. I told her Detective Wolfe sent me. I was concerned about how she was doing, and I didn't want her to be frightened. I thought it would put her mind at ease if I mentioned Detective Wolfe, that's all."

      Casey tapped her fingers on the desk. "So, you lied to her. What was your real reason for going there, Mr. Krupski? Elder abuse? Fraud? Hoping to gain her trust and then steal her blind?"

      He wiggled in his seat and sat on his hands. "No...no, nothing like that. I... I wanted to check on an old woman, that's all."

      Casey nodded slowly. "You are on notice Mr. Krupski. She does not want you on her property. She does not want you to contact her ever again. Do you understand?"

      He nodded vigorously. "Of course, of course...I didn't mean to frighten her. I'm sorry."

      Casey shut off the tape recorder as I put my hands on the back of his chair and whispered in his ear. "Don't—ever—go near her again, or you and I will have a private, very unpleasant, conversation."

      He stiffened in his chair and nodded. I straightened, opened the door, and walked out to the car. Casey walked out a few minutes later. She put her recorder in her briefcase and let out a breath. "What'd you think? Pretty sleazy guy, huh?"

      I leaned against the hood of my car. "He's more than sleazy. He was too quick with his answer. He had it prepared before we ever showed up, just in case. I wish I knew what he was up to." I rapped on the hood of my car. "Oh well, it all comes out in the wash." I went over and unlocked my door. "I've got to interview a few people this afternoon. Then after work I plan on talking with Amy's mom. I'll see ya tomorrow, okay?”

      Casey nodded and got into her car. "See ya. Stay out of trouble."

      I wished she'd stop saying that.
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      Once I'd finished all my TPD work, I called Macey McClellan from my car and arranged to meet her at her house at five-thirty. My rear view mirror was out-of-whack, and I took a minute to adjust it. A faded green, older model station wagon several cars back caught my eye. It looked vaguely familiar, but not familiar enough to kill any brain cells trying to figure out why. I sat back in my seat and waited for the light to turn green.

      The McClellan's house is located on the west side of town, south of Grant Road. As I drove through their neighborhood, I saw families sitting on their porches, some swinging on porch swings, others comfortable in old plastic lawn chairs. One older couple pulled feather-headed weeds from among the hundreds of wildflowers scattered throughout their little yard.

      The homes were mostly older red brick with trim that hadn't seen a coat of paint in years. I passed a young mother as she pushed a stroller down the sidewalk, her two small children running on ahead. She and the kids sported the typical, jet-black hair of the mostly Hispanic families I'd seen out enjoying the evening. They were dressed in clean jeans and blouses and didn't seem in any particular hurry to get anywhere.

      I pulled up to the curb in front of Macey's house. Dirt covered the front yard, but someone had neatly raked it and I could see clean laundry hanging from a clothesline in the back. Colorful flowers lined the sidewalk and a rusty, faded blue swing set sat neglected in a far corner, the swings creaking as they swayed in the breeze. I wondered how long it'd been since they'd been used. I pictured Jacob pushing a nine or ten-year-old Amy in the quiet summer evenings while Macey visited with the neighbors who'd come out on their porches to enjoy the cool air.

      Macey opened the front door and welcomed me with a large glass of lemonade. "Come in, Detective Wolfe, come in. Both Jacob and Amy have spoken so highly of you. I'm so thankful someone finally believes us about Jake's innocence."

      I took the lemonade and stepped inside. "Thank you." The house smelled fresh and clean, but the décor was definitely old and worn.

      Macey sat on the couch and patted the cushion next to her. "Please have a seat, Detective. Would you like anything to eat?" The blue and yellow-striped couch should have been replaced years ago. In some spots, nothing more than strips of string covered the foam padding inside. "No, thanks, I'm not hungry. And call me Alex. I'm not investigating this for the department, and I'd rather not have people think I'm doing this as a cop."

      "You mean the police department doesn't know you're helping us?"

      I wasn't sure exactly how to phrase my answer. "Well, some people know, but since it's a closed investigation, I've been looking into it on my own time." I took a sip of the lemonade and gagged. My tongue curled down into the back of my throat, and my mouth gaped in a rictus reminiscent of a starving baby bird. I had never tasted anything so sour in my life.

      Macey looked shocked, but then understanding dawned. "Oh my God, I am so sorry! I love sour things, and I forget that other people aren't used to lemonade made only with fresh lemons, no sugar." She tried not to laugh. "I'm so sorry, Detective Wolfe, but your reaction was priceless. I take it you like sweetener with your lemons?" She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a bag of sugar and a spoon. She put the bag on the coffee table and handed me the spoon.

      I shoveled about ten scoops into my glass and stirred violently. My next sip cleared up any leftover taint, and I cleared my throat in relief. "Mrs. McClellan —"

      "Macey."

      "Macey, thanks for taking the time to talk to me, and definitely thank you for the sugar." I must have looked so pitiful that she covered another smile and looked away. I cleared my burning throat again and continued. "I've found a few things I'm a little confused about. That's mainly why I wanted to talk to you."

      "I'll tell you whatever I can. Jacob is innocent and you're the only one who can prove it."

      "I'll prove it if he's innocent. If he's guilty…." I let the rest of the sentence hang.

      She ran her finger around the lip of her glass, and we sat in silence while she thought about what I'd said. When she looked up at me, I continued. "If I get too personal, tell me and we'll move on."

      She crossed her arms and nodded. A worried expression crossed her face as she sat sideways on the couch, her knees together, one foot hooked behind the other. Her gold watch was the only jewelry she had on except for the wedding band she still wore on her left hand. She carried an extra thirty pounds that over-filled an attractive face and gave her a soft, fluffy look.

      I took out my notebook and searched in my briefcase for a pen. Once I was settled, I said, "Well, let's get started then." I smiled to put her at ease. "Can you tell me if Jacob ever talked much about his life at the orphanage?"

      She uncrossed her arms and relaxed a little. "He never talked about it, but there were times at night when he'd start yelling in his sleep. I always wondered if it was something to do with his childhood, but he'd never say."

      "Did he ever mention anyone named Eldon Lawson or Zethan Hawkins?"

      "No, I'm sorry, Detective. Jake never talks much at all about his childhood." She spoke in a soft tenor, and I wondered what other parts of his life Jake had kept secret from his wife.

      I thought for a minute. I had other questions, but I was anxious to go outside to look at the screens on the windows. Fred never looked for evidence of a break-in, and I wanted to have a look for myself. "Have you changed or taken off any of the window screens since Jacob went to prison?"

      Her eyebrows came together again, and her mouth curved into a confused smile. "No, everything is pretty much exactly like it was when Jake left." Her cheeks flushed a light pink. "Amy and I don't have a lot of extra money to fix up the house, but we do the best we can."

      "Can we walk outside and look at them?"

      "I don't know how that can help you, but you can do anything you want."

      She led me outside and we stopped at each window. The first four screens were dirty, and obviously hadn't been disturbed. As I came to the fifth, my adrenaline kicked in. Two parallel crimps bent the middle of the vertical aluminum frames that held the screen mesh. People often accidentally crimp the aluminum when they try to pry the screen off their windows. I asked Macey to wait while I went to my car and got my camera. I photographed the screen in place while Macey watched. The window on the inside was open a crack, and air was blowing out the opening. "What room of the house is this?" I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from her anyway.

      "That's my bedroom. Well, our bedroom, Jake's and mine, why?"

      "Do you remember either you or Jake ever taking this screen off this window?"

      "No, we've never had a reason to. We've never had to replace the window or anything like that."

      "Do me a favor, will you? Don't move it or take it out without telling me first."

      "Of course. I haven't touched it in the last twenty years. I don't intend to start now." She laughed at her response.

      I smiled. "How long have you and Jake been together?"

      "We were married in 1977. This year will be our thirty-third anniversary."

      "So, you've known him and Brian a long time then?"

      She nodded and led me back into the house. "I thought you might want to see some pictures of us during happier times." She picked up a photo album and leafed through the pages while we both settled on the couch. Turning the book towards me she said, "These are our wedding pictures. That's Buddy there." She pointed to a handsome, well-built young man standing next to a much younger looking Jacob. "He was Jake's best man."

      "Buddy?"

      She covered Brian's face with her finger and tapped it as she answered. "That's what most of Brian's friends called him...Bud, or Buddy."

      "Could we stick with Brian? I get confused pretty easily." I peered at the picture. "That must have been some celebration. Brian looks absolutely wasted."

      She took the album, leafing through the pages as she spoke. "Brian was always wasted, Detective. He was a tried-and-true alcoholic with a chip on his shoulder. Jacob and Amy were the only two people he'd ever listen to." She turned the album around again and showed me a picture of Amy up on Brian's shoulders. She must have been around three years old. Her arms were wrapped around his head with her hands covering his eyes. She was laughing and he was holding one of her feet with one hand and a can of beer with the other.

      I leafed through the album, asking about various people and places. When I finished, I closed the cover and set the book on the coffee table. "Tell me about the money you loaned to Brian right before he was killed."

      A dark cloud settled over her. Every muscle in her body tightened as she set her glass back on the coffee table. "I'm still paying the bank for that money. Brian promised I'd get it back. He just had to have it." She crossed her arms and legs, pulling them up close until she was almost sitting in a tight little ball. "I told him no, and he threw me over that little table." She pointed to a low, wicker table sitting next to an overstuffed chair. "I hit the table with my shoulder, and it fell over on top of me. Amy came out of her room screaming. She ran up to him and started pounding on him with her little fists."

      She got up from the couch and started pacing. "I was terrified he would hurt Amy. I told him I'd give him anything he wanted if he'd just leave us alone." She stopped pacing and looked at me. A grim set to her eyes told me she would have died, or maybe even killed, if it meant her daughter would be safe. "Being a victim is a bitter pill to swallow, Detective. I imagine someone like you would have stood up to him, not caved in like I did." She brusquely picked up a ceramic giraffe and dusted it with her sleeve.

      I sighed. "There's no right or wrong when dealing with assholes, Macey. You do what you have to do to survive." I took a slow drink of my lemonade. "So, you gave him the money and Jake found out. Did he say what he needed the money for?"

      "No, but he was pretty desperate, maybe even scared, which was unusual for Brian. He was always the bully. It's hard to imagine someone meaner than him."

      "Tell me about the argument at the basketball game."

      She took in a shaky breath. "We all had season tickets to the U of A home basketball games. Amy, Brian, and I were already at the arena. Jake had stopped by the bank to pick up some cash—you know, for snacks." She stepped over to the coffee table and started to straighten magazines. Anorexic superstars smiled out at us from the covers of Teen People and Cosmo Girl. She put them in a neat pile and continued. "The bank teller, a friend of ours, laughed and asked him how much more cash we needed than the twenty thousand dollars I had taken out earlier in the week. Jake had worked himself into a foul mood by the time he got to the game."

      She picked up the top magazine and stared at it. "When I told him what Brian had done, Jake grabbed Brian by the neck and pulled him up out of his seat. I thought Brian would fight back, but he just stood there. Jake told him that if he ever touched me again, he would kill him. That's what they hammered into the jury during the trial."

      I knew the story from the transcripts, but I wanted to see her reaction when she talked about Jake going after Brian. She was proud of her husband for standing up for her, and angry that his words had been used against him in court. I changed the direction of my questions. "Was Brian ever married?"

      She walked over to the bookshelf and ran her fingers over the bindings of several photo albums until she found the one she was looking for. She took it out, wiped some dust off the cover, and returned to the couch. Flipping it open, she turned the book so I could see the pictures better. "This is their wedding album. I kept it because Brian's ex-wife wanted nothing to do with it after Brian was killed, and anything to do with his big brother is important to Jake."

      I studied the photo of the wedding party. Jake was standing as Brian's best man, and a woman I didn't recognize stood as the maid of honor. Macey was next, and my eyes drifted to the bridesmaid standing next to her. I brought the book closer and stared. I looked up at Macey and back at the picture again. "Who is this?" I pointed to the woman.

      Macey took the album and turned it so it was facing her. "This one? The one standing next to me?"

      "Yeah."

      "I don't remember her name, but I know she's Rita's cousin. We never saw her after the wedding, so I don't really know her at all."

      She nodded when I asked whether Rita was the name of Brian's wife. I sat back and tried to put together some more pieces of the puzzle. I knew exactly who the lady was, but I couldn't quite tie everything together yet.

      "Is everything all right, Alex? You look angry or upset or something."

      I smiled at her. "No, everything's fine." I looked through the entire album, slowly getting bits and pieces of information as Macey described the wedding to me. "You said ex-wife, not widow. They got a divorce?"

      She nodded. "The marriage lasted all of six months. Brian was a mean drunk. He was always pushing Rita around, but the last time, he beat her so badly she ended up in the hospital with several broken bones and a bruised liver. Her family came and got her, and she divorced him soon after that."

      I asked a few more questions and then we finished the interview. Macey walked me out to my car. "Detective Wolfe, do you think you'll be able to help Jacob? Amy and I need him here, at home, where he belongs."

      There was a long moment of silence, filled with ideas and possibilities I didn't want to say aloud. "I don't know, Macey. If the facts I dig up prove his innocence, he'll be a free man...but there are no guarantees."

      I sat for a minute after she walked back into her house. There were too many loose ends that needed to be cleaned up before I could make any kind of assumptions. I flipped on my headlights and headed out of the neighborhood. Darkness had settled over the streets, and where families and old people had been out enjoying the coolness of the early evening, young punks now roamed the sidewalks, pounding their chests and peeing on bushes to mark their territory.

      As I pulled out onto Grant, an older green station wagon pulled out of a convenience store parking lot and fell in two cars behind me. I turned down a side street, hoping it would follow, but the car cruised right on past. By the time I turned around and drove back onto Grant, it was gone. I don't believe in coincidence, and my little pea brain started trying to figure out who had something to gain by following me around.

      When I pulled into my driveway, I saw Megan's red Mustang convertible parked by the curb. A little flutter of fear shot through me. I love her like a sister, but when she's upset, she's a woman possessed, and the last time I'd seen her, she was upset. I steeled myself and opened the front door. Megan was sitting on the couch with Tessa curled in her lap. Tessa calmly opened one eye, wagged her tail a few times and went back to sleep.

      Megan smiled. "Hi."

      Now, with Megan, "Hi" could be a variable thing. I've known her "Hi" to mean, "You're dead," "Guess what," "Where have you been," etc. I didn't want to misinterpret this one. "What do you mean by that?" I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

      She had her arm on the back of the couch. I watched her fingers as they drummed a steady beat on the denim fabric. Finally, she pointed to a half-eaten box of pizza on the coffee table. "Come in and make yourself at home, Alex. Take a load off."

      I needed to adjust the parameters of this meeting so I knew what she was up to. The last time we were together, Megan had driven off upset, and not a little off balance. Now she had commandeered my couch and my dog and was definitely taking the upper hand. I decided to take it back. "This is my house, Dummy. I am home."

      She lifted an eyebrow and patted the cushion next to her. "Sit. We need to talk."

      Damn, she'd grabbed it back from me. I parried. "I just got home, and we don't need to talk. I'm fine, I'm tired, and I want to relax and watch TV. You're welcome to join me if you want." I sat on the aforementioned cushion, grabbed a piece of pizza, and pouted. I hate serious conversations that involve anything to do with me.

      She reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. "Here, I made an appointment for you with my friend's counselor. She agrees with me that you're out of touch with your feelings and that some sensitivity training is definitely called for."

      

      I looked up and grinned, then threw a piece of pepperoni at her. We both burst out laughing. In high school, we'd been forced into sensitivity training after a school field trip to an old folks’ home. We'd decided to give the old guys one last thrill. We took off all our clothes and walked through their day room naked as the day we were born. We got a standing ovation from the residents and a two-week suspension from school plus five visits to a sensitivity counselor. The counselor was a middle-aged moron who quizzed us on every little detail about our need to sexually act out. We used our colorful imaginations and all five sessions ended with his stiffy pushing out a little pup tent in his Dockers.

      I took the card and read it: Missing Touch, For Those Who Can Hear the Wind Whistling Through Their Ears. I sat back and relaxed. One rule I've found in life is there's really nothing better for a re-charge than a best friend and a box of pizza. I put the card next to the pizza and put my feet up on the coffee table.

      Megan sat up and hit her forehead with the palm of her hand. "Oh Jeez! I almost forgot! I think I damaged your neighbor Fig Newton for life. He walked in to let Tessa out, and when he saw me, he fainted. Bam. Right there in the door."

      "You're kidding, right?"

      "'Fraid not. When he came to, Tessa was licking his face and I was kneeling over him. He jumped up and ran home. Thank God he didn't pee all over the floor."

      I stood up, unsure of what to do. If I went to his house, he'd panic, but if I didn't talk to him, he might never let Tessa out again. I decided on the direct approach. On the way over to his house, I noticed the curtain moving in his front window. Megan walked behind me, humming "Pop Goes the Weasel." I knew Newton wouldn't answer his door, so I knocked on the window to get his attention. An eye and half a face peered around the curtain. "Hey Newt, it's me. Sorry about your shock today." I pointed over my shoulder at Megan. "That hair's enough to terrify anybody."

      The eye focused on Megan, who was holding her bushy hair straight out and making spooky ghost noises. The eye narrowed while the half of his mouth I could see turned up in a smile. Then he was gone.

      I punched Megan in the shoulder. "You're an idiot. A lovable idiot, but an idiot just the same." As we walked back to my house, Megan picked up a stick and threw it as far as she could. Tessa raced after it, grabbed it, and brought it back for another throw.

      I reached down and picked up the stick. "I didn't know she could do that!" I threw the stick into the next yard. “And another thing...why wasn't Tessa licking every inch of your body back there on the couch?" I tried not to sound jealous. It didn't work.

      "I've been here working with her most of the day. I've spoiled her rotten, and she knows I like her. She doesn't feel she needs to grovel at my feet in order for me to accept her into my pack." Tessa came running back and laid the stick at Megan's feet. Megan stepped back and waved for me to pick it up. "You need to spend more time playing with her so she knows you like her."

      I picked up the stick and Tessa licked my hand. I threw it and glared at Megan. "You'd think you knew how to train dogs or something." I went back into my house and grabbed a piece of pizza. Tessa and Megan followed soon after.

      Megan grabbed a slice, tore off the crust, and gave it to Tessa. "So, anything new with Amy's Dad?"

      I filled her in on what I'd learned so far. We talked about Macey and Brian and decided the next step would be to try to find the families of the women who went missing back in 1959.
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      Kate called at two in the morning. She and Casey were on their way to an address in Midtown, and she needed me to head to the office to get a search warrant for the house. I climbed out of bed and looked around for clothes to throw on. The laundry basket was overflowing, and I had nothing clean hanging in my closet. I sifted through the pile of dirty clothes until I found a pair of jeans that didn't look too bad and a wrinkled polo shirt. Working forty hours a week on regular stuff, then putting in another thirty chasing down Amy's case, was taking a toll on my already deficient domestic duties. I pulled on the clothes, ran a toothbrush under the water in a token nod to oral hygiene, and headed out the door.

      When I reached the office, Nate Drewery was already waiting for me. I headed for my desk in a fog and searched through my drawers until I found a blank warrant work sheet. I watched as Nate sat in Casey's chair and put his feet up on her desk. I sat down heavily and took out a pen. Yawning, I aimed the pen at the paper and asked, "Did somebody give you the info for the warrant?"

      He clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back. "Yeah, Kate called a few minutes ago and gave me all the particulars. What do you want to know?"

      I leaned on my desk to rest my cheek on my fist. I needed a minute to clear the cobwebs out of my head. Consciousness slowly arrived, and it occurred to me that he was the junior detective here. "Have you ever called in a search warrant before?" There was a definite hierarchy that needed to be followed, and him having his feet up on Casey's desk bugged me.

      "Kate said you were doing the warrant, not me."

      I studied him a minute. "You've never done one, have ya? Scared you'll screw up?" Calling in your first warrant tends to scare even the cockiest junior dicks. "Look, Nate, it's two-forty in the morning. Nobody's here to see if you blow it." I handed him the blank warrant. "Here's the paper, fill it in and we'll pop your cherry together."

      He took the sheet from me. "Man, if I'd known it was gonna be like that I'd’ve done it with you a long time ago."

      "Promises, promises. Wake me if you need any help." I closed my eyes for exactly five seconds before he started asking questions. It took us three times longer to fill in the blanks than if I'd done it, but at least he was learning something useful.

      He called seven different judges before my buddy, Judge Anderson the Cranky, finally agreed to wake up enough to actually hear what Nate was saying. Nate put the call on speakerphone, started his tape recorder, and began reading.

      When he got to the point about me standing by as a witness, Judge Anderson interrupted him. "Detective Wolfe?"

      I opened my eyes and looked at the phone. "Yes, Judge Anderson."

      "Please sit up and witness this warrant like you're supposed to. It makes things tidier when we actually follow the tenets of the law."

      It was uncanny. Every time I was involved in a warrant with him, it was like he could actually see through the phone. "My eyes are open now, Sir. You can go ahead."

      "Thank you, Detective. You may continue, Detective Drewery."

      Nate finished the warrant without a single mistake. He hung up and puffed out his chest. "Was it as good for you as it was for me?"

      I fluttered dreamy eyes at him. "Got a cigarette?"

      He laughed, called Kate, and told her we had the warrant. She told us to get to the house to help with the search ASAP and hung up. We drove to the apartment complex together. He stopped me as we walked up the steps to the second-floor apartment. "Hey Alex, thanks. I really was dreading having to do my first one."

      I reached up and pulled on his mustache. "No problem. Just pass it along someday. That's what Kate told me when she walked me through my first time."

      He laughed. "Kate popped your cherry?"

      Kate stuck her head over the railing. "Excuse me? What did I hear you say?" Her brows were pulled so close together they looked like someone had glued them together.

      I patted Nate on the back and followed him the rest of the way up the stairs. "Nothing, Boss. Just reminiscing about old times, that's all."

      She stopped Nate with a finger in his chest. "If I hear any bad rumors going around, you're dead meat, got it?"

      He looked back at me with my own, typically innocent expression. "Who me?"

      Kate looked at me. My grin stretched from ear to ear. "I'm teaching him everything I know, Boss. You don't have to worry about a thing."

      Kate sighed, "God help us. Come on, let's get this finished so we can arrest the asshole and get back to bed." She walked back into the apartment and Nate and I exchanged a high five before we followed in her wake.

      We finished the search and booked the suspect into jail by seven that morning. Kate gave me two choices: go home and do some laundry or head to the mall to buy some clean clothes. Since I hate shopping, I went home to change. When I got there, I undressed, threw my pants and shirt in the washing machine, and took out my notes on the Angelinos.

      I thought back to Brian's wedding picture. Gia had looked stunning as one of Rita's bridesmaids. No wonder Brian had the Angelino's phone number; he'd married Gia's cousin Rita. It also explained why Gia didn't recognize who I was talking about when I said someone named Brian had been murdered. The family had known Brian as "Buddy."

      I brought out my laptop and started hunting for Rita's maiden name. It took about fifteen minutes before I finally hit pay dirt in the engagement announcement archives of the local newspaper. Rita Dapporto and Brian McClellan were engaged to be married on January 21, 2003.

      I Googled the name Dapporto and came up with 121,000 hits. That didn't help much. I narrowed the search to Tucson, and came up with 204 hits, none of which meant anything to my investigation. When I changed the focus to Chicago, I found a reference to an Anthony Dapporto, who had been sent to prison in 1994 for racketeering. I kept searching different public records sites looking for anything that would tie the Dapporto family to the Angelino's family business. I hoped it would be as easy as finding they were one of the major mafia families in Chicago. That didn't seem to be the case. I shut the laptop and went to throw my clothes in the dryer.

      My clothes usually took about twenty minutes to dry. I took them out in fifteen. Damp clothes tend to dry quickly in the desert, and I wanted to meet with Casey to hear the latest news about the hunt for Rafael Rodriguez.

      Newton peeked out of his curtains as I headed out to my car. I slowly walked over to the window, careful not to spook him by moving too fast.

      "Hi, Newt. Tessa's alone today, could you let her out and play with her a couple of times? Sorry about Megan."

      He disappeared from the window, and I heard the rasp of the key turning in his front door lock. He pulled the door open and stood with one foot in the house and the other on the front porch. "Hi, Alex."

      I stayed next to the window, hoping he would stay a minute and talk. Tessa enjoyed his company, and I actually liked having him as a neighbor, quirks and all. A small dust devil swirled around his front yard, blowing leaves and small sticks up into its funnel. I stepped back a few paces as the dirt headed in my direction. Newton ducked inside and closed his door to keep it from blowing into the house. I waited a few minutes for him to come to the door again. It stayed closed, so I headed for my car.

      My cell phone had needed charging when I'd come back to change, so I'd left it plugged into the car's cigarette lighter. As I lowered myself into the seat, I watched a little light on the front blink blue and red. Red meant low battery, blue meant full battery, and blue and red meant one of two things: either I was in trouble because Kate had called and I hadn't answered, or Casey had called and hopefully wanted breakfast.

      I called my messages and listened to Casey telling me to meet her at the Southside substation. That meant breakfast would have to wait. My stomach grumbled, and I reminded it that there were some really nice Mexican restaurants on the Southside. I called Casey and she told me her informant had given her some possible locations for Rafael. She wanted my help following up.

      I pulled up to the electronic gate in front of the station and held my card up to the scanner. The gate swung open and I pulled into the parking lot. I repeated the process to get into the building. Casey was sitting at a computer terminal looking at a map of the area. She pointed to several locations on the map.

      "He's supposed to be moving between these three locations. She says he's running scared and he picked up a handgun from somewhere. She didn't know what kind." She handed me a picture I hadn't seen before. Rafael sat at a kitchen table drinking beer. He'd shaved his head and gotten rid of his mustache. His dirty shirt hung loosely on his emaciated frame. Black circles ringed his eyes, which disappeared deep into their sockets.

      Casey flicked the picture. "My informant took this yesterday with her camera phone. She walked into the grandmother's house and there he was. She's terrified. She thinks the family knows she's helping me." She shook her head and stared at the picture. "She's a brave young lady. I told her to help only if she knew she wasn't in danger. She's determined to keep Rafael away from Reina, and that means putting him in jail." Casey looked up at me. The worried expression on her face said it all. People who snitched in the barrio didn't live very long.

      I gave the picture back to her. "Why's he staying in Tucson? Why doesn't he leave?"

      "She says the meth has him paranoid. He thinks we have every road out of Tucson under surveillance." She tore out a page from her notepad and handed it to me. “C'mon, let's hit the first address and go from there."

      We parked one street over from the first location, then walked down the alley behind the house and peered over the block wall surrounding the back yard. Two pit bulls were dozing on the cement stoop near the back door. Rusted poles stood with broken clothesline hanging useless from their crossbars. Dog feces littered the parts of the yard that weren't covered with rusty car parts and weeds.

      We walked to the end of the alley and moved towards the road bordering the front of the house. The neighborhood was still. Children had gone to school, and anyone who worked had left a few hours earlier. We had to walk to the middle of the block to get to the house we were looking for. Grass and weeds grew knee high in the front yard, a broken chair rested upside down near the front door, and beer cans lay scattered wherever the resident drunk had thrown them.

      I walked to a window facing the street and knelt down beside it. I rose up so that my eyes came up over the bottom of the sill. Sunlight reflected off the glass and it was difficult to see inside. I put a hand up to block the glare. The room was empty. I turned back and signaled for Casey to move to the next window. We looked in all the front rooms and down the side ones as well. Finally, we stood to either side of the front door. No one answered our knock except the furious barking of the pit bulls out back. Casey brushed some dirt off the knees of her pants. "Damn. There's no one here. Let's head to the next house on the list."

      We did and ended up empty handed there as well. We approached the third house with the same care we'd taken at the first two. I knelt down by the first window. Green paint had bubbled and cracked on the frame. Closed curtains blocked my view, but I heard movement inside. I turned back to Casey and put my finger to my ear, letting her know I was hearing something. She nodded and moved up to the next window.

      As soon as she knelt down, we heard screaming and the unmistakable thud of a fist hitting flesh. Casey looked back at me. I nodded and we both ran to the front door. Both of us took a side as Casey tried the doorknob. Someone had locked the door. The screams got quieter each time we heard a punch.

      The doors in these houses are usually hollow core. I hoped this one was too as I stepped back three steps and nodded at Casey. She took out her handgun and yelled, "Tucson Police!" at the same time I threw myself at the door. I bounced off and backed up to try again. The screaming stopped as Casey grabbed her radio to call for backup. The second time I hit the door I felt the wood give slightly where it surrounded the lock. On the third try, I went sailing into the room and landed on my hands and knees, my momentum carrying me over onto my back. I rolled and came up with my .40 caliber in my hands. Casey ran in behind me scanning the room with her Glock, ready to take out any threats.

      A young woman lay on the floor, her face swollen and disfigured. She pushed herself to a sitting position and pointed to the back sliding-glass door. The curtain billowed out the opening letting me see into the empty back yard.

      Casey and I quickly checked the rest of the house. We went into every room, checking under beds and in closets. When we were satisfied the place was empty, we hurried back into the living room. Casey knelt next to the woman and I headed out the back door. I stepped up onto a wooden pallet and slowly peeked over the fence. No one was waiting on the other side, so I jumped over and followed the fresh scuffs in the dirt. I could hear sirens in the distance, with Casey coordinating the response over the radio and calling for meds.

      The alley I was following made a sharp right. As I approached the turn, I heard a metallic screech that sounded like nails pulling out of a piece of wood. I slowed, my Glock held at the ready and edged around the turn as though I was circling the outside of a pie. I moved slowly, first one wedge of the pie, then another.

      From down low, a board came swinging around the corner, aimed up and straight for my head. I ducked and threw myself backwards quick enough that the board only hit the left side of my forehead. The back of my shirt ripped as I landed in the powdered dirt and I looked up to see the suspect's face as he threw the board at me. It was Rafael. Sweat ran down his cheeks and his pupils were so dilated the only color I could see in his eyes was black. He turned and started running again.

      "Tucson Police! Freeze!" That never works but we're supposed to say it anyway. Rafael kept running like I figured he would. He was shirtless, and I couldn't see any weapons. I hate running with a gun in my hand, so I made a calculated gamble and holstered the Glock as I started after him again. He might have been wasted, but he ran fast. I didn't have a prayer of catching him, but I hoped I could at least run him to ground. The problem with meth heads though, is they don't know when they're tired. They're like the Energizer Bunny; they just keep going and going.

      He turned another corner but by the time I arrived, he'd disappeared. I gave my location on the radio while bending over to catch my breath. After a minute, I checked in several yards and garbage cans, hoping he'd holed up somewhere close. Officers had parked at all the intersections waiting for him to show himself. The disembodied voice of the on-scene sergeant radioed for a K9 unit to track him, and I walked back to the house to see whether I could help Casey.

      The medic truck and the fire engine pulled up as I reached the house. Muscular firefighters in tight, yellow turnouts jumped off the engine, opened doors on the trucks, and pulled out their medical equipment. I led them in and stood aside so they could get to the victim.

      Casey stood up to watch as the firefighters took over. I recognized the thundercloud hovering over her—she was about to blow. She had the victim's blood on her arms and one of the firefighters poured antibiotic gel into her hands, which she in turned rubbed on her forearms. I followed her into the kitchen and turned the water on in the sink. She silently scrubbed the blood off her hands and arms. I tore off some paper towels and handed them to her. I knew from past experience that if I started talking before she was ready, she'd tear my head off. I think psychologists call it “misplaced aggression.” I call it scary.

      We went back to the living room and watched as the medics lifted the victim onto the backboard. Casey walked over, took the woman's hand, and spoke quietly to her. The woman nodded as the medics wheeled her out to the waiting ambulance. We stepped outside and watched as the ambulance left.

      Casey knelt down to pick up a stick from the front yard. She broke the stick across her knee, held up the two pieces, and said between gritted teeth. "This is what I'm gonna do to that asshole when I find him." She put the two sticks together and broke them in half a second time.

      I knew exactly how she felt. I gestured towards the slow moving ambulance. "She was your informant." It was more of a statement than a question. "At least we got here before he killed her, Case."

      She made a disgusted noise, then threw the sticks on the ground before heading for her car. It'd be a while before we could leave and sitting in the car was better than standing outside waiting for the assault detectives to show up. My stomach growled as I ground the sticks into the dirt with my foot. I didn't think we'd be eating anytime soon.

      The K9 officer who'd answered the call finished his search and unfortunately, hadn't located Rafael. He loaded his dog back into his patrol car, then walked over to talk. We'd been friends a long time and I always loved being a decoy for his dog, Bear. He slipped the leather leash over one shoulder, buckling it under his other arm out of habit.

      We shook hands as he pointed to the back yard. "I followed your trail up to the point where you lost him. He turned east, then back north again. The trail stops pretty abruptly. My guess is he jumped in a car and took off."

      "I'm surprised he got out of the quads. The officers set up quick enough."

      "There's a lot of rookies out here with a one-track mind. You tell 'em to look for a guy on foot, they look for a guy on foot. He drives by 'em in a car, they don't notice." He shrugged. "Kinda’ like us ten years ago, huh?"

      "Ten years ago, I would’ve caught the asshole. He flat outran me."

      My friend clapped me on the shoulder and pointed back towards his car. "Why do ya think I got my four-legged partner back there? He does all the runnin' and catchin', and I saunter up nice as you please and slap the handcuffs on."

      That wasn't entirely true. They had to run to keep their dogs in sight, but it made me feel a little better all the same. We went inside where Casey and the other detectives had just started their search. By that time, my stomach had given up growling and had begun to flat-out roar. Casey wanted to see what turned up at the crime scene and I ended up getting soggy tacos at the taco cart down the street.

      I drove around until I found a tree with enough shade to park under and opened the greasy corn tortilla to check the dry ground beef sitting in the bottom. There were exactly three tiny strips of lettuce on top of the meat with one cube of tomato. I tore open the hot sauce, pouring it on the meat to moisten it enough so I could swallow it without choking. The taco scratched its way down my throat, and I followed it up with a diet soda.

      I jumped when someone knocked on my window. My soda spilled on my shirt and I turned to glare at the knocker. Gia's smiling bodyguard waved at me. I wiped off my shirt with a half sized napkin, got out and jabbed my finger into his chest. "You scared the shit out of me! Don't ever sneak up on people like that!"

      He shrugged and pointed into the car. "You shouldn't sit there without looking around. You can get shot that way." He pointed back towards the direction of the house. "Nice collar by the way. I particularly liked the board part."

      I stared at him. How long had he been following me and why hadn't I noticed? "You could've jumped in anytime, you know." He'd definitely singed my pride.

      "Nah, I always root for the bad guys."

      "That bad guy shot a woman, beat another, and hurt a 7-year-old little girl. You root for him, you're lower than a worm's balls in my book."

      "He hurt a 7-year-old?" I admired the way his muscles strained the fabric on his sleeves when he bunched up his fists. He pounded a fist into his palm once, really hard. "He got a name?"

      I hesitated. "Not officially."

      "Unofficially?"

      "Unofficially, it might be Rafael Miguel Rodriguez. In fact, you probably shouldn't look at his picture there on my front seat." I bent over to wipe some dust off my shoe as he looked in through the window of my car. When I finished, I stood up and he stepped back to where he'd been standing before. I decided to change the subject. "So, why you following me? Gia nervous or something?"

      He put his hand into his pocket. "Ms. Angelino was not too happy with your reply to her invitation at the race track. She sent me with another message for you." He quickly brought his hand out of his pocket and thrust it forward. I had my Glock halfway out of its holster before I realized he was holding an envelope. He looked at me with one eyebrow raised. "You been watchin' too many movies."

      I sheepishly re-holstered my gun and took the envelope. Inside was an invitation to join Gia for dinner at her house on Friday night. She wanted to talk about "topics of mutual interest." I put the invitation back in the envelope before I tore the whole thing in half. I held out the two pieces. "What is it Ms. Angelino doesn't understand about 'no'?"

      His face lost all hint of good humor and camaraderie. "Nobody ever tells Ms. Angelino no—not once, and definitely not twice." He paused while he put the pieces of the envelope back in his pocket. "You might want to rethink your answer."

      We stood there a few seconds, neither of us saying anything. I got into my car and watched him in my rear view mirror as I pulled away. I pulled out my cell phone to call my friend in the Organized Crime Unit. "Hey Chuck, you remember I asked you about the Angelino family?"

      "Sure, what's up?"

      "How powerful is Gia Angelino on a scale of one to ten?"

      The silence lasted a few seconds too long. "Don't piss her off, Alex. I mean it. Don't mess with her."

      "That sounds like more than a seven but less than a ten?"

      "It's not a joke. Listen to me. Whatever you're doing, stop. These people don't have a great sense of humor."

      I didn't like the sound of that, but I'd been double-dog ordered to stay away from the Angelinos. I wasn't sure whether I should be more afraid of Gia or Kate. "Thanks, I hear and obey. Look, don't worry. Have you ever known me to do something stupid?"

      The silence stretched out until I thought he'd hung up on me. "You there?"

      "I'm here. I hate answering stupid questions, that's all."

      "Very funny. I'll call if I need anything else." I hung up as I pulled into the parking garage at the station and headed upstairs to the office. I nodded at Kate as I walked past her cubicle and pulled down the arm on the orange M&M man on Sharon's desk. I grabbed the candy that came out of his belly and smiled my thanks to Sharon.

      Casey looked up from her paperwork as I sat down. "I heard from the hospital about my informant. Rafael broke the orbital bone around her left eye, broke her nose, knocked out two teeth, and broke five ribs."

      "Shit, I'm sorry I didn't get him, Case. I must be slowing down or somethin'." I stabbed the desk calendar with my pen and scribbled black lines everywhere.

      She pointed at the calendar. "That help?" She picked up her pen, jammed it into her calendar and drew huge x's everywhere.

      Kate came over to watch us for a second. "What are you two doing?"

      I put down the pen and sat back in my seat. Casey did the same. Neither of us said anything, but I thought maybe the art therapy had helped.

      Kate stepped closer to me and squinted at the front of my shirt. She grabbed my shoulder to pull me forward so she could examine my back. "You have a drink stain on the front, dirt all over your back and a rip in your shirt. Have you ever thought maybe it would be a good idea to wear clean clothes to work?"

      A flash of anger hardened my expression. I knew I shouldn't say anything when I was pissed, but that'd never stopped me before. Casey interrupted just as I was about to snap back. "Alex went over some fences chasing Rafael. He about took her head off with a wooden fence slat. I have no clue where the stain came from."

      Kate pushed my bangs off my forehead. I'd picked most of the splinters out of the scrapes, but they were still red and swollen. "How bad did he hit you?"

      I shoved her hand away and smoothed down my hair. "Not bad. He grazed me a little."

      She studied my eyes a minute, then stepped back. "When do you get the staples out from the last time?"

      "Maddie said I should go back in a week and maybe get them out then."

      "Well, considering that was nine days ago, you think maybe you should stop in? Who knows, maybe you'll get a condom corsage this time."

      I told her I'd go in the morning and started writing my report about the day's incident. After close to forty minutes of typing, I looked up to see Captain Beulow sitting in Kate's cubicle. Kate caught my eye and crooked her finger at me.

      As I walked past Casey's desk, she whispered, "Engage your brain, Wolfe. Don't say anything stupid."

      I whispered back, "Thanks for the confidence."

      Fred Beulow is a pear shaped man with a sunken chest and a baby face. We quickly shook hands and I pulled up a chair and sat down. We went through the general civilities while I waited for him to get around to the reason for his visit. After a short pause, he held up a piece of paper. "Alex, I'm not going to beat around the bush. I received this memo from Marla in the I.D. section. She wanted to let me know she'd brought all the evidence on the McMillan case from storage and that it would be available if I needed to review it for the appeal. When I called her, she told me you had checked out some evidence on the case." He stopped talking and set the paper on Kate's desk, apparently expecting me to explain myself.

      I sat quietly, waiting for him to ask a specific question. I'd had experience in the past with him taking my words out of context and using them against me, and I had no intention of giving him any ammunition to screw with me again. Our mutual dislike colored our dealings with each other, and he had a way of pushing just hard enough to get me to react.

      Kate watched both of us and kept quiet as well.

      In typical Beulow fashion, he broke the silence with a barely discernable dose of sarcasm. "I don't recall seeing your name on the list of people associated with the case. Maybe I missed it or something."

      I still didn't respond. I'd be damned if I was going to volunteer information to this idiot. I steepled my fingers, elbows on armrests, waiting.

      Kate leaned back in her chair and began tapping her pen on her knee, a sure sign my silence was starting to annoy her. I hoped it was bugging him as well.

      The captain leaned forward, obviously trying for menacing but only getting as far as annoying. "What are you doing on this case, Alex? There's no reason you should be mucking around. What are you up to?"

      I lowered my hands. His tone irritated me, and I didn't want to say the wrong thing. "The daughter of the man you convicted asked me to look into some questions she had on the original investigation. I'm just trying to ease her mind about how thorough you were when you arrested her father. Everything I'm doing is on my own time, and I'm not using departmental resources to look into things."

      His face colored. "Who are you to decide whether the case was properly investigated? You're the biggest liability on this department, Wolfe! A jury of twelve men and women listened to the evidence— evidence that I gathered—and found him guilty. You're way out of line here, Detective, and you will stop meddling in places where you have no business meddling!"

      "I'm talking to people in my off-duty time, Captain Beulow, and—"

      "I don't care when you're talking to them. You will stop."

      That ticked me off. "What are you afraid I'll uncover, Captain? That you—"

      I intended to point out how his lazy-ass investigation had left a lot of questions unanswered, when Kate leaned forward and said in her quiet monotone, "Alex."

      Beulow held up a hand. "Let her finish, Kate. I'd like to hear exactly what she thinks she'll find." He was trying to draw me into an argument, to make me say something I'd regret, and he'd almost succeeded.

      I sat back, forcing myself to relax, grateful to Kate for stopping me. "I don't know what I'll find, Sir. I'm sure you can understand the heartbreak of a fifteen-year-old daughter who is terrified her father will be put to death for a crime she’s convinced he didn't commit. I'm just trying to put her mind at ease that everything was done that could have been done."

      Beulow glared at me, obviously disappointed that I hadn't taken the bait. He knew what I did on my off-duty time was my business, and I could tell it galled him that I didn't immediately agree to drop my inquiries. He was a captain, after-all, and I was just a peon detective.

      We stared at each other until he smiled and obviously decided to take a different approach, which probably didn't bode well for me in the future. He relaxed back into his chair as he brushed imaginary dust from his pants. "Yes, I imagine having a murderer for a father would upset any child. How much longer do you think you'll continue with your inquiries?"

      "I don't know. I'll just follow leads until they die out and I can tell her I've done everything I could."

      "All right, Alex. Let me know when you're finished, will you?" He didn't wait for an answer. "Kate, thanks for your time. Always good to see you." With that, he turned and walked out of the office.

      I stared glumly at the floor. I hadn't wanted to get involved in this investigation in the first place, and my bet was Beulow would make life miserable for me the rest of my career.

      Kate picked up the memo Beulow had left on her desk and threw it in the trash. "You know Assistant Chief Petty is retiring in 5 months. All the captains believe they're the one the chief will tap to replace her."

      I knew exactly what she was telling me. "Beulow thinks that if I prove he mistakenly put someone on death row for 6 years, he'll be passed over for the promotion."

      "You got it. Just walk carefully, Alex. You're too good a detective to let someone like Beulow destroy your career."

      I smiled as I pushed up out of my chair. "You always say I'm a pain in the ass, so how come now I'm a 'good detective'?"

      "You're a good detective who's a pain in the ass. Now get back to work." She swiveled her chair around and started typing, and I headed back to my desk.
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      Casey and I stopped at the E.R. after breakfast the next morning. Maddie had added a nose ring to go with new pink-framed glasses. Her face lit up with her bright lipstick smile when she saw us. "I thought you'd be in today. Kate called and asked me to look at your newest boo boo because she didn't think you'd bother to mention it."

      I glanced at Casey, who shrugged. I tried to back up when Maddie reached for my forehead, but Marcos had come up behind me and I bumped into him. Actually, I bumped into more of him than I should have. I whipped around and looked at his crotch. "Whoa!"

      He raised his eyebrows. "That's what all the girls say, Darlin."

      I turned to Maddie and caught her exchanging looks with Casey. I blushed from my fingertips to the top of my head. Maddie winked as she took my arm and led me into an examination room.

      Maddie reached up to push my bangs aside and I batted her hand away. "I need you to get the staples out, Maddie. My forehead's fine."

      Maddie took out her cell phone, opened it, and hit some buttons. I couldn't figure out what she was doing until she turned the phone so I could read what it said. "Kate gave me her cell phone number in case you got stupid. You're very close to stupid, so sit down and shut up." She closed her cell phone as I climbed up on the examination table.

      I mumbled, "It's just a scratch from a piece of wood."

      She reached up to push back my bangs. I'd looked at my forehead that morning. It wasn't all that bad. The abrasion ran about four inches long by two inches wide. There was a slightly deeper cut down the middle that might have come from a nail or a large splinter, but other than that, it looked fine to me. She let my bangs drop. "I think the doc should look at that. I'll be right back."

      Casey came in and sat down. She picked up a magazine and began leafing through it, a small smile playing on her lips. I ignored her.

      Maddie came in with the doctor, a five-eleven, 40-something, blonde woman whose blue scrubs had pink-striped zebras dancing across them. The woman held out her hand. "I'm Dr. Morton. Maddie said you wanted me to look at your forehead?"

      I shook her hand. "No, actually I just need the staples taken out of the back of my head."

      Dr. Morton moved around behind me and I grinned at Maddie, who took out her cell phone and wiggled it at me.

      I glared at her but sat still for the examination.

      Maddie replaced the phone in her pocket and pulled out a paper envelope that read Disposable Skin Staple Remover. She opened it and handed the doctor a pair of tweezers with large, flattened ends.

      I felt some pulling as the staples came out and I was secretly proud of myself for not making too much of a fuss. When they finished, Maddie reached up and pushed my bangs aside.

      The doctor came around and poked at the cuts with her gloved finger.

      I yelped, slapping her hand away when something in the cut stabbed into me.

      Dr. Morton smiled at me over her glasses. "You're a big baby with a big gun, aren't you?"

      My eyes darted to Casey, who put the magazine up in front of her face.

      The doctor brought out a magnifying glass and some tweezers. "This might hurt a little. You've got some type of debris in that cut."

      She reached up with the tweezers and I grabbed her arm and held it away from my head. She waited patiently while I took a deep breath, willing my hand to let go. "It's not going to hurt that much, Alex. Just relax."

      My stomach knotted and I knew from past experience I'd be feeling dizzy any time now as she leaned into me and began gently probing inside the wound. I felt the blood drain from my head, and when the black dots clouded my vision, I accidentally swayed into her chest.

      Dr. Morton laughed as she grabbed my shoulders. "Whoa there! Maybe you'd better lie down while I do this. You're looking a little pale."

      Maddie plumped a pillow for me. "She didn't do too well when Dr. Heath put the staples in either."

      Casey'd been through this with me before. She closed the magazine and came over to the bed. "You want me to hold your hand?"

      I growled, "No, I don't want you to hold my hand!" I looked up at the doctor. "Can we get this over with please?"

      Casey crossed her arms, Maddie repositioned the overhead light, and I lay down and shut my eyes. The doctor pulled out about four million splinters before she finally chuckled. "That's about it, Alex. You can start breathing again."

      I opened my eyes and realized she was right. I'd been taking tiny, shallow breaths while she'd been working. She washed the cut out with some solution. "When was your last tetanus shot?"

      I sat up and said nonchalantly, "Oh, sometime last year."

      Casey snorted when Dr. Morton told Maddie to give me a shot. "I think she's got your number, Alex. You've probably never had a tetanus shot in your life." She grinned at the doctor. "I know this'll be a big surprise for you, but she's scared to death of needles."

      I watched Maddie come back in. "I am not."

      Maddie pulled out the syringe and I got up from the table. "I am too." I tried to walk out the door, but all three of them barred my way. Sweat broke out on my forehead. "Shit! Shit, shit, shit!" I sat in the chair staring at the wall. Maddie gave me the shot and, to be honest, I hardly felt a thing.

      The doctor ruffled my hair like I was a little kid and turned to go. At the door she smiled back at me. "It was nice meeting you, Alex. Big tough cops who are terrified of needles and tweezers make great dinner party entertainment."

      I gingerly felt my forehead. "Well, if it didn't hurt before, it sure as hell hurts now."

      Casey and Maddie walked out of the room and I followed. Marcos was standing in front of an older woman in a wheelchair. He had his arms under her armpits and was helping her transfer from the chair to a bed. When he finished, he walked over to Casey and gave her a hug. "You guys all done?"

      His nametag had come loose, and Casey reached up and straightened it for him and then slapped him on the back. "Yeah. Alex and I need to visit one of the patients on another floor." I hugged Maddie and walked around Marcos on my way out of the E.R.

      Reina had been moved to the general pediatric unit and we headed there after I retrieved Ellie from my trunk. We scanned the patient board to see what room she'd been assigned, but her name wasn't there.

      Little alarm bells rang in my head. Casey went to the nurses' station to try to find out where she was. The nurse went to a computer and we both watched as she tapped in some commands. She studied the screen, then walked back and said something to Casey. Casey put her hand under her bangs and stood there for a while. I walked over. "What's wrong? Where's Reina?"

      I looked from the nurse back to Casey, who finally said. "She's in Peds ICU. They found some internal bleeding, so they took her into surgery yesterday."

      We headed up to Pediatric ICU to talk to Reina's nurse. She told us Reina had come through the surgery fine and they were sure they had the bleeding under control. When she pointed out Reina's room, we softly walked in. She was lying on her back with tubes running into her arms and nose. The pillow engulfed her head and her legs came to about the middle of the bed.

      I knelt down and put the elephant up on the sheet. "Hi Reina."

      She opened her eyes a tiny bit and I saw recognition in her sad little face. Her hand came up slowly and she rested her fingers on the bear that was lying in the crook of her arm. She fingered the little gold badge that was still stuck to his fur.

      I moved Ellie a little closer. "Hi, Oso. I see you're taking good care of Reina. Do you think I could stay here with you and help?"

      Reina whispered, "Si."

      I moved Ellie's head as though she were looking around. "Where do you want me to sit?"

      The nurse, who was standing in the doorway, took the stuffed elephant from me. "Since she's had a little bit of an infection, why don't we set him here at the end of the bed where he can help, but not get too close?"

      Reina nodded before shutting her eyes. Casey took my place next to the bed. She bent down and smoothed the covers. "Are you feeling any better today?" Reina gave a single nod. Casey tucked a strand of Reina's hair behind her ear and then we walked out into the common area. Casey turned to the nurse when she followed us out into the hall. "Has anyone come to visit her?"

      The nurse picked up a clipboard and ran her finger down a sheet clipped to the front. "It looks like her grandmother came once, and up until yesterday, her cousin, Lupe Micha, visited her several times each day."

      I looked at Casey and spoke quietly, not wanting Reina to hear in the other room. "Was Lupe the one Rafael attacked yesterday?"

      Casey nodded and spoke to the nurse again. "Lupe won't be coming by for a while. Does anyone else visit her?"

      When the nurse shook her head, I knew just who I needed to call. I took out my cell phone and dialed Mrs. Highland's number. She answered on about the tenth ring. I explained about Reina and asked if she'd like Victim Witness to pick her up and bring her to visit. There was no hesitation when she asked how soon they could get to her house. I made the arrangements while Casey and I were walking to her informant's hospital room.

      Lupe's eyes were swollen shut and she had the same tubes running into her body as Reina did. She was asleep, so Casey told me she'd come back later in the day. We left the hospital and headed for the office.

      As we walked in, we saw a group of detectives gathered around one of the desks. They were listening to Nate, who was sitting in his chair holding an imaginary steering wheel. "Alex, you gotta hear this. You know Doyle in Team Two?" All the substations are numbered, and Team Two was the Westside station.

      Nate continued. "Somebody's been messin' with him real bad. Last night, he gets in his patrol car and turns on the air conditioning." He reached for an imaginary knob. "Somebody's filled the air conditioning vents with baby powder. Boom! He's got so much powder on him he looks like Frosty the Snow Man! He's the laughing stock of the whole division!"

      Everyone laughed and I turned towards Casey, who’d suddenly busied herself studying some papers at her desk. She looked over at me and raised her eyebrows. "What?"

      On the way to my desk, I whispered. "Subtle yet satisfying."
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      My day off had rolled around again, and I slept in until ten. Megan stopped by after her training classes and we pulled out the homicide files. We still hadn't followed up on the two women who'd disappeared from the dry cleaners in 1959.

      I looked at the information I'd copied from Becky Collier's job application. She'd listed her mother as her emergency contact, and gave her mother's home address as Trenton, Nebraska. I looked up Trenton on my laptop while Megan took the phone number and gave it a try. The recorded voice said there was no such number. No surprise there.

      It turns out Trenton, Nebraska has a staggering population of five hundred and seven people. Megan called information for the town and found phone numbers for Ira Collier and TammiDon Collier. She went to my bedroom and got a second phone. When she returned, she handed it to me and asked, "Well, shall we call Ira or TammiDon?"

      "Let's try Ira, I guess. What kind of a name is Ira, anyway?"

      "Who knows? Here goes nothin'." She dialed the number and when it started ringing, I got on the second phone. A man answered and Megan jumped right in. "Hello, could I please speak to Mr. Ira Collier?"

      "I'm Collier, whos’iss?"

      "My name is Megan O'Reilly. This may sound a little strange, but I'm looking for anyone who might know a woman named Becky Collier." She paused, waiting to see whether he would volunteer any information.

      "Becky was ma sister. She's been gone some fifty-odd years now. Why you lookin' fer her now?" He sounded suspicious and I motioned for Megan to keep talking so we wouldn't lose him.

      "We found out about her disappearance while looking into another matter, and we're trying to find out what happened to her." Megan covered the phone with her hand and whispered. "You can jump in anytime now!"

      I shook my head. I was afraid too many voices would confuse him.

      "This have anything to do with that fellah who called 'bout five, six years ago? He was askin' the same questions."

      I mouthed the words, "Get the guy’s name."

      She quickly said, "I'm not sure. Do you remember his name?"

      "Hell no! I just ‘member 'cause nobody'd asked about her for 'bout fifty years. I'll tell you what I tol' him. She ran away from home when she was sixteen years old." He coughed up something that sounded wet and gross. Then he hocked up a big one and spit it somewhere.

      Meg's face went green as she moved the phone away from her ear.

      "We never knew where she went 'til the Arizona police called and said she was missin'. They tol' us she had a 4-year-old boy that was missin' too. He was prob’ly my brother slash nephew, if you get my drift." He started laughing and had to hock up another pile from his throat. “Anyhow, I hadn't heard from her since the day she left Trenton.” We thanked him and hung up the phones.

      Megan rubbed her ear with her sleeve. "Yuck, I think he got my ear all wet."

      "Well, that was pretty much a dead end. You want to try TammiDon now?"

      "This time you talk. I never know what to ask, and it's not easy reading your lips."

      I dialed TammiDon's number. The phone rang several times before a woman answered. I asked to speak to TammiDon, and she said, "This is TammiDon. Can I help you?"

      "My name is Alex Wolfe. I'm looking for anyone who might have known a woman named Becky Collier. Was she any relation to you?"

      "Why yes...yes she was. She was my half-sister, on my daddy's side. Can you tell me what this is about?" She sounded almost hopeful, as though I might have some information about Becky.

      "I'm looking into a homicide that happened about six years ago here in Tucson, and for some reason, the man who was murdered was interested in her as well. I'm trying to find out why."

      I heard a sharp intake of breath. "Murdered? It wasn't that nice man who called about Becky some time ago was it? Six years you say? That sounds like it’s about the time he called. Do you think it could have been that man who was murdered?"

      I wondered why she'd be upset about someone she'd only talked to on the phone. "Miss Collier, did that man ever visit you in Trenton?"

      "No, but —"

      I waited for her to finish her sentence. "Miss Collier? Is everything all right?"

      She answered too quickly. "Yes, of course...everything's fine, thank you. Is there anything else I can help you with?" She seemed anxious to get off the phone.

      "Can you tell me about Becky? What was she like, why she moved to Tucson, anything like that?" Something wasn't right, and I wanted to keep her talking, hoping I could figure out what was bothering me.

      She didn't answer right away. When she did start talking, her voice shook. "Becky was the angry one of us kids. Daddy used to be hardest on her, you know, with his belt and all whenever he was angry or drunk." She paused, maybe to collect her thoughts, maybe to make up a story—I wasn't sure which. "She left because he'd gotten her pregnant, and he was beatin' on her real bad, tryin' to make her lose the baby. She just up and left. I can't blame her. She just left."

      "Did she ever contact you after she moved to Tucson?"

      Her answer sounded too sincere, almost forced. "Why no. We never heard from her again."

      Unlike her brother, TammiDon didn’t mention the fifty years Becky had been missing. It didn't seem like that period of time was as important to her as it had been to him. I wondered whether she'd heard from Becky, maybe even knew where she was. I filed everything away for future thought, thanked TammiDon, and hung up.

      Megan shut her phone off. "That was weird. Even I could tell she was lying. What's she hiding?"

      I didn't have the faintest idea. I'd done a thorough search for Becky Collier all over the United States, and I'd come up with nothing. No one had ever used her social security number and I hadn't found any marriage or employment records, and more importantly, she didn't have a Facebook page. I couldn't think of anywhere else to look.

      Megan took the file folders and leafed through the pages. "Where's the police report that talks about the two missing women?"

      I sat there like an idiot. I couldn't believe I'd overlooked such a basic item as the original missing person’s report. "I never got it. I never even thought about looking for it, but you're right, we need to see it." We grabbed our files and headed for the main station.

      Megan and I talked about how we could get the records without people knowing I was involved and possibly notifying Captain Beulow again. We decided she should go in alone to file a public records’ request while I waited in the Jeep. When she came back out, she said it was going to be a few days before they could get the case.

      As we pulled out of the lot, I looked down a side street, and there it was: an old green station wagon just passing the station. The afternoon sun glinted off its windshield, making it impossible to see who was driving. "You're not getting away this time," I muttered as I swung a quick u-turn and drove head-on towards the car.

      Megan grabbed the dashboard, panicked, "What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy?" She sat back and pulled her seat belt tighter while she pushed down on the floorboard with both feet.

      The car turned into a parking lot, flinging small rocks onto my windshield. I fishtailed around a corner, trying to keep it from reaching the exit. The car swerved into me and I jammed on the brakes. We left the lot in a hail of rocks and dust and headed south on Stone Avenue at about sixty miles per hour. I yelled over to Megan, "Try to read the license plate!"

      Megan’s eyes were screwed shut and she was still clinging to the dashboard. The car flew through a red light at Stone and 18th, missing an SUV by inches.

      I jammed on the brakes and watched as it disappeared down the road. I wasn't going to push the asshole until he killed someone by driving like an idiot. I turned right on 18th and wound my way towards the freeway. I banged on the steering wheel as two police cars went flying down Stone, sirens wailing.

      Megan sat back, letting out her breath in the process. "Well, that was fun." She brushed some dirt from her shirt and took off her sunglasses to wipe the dust off. "So, would you care to enlighten me or are we going to pretend nothing happened?"

      "I vote for pretending nothing happened." I opened the console between the seats and turned up the radio.

      She reached in and turned it off. "Don't piss me off, Wolfe. Who was that and why did you want to kill him?"

      Now that made me smile. "Don't be so melodramatic. I don't know who that was, and I don't want to kill him." After a second, I reconsidered. "Yet."

      She grabbed the gearshift and looked at me. "You know I'll do it." One time, many years ago, she'd been fighting with her dad in the car. She'd told him to pull over, and when he refused, she'd stuck her foot on the gearshift and jammed the car into park.

      I needed my transmission. "Fine, someone in that car's been following me. I can't figure out who it is or what they want. It's no big deal, but I know you'll make it one anyway. Happy now?" I swiped her hand off the knob and pushed it back at her. I merged onto the freeway where traffic had backed up to the point where we were driving at about fifteen miles per hour. We inched along for several miles in silence.

      Megan, who'd been unusually quiet, spotted a hamburger joint off to the side of the freeway, and pointed to it. "I think I need a carb overload."

      At a break in traffic, I changed lanes and headed for an off ramp. "Why?"

      "I need to keep my strength up if we're gonna find that jerk in the station wagon." She slapped the dashboard. "He needs to die."

      "We are not doing anything. I don't know who this guy is or whether he's dangerous our not.” I reached out and poked her shoulder. “You need to stay out of this one." I pulled into a parking space and went into the restaurant. I ordered a chef's salad and a diet soda.

      Megan followed me in and ordered a double cheeseburger, extra-large fries, and a large Coke. She paid for both meals and went to find a table.

      I carried the food to the table. "That's a wasted carb load you know. You're not gonna help me find the car."

      She took a big bite, chewed a while and washed it down. "I've got it all figured out. We don't know where he is, but I bet he knows where you live. We go to your house, wait a while, then I leave in my car and look for him."

      I shoveled some salad into my mouth. "No."

      She pointed a french fry at me. "Okay, how about I call Casey and ask her to check out the neighborhood while we're in your house?" The french fry did a nosedive into a lake of ketchup on her wrapper.

      I slashed at a piece of lettuce with my plastic knife and fork. "Why is it no one listens to me when I say 'no'? I don't want help with this. I'll take care of it, okay?"

      She shrugged. "Okay."

      I wadded up my napkin and threw it on the table. "Okay? Don't you okay me! I know what your okay's mean, so forget it." I threw the salad in the trash and went out to the Jeep. She followed with her burger and fries.

      She set everything on the passenger seat and put one foot up on the step. Her fries were still pretty full, and she opened a few more ketchup packages and created another lake. "I suppose we could run the license plate then, but that doesn't sound very exciting." She drowned two more fries in ketchup and popped them into her mouth.

      She was toying with me. I hated when she did that. I reached over, casually picked up a fry and dipped it in the ketchup. "The license plate?" I bit the fry in half and watched her.

      A mischievous smile surrounded her next fry as she batted her green eyes at me. "I've always had better eyesight than you." She daintily sipped from her straw.

      "You had your eyes closed. I saw them." I ate the second half of my fry.

      She shrugged as if she could care less about finding the car. "Okay."

      I sighed. "What do you want for it?"

      When she finished the food, she smashed all the wrappers into a ball. "That's easy. I want to know who the plate comes back to and I want to help track down the car. This police stuff is a blast." Then she must have remembered the body hanging from the fan, because a shadow crossed her face as she walked over to throw out her trash. "Well, most of it anyway."

      I thought of little Reina Marie lying in the hospital bed with her stuffed bear. "Yeah, most of it." We drove back to the main station so I could run the license plate on the work computers. We went to my desk, and I decided, just to be on the safe side, I needed to call Kate. I wanted her permission to run the plate just in case it turned out to be non-work related. When she answered, I could hear a television cranked up in the background. "What do you need, Alex?"

      "Well, I've had a car following me for about a week, and I'm worried maybe Rafael might have something to do with it. I got the plate this morning and I wanted to run it, but I thought I should check with you first." That sounded righteous to me.

      It was quiet on the other end of the line. "Rafael?" She sounded a little skeptical. "Why would Rafael follow you?"

      "Well, he's a meth head. Why do meth heads do anything?" Sounded good to me. If it turned out the car had anything to do with Jake's case, well that was secondary to finding Rafael.

      She turned down the television. "All right. Run it right now and tell me who it comes back to."

      Damn. Why couldn't I have a moron for a sergeant? It'd sure make my life a whole lot easier. I put her on the speakerphone while I ran the plate through the motor vehicle records. When the information popped up on the screen, I involuntarily blinked several times. The registered owner was definitely the last name in the world I expected to see. "Um…."

      Kate muttered something I couldn't make out, then asked, "'Um' what, Alex?"

      I really hoped she'd never heard of him. "Well, it's registered to some guy named Eldon Lawson."

      Megan took a sharp breath and stood up with something close to panic in her eyes. I sat back with my eyes closed and my fingers crossed, waiting on pins and needles to see whether Kate knew who Eldon was.

      As usual, Kate took her time answering. "Eldon Lawson, the guy you found swinging from a fan in Ajo?" She sounded amused. Amused was good.

      "Looks like it."

      "So, you have a dead guy with a long neck following you around. I have to admit, that's bizarre even for you. Okay, we now know it's not Rafael. Turn the computer off, and I'll talk to you later." She hung up.

      Megan finally exhaled. "A dead guy with a long neck? You guys are sick, you know that don't you?"

      I hit the print button and walked over to the printer. "C'mon Megs, you've heard Casey and me making sick jokes for ten years. It's nothing new."

      She tilted back in her chair and put her feet on my desk. "I know, but it's the first time I've actually seen the body you're talking about. It's weird, that's all."

      I tossed the printout into our folder and called Wade, the deputy from Ajo. He said there wasn't a car at the trailer when they were there, and he didn't know anything about a green station wagon. He said he'd keep his eyes open and call me if he found it.

      We'd pretty much exhausted all of our leads for the day. Megan wanted to stop by a bar for a few drinks, so we headed east to her favorite hangout, The Weasel's Pass. People were playing pool at the back of the room, and a jukebox was playing a Reba song louder than I'd ever heard it played before. The tables circled a dance floor where three couples hung on to each other, occasionally moving their feet to the beat of the music.

      Megan ordered a Margarita, and I had an iced tea. Her eyes scanned the room and when the waitress brought our drinks Megan asked, "Has Rusty come in yet?"

      The waitress’ push-up bra worked really well, and when she bent forward, her triple D boobs pushed right up to her chin. "Isn't he a dream?" She held up her ring finger, twisting a wedding band around with her thumb. "There's only a few guys I’d put this away for, and he's definitely one of them, if you know what I mean." She cracked her gum and winked at Megan.

      "I know exactly what you mean." Megan shivered in agreement and I wondered whether she'd just wet herself.

      "He usually comes in about this time. Keep your eyes open. He's hard to miss." She held up her left hand again and waved her ring finger at us as she walked back to the bar.

      I poured salt on our tortilla chips and dipped one in the salsa. "So, you wanna undress now and save time later?"

      I poured more salt on the chip and crunched it.

      Megan picked out a chip whose sides had curled up. She dipped it into the salsa, looked at me, and slid her tongue slowly up one side of the chip and down the other. She said sensuously, "I would, but I'd hate to stain their upholstery."

      I laughed. "That good, huh? So, I'm probably going home by myself tonight, is that what you're telling me?"

      She looked around again and grinned. "If it's up to me, you can bet your paycheck on it. I've been strummin' solo way too long." When the door opened, she practically jumped out of her seat, then sat down slowly. "There he is; he's coming in now."

      A blonde, blue eyed, six-two hunk strode into the bar. He was built in a V shape from his incredibly muscled shoulders down past a perfect butt to his brown cowboy boots. He looked like Megan material all right.

      The waitress passed by our table and whispered, "Go get him, Honey, before someone else does."

      Megan tipped back her Margarita and nearly drained it in one gulp. She knocked on the table. "Wish me luck."

      I toasted her with my iced tea. "Good luck, and may you never need antibiotics after a slow dance."

      Rusty leaned over the bar as he spoke to the bartender. Megan walked up with her empty glass. She slipped her hand in Rusty's back pocket and he turned slowly towards her. He pushed her hair aside, whispered something in her ear, and led her out onto the dance floor. They started a slow country two-step. She leaned into him and he slowly moved into her, pulling her close with hands that covered every inch of her swaying hind end. I drank the last of my tea and decided it was time to head home.

      I paid our bill and started out the door. I tried to get Megan's attention, but she was lost in another world.
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      The next day was so nice, I decided to take Tessa for a walk at Catalina State Park. I called Casey and left a message on her machine telling her where we were and inviting her to join us. I did the same with Megan, in case Rusty had to leave early.

      Early spring is my favorite time of year. I love walking through forests of tall saguaro cactus and feeling the soft, desert breezes. I clipped a leash onto Tessa's collar and started out on the Romero Trail that winds around the backside of the Catalina Mountains. Tessa and I met one or two other people along the way, but for the most part, we hiked in silence. After about an hour of walking up and down hills and arroyos, we came to some quiet pools nestled in a small desert oasis.

      We settled on a rock and I let Tessa off the leash. After licking my arm and trying for my face, she ran around smelling bushes. I picked up a stick and threw it into the water. She took a flying leap, her front legs stretching as far as they could reach, the water billowing out in waves as she dove in. We played until Tessa lay panting next to me on the rock. I stretched out beside her, pushed my sleeves up onto my shoulders, and worked on my tan.

      A loud splash woke me some time later. I sat up and saw Casey sitting next to me and Tessa swimming for her stick. I rubbed my eyes. "Hey."

      "Hey yourself." Casey picked up a stone, then threw it into the water where it skipped four times before sinking below the surface. "What an incredible day for a hike. Good idea."

      I put my boots back on and stood up, stretched stiff back and neck muscles, and took a drink from my water bottle. "You wanna go look at the Indian ruins?" The trail wound around a Hohokam archeological dig and I loved finding pot shards and looking for arrowheads.

      Casey threw another stone. "Sure."

      Just as I took a step toward Tessa, who had clambered out of the water to shake herself, a bullet ricocheted between my legs and chips of rock exploded under me. I jumped and took off running and dove behind some Palo Verde trees as I called Tessa to me. As soon as she started running, another bullet hit the rock where she'd been standing. Casey, who'd slid in beside me, pointed up the hill a little ways. "There they are! See 'em?"

      I spotted two guys about halfway up the hill. The shooter had tried a hundred yard shot with a handgun. Thank God he didn't have a rifle, or I'd have been history. The one with the gun pulled back the slide several times, apparently trying to clear a bullet that had jammed. The other one had his back to us, trying to help the first.

      Neither of us had brought our Glocks, so while they were distracted, we took off running towards them, hoping to reach them before they had a chance to clear the jam. Both men looked up just in time to see Casey and I pounding towards them like two runaway freight trains. Casey tackled the one with the jammed gun and I chased the other, who'd taken off running.

      Mine had a fairly big beer belly and I had no problem catching up to him. Unfortunately for him, he was running straight towards a very large cholla cactus. When I thought the timing was right, I gave him a hard shove. He tripped and fell forward, right into the middle of the cactus. He began screaming and rolling around on the ground, trying to get away from the spines.

      I shouted, "Lay still, you idiot! You're making it worse!"

      He stopped rolling and started moaning. Hundreds of cholla cactus fingers and spines covered him from head to toe. Since he wasn't going anywhere anytime soon, I ran back to help Casey. When I got there, they were still wrestling in the dirt, with Tessa running around barking. The man was reaching for the pistol he'd dropped, and Casey had him in a barrel hug and was holding him away from it.

      I kicked the gun away, jumped into the pile, and hit him in the face several times as hard as I could. He was a fairly big man, and my punches weren't doing any good, so I picked up a good-size rock and hit him once on the side of his head. His eyes rolled back, and he lay still.

      Casey pushed herself off him and knelt on all fours to catch her breath. I stood up and rested my hands on my knees, trying to catch mine. After a few minutes, Casey sat down to unlace her shoes. "Hey Alex, give me your shoe laces."

      I knelt down, unlaced my hiking boots, and handed her the laces, which she knotted together. We rolled the suspect onto his stomach so we could tie his hands behind his back.

      I took a nervous breath. "What was that all about? Do you recognize him?"

      She felt in his back pockets for some I.D. When she didn't find any, she rolled him over to study his face. "I've never seen him in my life. How about you?"

      I shook my head, shoving my hands in my pockets to keep them from shaking. Casey took out her cell phone. "No service here. Can you watch him while I—" Two people came running towards us from the trail.

      A large Hispanic man reached us first. "Are you two all right? We heard some shots and then we saw you running over here." He must have seen me coming back to help Casey. The other man jogged up beside the first. "Our wives are running to the trailhead for help. Was anyone hurt?"

      "No, we're fine. Thanks." Casey walked over and brushed the dirt off my back. "You lose your guy?"

      I jumped and looked at her. "Whoops." I'd forgotten about my pincushion. I headed back to the cactus.

      Casey called after me. "Whoops?"

      "I left him on the other side of that little hill. You'll have to come get us when the help gets here."

      He sat exactly where I'd left him, trying to flick the cactus off with a stick. I watched him for a while. He was a short, pudgy guy wearing blue jeans and a dirty t-shirt. After working on the cactus for a few more minutes, he whined, "You pushed me!"

      "You tripped."

      "I did not, you pushed me!"

      "You tripped."

      A large piece of cholla stuck to his neck, preventing him from shaking his head. "How 'bout some help here? You're the one who done it."

      "I didn't done it; you tripped." I found a large rock where I could sit down to wait. I had no intentions of wading into a pile of jumping cactus to help some idiot who had shot at me. "Who are you anyway, and why were you shooting at me and my dog?"

      The cactus had him pre-occupied, so I made myself comfortable until Casey could get to us. After about an hour, she showed up with a couple sheriff's deputies. When they saw my guy, they stopped dead in their tracks. One deputy started walking around the cactus, studying the problem. "What happened?"

      I clasped my hands around one knee and leaned back on the rock. "He tripped."

      "She pushed me." The man sounded like a 6-year-old kid.

      The second deputy squatted down and pulled his radio from his belt. "898 to 1263."

      "1263, go ahead."

      "When you two get that suspect to the trailhead, go to my car and bring back a pair of gloves and some pliers."

      "10-4, 1263 out."

      He clipped the radio back onto his belt and took out his notebook. "We already have your friend's statement. I'll go ahead and get yours, and you two can take off."

      After I gave him my version of the events, Casey, Tessa, and I headed back to our cars. When we got to the Jeep, I pulled out a water bottle and poured Tessa a drink. I nodded at Casey's cell phone. "You probably have service now. Why don't you call Kate and tell her what happened.”?

      She shook her head. "Oh no. This hike was your idea. You call her."

      "C'mon Casey, I don't want to tell her. You call her." I batted my eyes at her. "I'll buy you an ice cream."

      "I hate ice cream."

      She was right. She never ate the stuff. "Okay, I'll baby sit your animals the next time you go on vacation."

      She took out her cell phone and called Kate. I could only hear one side of the conversation. When she got to the part about finding Tessa and me sleeping by the pool, she smiled at Kate's reply. After the part about the rock and the cholla cactus, she handed me the phone.

      I sighed and put the phone to my ear. "Hi Kate, long time no see."

      "Not nearly long enough. So, you bashed in a man's head with a rock and threw another one into a huge pile of cholla cactus. Does that about sum things up?"

      "They were shooting at me. What'd you expect me to do, stand still so they could have a better shot?" The silence on the other end bothered me. "Kate?"

      "I'm thinking." She laughed. "Just kidding. I'll call the on-duty sergeant for the Sheriff's Department to see if their detectives find out who these guys are and why they were shooting at you."

      "Okay, I'll see you at work tomorrow." I handed the phone back to Casey. "I'm headed home. I'll see you tomorrow."

      Casey took the phone and climbed into her truck. "Yeah, I'll see you later. Stay out of trouble, okay?"
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      I needed to get my mind off the shooting, so as I drove home, I tried to organize all the facts I'd gathered so far, but there were too many to keep track of in my head. When I walked in the house, I pulled out a notebook. At the top of a page I wrote Possible Suspects and next to that, I wrote Possible Motives. Under suspects, I listed Jacob McClellan, Tancredo Angelino, Gianina Angelino, Rita Dapporto, Rita's family, Eldon Lawson, and Zethan Hawkins. The list seemed to be getting longer and longer each time I opened the case file.

      Under motives, for Jacob, the $20,000 and the insult to Macey. For Tancredo and Gia, the $20,000 and the insult to Rita. For Rita and her family, the beating. For Eldon and Zethan, the fear of arrest for child molestation.

      None of them had any motive to want me dead, but I had someone following me around and two guys shooting at me. I lay down on the couch and stared at the notebook, hoping the answer would magically pop into my head.

      My cell phone woke me the next morning. My muscles were sore from all of the physical activity the day before, and the fact that I'd fallen asleep on the couch didn't help matters. When I picked up the cell phone, I looked at the display and groaned. Kate was calling, and I guessed it was for another call-out. She got right to the point. "Soooo, you planning to come to work?"

      I sat up and the notebook fell off my chest. "Yeah, why?"

      "Today?" She sounded a little ticked off.

      "Yeah, I'll be there at eight like always." I took the phone away from my ear and looked at the time. Ten o'clock. "Or, maybe not. I'm on my way. Well, I need to shower and find some clean clothes, but then I'll definitely be there, okay?"

      "I'll be waiting with little bells on my toes." Sarcasm didn't become her. I hung up, jumped in the shower, pulled some pants and a shirt out of the dryer, and put them on. I checked myself in the mirror, tore off the pants and shirt, and ran an iron over them. I put everything back on and headed out the door.

      I walked into the office in a record twenty minutes. I waved at Kate, who watched me all the way to my desk. Casey was busy typing. She looked up and grinned. "Welcome, Sleepy Head." I sat down at my desk, hoping Kate had decided being two hours late wasn't such a big deal.

      She called over from her office, "Alex?"

      I got up again, walked into her cubicle and sat down. "Mornin' Boss."

      "You know, detectives who are walking on thin ice really should try to get to work on time."

      "Sorry." I brushed some imaginary dirt off the back of my hand and waited.

      She scowled at me and picked up a pen. "I have Casey's story about the shooting yesterday. Why don't you give me yours?"

      I told her exactly what happened, including the part about the guy tripping into the cactus. She had her head down writing, but when I got to that part, she raised her eyes and looked at me. I went on to tell her my rationale for hitting the other guy with the rock, which won me another look. When I finished, she sat back, tapping the pen on her knee and staring at me. I fidgeted in my chair while we waited.

      Finally, she said, "I talked to the sheriff's detective sergeant who's handling the case. He's buying their story that they were two rubes out trying their new handgun."

      Anger flashed and before I could stop myself, I jumped up and hit her desk with my fist. "That's bullshit! They almost shot my dog after they tried to shoot me! You're not buying that load of crap, are you?"

      Kate sat forward and said in the quiet voice that always gets my immediate attention, "Sit down, Alex."

      I sat and noticed Casey, who was pointedly looking in my direction. Her brows were pulled together, and I got her message: Engage brain before engaging mouth. I turned back to Kate and bit my bottom lip to keep my mouth shut, glaring at her while I worked at controlling my temper. My pulse pounded a steady rhythm in my neck, and my knuckles were white from throttling the arms on my chair. Engage brain, mouth shut, engage brain, mouth shut, engage....

      Kate matched me stare for stare until I took a deep breath and looked away. After several seconds I sat back in the chair with my arms crossed. Kate sat back also. "The men don't want to press charges for assault."

      "They—" My pulse took off and sent my blood pressure sky high. I grabbed the arms of my chair to push myself up again, but Kate shot me a warning look. I turned in my seat and tried to calm down. When I had enough control, I said quietly, "They don't want to press charges? What about me?" I watched as she wrote something in her notebook.

      "He believes it was an accident, Alex. He's charging them with misdemeanor reckless endangerment, but that's the most he's going to do."

      I sat there staring at her notebook. After a few seconds, I nodded. "You need me for anything else?"

      She looked up at me. "Don't do anything stupid, Alex. Let it drop."

      I waited a few beats. "Can I go?"

      She got up, came around the desk, and put her hands on the arms of my chair. I stared at the floor. "Alex, look at me." She waited until I looked up.

      "I am giving you a direct order. Stay away from anyone at the sheriff's department and stay away from those two men. Do I make myself clear?" I started to turn my head away, but she put her knuckles on my chin and turned my face back to hers. "Do I make myself clear?"

      I nodded and focused on the floor again. I didn't trust myself not to say something I'd regret, so I kept quiet. She stepped back and crossed her arms. "Good. And Alex?" She grabbed my arm and stepped close to me as I got up. "I'll do everything in my power to get you fired if you go against my orders again."

      I jerked my arm away and headed out to the garage. As I was waiting for the elevator, Casey ran up behind me. When the doors opened, she stepped in and said, "Kate said you're supposed to ride with me the next couple of days. So, you ready for lunch?"

      I looked back at the office, and then stepped into the elevator. "What, you my babysitter now?" When she didn't answer, I punched the button to the garage. "Yeah, I guess I could use some good caffeine and a whole lot of grease."

      We went to lunch and then worked the rest of the day together. Casey stayed with me the two extra hours I had to make up for sleeping late, and it was starting to get dark when she dropped me at my car.

      I pulled into my driveway at about seven. Megan's car was there, and I toyed with the idea of driving on past. I was tired and angry, and I really wanted an evening to myself. I decided it was my house, and she was the one who needed to leave, not me. I walked in and tripped over an overnight bag thrown just inside the door.

      Megan looked up from the television. "Hey, what's up?"

      I pointed at the bag. "What's this?"

      "We're having a sleepover tonight. We're gonna be roomies again, like College. Cool huh?"

      "No, we're not." I picked up her bag, opened the door, and threw it out into the front yard. Tessa went bounding after it, happy to have something to play with outside. I swept my arm after her and waited for Megan to leave.

      She grinned. "Sorry, Charlie. Kate called. She doesn't want you left alone until you cool down. So, here I is." She got up and went into the kitchen. Tessa came to the door with her stick, and I went outside with her and slammed the door. I threw the stick as far as I could and kicked Megan's bag. Tessa bounded back and laid the stick at my feet. I threw it again and sat down on the front porch.

      Megan came out and sat next to me. "Kate really is worried about you, Alex. She's afraid you're gonna do something stupid."

      "How did she get your number?"

      "Casey gave it to her. She's worried about you too. I'm sorry I got you into this whole mess. Who knew it'd get so complicated?" She reached down and stroked Sugar, who'd come outside to sit between us.

      "It sure has screwed up my life the last few weeks." I put my arm around Sugar and rested my head on her back. Megan threw the stick a few more times for Tessa until we headed inside to call it a night. I helped her pull out the sofa bed, then went to my room. She followed me in and took the key out of the locked wrought-iron bars on my windows.

      "Hey!" I grabbed for the key and she held it behind her. I tried to reach around her. "I'm not going anywhere, Megan. What if there's a fire?"

      "Then I'll let you out." She headed for the door and I tackled her. We ended up on the ground wrestling for the key. After a few minutes, she was able to wiggle onto her stomach and put the key down the front of her pants.

      "Yuck. Get it out of there, you moron." I rolled off her.

      She grinned, went out to the living room and pulled my door shut. "Nighty night."

      I heard her make Sugar lie down in front of my door and tell her to bark if it opened. Knowing how well Sugar was trained, I had no doubt she'd do it. I climbed into bed, turned my television up as loud as it would go and watched the stupidest shows I could find until late into the night. I felt like I was being held prisoner in my own house, the crazy part being everybody thought they were doing it for my own good. I hadn't intended to talk to the sheriff's sergeant very long, just long enough to tell him what a complete idiot I thought he was. When I finally turned off the television and rolled over to go to sleep, my only thought was how I wanted to take a long, two-year vacation in the Bahamas and leave everybody who cared about me behind so I could actually ruin my own life without their interference.

      The following day, I met Casey at the parking garage and climbed into her car. We spent all day looking for Rafael, making the rounds of his relative's houses and leaving messages with everyone we met. I'd calmed down by then and realized I'd be stupid to make a fuss over something that could come back to bite me. Casey must have said something to Kate because when I got home that night, Megan was nowhere to be seen.

      It was well after dark when I finally took Tessa to the back yard for her final potty break. There was no moon out, and it was too dark to watch her from the porch because the light had apparently burned out. I walked out into the yard to make sure I could keep an eye on her as she made her nightly rounds, checking the pack rat nests to make sure everyone had bedded down for the night.

      I yawned sleepily, stretching my arms over my head, thinking I wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for three days. I picked some dead flowers off my rose bush and froze for a microsecond when I heard footsteps coming up behind me. Exhaustion had slowed my reflexes and before I could turn around, someone threw a hood over my head, pinned my arms to my side and pushed a needle into my butt. I had about two seconds to worry about Tessa before my whole world went black.

      I swam through smoke. I knew I needed to get past it because I was choking and couldn't breathe. I pulled my way through and watched one of my eyelids rise up like a curtain at a play. When the curtain cranked up an eighth of an inch, an ashtray swam into view. A thin cigar rested in the tray with a wisp of smoke rising through the air. Two bare feet rested on the table next to the ashtray.

      None of that seemed important now that I knew I wasn't dying, so I lowered the curtain and took a nap. The next time I opened my eye, the feet were on the floor. I followed them up to a pair of tight workout pants, and up the pants to a body covered by a t-shirt. My vision unfocused, so I closed my eye for a second. When I reopened it, I saw the t-shirt again. I traveled up the shirt until I came to a head. It was Gia's head. She was sitting in an armchair watching me.

      I didn't remember coming to Gia's house. Kate had ordered me to stay away. Why am I looking at Gia? Something about a hood over my head started tickling the back of my mind. Gia wouldn't kidnap me...would she? My mind wouldn't focus long enough for me to come up with any answers. I pushed up onto my elbow and the room started spinning wildly, so I closed my eyes and lay back down. After a while—I wasn't really sure how long—I opened my eyes again.

      Gia had her feet propped on the coffee table and she was reading some type of report. This time she held her cigar lazily between two manicured fingers. I sat up slowly and slurred, "I only want to know two things."

      She took off her glasses, put the cigar to her lips, breathed in, then slowly turned her head to the side and blew out a line of smoke. Her eyes stayed locked on mine the whole time.

      I lay back down because I felt like I needed to hurl. "First, did you have your way with me, and second, did I enjoy it?"

      She smiled and looked up at the ceiling. "Alex, what am I going to do with you?"

      I rubbed my eyes trying to clear them. After a few seconds, I opened them, and her face swam into and out of focus. "Gia, you didn't really kidnap me, did you? That's a felony." I knew it sounded inane, but that's all I could come up with while my mind was still seeing double.

      I love how expressive her gray eyes are. They actually seemed to talk, and right now they were having way too much fun at my expense. "Is it?" She set down the report and poured a Scotch from a bottle of Glenlivit that was sitting on the coffee table. "I'd offer you one, but I think you'd better wait until your head clears up a little more."

      I stared at the Scotch, closed my eyes, and said, "Mmm hmmmm." When I felt like I could sit up without making a fool of myself, I pushed into a sitting position, then opened my eyes and looked around. I expected there to be other people in the room, but we were alone. My tongue felt swollen and dry and I looked around for something wet to help me out. I focused on the bottle of Scotch and reached for it.

      Gia moved it away with her foot and handed me a glass of water instead. "Here, drink this. It'll help."

      I took a drink, letting the wetness rest on my tongue. I was afraid if I swallowed, my stomach would rise up and embarrass me. I carefully set the glass down on the coffee table and rubbed my head. "You kidnapped me...are you crazy?"

      She sipped her Scotch, studying me while I swayed into the cushions. "I asked you nicely to come visit me on two occasions." The amusement left her eyes and the cold, gray steel appeared. "I never ask a third time."

      My temper and my voice rose a few octaves. "You're crazy! You ordered your Italian stallion out there to drug me because I refused to come see you after you ordered me to stay away! You can't have it both ways, Gia!"

      She picked up the report she'd been reading and threw it onto my lap.

      I resisted the urge to throw it right back at her. She'd brought me here for a reason, and I wasn't going to find out what that reason was by making an enemy of her. I picked up the report, opened it to the first page, and angrily leafed through to the end. I couldn't believe what I was seeing.

      She sat back. "You've been busy, Alex, prying into areas you have no business prying into."

      "Why does everybody keep saying that to me? It's none of anyone's damn business what I do or what I don't do!" I flipped back to the front of the report and turned the pages one by one. Every computer search, every interview I'd done over the last two weeks, was printed out and collated. "How did you get this?"

      Her eyes flashed again. She reached down, picked up her cigar, and said in an unpleasant tone, "That's not the point. You've been running computer searches on a very dangerous family, and you will stop." She took a quick puff on the cigar. "Alex, this isn't fun and games. They kill cops for sport!" She picked up the Scotch and poured herself another glass.

      I closed the cover on the report. "You mean Rita's family? The Dapporto family? I didn't find anything on them. Nothing, nada."

      "And you're lucky you didn't. They are the most powerful mafia family in Italy. They don't appreciate the police looking into their business.”

      Italy. That explained why I didn't find anything. I'd narrowed my search to Tucson and Chicago. "So, you think maybe they killed Brian and framed Jacob?"

      "God, you are single-minded, aren't you?" She came over to sit next to me on the couch. "No, Alex, I don't think they killed Brian. If the mafia killed every man who beat his wife, there'd be no one left in the families. But if they did kill him, you need to walk away."

      I turned sideways so I could see her better. "Did your family kill him?"

      "No." She leaned back on an overstuffed pillow so she was facing me and put her feet on the couch. "There's another little item I needed to talk to you about." She smiled for the first time since we'd begun this conversation. She twirled the cigar and then took a puff. "There's a contract hit out on you."

      My heart stopped and I suddenly had a hard time catching my breath. I leaned back on my pillow, put my feet up next to hers, and closed my eyes. "Somebody wants me dead?" I sat up again, took the glass of Scotch from her hand, and threw back a big slug. Then I lay back down on the pillow. I really didn't need to hear that. "The Dapportos?"

      She was quiet. I opened my eyes and saw that she was watching me again. "No. We've tried to find out where it came from. We're still looking."

      Something just didn't add up. "Gia, you're the head of the Angelino family. What do you care if I get killed? You hardly know me."

      She rested the hand with the cigar on the back of the couch and reached out for her Scotch with the other. I handed it back and she held it on her lap. "Good question. I guess, if you really get down to it, it's because you amuse me. I like that you don't follow orders, that you're not afraid of me." She shrugged. "You're a refreshing change of pace." The mischief was back in her eyes.

      I couldn't believe this. "You know, usually, if a person says they don't want to come to your party, most people let it go. Your goon fuckin' threw a hood over my head and drugged me."

      "True. But look at it this way. In the majority of parties, people's lives aren't in danger and—" She took a sip of her Scotch and pointed at me with her little finger while holding her glass. "This is something you'd do well to remember, Alex. I'm not most people."

      I closed my eyes and put my feet up again. This was the weirdest experience I'd had since my college days. We sat quietly a while and listened to a recording of a piano concerto playing softly in the background. She broke the silence by nudging my foot with hers. "Do you know why I never married?"

      "No. I've only met you three times. How the hell would I know something like that?" I regretted the words the second they left my mouth. "I'm sorry, Gia...I didn't mean to be snotty. This is all too weird, that's all."

      She nodded, obviously amused. "When I was nineteen, my twin brother, Credo, was kidnapped. He was my father's life and namesake. I found out who had him and I went and begged for his life. The head of the rival family had him brought out and executed in front of me." She paused, letting what she'd just said sink in. "After that, I promised myself I would never be put into a position where I had to beg for someone's life ever again."

      She picked up the bottle of Scotch and poured the last of the contents into her glass. She took a sip and handed it to me. "I never married, because then, my husband would become the head of the Angelino family. If, for example, he wanted to kill you, I would have no say in the matter."

      I nodded and raised the glass in a mock toast. "So, if I needed to die, then you could give the order instead of your non-existent husband."

      She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head, reminiscent of Kate when she was practicing her deep breathing. I wondered why I tended to have that effect on people. I moved my leg and nudged her foot. "Hey, I really do believe you're trying to help me. I guess you're not so bad yourself."

      She shot me a bemused look and stood up. "I'll have Gabe drive you home." She looked down at me, and chuckled. "You know, Alex, if I ask the governor to dinner, he drops everything and comes. Next time, you might consider doing the same."

      I set the glass of Scotch down on the table and mumbled, "No shit, Sherlock." I stood up and rubbed the spot where the needle had gone in.

      We walked to the front of the house and she spoke Italian into an intercom on the wall. When she finished, she turned to me. "He's bringing the car around to the front. You can wait for him outside."

      I stepped out the door, glancing around to make sure no one was hiding in the foliage. "Fine, as long as those two goons who shot at me aren't waiting around the corner."

      As she closed the door, she said, "I have a hunch they won't be bothering you any time soon."

      I whirled around in time for the door to shut in my face. What exactly did she mean by that? A black Lincoln Town Car pulled up to the front of the house and my muscular friend got out and opened the passenger door for me. I stepped up to the car and glared at him. "What, no hood this time?"

      His dimple appeared and he studiously looked over my head. "I told you to rethink your answer to Ms. Angelino. It ain't my fault you're not too bright."

      I sighed as I got into the car. "Good point."

      He walked around to the driver's seat and slid in behind the wheel. The streets were empty at this time of the morning and we drove home in silence. It was five o'clock when we pulled up to my house, and I could see Tessa looking out the window. I looked at Gabe. "How did she get inside?"

      He shrugged. "I put her in after I had you in the car. I didn't want her runnin’ away or nothin'."

      I gawked at him, dumbfounded. Since when did Mafia hit men care about taking care of their kidnap victim's pets? "Um, thanks?"

      "Think nothin' of it." He waited until I unlocked the front door before he drove away. A hit man with manners to boot. I opened my door and let Tessa out to pee, again.
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      I headed into work at about seven forty-five. I figured I'd grab some brownie points by coming in a few minutes early. I walked into the office and Sharon waved me down. She looked worried. "Casey's down in Internal Affairs and they said I should send you down as soon as you got in. Do you know what's up?"

      I shook my head. "Did you hear anything?" If anyone knew what was going on, it'd be her.

      "No, everybody's keeping quiet about it. Let me know when you find out, okay?"

      I nodded and headed down to Internal Affairs. Casey was walking out the I.A. door as I was walking in. We exchanged looks and she shrugged. I walked up to the secretary's desk and she told me to take a seat. A union representative came in and sat next to me, a worried expression on his face. "They're going to read you your rights, Alex. Just clam up and tell them you want an attorney."

      "What do I need an attorney for? I haven't done anything." I rubbed my hands on my pants to dry off the sweat.

      I looked up as a detective I'd never seen before came out of an interview room. Megan came out right behind him. She smoothed her hair down in one of her typical nervous gestures. "Hi, Alex."

      I didn't say anything as I watched her walk out the door. My heart felt like it was pounding out of my chest, and for the first time in my career, I was scared to death.

      The union rep put his hand on my shoulder. "Just do like I said. Wait for the attorney."

      The detective took us into an interview room and read me my Miranda rights.

      I glanced at the rep, then back at the detective. "I... uh...I want to wait for the union attorney."

      The detective nodded. "You want some coffee while we wait?"

      "Yeah, five creams and six packs of sweetener would be great." I looked around while he went to get the coffee. The room was barely big enough to hold a small table and four chairs. The table was pushed up against one wall and the chairs were scattered all over the place.

      The attorney arrived and we shook hands. Once I saw who it was, I felt a little better. He's actually one of the best defense attorneys in the state. One thing about our Police Association—they really take care of us when we screw up.

      The detective came back in and handed me the cup of coffee. He pulled out a chair and sat down near a tape recorder that was already on the table in front of us. He reached over and pushed the record button, carefully checking to make sure the little red light came on. There was some paperwork on the table next to the recorder, and he leafed through it until he came to the sheet he was looking for. There's always a lot of administrative bullshit that has to be attended to, and he started to read it all verbatim from the forms.

      I didn't hear a word he said. I was too busy trying to figure out what this was all about. When the room got quiet, I looked up to see what was happening. They were all staring at me.

      I looked at my attorney expectantly. He smiled and said, "You can go ahead and answer that."

      I turned back to the detective. "What was the question?"

      He did a poor job of hiding his amusement. "Can you give us your full name and date of birth?"

      "Oh, um...Alex...Alexandra Wolfe. July 4, 1976." I definitely needed to take some deep breaths.

      He tried to lighten the mood. "A patriotic baby, huh?"

      I just sat there. He chuckled self-consciously and continued. "Do you know why you're here today?"

      "No."

      "Care to guess?"

      I snorted. "What, do I look stupid or something?" It'd be just my luck to tell them one thing and have this investigation be about something totally different. Then they'd have more ammunition to hammer me with.

      He shook his head and looked down at his notes. "Two nights ago, Mr. Lewis Fenster was found lying on First Avenue with life-threatening injuries. He was taken to University Medical Center where doctors were able to stabilize him." He put down his notes. "He has refused to talk to detectives." He stopped talking and waited.

      I raised my eyebrows. "Okay, I'll bite. Who the hell is Lewis Fenster?"

      My attorney shifted in his seat and said to the detective, "Can we stop playing games here and get to the point?"

      "Lewis Fenster is the man who shot at Detective Wolfe at Catalina State Park on Sunday afternoon. We need to establish Detective Wolfe's whereabouts on Monday night."

      I felt the blood drain from my head. I stared at the cassette as the tape circled the spindle. All I could think about were Gia's words as she closed the door in my face: I have a hunch they won't be bothering you any time soon.

      My attorney glanced at me. "You think she assaulted Mr. Fenster and left him for dead?" He stood up. "I need to talk to Detective Wolfe in private." He pointed to the one-way glass on one of the walls in the room. "Without anybody looking in."

      My lawyer led me into a side room and shut the door. He scratched the back of his neck and asked, "Did you do it?"

      I didn't hesitate. "Absolutely not."

      He adjusted his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Well, that's a relief anyway. Do you have an alibi for Monday night?"

      I thought back to Monday night. Relief flooded through me and I blessed Kate's paranoia. "I have an absolute, air-tight alibi. I was at work with my partner until seven o'clock. After that I drove straight home and my best friend, Megan, spent the night with me. She was there when I got home at about seven-twenty."

      He raised his eyebrows and grinned.

      I tilted my head and gave him an exasperated look. "She slept on the couch, and I slept in my bed. Christ, I've known her since we were four years old! She's like my sister!" I put my hands on my hips and cracked a smile. "Of course, there was that time she and her boyfriend and I —"

      He held up his hand. "That's a story for another time, although I would absolutely love to hear it." He smiled again and I felt myself relaxing. I could see why he was so good at what he did. Uptight clients don't interview well. He reached for the doorknob. "Okay, let's go in and answer their questions. If I hold up my hand, don't say a word until I get clarification. Okay?"

      I nodded and followed him back to the interview room. Kate and the IAD sergeant were standing in the hall talking. They saw us coming and filed back into the room on the other side of the one-way glass. My attorney and I sat back in our seats while the detective shut the door and turned on the tape. He moved the recorder a little towards me. "Why don't you tell us about your day on Monday?"

      I sat back, shaking my head. "Why don't you ask specific questions and I'll answer them?" I was feeling more relaxed and confident now. I felt my attorney relax a little too.

      The detective shrugged one shoulder, probably thinking it'd been worth a try. "Okay, who were you with Monday afternoon?"

      "Casey Bowman."

      "And what did the two of you do?"

      Now I understood why Casey and Megan had been brought into this whole thing. IAD wanted to make sure our stories matched. "We went to lunch, went looking for a suspect, then came back to do some paperwork at the station."

      He asked me to be a little more specific, and I filled in the missing information he was looking for: what restaurant, where we looked for Rafael, and what time we got back to the station. After a few questions to clarify things, he started throwing in sarcastic comments to see if I would react. When we got to the part about driving home, he wanted the specific time I left the main station and when I arrived home. We talked about Megan staying the night, and when I came to the part about the key to the wrought iron, he stopped me.

      "Why would Megan come into your room, remove the key from the window, and then wrestle you for it? It sounds like she expected you to leave for some reason."

      He'd been getting a little snotty in his questioning, and I reacted to it. "Did you ask her?"

      He sat forward in his chair and raised his voice. "I'm asking you, Detective Wolfe. Obviously, your sergeant and your best friend expected you to sneak out—" He leafed through his notes and raised his fingers in quotation marks. "And 'do something stupid' to Mr. Fenster." He stood up and leaned over me, one hand resting on the table next to us. "She took the key because she knew what you were going to do, didn't she? And my guess is you did it. Am I right, Detective Wolfe?"

      I stood up and jabbed my finger into his chest. "If you had asked her like you should have done, Detective, she probably would have told you she took the key because she and I used to climb out our bedroom windows to go fuck our boyfriends, Asshole! I never left the goddamn bedroom. Got it?"

      Sometime during all this, my attorney had stepped up behind me. He put his hands on my shoulders and whispered in my ear, "Sit down and shut up." I turned and glared at him, then dropped into my chair. I heard him take a deep breath, pull his chair a little closer to mine, and sit down.

      The detective started pacing the room. After a few seconds, he stepped outside, probably to see whether anyone else had any more questions. The union rep, my attorney, and I all sat quietly and waited.

      He came back into the room, picked up the recorder, and said all the ending administrative bullshit. He looked down at me. "You're free to leave, Detective."

      I stood up, shook hands with the attorney and the rep, and thanked them. Then I pushed past the detective and stalked out of the room. My head was spinning, and I needed a few minutes to calm down, so I headed for the second floor. There's a quiet balcony off the lunchroom that's usually deserted at this time of day, and I usually went there when I wanted a little time to myself. I stepped out onto it and breathed in the fresh air, crossed my arms on the railing, and rested my forehead on my arms.

      I heard someone come up beside me and I opened my eyes. I saw Kate's legs standing next to mine and felt her hand on my back.

      "You okay?" She leaned down to try to see my face.

      I stood up and looked out at the Community Center across the street. "Yea, I'm fine. I just needed a second to relax."

      She said quietly, "You know he was only doing his job, right? We had to lock you into your alibi for your own protection."

      I looked down at my hands. They were shaking pretty badly. I stuffed them into my pockets and clenched my jaw to keep my eyes from watering up. It had been one hell of a twenty-four hour period, and I guess I was more shaken up than I realized. I nodded and didn't say anything.

      She patted my back and took her hand away. "I still want you riding with Casey for the rest of this week. She's probably waiting for you. Let's head up there, okay?"

      I nodded again and she stepped back to let me go inside first. We climbed the back stairs to our office and walked in the side door.

      Casey was standing behind my desk, leaning against the window, watching the doors. Relief colored her face when she saw Kate and I walk in. She pulled out my chair and sat down. "Am I ever glad to see you!"

      She looked over at Kate, who clapped me on the back. "You two had better get to work. Half the day's been wasted already."

      Casey grabbed her keys and headed out the door. "Don't have to tell me twice."

      I glanced at Kate, then out the window. I wanted to let her know I appreciated what she'd done for me, but being the brilliant communicator that I am, all I came up with was, "Thanks."

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "It's never boring with you around, Alex...it's definitely never boring."

      I flashed her a smile. "You're lucky you don't know the half of it." I looked back as I walked out the door and had to duck behind it as her shoe came flying through the air.

      Casey was waiting for me on the other side. When the shoe hit the door, she covered her eyes and shook her head. Then she reached out, grabbed me in a headlock, and gave me a knuckle burn. She dragged me down the hall that way and laughed. "Let's get out of here before she gets her other shoe off."

      In the garage, I called Megan and asked her to meet us at our greasy spoon. She said she was already there waiting for us. When we walked in, she got up from the table and shoved me in the chest so hard I stepped backwards. She shouted at the top of her lungs, "You asshole!" She came up and shoved me again, putting all her weight behind it. "Don't you ever do that to me again!" I'd never heard her scream this loud outside of the bedroom before. She tried to shove me a third time, but I grabbed her arms and held her away. She kicked me in the shins as Maureen came running up.

      Maureen looked at Casey, who'd taken a seat in the booth and was watching us. "Do something! Your friend's being attacked!"

      Megan kicked me again and backed me up until I felt the lower part of my legs hit a bench seat. I fell backwards onto the bench, and Megan climbed on top of me and started punching.

      Maureen shouted, "Should I call the police?" and Casey answered, "I am the police, and I could sure use a cup of coffee about now."

      Megan stopped punching long enough to pin my arms to my side. She was crying as she shouted, "After all the shit that's been going on, I thought they called me in because you were dead, you asshole! You'd damn well better be dead if I ever get called downtown again!" She shoved off me, wiped her eyes with her sleeve, and stalked out the door.

      I sat up slowly and swiveled around to watch her get into her convertible and drive off. Everyone in the diner was standing up, watching me. I looked at Maureen, who was clutching Casey's shoulder. "I could use a large glass of iced tea, please, extra caffeine." I walked over to my seat and lowered myself into it.

      Maureen let go of her death grip on Casey's arm, took out her keys, and locked the door behind Megan. Then she glared at me and headed back to the kitchen, muttering something about crazy women cops.

      I slumped down in my seat and rested my head on the back of the booth. The fan over our table was slightly off balance, and I watched it swing from side to side as the blades circled endlessly.

      Maureen returned and banged my iced tea on the table at the same time she gently set Casey's coffee down in front of her. She spoke to Casey and completely ignored me. "Will you be eating today, or do you just want the drinks?"

      Casey added her cream and sugar to the coffee and stirred it slowly with the spoon. Maureen tapped the order pad on the table and ground her teeth so hard I could hear them squeak. Casey reached over and put her hand on the pad to still it. I was glad she did because I was about to rip it out of Maureen's hand and throw it across the room. Casey said, "We'll have the usual, thanks."

      Maureen crossed her arms. "We're out of bagels."

      I looked over at the next table where two women were busy spreading cream cheese on their bagels. I leaned my head on the back of the bench and counted to ten. At about eight, Casey said, "This is probably not a good time, Maureen. Maybe you could secretly spit in her tea and get it over with? Then maybe you could look extra hard for another bagel."

      Maureen humphed and walked back into the kitchen. Casey picked out six sweeteners and poured them into my drink. I stared at the glass while she took the spoon out of her cup and mixed the white powder into the brown tea. She picked up a straw and stuck it in the glass. When she was done, she sat back, sipped her coffee, and waited.

      Maureen brought out our plates and, miraculously, there was a bagel on mine. I started to say something sarcastic, but Casey dug her heel into my foot under the table. I shut my mouth and stabbed the cream cheese with my knife.

      My phone rang with my mother's distinctive ring. I looked up at Casey, who was staring at my phone. There really wasn't much more that could go wrong today, so I put the phone on speaker and set it on the table. "Hi Mom."

      I could hear people talking in the background. My mother got right to the point. "So, I'm here at my weekly coffee with the girls, and what do you think Millie pulls out of her purse?"

      I started absently playing with my straw. "Surprise me, Mom."

      "An invitation to her nephew's wedding. It's in two weeks, and most of the bridegrooms are handsome, successful, single men. Isn't that exciting, Dear?"

      She sounded so enthusiastic I thought I'd puke. "I have a better idea, Mom. How about I just get knocked up and give you the baby? Or better yet, why don't you go get knocked up and skip the middle man?" My patience and tact had flown out the window quite a while ago.

      There was no sound on the other end of the line. Casey picked up the phone and took it off speaker. "Mrs. Wolfe? This is Casey Bowman." She was quiet a minute. "I'm fine, thank you. How are you?" She paused the requisite few beats. "Alex is feeling a little under the weather right now because she's on quite a bit of medication. I don't really think she knows what she's saying. Why don't you call her back in a few days? I'm sure she'll be better by then."

      She listened again, and then said, "No, I don't think you should come check on her. The doctor said it's contagious and she should stay away from people. I'll make sure she has everything she needs." She finished the conversation, then set the phone back on the table and started cutting up her eggs.

      I took a bite out of my bagel. "Hey Case, do you think there's a hidden camera crew following me around and this is all some producer's idea for a good TV show?"

      She stabbed a piece of sausage and glanced up at me with the same bemused look I'd seen on Gia earlier in the day.

      I ate some more bagel. "You know, this would be a really good day for me to find Rafael."

      She took another bite of her food. "We're following up on some of my old cases today. I need to wrap them up and close them."

      I wanted to beat the shit out of Rafael. "Really, Case, I've got a good feeling about finding him today. I'd like to go hunting."

      She motioned for Maureen to heat up her coffee. "We're working on my old cases, period." She opened some creamer and poured it into her cup.

      I put my head on the back of the bench again. Maybe I could give her the slip and find him myself.

      I heard the distinctive sound of handcuffs landing on the table. Casey said, "Don't even think about it. You're stuck to me like glue and you ain't goin' nowhere."

      I put my head forward and sighed. We finished breakfast and paid our bill. Maureen still refused to acknowledge I existed, and that suited me fine right then. Casey and I sat in her car while she looked through her case files. She searched through them a while, then set the folders on the back seat. "You know what you need?"

      "To find Rafael?"

      "You need a visit to Maddie and Marcos. Nobody can stay mad around them for very long." She put the car in gear and headed out of the parking lot with a purpose.
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      Marcos greeted us when we walked into the emergency room. His green scrubs were a size too small, and I admired the way his muscles stretched the sleeves as he grabbed me in a bear hug and swung me around. "Alex! Casey! I've missed you!" He pounded knuckles with Casey; then they pulled their hands away and snapped their fingers. I rolled my eyes.

      Casey pointed over her shoulder at me. "Alex needs some cheering up. What are you guys doing tonight where we can tag along?"

      Maddie came out from behind a cubicle and we went through the whole greeting process again. She looked at Marcos and raised her eyebrows in a question.

      He smiled. "Why not?"

      Maddie's eyes lit up as she put her hands on my shoulders. "Tonight is Marcos' first cross-dressing beauty pageant. A bunch of us are going to cheer him on. If you need cheering up, Sweetheart, have we got a fun time for you!"

      Casey slapped Marcos on the back. "Perfect!" She looked over at me and grinned.

      I looked again at the muscles bulging out of his sleeves and remembered what I'd bumped into the other day. "This I have got to see." I put my hands on my hips. "Might be even better than beating the shit out of Rafael. C'mon, Case." I was still pretty pissed off and didn't feel like small talk, so I headed out to the car and waited for Casey to say her goodbyes.

      When she finally came out, she beeped the car lock and slid into the driver's seat. She started the car and smiled. "Perfect."

      Marcos had reserved a table for us beside the runway, and when we walked in, a slim, buxom woman with shoulder length curly hair showed us to our table. She and Maddie exchanged pecks on the cheek, and Maddie ordered a round of drinks for everyone. When the woman walked away, Maddie leaned in. "That's Robin. She's a female impersonator who works here a few nights a week. When she's not here, she's home with the wife and kids. Then, his name is Kevin."

      I watched Robin as she brought the drinks to our table. She had an hourglass figure and legs to die for. When she bent down to put my drink in front of me, I said, "You look absolutely awesome."

      She beamed. "Thanks. My wife helped me pick out the dress. You like?" She ran her hands down the silk dress and smoothed it along her sides.

      "It's nicer than any clothes I own. I should take your wife shopping with me."

      She winked at me and left to take orders at another table. The place was starting to get packed and it was getting hard to hear. Casey took off her pager and cell phone and put them on vibrate.

      I brought out mine and shut them off. Casey caught my eye and shook her head. I got them out again and put them on vibrate. I yelled at her over the noise of the crowd, "You're not the boss of me, you know!"

      A short time later, the lights dimmed and the Master of Ceremonies—or is it Mistress of Ceremonies—started the show. A field of ten women promenaded down the runway. Most wore evening gowns that had been high fashion in the 1920s. I looked closely at all ten of them. I turned and shouted in Maddie's ear. "Where's Marcos? I thought he was in this."

      A feather boa slid across my face and I glanced up to see a stunning red-headed contestant in a tight, red-sequined, full-length dress smiling down at me as she sashayed her way back up the runway. People were whistling and cheering for their favorites, and I stood up and applauded wildly when I realized the redhead was Marcos.

      Maddie laughed and jumped up beside me.

      Casey was standing on the other side of the table, cheering louder than any of us.

      My cell phone started vibrating during the swimsuit portion of the competition. I opened it and yelled, "Hello?" I had to jam the phone up to one ear and put my finger in the other to hear.

      Kate was calling about a callout. "Alex? Where are you?"

      I laughed and yelled into the phone, "I'm at a beauty pageant for cross dressing men. Did you need me for something?"

      I wasn't sure, but she sounded pleased when she told me to disregard the call and that she'd find someone else for the callout. I hung up and a few seconds later Casey's cell phone went off. She talked for a short time then hung up. I held my hands out, palm-up, silently asking if she had to take the callout.

      She moved over close to me so I could hear her. "She wanted to make sure I was here keeping an eye on you." She looked up and clapped as Marcos paraded past, looking outstanding in a one-piece bathing suit.

      I stared really hard at certain parts of his anatomy and was amazed at how well concealed everything was. Casey hit me on the arm, and we laughed and clapped for our man.

      He didn't win in the end, but when he joined us later for drinks, he was flushed with the glow of success. When the night was over, Casey and I thanked him and Maddie for an excellent night, and both of us headed home feeling relaxed and refreshed.
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      The next day after work, I headed over to Megan's apartment to make sure all was forgiven. She lived on the second level of a duplex in the middle of town. The light was on inside, so I used my key and let myself in. "Hello, anybody home?"

      Sugar trotted out to greet me with smiling eyes. She picked up a bone and dropped it at my feet as though it was a welcoming plate of cookies.

      "No thanks, Sug, you can have it. Where's your mommy?"

      I heard the shower running so I went to the kitchen and made myself at home. I popped the top on a can of diet soda while I grabbed a couple cheese sticks from the fridge. Megan's place was decorated with all kinds of Americana. She had a tin Coca Cola sign that was at least four feet across hanging above the kitchen table. There were yellow and black Labradors for salt and peppershakers, and a three-foot statue of a hound dog holding a tray next to the couch. The couch itself was the back seat and tailfins from a '49 Cadillac.

      The water from the shower stopped and I wandered back into the living room to wait for her. When the door to the bathroom opened, Megan stepped out with nothing on but the towel she was using to dry her hair. She saw me out of the corner of her eye and jumped back, one hand covering her chest, the other a little lower down. When she realized who I was, she put her hands on her hips. "Holy crap, Alex! You scared the bejesus out of me!"

      I took a sip of the soda. "Nice outfit."

      She turned around, bent over and slapped her backside, then disappeared into her bedroom. She came back out wearing her Wonder Woman pajamas. "Amy came to my advanced class tonight. She asked how the case is coming. I didn't know exactly what to tell her, so I said you're still working on it." She took the towel off her head, bent over and rubbed her carrot-red hair into a frenzy. She flipped the mess back over her head, threw the towel into the bathroom, and shut the door. She ambled into the kitchen and took out two TV dinners. "So, you come to apologize?"

      "Excuse me? Did I come to apologize to you? You're the one who attacked me in the middle of the restaurant, remember?" I removed the plastic from both of the mashed potato squares and opened the microwave door so she could stick in one of the trays.

      She pushed the buttons, shut the door, and I hit the start button. There was a hair pick lying on the counter, and she picked it up and started fighting the mop on her head. I took the pick from her and separated her hair into sections. Then, section-by-section, I unknotted and combed until I could pull the pick through without breaking it. The bell dinged and she reached over, took out the first TV dinner, and put in the second. She punched in the time and I hit the start button.

      When the second dinner was done, we took them to the Cadillac and turned on the TV. She stretched her legs out and put the tray in her lap. "Anything new with Eldon's ghost?"

      "No, but that's one of the loose ends I plan to work on this weekend. Wanna help?"

      She chewed the meat off a chicken leg and then pointed it at me. "Try to keep me away. We either have to quit digging into this whole Brian and Jacob thing or we need to solve it. It's getting old fast." Her chicken leg was pretty well bare, so she reached over and snatched mine. I countered by taking her corn bread and dipping it in my ranch beans. We polished off half a chocolate cake while we watched re-runs of the first season of Medium.

      Before I left, we made plans to look for the station wagon on Friday. If all went well, we'd catch our ghost and solve at least one mystery before the weekend was over. It was actually Saturday before we were able to get together. We met at a coffee shop and strategized over banana nut muffins, with coffee for Meg and iced tea for me. I hadn't seen the car since the day she and I had chased it around downtown. We thought maybe, since I was riding with Casey at work, whoever was following me couldn't figure out where I was. We were hoping to lure the guy out by being as visible as possible.

      The horses were racing at Rillito this weekend, and we decided we'd like to spend a few hours looking at gorgeous horse flesh and maybe even see one or two gorgeous men in the process. Meg watched her side mirror until we reached the track, and I wondered how she didn't get car sick, looking backwards like that. We grabbed some back-row seats in the outdoor seating area.

      Out of curiosity, I scanned the racing form to see whether the Angelinos owned any of the horses running today. Credo's Dream was running in the third race. I bumped Meg with my elbow and reached into my fanny pack. "Give me a fiver, Meg. Here." I handed her the racing form and pointed to the third race. "Pick two horses that you think'll come in second and third."

      She got out five dollars and handed it to me. "Why second and third? Why not first and second?"

      "'Cause I already picked another of Gia’s horses, Credo's Dream, to win, but I want to bet a trifecta. Just pick two horses for second and third." I picked the form up off her lap, opened it to the right page, and held it up to her face.

      "Why do you get to pick the winner? What if I want to pick the winner?"

      I glared at her until she took the form and began to study it. "Okay, okay! Jeez, you're so touchy! Let's see, how about Monkey Shine for second place and…" She took about five minutes to pick third.

      I finally said, "Meg, you gotta just guess. Could you pick one, please?"

      She held out the form so I could read it. "It's between Lunatic and Baboon's Backside. Monkey Shine stands for me, and the second one stands for you. Which do you want?" She grinned and raised her eyebrows.

      I flattened the racing form so it stayed on the correct page and reviewed the info on the two horses. "I'll take Baboon's Backside. I've stuck my red backside out on a limb for you so many times it's not even funny." I went inside and got in line to place our bet. Someone stepped up next to me, close enough that I could feel the fabric on his coat. I didn't even look up. "Hi, Gabe."

      The line moved and we inched forward. "Hi yourself." He stuck a finger in his collar and ran it around his neck to let some cool air in. "I'll get right to the point." He bent down so he could lower his voice and still be heard. "Ms. Angelino would like to know whether you would like to talk to the guy who has been following you, or would you prefer I should talk to him?"

      I turned and stared at him with my mouth hanging open. The line moved again, and I found myself at the betting window. I didn't move, and the guy taking the money growled, "Bet or get out of the way, Lady. We got a business to run."

      I snapped my mouth shut and bet on Credo's Dream to Win, Monkey Shine to Place, and Baboon's Backside to Show in the third race. I pocketed the ticket and stepped out of line. I grabbed Gabe's elbow and steered him to a deserted corner. "Gabe, she's got to stop doing this! You guys are crooks for cripe sakes! I'm a cop!"

      He shrugged. "Actually, when it all comes down to it, crooks and cops ain't all that different. You tiptoe on one side of the law and we tiptoe on the other." He sighed. "If you want my opinion, if Ms. Angelino wants to help, you just say, 'Thank you.'" He stressed the last two words, probably wondering how stupid I was going to be this time.

      I thought about the last time I'd ignored his advice. I watched the crowd thin out as the trumpets announced the start of the first race. A woman with a kid in each hand was trying to corral a toddler who was racing around enjoying her freedom. The mother put her foot out to point her in the right direction. The girl giggled, turned, and ran right into Gabe's legs.

      Gabe knelt down and set her on her feet again. "You should listen to your mamma, Sweetheart. Go on now." He faced her in the right direction and patted her diaper. She raced off towards the woman and grabbed her around the legs. The mother mouthed "Thanks" to Gabe and dragged all three kids out to watch the horses.

      I pressed my lips together and scratched my head where the staples had been. "All right, I'll talk to him after the third race. Where do I go?"

      He nodded his approval. "I'll have him in that room over there. Just knock." He pointed to a door under the stairs.

      I started to walk away, and then remembered something. "And Gabe, please tell Ms. Angelino I said thank you."

      "I'll pass along your message. And by the way, she'll be real pleased you bet on Credo's Dream." He walked away, and I headed back outside.

      Meg was standing on her seat, cheering for the horses in the first race as they made their way around the track. She hit me with the racing form and shouted, "Where have you been? This is great! I love it!"

      I sat down and put my feet up on the back of the seat in front of me. Meg screamed as the horses went rumbling past towards the finish line. When they crossed, I watched all the same people who'd filed out of the clubhouse file back in to either claim their winnings or to bet on the second race. Meg sat down and opened the racing form. "Who should we bet on in the second race?"

      We decided on a black horse named Rodrigo. She took the money this time and came back with three two-dollar tickets, Rodrigo to win, place or show. The contestants paraded past. Rodrigo stumbled into the starting gate and I told Meg she could kiss her six dollars goodbye.

      She smiled with all the confidence in the world. "I don't think so. His jockey's wearing pink and white and those are my lucky colors. We're definitely going to win."

      Rodrigo shot out of the starting gate and fell into third. Meg was up on her seat screaming and hitting me on the head with the racing form. When Rodrigo came in fifth, she climbed down and yelled at a kid selling sodas to bring us two. Then she decided to buy a huge bag of popcorn, two corn dogs, and a bucket of nachos.

      I tossed popcorn in the air and caught it in my mouth. She tossed up a nacho covered in cheese and caught it on her nose. She reached up with her tongue, pulled the chip into her mouth, and crossed her eyes to look at the cheese on her nose. Two manly hunks of human flesh stopped to watch her antics and she turned three shades of red. Her mouth was full of nachos when she pointed at me. "She made me do it."

      The horses for the third race walked past the stands towards the starting gates, and the two men left to stand by the rail.

      "That was charming." I said.

      "Who needs 'em? Hey look! Baboon’s Backside really does have a red ass!" A roan horse with a red covering on his hindquarters walked by.

      I pointed to Monkey Shine. "Yeah, and both you and Monkey Shine could get a job as a chimp in a zoo." The horse's nostrils were crunched up high on his nose and his upper lip was tucked down into a huge lower lip that flapped as he walked by. The next horse in the line was Credo's Dream. He pranced by, ears forward, eyes bright. He was, by far, the most powerful-looking horse in the field.

      Both of us climbed up on our seats to watch the race. At the bell, Meg started screaming and didn't stop until the horses crossed the finish line: Credo's Dream first, Monkey Shine second by a lip, and Baboon's Backside, third.

      Meg jumped on my back and waved her arms wildly, screaming to anyone who would listen that we had just won the trifecta. Some people smiled at her and some applauded, but most stuck their heads back into their racing form to pick their next winner. She jumped down and bounced inside to claim our winnings.

      I sat down and stared at the ground. What the hell was I going to say to the guy Gabe had waiting for me in the room under the stairs?

      When nothing obvious came to mind, I got up and hoped I'd know what to say once I got there. As I walked into the clubhouse, Gia was stepping out of the elevator heading towards the winner's circle. Several of the city's movers and shakers clustered around her, nodding and laughing at everything she had to say. I recognized some of them: Albert Monstren, the current director for the Metropolitan Museum, Stanley Ottishaw, who had something to do with the university, and others I couldn't place.

      My attention switched over to Meg as she came bouncing around the corner screaming, "Alex! Alex!" She came up, grabbed my shoulders, and bounced some more. "This is a blast! We won seven hundred dollars! Can you believe it?"

      "Meg, stop advertising, will ya? You're a victim waiting to happen."

      She pulled her hands against her stomach and actually wiggled from excitement. Her eyes fixed on something over my shoulder, and I turned to see Gia standing behind me watching us. I checked around for her entourage. She'd parked them near the exit to the winner's circle. They watched her every move, ready to leap to her side when summoned.

      Gia wore designer clothing that emphasized a subtle power and sensuality I wished I could have at least once in my life. She lightly rested her hand on my shoulder. "Alex, I was pleased when Gabe told me you'd placed a bet on Credo's Dream. Congratulations."

      "Thanks. He's a beautiful horse."

      Gia smiled at Meg, and Meg in turn elbowed me. I remembered my manners at the last minute. "Oh. Gia, this is my best friend since pre-school, Megan O'Reilly. Meg, this is Credo's owner, Ms. Gianina Angelino."

      Gia held out her hand. Megan grabbed it and held on. "That Credo horse, he was yours? He's amazing! I love him!"

      Gia's eyes twinkled. "Thank you, Megan. I hope Alex will bring you by the house sometime so we can get to know one another." She retrieved her hand and looked pointedly at me. "You will come to dinner sometime, won't you Alex?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. I'll have to check my schedule to see if I can fit you in."

      She lowered her chin but kept her eyes on mine. Reaching up, she knocked gently on my forehead with her knuckles. "I usually only have to use my two-by-four to get the mule's attention, but I can always make an exception."

      I grinned at her as she walked back over to her gaggle of followers. They headed out to the awards area, and I grabbed Meg's arm and led her to the door Gabe had pointed to earlier. "C'mon. Another friend of mine cornered the guy who's been following me. He has him in there. Follow my lead, okay? Because I have no clue where I'm going with this."

      Meg whispered. "He's got the guy in there? What am I supposed to do?"

      "I have no clue. We'll figure it out when we go in." I knocked on the door. Gabe opened it and stepped aside, leaving space for us to step inside. Sitting in the middle of the room looking thoroughly cowed was Zethan Hawkins. Sweat trickled down his face and he wiped his hands up and down his pant legs.

      "Zethan? You're the one who's been following me?"

      His mouth curled back in a snarl. Pointy little teeth edged out of thin lips as his eyes slid from me to Meg and back to me again. He whispered, "Murderers!"

      Shivers ran down my spine. This guy was seriously unhinged. Meg stepped behind me, hoping I could protect her from him if he tried anything. I crossed my arms, then uncrossed them and let them hang at my sides. "C'mon Zethan, let's cut the melodramatic shit. What're you up to? Why are you following me?"

      He jumped up and balled his hands into fists. I stepped back and got ready for a fight. He glanced over at Gabe, who hadn't moved from his position near the door. "If he weren't here, you would die."

      "Thanks for the bulletin. I got news for you. If he weren't here, you'd be wiping up the floor with your face and heading for jail. So, King’s X. What the fuck are you following me for?"

      "You killed Eldon."

      He was seriously dancing on the other side of sanity. "Look Zethan, I'm sorry about Eldon, but I didn't hang him, he hung himself. He screwed up a lot of boys. Maybe his conscience finally caught up to him."

      He bellowed and lunged for my throat. Meg screamed and ran behind Gabe, who still hadn't moved. I grabbed Zethan's arm and swung him into the wall face-first. He staggered and fell to his knees, and I let go of his arm and moved back, waiting for him to clear the cobwebs from his head. "Zethan, Eldon was dead when we got there. He killed himself. We had nothing to do with it."

      He stayed on his knees, bent over with his head in his hands. His shoulders were shaking, and I could hear him crying quietly. I glanced back to make sure Gabe was still around for back up, then knelt next to Zethan. "Look, I'm sorry he left you. You two were friends for a long time." Actually, I was glad he was dead, but I wanted Zethan out of my life. I figured being the good guy might accomplish that quicker than telling him the truth.

      He stopped breathing and the hairs on the back of my neck stood straight out. I always listen to my little sixth-sense gnome who stands on my shoulders and pulls my hair to get my attention. I straightened up and jumped back just before Zethan slashed upwards with a three-inch pocketknife.

      "Shit, Zethan!"

      "Why did you kill him? You killed my best friend! Why?"

      "Would you stop saying that? You're giving me the willies. All I ever wanted to know was who killed Brian McClellan! Eldon was just someone on my list of people to talk to, you moron!"

      Zethan's pointy teeth made an appearance again. He screamed, "McClellan deserved to die!" His eyes suddenly focused sharply on mine. Then, without any warning, he plunged the knife into his own throat. He backed against the wall and slipped to his knees. Bright red blood arched out of his neck like water from a drinking fountain.

      "Jesus!" I grabbed a towel from the counter and started to kneel next to him to stop the bleeding.

      Gabe grabbed my arm from behind and pulled me up and away from the body. "Alex, why don't you help your friend back there? I'll take care of him."

      Meg was lying on the ground in a dead faint. I looked back at Zethan, whose eyes had glassed over in the look only dead guys get. "Shit."

      I shot a questioning look at Gabe, who shrugged. "Won't be any trouble." He raised his eyebrows. "Unless you make it trouble."

      I stared around the room, trying to figure out what had just happened. He’d killed himself. There was no problem. We could report it to the police, except his nose was probably broken from a discussion with the wall. That would raise a whole lot of questions I didn't want to answer. I stumbled over to Meg, who was just starting to come around. She grabbed my shirt and opened her mouth to scream. I put one hand behind her head and one over her mouth and hissed, "Shut up!"

      She was breathing heavily through her nose and staring wildly into my eyes, trying to get some control. She nodded and I let go of her mouth. "We didn't see anything, Meg. There was nothing to see. We're walking out of here to watch the next few races. Understand?"

      She focused on Zethan's body. He had bled out and was lying in a lake of red. I had to give her credit. She took a deep breath, stood up, opened the door, and walked out. I nodded to Gabe and followed her.

      We sat quietly while we watched the next two races. I have no idea what horses ran, or which ones won. When we thought enough time had passed, we left the stands, pushed our way through the crowded clubhouse, and made our way out to the Jeep. We drove to my house and parked in my driveway.

      Meg grabbed my arm as I started to get out. "He's not reporting the body, is he?"

      I shook my head.

      "Then we both have to keep our mouths shut. Never, ever tell anyone, okay, Alex? I'm glad he's dead. I would've seen him in every dream and around every corner." She raised a shaking hand to her face and wiped away a tear that glistened in the corner of her eye. She repeated, "I'm glad he's dead."

      I reached over and squeezed her knee. "Me too, Megs...me too."

      Some of the fear left her face and she let out the breath she'd been holding. She started to get out and I grabbed her arm. "Aren't you forgetting something?" I rubbed my thumb against my forefinger, reminding her about the seven hundred dollars.

      "Damn, I was hoping you'd forget about that too." She reached in her purse and counted out three hundred and fifty dollars. She handed the bills to me and watched them disappear into my wallet. I studied her to make sure she was all right. "I'm okay, Alex. I need to shop. Shopping is my chocolate, it calms me down. You on the other hand hate to shop, so I'm calling Sarah and we're going shopping. I'll call you later." She jumped out, raced to her car and peeled out of the drive.

      I watched her go, then opened my front door and let Tessa out. The rest of the day dragged on. I was hyped on adrenaline, and I needed to settle down. My mind kept returning to Zethan plunging the knife into his throat. I should have reacted differently. I should have been able to stop him. I should have reported his death to the police. I sincerely hoped his death wouldn't come back to bite me.
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      My pager buzzed just as I was giving Tessa her evening meal. I found my cell phone and called Kate. Her voice shook with emotion when she first spoke; then she made a conscious effort to steady herself. "Alex, Jack Dougherty was shot about a half-hour ago. He's in surgery at UMC. He checked out on traffic and said he thought Rafael Rodriguez was in the vehicle. A citizen called in and said we had an officer down in the street. That's all we know."

      A burning sensation started in my chest and raced down into the pit of my stomach. "Where do you need me?"

      "They're calling in the K9 units. I need you with one and Casey with the other since both of you can identify Rafael." She was on her way and said she still needed to call Casey. I made sure Tessa was settled, then jumped into my car and broke every traffic law to get to the scene on time.

      As I approached the area, I wound my way through marked police cars and other detective vehicles parked haphazardly in the streets. I badged the young officer controlling foot traffic into and out of the area. He tucked his flashlight under his arm, held my I.D. under the light, and compared my face to the picture on the card. "I hope you catch the bastard, Detective Wolfe." He handed the card back and pointed to his right. "You can park behind that red Nissan. You'll have to walk the rest of the way to the scene."

      I pulled my car into the spot he indicated and got out. My bulletproof vest was in my trunk, and I took a minute to get it out and strap it on. The scene was about two blocks away, so I grabbed my flashlight and started hiking.

      Crime scene tape surrounded Jack's patrol car. A black SUV, the driver's door standing open, was parked in front of Jack's cruiser. Two K9 handlers stood off to the side talking to a uniform sergeant and a lieutenant. I walked over next to them and adjusted one of the straps on my vest.

      The sergeant finished what he was saying to the handlers and turned to me. "Hey, Alex. We're waiting for Casey to get here; then we'll give all four of you a full briefing. We don't know if he's still in the neighborhood, but it's worth a try.

      "Any news on Jack?"

      The sergeant crossed his arms. "He's still in surgery.” He held my eyes for a second. “I heard the bullet missed his vest and went under his armpit." Years earlier we'd gone to a funeral for a young deputy who'd bled to death after a bullet tore through his chest.

      I finished adjusting the straps and stared at the pool of blood next to Jack's patrol car. My stomach wrenched into knots and the cold fury burning in my chest made my breathing shallow. The emotional rollercoaster I'd been on the last few weeks had hammered me, and I felt my self-control slowly unraveling in unwelcome bits of stray, emotional energy.

      Kate and Casey walked up. Casey stood next to me, clenching and unclenching her jaw, her stiff posture a clear sign she wanted to pound Rafael into his grave. Kate studied both of us, no doubt wondering whether she should send us after the asshole or get someone less emotionally involved in the case.

      The field sergeant took out his notepad and started the briefing. "Okay, quads are set up along Sixth Avenue to Ajo Road, Ajo to Park, Park to Michigan and Michigan back to Sixth." Officers set up quads by parking their patrol cars at every intersection along the route and watching the streets to make sure no one crosses without being seen.

      "We haven't seen anyone moving around, but obviously we don't know exactly who we're looking for." He turned to Kate. "You brought photos of Rafael Rodriguez to show the guys?"

      Kate nodded and handed out the wanted flyers. While the dog handlers studied the pictures, Kate said, "Alex and Casey both know Rafael. They'll go with you to help identify him."

      Two SWAT officers with semi-automatic rifles joined us at the briefing. They were dressed in military fatigues, bulletproof vests, black ski masks, and Kevlar helmets. The only way I could tell who they were was by reading their nametags. One was Coleman, the other Hansen. Kate handed them the flyers. They studied them and handed them back without a word. I usually had a smartass comment about the ungodly level of testosterone in the area whenever SWAT guys were around, but today I was glad to have them.

      Kate assigned me to my friends, Buck Paris, and Bear. Buck got Bear out of his patrol car and led him over to the SUV. The dog jumped in and sniffed around.

      Our assigned SWAT guy, Coleman, and I waited patiently until Bear got out of the SUV, took off around the hood and headed south, Buck leaning back into the leash to slow him down.

      Our search area was everything West of Fair to Sixth Avenue. We walked up and down streets, through alleys and into yards. Officers had already told residents to stay in their houses, but I had to tell people over and over to get back inside and lock their doors.

      We worked silently, except for Buck talking to Bear, telling him to look here, smell there. There's a protocol to follow when helping a K9 handler. It's Buck's job to watch his dog while Coleman and I protect Buck. No one talks, no one ever gets in front of the dog, and if the K9's eyes lock on you, freeze or get bit.

      Bear had the scent at several places along our route. He'd toss his head in the air, grab some airborne scent, then put his nose back to the ground and pull Buck into a back yard or over a fence. After about an hour, Bear finally pulled us into a fenced backyard, went straight to a closed, ancient shed and started scratching at the door. Wood covered tin that covered more wood, and rusty nails stuck out at various angles where they poked through decaying walls.

      Buck pointed at the shed and motioned for me to open the door when he gave the signal. He knelt at the side of the door, grabbed Bear's collar and had him sit. Coleman stood above and behind Buck, his assault rifle pointed at the door.

      When they were ready, I stepped to the other side of the door, grabbed the doorknob, and pulled. The shed was pitch black inside, and everyone froze to let our eyes adjust to the darkness.

      Bear instantly started barking and pulling towards the interior of the shed. When Buck released him and told him to begin his search, the dog shot into the shed and disappeared. Buck went next, with Coleman on his heels and me bringing up the rear.

      We moved quickly, kicking boards and boxes, trying to locate Rafael before he hurt or killed one of us. I listened to Buck encouraging Bear. "Find him! Find him! Where is he?" Bear smelled around toolboxes and behind cabinets.

      Towards the back of the shed, Bear growled, jumped up high and to his right and hung there, his teeth clamped firmly onto something I couldn't see. A man screamed from the top of a shelf directly above us, and in the dim light shining through the door, I saw the outline of a gun near my head. I ducked, grabbed for the gun and pulled the arm, body following, down into the aisle. Coleman put his boot on the gun and swung his rifle onto the man's neck. I jammed my Glock into the man's mouth and could just make out Rafael's features in the dim light.

      "Give me an excuse, Rafa—any excuse to blow your fuckin' brains out!" I pushed the gun farther down his throat and he gagged. Bear was still attached to his leg and was pulling hard.

      Coleman slid his foot with the pistol still under it to the side. When the gun was free of Rafael's hand, Coleman picked it up and secured it. Once we had the weapon, Buck ordered Bear to release the bite, which he did, reluctantly. Coleman switched on the flashlight attached to the underside of his rifle. Rafael's face was illuminated in a bright, white light, and it was covered in blood.

      I focused on my Glock, and for the first time realized that Rafael's mouth had been closed when I'd jammed the gun in. I’d shoved the barrel right through his front teeth. I pulled it out and looked up. "Oops."

      The only parts of Coleman's face I could see through the ski mask were his eyes, and they were definitely amused. We handcuffed Rafael and got him on his feet. I grabbed him by the hair and made sure he spit out his bloody, broken teeth somewhere other than at us. Buck radioed that we'd made an arrest and that the suspect needed meds for a dog bite. Clicks sounded on our radios for several seconds, an anonymous applause by officers celebrating the need for meds. The four of us, three officers and a very excited K9, walked a limping Rafael back to the command post.

      We met Casey and the other K9 team on the way back, and we exchanged good-natured barbs about which team was the best and which needed to brush up on their tracking skills. Casey took one look at Rafael's mouth and gave me a high five. "I wish we'd been the ones to find him. I'd’ve loved to do that."

      "It's not like I did it on purpose or anything; it just kinda’ happened."

      Coleman snorted and Buck coughed into his fist, "Hghghbullshit."

      We walked back to the command post where the lieutenant, Kate, and the on-scene sergeant were waiting. Kate looked at Rafael's bloody mouth, then at me. She raised her eyebrows and pointed. "What happened to his mouth?"

      No one said anything, and I brushed some cobwebs off my sleeve.

      Two officers came over to escort Rafael to the paramedic truck. Coleman wandered away to take off his gear and Buck said he had to get Bear some water.

      I loosened the Velcro straps on my vest and lifted it over my head. "Well, I'm gonna head to the hospital to check on Jack." I started walking to my car.

      "Alex...." Kate said as she watched me walk away.

      I turned around and started walking backwards, still headed towards my car.

      "Stop."

      I stopped and sighed. "Okay, he kinda’ ran into the barrel of my gun with his mouth."

      The lieutenant smiled, and as he walked away, he put his fingers in his ears and said, "I don't want to hear this." The on-scene sergeant caught my eye, nodded a fraction of an inch, and followed the lieutenant.

      To my surprise, Kate stepped forward, lightly punched my shoulder, and started for the command post. "Good."

      Casey and I exchanged looks. We watched Kate go and then did another high five. Casey pulled her vest over her head. "I still wish I'd done it."

      We headed for our cars to put away our vests and I grabbed a cloth from my trunk and wiped off the barrel of my Glock. When we'd finished doing everything we needed to do at the scene, we took off for the hospital to wait with everyone else for Jack to get out of surgery.

      At the hospital, police cars lined the streets, filled the parking garage, and illegally parked in red zones. Casey and I ended up parking three blocks away and walking to the ER. Most of the department was there, waiting to hear how Jack was doing. If he needed more blood, hundreds of sleeves would be rolled up. If his family needed comfort, food, transportation, it would all be provided. The Behavioral Science Unit was there talking to officers who needed counseling, the police information officers were talking to the media, and fire department personnel were making food runs to feed all the cops.

      Casey and I found Marcos and Maddie standing outside talking to some uniform cops. When they saw us, they excused themselves and took us inside to the nurses’ break area. Maddie said, "Thank God it wasn't one of you." She stuttered a little. "I... I mean...I wish it hadn't been Jack either." She hit her head with the palm of her hand. "What am I saying? I wish it had never happened. I'm just glad you're safe."

      "Have you heard how he's doing?"

      Marcos nodded. "The doc just came out of surgery. He said Jack's gonna pull through. I guess the bullet missed the carotid by a quarter of an inch. He's one lucky guy."

      I was surprised to hear how ragged my breath sounded as I involuntarily inhaled in sudden, extreme relief. Tears rolled down my cheeks as my earlier adrenaline dump ebbed, and I felt weak and light-headed.

      Maddie pulled up a chair and pushed me into it. "Here, sit down a minute and get your bearings."

      "I thought he was gonna die. I didn't think he'd make it." I put my head in my hands and cried as I thought about Jack and his wife and four kids. Maddie sat with her hand on my back, and Marcos and Casey hugged each other. For the first time in my life, I saw Casey crying. Marcos handed her a Kleenex and she wiped her eyes. Her shoulders slumped in exhaustion and she had a pale, drawn expression on her face. The two of us walked back outside and joined a group of our friends who were concentrating on what was being said. Hundreds of officers stood outside listening to the chief, who was giving them the good news about Jack. When he'd finished the briefing, the overall mood of the crowd changed rapidly from a sad, worried silence to a quiet, weary relief.

      We all finally headed home sometime after dawn. I called Meg and asked her to come get Tessa for the day, which she happily did. I crawled into bed and slept the rest of the day and throughout the night.
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      The following Friday, Casey, Megan, and I headed up to Scottsdale to watch the Phoenix Area Police K9 Trials. Every year, police K9 teams from around the country come to Arizona to compete in various events where the dog's training and the handler's ability are showcased in one three-day competition. The three of us have a yearly tradition during which we treat ourselves to a Scottsdale five-star resort and cheer on Tucson's teams.

      The first day is always devoted to Narcotics and Explosive detection, and those events are closed to the public. That meant we usually had a full day either to lie by the pool, read books, or shop. This year we had another option. Jacob had told me Brian spent a lot of time in Phoenix just before he was murdered. We decided to figure out why.

      Casey pulled out the files and set them on the bed in our hotel room. We combed through every detail again and started poking around on the Internet. Casey thumbed through some of my written notes. "Did anyone have even a remote connection to Phoenix?"

      I thought about all the players and came up with a big fat zero. "The Angelinos probably have some business connections here. We could run them and see what we come up with. I don't think Zethan or Eldon left the orphanage very much, and Rita and her family are from Italy."

      Meg opened a can of soda and washed down a bite of breakfast bagel. "What about those two women who disappeared? Did either of them come from Phoenix?"

      Casey pulled out their files. "Becky Collier was from Trenton, Nebraska, and I'm not sure about Stephanie Kiley. Did you do a records check on her?"

      "I did a little, but I got busy and had to save it for later." I pulled out my laptop and ran her name. "Here's something. There were at least five Stephanie Kileys born in the country at about the same time she was. What's her exact birth date?"

      Casey studied the papers again. "September 6, 1939."

      "None of these were born on that day, but three of them were born between 1936 and 1942. We could try to track them down, I guess, but without more info, it'd take weeks."

      Megan was thumbing through the Scottsdale phone book. "Well, there are four Kileys listed in the Phoenix Metro area. We could call each one like we did for Becky Collier." It was a good starting point, so we made the calls. The first three were obviously not connected to our case. A professional sounding woman answered at the fourth number we tried. "Kiley residence."

      I started my spiel. "Hello, my name is Alex Wolfe. I'm trying to locate a woman who disappeared about fifty years ago from Tucson. Her name is Stephanie Kiley. Do you know anything about her?"

      "Yes, but Mrs. Kiley isn't in right now. Could I take a message?"

      "Mrs. Stephanie Kiley isn't in?" I glanced at Casey and Megan, who'd perked up and were waiting for the answer.

      "That's correct, Mrs. Stephanie Kiley. Would you like to leave a message?"

      I was so surprised, I told her I'd call Mrs. Kiley at a later time. I hung up and circled the address in the book. "It could just be a coincidence, but a Stephanie Kiley lives there. I say we check it out...you know, go to the house. What do you guys think?"

      Megan grabbed the phonebook and stuck it under her arm. "There's nothin' better to do. I say we go."

      We all piled into Casey's truck and drove to the North Scottsdale address. Ms. Kiley lived in a newer area near Cave Creek where multi-million dollar homes are the norm rather than the exception. As we neared the address, I asked Casey to stop and grab a sales flyer from a nearby home that was for sale. I was curious how much houses were selling for in the area.

      "Let's see...not bad — only two million seven hundred thousand. If we have the same Stephanie Kiley, she did pretty well for herself after she disappeared." We parked and walked up to Ms. Kiley's home. Two crystal pillars holding up a star-patterned glass portico flanked the entrance to the front door. I rang the doorbell and an older, heavyset woman wearing the black and white uniform of an old-fashioned housekeeper came to the door.

      "May I help you?"

      "Yes, I called earlier. I'm trying to get some information on a Ms. Stephanie Kiley. I wonder if she's home?"

      The woman shook her head. "No, Ms. Kiley is still not home. I'm not sure when she'll return."

      "Well, maybe you can help me. I'm looking for a woman named Stephanie Kiley who disappeared from Tucson back in 1959. Is this possibly the same woman?" I tried to get a look past her into the home, but the way she was standing in the doorway made it impossible.

      The woman studied the three of us, and then seemed to soften a little. "I don't usually talk about my employer, but I find her story fascinating. Yes, she's the one." She nervously checked over her shoulder. "Look, the last time I talked about her past she almost fired me. You should probably just come back another time when she's home."

      She tried to shut the door, but I blocked it with my foot. "What time do you get off work? We could meet you for coffee somewhere and she'll never know you spoke with us."

      She glanced around again, thinking. Her eyes crinkled when she'd made up her mind. She whispered, "Well, I really shouldn't, but I'm off in an hour. Do you know where The Bodega coffee shop is at Peoria and I-19? I'll meet you there in about an hour and a half. I need to go now. See you then." She wiggled her fingers at us and shut the door. Meg waved back after the door closed. "Toodles." She stepped back and knocked on one of the columns. "You think it's hollow?" We all put our ears to the glass and listened while she knocked.

      "Can't tell. Where do they come up with this stuff anyway?" Casey knocked a few more times. "I think I'd make a lousy rich person. If some guy told me he was putting glass pillars outside of my front door, I'd laugh him off my property." We examined the pillars a little longer, then headed back to Casey's truck.

      An hour and a half later, the three of us were sitting with the housekeeper in four old-fashioned wing chairs, drinking cappuccinos and getting to know one another. The housekeeper, Patty Coombs, was a talkative, energetic woman who was more than happy to spill the beans on her employer because, according to Patty, Stephanie was a "mean-spirited woman who eats puppies for breakfast."

      "I only work for her because my mother was their cook when I was growing up, and she got me the housekeeping job when I finished high school." She rolled her eyes. "If I had known what a witch this Ms. Kiley was, I'd have gone to work for someone else. Now I'm too old to go anywhere else."

      She paused for a sip of cappuccino and I jumped in. "You said 'this' Ms. Kiley. There was another one?"

      "Two others that I know of, Ms. Kiley's mother and grandmother. My mother worked for all three of them." She leaned forward and whispered. "There was a big scandal, you know. Stephanie, I call her Stephanie when she's not around, anyway, Stephanie got pregnant when she was sixteen. She was fooling around with the gardener, and oops." She giggled and rolled her eyes again.

      "Her grandfather found out and tried to force her to go off and have a secret abortion." She mimicked the grandfather. "Can't have inferior blood in our family line, you know."

      Meg piped in. "Her grandfather? What about her parents? Where were they?"

      "In the Kiley family, the grandfather was God. According to my mother, his son, Stephanie's father, was a pathetic weakling who could never stand up to his father. He and his wife died in a car accident after Stephanie'd been gone about a year."

      My turn to pipe in. "A year? Couldn't they find her when she ran away?" I figured a rich family could hire a private investigator to find their missing daughter.

      "They never tried. The grandfather wouldn't let anyone even try to contact her. Can you imagine?" She took another sip. "You know, if my daughter had run away, you couldn't keep me from looking for her, inheritance or not."

      I took out the photocopy of the old picture from my files. "Do you know any of these people?"

      She took the photo from me and studied it. "This is the same picture I saw about six years ago. A man came to the house and asked me the same kind of questions. I was talking to him in the living room, and Stephanie came home and just about had a stroke. She threw him out and almost fired me. I'd never seen her so upset."

      Casey and I exchanged looks, and Meg said, "Why did she get so mad? It's just an old picture."

      Patty set the photocopy on the table and started pointing at the various people. "I'm not sure why she was so angry, but I do know this is Stephanie." She pointed at the little girl. "She's standing with her mom and dad. And see this woman?" She pointed to one of the servants lined up in the background.

      We all nodded.

      "That's my mother, bless her soul." She gently rubbed the picture with her finger while we studied the photo.

      I pointed to the house. "Where are they? It looks like a huge mansion or something."

      "That's the old Kiley Mansion in Scottsdale. It's a museum now, but that's where Stephanie grew up."

      I wrote down the directions to the mansion because I wanted to stop by later to check it out. I still had a few questions, and Patty obviously loved dishing out dirt on Stephanie. "When did Stephanie come back to the family?"

      "Well, the grandfather never changed his will after his son died. I guess he thought he was God, so he was going to live forever." She laughed at her own joke, then went on. "Well, he did eventually die, right around...." She put a finger to her cheek while she worked the dates through in her mind. "1958, '59, something like that. In the original will, he left everything to his son. Since the son was dead, I guess Stephanie was the only heir to the Kiley fortune. The estate hired a private investigator to find her. He did, and she came home."

      I assumed that was when she disappeared from the dry cleaners. A young lady came around with baby lattes on a tray and asked if we'd like to taste their newest creation, Caramel Macchiato. We all took a sample and thanked her. Casey set her cup on the table and asked, "Did she have a baby?"

      "Well, her son was four by then. My mother said that before Stephanie left, she was the sweetest little girl you ever could meet, but when she came home, her whole personality had changed. She’d become the witch from hell." She scrunched up her face and growled and we all laughed.

      I put the photo back into the file. "Where is Stephanie's son now?"

      "I'm not sure. He lived here with Stephanie until a few years ago, and then he just left. I know Stephanie talks to him, but I have no idea where he went."

      We finished our visit by exchanging phone numbers and waving to each other as we got into our respective cars. Casey started her truck and asked. "Where to now? I vote for the mansion."

      Meg said, "I vote for a hamburger and fries. I'm starving."

      I poked her with my elbow. "You're always starving. I think you've got worms. Have you ever been checked for worms?"

      "I don't have worms, you moron. I just like to eat."

      Casey pulled into a burger drive thru, and Megan leaned across to yell her order into the little box. "One triple-meat burger, hold the onions, extra everything else, one large Coke, a large curly fry and an apple pie."

      I pinched her love handles. "I don't believe you. A triple-meat burger, fries, a large Coke, and a piece of pie? You're gonna end up looking like your Uncle Fred and we'll have to bury you in a piano box."

      Megan pulled up her shirt as Casey drove up to the window. The young man at the cash register stared at the tiny bra that barely covered her 36 C breasts, his mouth hanging slightly open. Casey waved her hand in his face. "Hello, anybody home?"

      Megan leaned over and asked, "Do you think I'm fat?"

      The young man blinked and shook his head. A large black woman wearing a folded paper hat on her head stuck her face out the window. "There a problem here?" Her eyes got big when she saw Megan's boobs.

      Megan tucked the hem of her shirt under her chin, grabbed her love handles and repeated, "Do you think I'm fat?"

      The woman put her hand over the boy's eyes. "Hell no!" She checked to make sure no one in the restaurant could see her, then pulled up her own shirt. "This is fat." Huge globs of blubber and 42 quadruple E breasts poked out at us. Both Megan and the lady lowered their shirts, and the woman took her hand away from the boy's eyes.

      Megan dug her elbow into my side, then said to the woman, "Thank you very much."

      The woman nodded. "Don't mention it. I'll get your triple burger and fries."

      We left the parking lot and followed Patty's directions to the museum. Megan happily ate her meal, with Casey and I stealing fries and splitting the apple pie. Megan started to complain, but I pinched her side again and wiggled it around. She sighed and took a drink of her soda. "It's not like I'm as big as that woman." She sank down in her seat and burped.

      "Gross!" Casey and I both rolled down our windows to air out the car. We pulled up to the museum entrance and stopped at the front gates. They were standing open, and a uniformed guard waved us through. As we pulled into the parking lot, I was relieved to see that the mansion hadn't changed much since the photo had been taken. I could even imagine all the rich ghosts standing in the driveway waving and the servant ghosts lined up waiting for us to make our entrance.

      We walked inside and were greeted by a life-size oil painting of Arthur M. Kiley I, Stephanie's grandfather and the patriarch of the Kiley clan. I stepped closer to the portrait and read the inscription. "Arthur Moorehouse Kiley I, 1878 to 1958." I stepped back and really studied the painting. The face and build were somewhat familiar, but I couldn't decide who it reminded me of. Casey and Megan had wandered farther into the museum and I followed, reading informational placards along the way.

      The mansion had been restored to the original elegance of the early 1900s. Arthur Kiley had commissioned a local architect to design and build the home in 1908, with the construction fully completed in 1910. All of the period furniture had Keep Off signs dangling from gold-braided tassels.

      I followed Casey and Megan into a beautiful library, lined with floor to ceiling bookshelves filled with antique, leather-bound books. I moved closer to see what types of literature the Kiley family collected. There were several books by someone named Samuel McChord Crothers, including The Gentle Reader, The Pardoner's Wallet, and The Dame School of Experience. I moved down a few steps and saw books written by Peter Finley Dunne, Franklin Pierce Adams, and Christopher Morley, all writers I'd never heard of.

      Megan called out from a side room off the library. "Hey Alex, look at this."

      I walked into a family portrait gallery where three generations of the Kiley family hung. The most recent was a portrait of Stephanie Kiley sitting in a straight-backed chair and holding some kind of tiny dog. The placard read Stephanie Ann Kiley, 1939– . I scanned all the portraits and got the same vague feeling that I'd seen these people before.

      An older woman walked into the room smiling broadly. She was a little taller than Megan, about five-five, and wore a simple but elegant designer dress and shoes. She swept in as though she were an actress gliding onto the stage.

      "Hello. I see you're looking at that ghastly portrait. That horrid artist painted my little dog Bitsy with more animation and color than he painted me." She walked towards me holding out her hand. "I'm Stephanie Kiley. I try to volunteer here once or twice a week. It gets me out of the house."

      Our luck was changing for the better. I shot Megan and Casey a triumphant look. I accepted the offered hand and squeezed the fingers gently like my mother had taught me to greet older women. "I'm pleased to meet you. I'm Alexandra Wolfe, and these are my friends, Megan O'Reilly and Casey Bowman."

      She smiled at both of them. "Welcome to my family home. As you probably know, I don't live here anymore, but I love answering questions about my family if you have anything you wanted to know." She held out her arms and included all the portraits in her offer. "Is there anyone you are particularly interested in?"

      I couldn't have asked for a better opening. "Well, actually, I'm interested in you. I'm looking into a death that happened several years ago in Tucson, and your name popped up in one of the small threads I'm trying to run down."

      Her eyebrows rose half an inch and she pulled her shoulders a little straighter. "My name? My goodness, now you've aroused my curiosity. Can you tell me more?"

      I wasn't sure where to start. "Well, the man who died apparently tracked you to a dry-cleaning business in Tucson. I don't know why he was interested in you, but he had a photograph of this mansion with you and your parents standing out front."

      "You're talking about Grant's Dry Cleaners. Oh my, I haven't thought about that place in years. I worked there for a few years, you know." She walked over to an antique desk chair and sat on the Keep Off sign. "You don't mind if I sit, do you? I get so tired working here some days."

      "Of course we don't mind." I waited a second for her to get comfortable. "Do you mind if I ask you some personal questions about the time you spent in Tucson?"

      "Heavens no. It was so long ago, I hope I can remember everything."

      Casey and Megan were standing off to the side, quietly listening and, I hoped, mentally taking notes. I was still standing and Stephanie was seated, which makes for an awkward interview. It would have been convenient if I'd been able to pull up another chair and ask my questions, but it was obvious Grandpa Kiley hadn't wanted people sitting in his gallery as there were no other chairs in the room except the one Stephanie was sitting in. I ended up sitting cross-legged on the maroon Persian rug that was probably worth more than my car and house combined. I got as comfortable as I could and asked, "Why did you leave Scottsdale and move to Tucson?"

      She flushed pink and put her hand up to her face. "Oh my! You are direct, aren't you? Well, I had become pregnant out of wedlock, and that simply wasn't done in those days. I left so as not to embarrass my family. My grandfather was a very proper gentleman, and I had committed an unpardonable sin. It was different in those days. You might not understand."

      "I'm sorry; I didn't mean to embarrass you. Actually, I admire you for standing up to your grandfather. I've heard he had a pretty strong personality."

      "Strong isn't the word for it. His word was law, and if we didn't do as he said...well, suffice it to say we all did what he said. But when it came to my baby, I just couldn't do what he wanted in that case." She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs.

      "So, you moved to Tucson and took a job at a dry cleaners. What I'm really curious about is why both you and another woman, Becky Collier, disappeared from Tucson at the exact same time."

      "Oh Becky...she's another person I haven't thought about in years." She stopped and absently gazed at one of the portraits, enjoying some private memories of another life and time. She eventually came back around to the present and continued her story.

      "It's very simple, actually. My grandfather and my parents died while I was away. I was unaware of this and, unbeknownst to me, I was the sole heir to the family holdings. The day the private investigator found me and explained the situation, Becky and I went out to lunch. I told her I was leaving for Scottsdale immediately." She reached over and straightened a small penholder on the desk.

      "We both hated the job and our employer. She said if I was leaving, she would take her two boys and leave as well. Neither of us cared about giving notice. We just left, and I haven’t heard from her since." She shrugged and waited for my next question.

      Casey asked a question instead. "Um, excuse me. Just so I get all the details right, you had one 4 year old son, and you said Becky had two boys? How old were they?"

      Stephanie shifted in her seat and lowered her eyebrows, obviously trying to remember a forgotten detail from a very long time ago. "Well, the oldest boy played with my son...I think they were around the same age, and his little brother toddled along behind them. He was a few years younger."

      Casey nodded and glanced at me.

      I shifted my legs, trying to get comfortable. "Did Becky tell you where she was going?"

      She shook her head. "Not that I can recall. I assumed she was headed back to Podunk, Arkansas or wherever she was from. I really don't know. I'm sorry."

      Megan snapped her fingers and stepped closer to Stephanie and me. "I knew you reminded me of someone, but I couldn't put my finger on it. It just came to me." She pointed at Stephanie and asked me, "Doesn't she look a lot like Roger?" She turned to Stephanie. "Are you any relation to someone in Tucson named Roger Krupski?"

      Stephanie reached up and fingered the pearls at her throat. "I can assure you, I am related to no one named Krupski." She said the name as though it left a bad taste in her mouth.

      Megan looked unconvinced. "It's weird how much he looks like you. Oh well...people say I look like Carmen Lockhardt—you know, that red-headed supermodel?"

      Casey mumbled. "Oh please."

      Megan glared at her and Stephanie politely covered a smile with her hand. I couldn't think of any more questions, and I thought that was probably a good place to end the interview. I thanked her and she graciously showed Casey, Megan and me the rest of the museum. When we'd finished, we thanked her again, then drove back to the resort.

      We decided to put on our bathing suits and lie out by the pool. I was curious about their reaction to the afternoon. "So, what'd you guys think about Stephanie?"

      Megan shrugged. "After listening to Patty, I was expecting the Wicked Witch of the West. She seemed pretty nice to me."

      Casey finished rubbing sunscreen on her arms and legs. "What I thought was interesting was the coincidence of two boys, ages two and four, being dumped on the church steps a few days after Becky left. You think Brian and Jacob were her kids?"

      Megan took the bottle of sunscreen from Casey and squirted some into her hands. She rubbed them together, and then wiped the lotion onto her face. "I didn't think of that, but you're right. I'll bet Becky dumped them and started a new life somewhere."

      I moved over to Megan's lounge chair. "Put some on my back, will ya? That's possible, but I forgot to ask Stephanie why she got so upset when Brian was talking to Patty. Why did she throw him out?"

      Casey laughed softly. "That's easy. If I ever talked to people about personal family matters when I was little, my momma'd blister my backside. Stephanie was probably just angry that Patty was talking about family stuff."

      Megan slapped the rest of the lotion on my back and pushed me out of her space. "You're done. Now leave me alone to soak up the sun and ogle the men." She adjusted her sunglasses and lay down on her towel.

      I took her advice and stretched out on my own chaise lounge. I cleared my mind and tried to place all the new information into the spaces in my puzzle. Some fit, some didn't. I figured if I didn't think about it too much, they'd all eventually slide into place.

      We spent the next two days watching police dogs running, biting, playing, obeying and sometimes disobeying their handler's commands. By the time I got back to Tucson, I was inspired to take Tessa to the next stage of doggy development.

      When I told Megan my plans, she laughed. "Alex, you have to finish the beginner class before you become National Champion Dog Trainer. One step at a time."

      We were sitting in my living room. I was telling Tessa to sit, and she was telling me she wanted a bite of my sandwich. "We can do this, Megs. Just give us a chance." I wanted to join Amy and Maggie in the advanced obedience class, but Megan wouldn't budge.

      Finally, she said, "Look, tomorrow night is the first night for a new advanced group. Amy will be there, and you and Tessa can watch for a while. But I'm not putting you in that class until you finish the beginner and intermediate. You guys need a lot of work." At least that was a start.
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      After work the following day, I packed Tessa into the Jeep and we started for Megan's K9 Academy. We were halfway there when my cell phone vibrated.

      Maddie was calling from the hospital. "Alex, it's Maddie. You've got to get here quick. Megan's here. She's been stabbed and she's lost a lot of blood. Hurry!"

      I went into shutdown mode. When I panic, all movement around me slows to a crawl. I drove through red lights and onto sidewalks. My mind saw everything in slow motion, so it was easy to maneuver around cars and avoid pedestrians. I skidded to a stop right in front of the emergency room doors and jumped out.

      A security guard came running up yelling something. I tossed him my keys and ordered him to move the Jeep and watch my dog. He must have recognized me from my hundreds of trips to the hospital to investigate cases because he caught my keys and grabbed Tessa as she jumped out to follow me.

      Maddie met me at the door. "They just left for surgery. She's—"

      I didn't wait for her to finish. I ran out of the ER into the hallway and saw them wheeling Megan through the door to the surgical unit. My voice echoed down the corridor when I yelled for her. "Megan!" I raced down the hall and slid up to the doors just as they swung shut. I pounded and kicked on the door and kept yelling her name, thinking that if I made enough noise they'd have to let me in.

      Maddie and Marcos each grabbed an arm, and I pulled and twisted trying to get free so I could go in to help her. Casey came from out of nowhere and grabbed my face. "Alex, look at me!" When I ignored her, she shook my head and repeated, “Look at me!"

      I stopped struggling and focused on her face. "They can't help her with you panicking in surgery. Let's go to the nurses' break room and talk, okay?"

      I stared into Casey's eyes, and time slowly accelerated back to normal. I couldn't seem to catch my breath. Casey said, "Breath slowly, Alex. She's gonna be all right."

      Two security guards came running around the corner. Marcos released my arm to intercept them. He spoke quietly until they crossed their arms and stood off to the side of the hallway, watching me. I closed my eyes and took a deep, deep breath.

      Maddie let go of my other arm. "We have a private waiting room right over here. No one will bother us, and we'll know immediately when Meg's out of surgery."

      Casey griped my upper arm and led me into the room. I don't remember sitting down, but I was in a chair when Maddie came in with a can of diet soda. "Here. Water's better for you, but the soda machine was closer."

      I took the can and held it on the table, feeling the cold condensation against my hand. I couldn't seem to focus my thoughts on any particular concept except that I was going to lose everything in my life if Megan died.

      Casey reached over and popped the tab on the can. She asked Maddie, "Was Megan able to tell you anything before she went into surgery?"

      "No. She'd lost a lot of blood and I'm not even sure she was fully conscious. She did keep repeating something like A&E or Annie. It sounded like that anyway."

      Casey thought a minute. "Does anybody know what happened?"

      "All we heard from the paramedics is that she was at her dog-training place and people found her when they started showing up for class."

      Casey touched my hand. "I want to go over Jacob's case with you, step by step, and try to figure out who would hurt Megan. Can you do that?"

      It took me a second to process what she'd said. "You think this has something to do with Jake's case? Why?"

      "Maddie said Megan was trying to say something that sounded like 'Annie'. I think she was probably saying 'Amy'. Why would Amy be so important to her right after she's been attacked?"

      Amy wasn't important. I wasn't sure what Casey wanted so I gave her the obvious. "Amy was supposed to be in tonight's class. Megan was probably out of it, that's all."

      "Do you think she'd hurt Meg?"

      "No. That's stupid."

      Casey ignored my comment. "All right, then let's go back to Amy's case. Her dad is in prison and her uncle is dead. A lot of people had a possible motive to kill him. The Angelinos, Eldon Lawson and Zethan Hawkins. Am I missing anyone?"

      I ignored her and asked Maddie, "Do they know where to find us if something happens with Megan in surgery?"

      "I talked to the surgical nurse. She'll make sure the doctor comes straight here when he's done."

      I re-focused on Casey. She was waiting for me to answer her question. I did the best I could. "There's Rita, Brian's ex-wife, and her mafia family from Italy. And there's always Jacob and his wife Macey."

      "Eldon and Zethan are dead and Jacob's in prison. Do you think Gia Angelino would send someone to hurt Megan to send a message to you?"

      I thought back to our meeting at the racetrack. Gia had genuinely liked Megan. "No, she wouldn't do that. Nobody would hurt Meg."

      My cell phone vibrated. Macey, Amy's mother, was calling. "Alex, this is Macey. I just saw on the news that someone was hurt at the K9 Academy. I can't get a hold of Amy. Do you know where she is?"

      "She wasn't hurt; you don't need to worry. You tried her cell phone?"

      "I've tried both her cell phone and Roger's. Neither of them is answering, and that's just not like Amy. Roger picked her and Maggie up early so they could have some coffee before the class."

      "I'm sure she's fine, Macey. Let me know when she calls you." I hung up and told Casey what Macey had said.

      Casey was still trying to run through all the facts of the case and only half-listened to what I was saying. She said, "Let's go through the old stuff. Two women, both sixteen years old at the time, run away from home because they're pregnant. They end up in Tucson working at Grant's Dry Cleaners. One ends up an heiress, the other possibly dumps her two kids and starts a new life."

      I wasn't paying attention, but I nodded anyway.

      Maddie shook her head. "What kind of mother would abandon her two babies?"

      My cell phone vibrated again. I flipped it open to see who was calling. It was Mrs. Highland. I pushed send and heard a dial tone. I closed it and hooked it back onto my belt. Casey shot me a questioning look. "It was Mrs. Highland, but she hung up. She'll call back if she needs something."

      Casey nodded and continued her recap. "Okay, the heiress moves up to Scottsdale…."

      Maddie's question popped back into my head. What kind of mother would abandon her two babies? Something about that was important. I just couldn't figure out what it was. Then, in less than a heartbeat, all the pieces of the puzzle started falling into place. I said, "A dead one."

      Casey stopped mid-sentence. "What?"

      "What kind of mother would abandon her two babies? A dead one."

      The room was quiet for a minute, then Casey picked up my train of thought. "The private investigator goes to the dry cleaners. Becky Collier is the first person he sees. He tells his story and asks for Stephanie Kiley."

      I jumped in. "Becky tells him she's Stephanie and he leaves. She kills the real Stephanie Kiley and dumps Stephanie's kids, Brian and Jacob, at the church. Jesus! Becky and her son become instant millionaires." I stood up and started pacing, pieces falling into place left and right. "Brian came too close to discovering the truth, and somehow, the fake Stephanie had him killed, not too hard if you've got enough money, and I'll bet she's the one who put the contract out on me because I was getting too close also."

      I thought back to the portraits at the museum. Jacob's face popped into my head. "I thought those portraits reminded me of someone. Jacob looks a little like Arthur II, the wimpy guy who never stood up to his father."

      "Shit!" Casey stood up with me. "Didn't you just say Amy wasn't answering her phone? That she was with Roger?"

      "Yeah." I couldn't quite figure out where Casey was going with that one. "That's kind of out in left—" It hit me. "Megan told the fake Stephanie that Roger looked exactly like her. Roger popped into Amy's life soon after her dad went to prison. Jesus, Case! Roger is Becky's son and he's been down here keeping an eye on Amy! He's got Amy somewhere! He's gonna kill her to secure his inheritance! Amy and her dad are the only two people standing in the way of millions!"

      Maddie was looking back and forth between the two of us. "You guys can't just let him kill her! Where do you think he'd go?"

      My mind raced through all the possibilities. My first thought was when Roger had gone to Mrs. Highland's house, supposedly to check on her, and he'd taken the key and gone into the guesthouse. I grabbed my cell phone and stared at it. "Mrs. Highland." At the same time, Casey said, "The guest house."

      I didn't know what to do. Megan was still in surgery, but Amy was in trouble, and that's all Megan cared about after she'd been stabbed. She was trying to tell Maddie that Amy needed help.

      Maddie must have felt my indecision, because she grabbed my arm. "Alex, I'm off the clock. I promise I’ll stay by Megan's side until you get back. You've got to help that little girl."

      Casey pulled open the door and the two of us ran out of the hospital and jumped into her truck. As we headed out of the lot, Tessa took a flying leap and landed in the bed. Casey stepped on the brakes, but I said, "Go! We don't have time to get her out!"

      

      She stomped on the gas and we flew towards Mrs. Highland's house. I tried calling the house again, but no one answered. I got on the police radio to ask for backup, but all the officers in the team were tied up on an officer-involved shooting.

      Casey growled, "It's just us then. When we get there, I'll take the main house. You take the guest house."

      We needed backup. It was too dangerous for two people to clear two houses at the same time. I opened my phone, found the number I wanted and pressed send. After several rings, Gia picked up the phone. "Angelino residence."

      "Gia, it's Alex. No time for questions, a girl's life is at stake. I need backup, now, at this address." I gave her Ms. Highland's address and disconnected.

      Casey downshifted as she slowed for a stop sign and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. "We're getting backup from the Mafia?"

      I shook my head. "We're getting back-up from a friend."

      After what seemed like forever, we pulled on to Mrs. Highland's street. Casey killed our headlights and we got out two houses down from her compound. We both took out our Glocks. She headed for the main house and I went to the guesthouse.

      Both buildings were dark. I quietly stopped at one of the guesthouse windows and listened. There were voices inside. I turned to get Casey's attention, but she was just disappearing into Mrs. Highland's front door. The shade was drawn on the guesthouse window, and I couldn't see inside. I reached down, gently turned the doorknob, and pushed open the door. There was no one in the living room, so I slipped inside, keeping my back to the wall. I heard some noise in the bedroom and inched over to see what was happening. Roger had Amy against the wall, a gun to her head. With his free hand, he was slowly caressing her cheek.

      She cowered against the wall, holding a blanket to her chest. Her eyes focused on mine, and she cried out, "Alex, help me!"

      I couldn't shoot because she was directly behind him in my line of fire.

      Roger grabbed her around the neck, spun around, and held her in front of him. He held the gun to her head and sneered. "Well, isn't this fun? The three of us all snug and cozy together."

      I tried to sound confident. "It's over, Roger. Just let her go. I can get you help. Just let her go."

      He laughed quietly. "Good God, do you actually think I need your help? My mother has always taken care of everything we've ever needed. She's taught me well, don't you think?" He flicked Amy under the chin with his gun and smiled when she flinched. He was in charge, and he knew it.

      I needed to shake him up and at the same time make him think of something other than Amy, so I lied. "You're mother's dead, Roger. When we realized you'd stabbed Megan, Scottsdale officers went to her house. She grabbed for a kitchen knife and they had to kill her."

      His eyes grew round and wide and the crotch of his pants became wet. The stain traveled down his pant leg and urine flowed out onto the floor. He shoved the gun harder against Amy's head.

      She screamed and, in her panic, grabbed for the gun. A white blur raced past me, and I realized it was Tessa running towards Amy's terrified screams. She leaped at Roger, buried her teeth in his arm, and hung on.

      I saw Amy shove the gun away from her head and fall towards the floor. I raised my gun to shoot, but before I pulled the trigger, the glass in the bedroom window shattered and Roger's head exploded. I watched the glass shards fall to the ground, one slow piece at a time. I turned my gun towards the jagged glass that was left in the window, but all I could see outside was darkness.

      My brain jerked back to normal speed. I grabbed Amy, pulled her into the living room away from the windows, and told her to stay down. I didn't know who was outside, but I needed to find out. I ran out the door and around the house at the same time Casey came running out of the main house, her gun drawn. Both of us ran to the back yard of the guesthouse, and I could just make out a large man in a business suit jumping over a wooden fence.

      Casey started after him and I called out, "Case."

      She stopped and spun towards me, her adrenaline still making her movements quick and compact.

      I nodded towards the fence. "I think that was the backup."

      Her muscles relaxed as she looked back towards the wooden slats the man had jumped over. She holstered her gun as we heard a car race away on the other side of the fence. "I was hoping your friends would get here in time." She pointed to the house. "Anyone hurt?"

      "Roger's dead. Amy's okay. Mrs. Highland?"

      "She's unconscious with a nasty bump on her head. I've got meds standing off." She pulled out her radio and told the dispatcher to have meds move in. When she gave a brief description of what had happened, a patrol sergeant said he was on his way and several officers cleared whatever they were doing to respond to the scene.

      Casey grabbed my arm and gestured over her shoulder with her other hand. "I'm going back to Mrs. Highland." The lights shining out of the main house seemed eerily calm to me, and I had an irrational thought that maybe our friend had passed on to be with her husband.

      Before she could leave, I said, "Case, I don't know who that was who just jumped the fence." I watched to see what her reaction would be.

      She held my gaze for a long second. "It was too dark for me to see either, and I heard the car leave before I got to the fence. Maybe homicide can figure it out."

      I watched her run back into the house and I turned and headed to the front of the guesthouse where I found Amy sitting on the porch hugging Tessa. Amy's tears were streaming down onto the dog's soft, white fur and she was sobbing uncontrollably. I sat next to her, took them both in my arms, and leaned up against the house. "It's gonna be okay, now. You're okay."

      Amy leaned into me and Tessa reached over and licked my arm. For the first time, I didn't mind. I scratched her soft, doggy chin and told her what a brave girl she was.

      Amy started talking through her sobs. "He killed Megan. He killed Megan and he told me he killed my uncle and framed my father, but now he's dead and we can't prove it." She held Tessa tighter and cried into my chest.

      "Yes, we can. We'll prove it. I never understood why your uncle had an article on DNA testing in his car. Now I do. I'll explain it all to you later, okay? Megan isn’t dead. For right now, we'll call the hospital and check on her, and then we'll call your mom." I called Maddie and found out Megan was still in surgery.

      Amy called her mom and asked her to come be with her at the scene.

      The paramedics and some patrol cars pulled into the compound at the same time. Casey stuck her head out of the main house and gestured for the medics to come inside.

      An officer ran over to Amy and me and asked whether we were all right. I told him both houses were crime scenes and he needed to tape off the property and wait for a supervisor. I have to give him credit. He didn't ask any questions. He just went to his car, got out a roll of yellow tape, and did as he was told.

      Someone must have called Kate because she pulled up a short time later and stopped to talk to Casey, who was standing next to the ambulance. They spoke for quite a while and then Casey pointed our way. Kate nodded and started towards us. She stepped up onto the porch and sat down next to me on the wooden boards. She nudged me with her elbow. "You okay?"

      I nodded. Tessa thumped her tail in greeting, and Kate reached over to scratch behind her ears. Casey came over and sat on the other side of Amy. More and more people poured into the compound while Kate, Amy, Casey, and I just sat quietly and watched.
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      A few days later, we held a 93rd birthday party for Mrs. Highland in her hospital room. I wheeled in a very sore Megan and parked her chair next to Mrs. Highland's bed. Jack Dougherty, who was holding his wife's hand as she sat beside his wheelchair, greeted us. I had hoped that Reina and her cousin, Lupe Micha, would be able to come, but they were both still recovering, and their doctors thought it wouldn't be a good idea for them to be around a lot of people.

      I hugged Jack and his wife, Peggy, then walked over and sat on the side of Mrs. Highland's bed. I gently took her hand, careful not to put too much pressure on her rice-paper thin skin. "Happy Birthday, Mrs. Highland. I hope you're feeling a little better today."

      "Yes, Dear, thank you. That oaf cracked my head, but not my spirits. I plan to be out of here in no time." Her face was drawn and still slightly gray, but the doctor had assured me her fractured skull should heal fairly well. As I sat quietly studying her and mentally wishing I could shoot Roger all over again, she sat a little straighter and her eyebrows shot straight up. "Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. An attorney, a Mr. Silverton I believe, stopped by earlier today. He said that an anonymous benefactor has agreed to pay to have my guest house cleaned up." She sighed. "Again."

      "That's wonderful! You'll have it rented out again in no time."

      "That's not all, Dear." She patted my hand. "Mr. Silverton has also been working with Child Protective Services to give Lupe Micha temporary custody of little Reina Marie. And—" She paused for effect. "The same anonymous person has also agreed to sponsor Reina and Lupe in my guest house for as long as they care to live there." She brushed away a tear and I made a mental note to take a bottle of Glenlivit to that notorious Mafiosa, Gianina Angelino.

      Kate and Casey chose that moment to walk in carrying a small birthday cake and a bag with paper plates and plastic forks. Kate put the cake on a little metal tray and rummaged through the bag for a knife. "Sorry we're late. I had to return a last-minute phone call from the chief." She glanced up at me and raised an eyebrow, silently communicating her irritation at the fact that the chief had called about something to do with me. She found the knife and started cutting pieces of cake and lifting them out onto plates.

      I caught Casey's eye and she returned my half-hidden smile. Kate glanced up just in time to see my smile disappear, and I raised my eyebrows in an innocent question mark.

      The muscles in her jaw contracted, and I had to turn away so she couldn't see my face. She stepped up behind me as she was taking Mrs. Highland her piece of cake. She whispered softly in my ear, "I've even told other sergeants I'd pay them to take you off my hands, but no…."

      I laughed and turned back around to face her. She handed me a piece of cake and I detected just a hint of a smile in her eyes.

      After we'd eaten, both Mrs. Highland and Jack were looking a little gray. We said our goodbyes, and Kate, Casey, and I walked down to the parking garage.

      Kate leaned up against her car and crossed her arms. "Well, to make a long story short, the chief has been really busy these last few days doing damage control with the media. The big story is all about how we put the wrong man on death row, and about how that man is now the rightful heir to a major fortune."

      "We didn't put the wrong person on death row. That…" I was about to say "idiot" when Casey kicked me in the ankle and Kate compressed her lips into a thin line and cocked her head sideways, daring me to say the wrong thing. "Captain Beulow did." I put all the distaste I could into his name.

      "And that's another thing." Kate raised her arms like she was surrendering, then dropped them back to her sides. "I don't know how you always seem to land on your feet. I'm glad someone does because I've developed ulcers trying to keep track of you."

      I at least had the grace to look a little chagrined.

      Kate continued her harangue. "Since you threw egg on Fred Beulow and rubbed his face in it, he had IAD all ready to start a full-scale investigation into your, quote, ‘un-authorized investigation and use of departmental property for personal use,’ unquote. Luckily for you, the chief got a call from the mayor, commending you for your excellent work in tracking down the real killer. Bam, the IAD investigation goes away and Beulow has absolutely no chance in hell of ever getting the promotion to assistant chief."

      Casey and I looked at each other. "Damn, I think I'd better pay a little more than ten dollars for that bottle of Scotch, don't you?"

      Casey chuckled. "Yeah, that'd probably be a good idea."

      Kate swiveled her head from me to Casey and back to me again. She raised her hands one last time. "I don't even want to know what that's supposed to mean." She got into her car, and Casey and I watched as she left the parking garage and headed back to the office.
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