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Visibility, impossible. The
jolting wipers barely slap the sheets of water off the glass fast
enough to see through the windshield. Denver is in the worst cold
snap in a decade, and the torrential rain will turn into a
deathtrap blizzard within the hour. Lives lost.

A two-year-old,
deep-impact-blue Mustang sits at the far end of the first row in
the almost empty lot. The bundled woman tightens her woolen scarf,
before starting her car and twisting the heat control knob as high
as it goes. She checks the dash clock—six-ten. Rubbing her forehead in
thought, before releasing the parking
brake, she powers the driver’s window down an inch to peer through
the crack at the shops along the Front Range Mall; a strip mall in
Lakewood, Colorado. Hurriedly, she removes and wipes her eyeglasses
before replacing and staring through the lowered glass
slit.

Another lady, a shop
proprietor, with crossed arms trying to ward off the chilly wind
from her upper body, shivers while holding the door of the Chic
Boutique open with a knee. Her customer, wearing a fur-lined,
Theodora Hooded Toscana Coat, jostles two packages and a large
hand-bag in one arm, slides past the owner, and pulls the hood over
her head with her free hand, all the while speaking to the door
holder.

Finally, the women
separate. The owner closes and locks the door behind her—the store
closed many minutes earlier, at six, and she’s eager to finish up
and get home to a warm fire. The Toscana coat squints towards the
sky, yearning for relief, but the black low-slung clouds continue
to discard a deluge of wind-driven water pelting the asphalt. She
steps off the curb.

The Mustang shifts down to
drive and pulls into the through-lane. Overworked wipers make it
almost impossible for her eyes to focus. The driver twists the
headlight knob and flicks the turn signal lever forward to high
beams as she slams down the gas pedal. Tires spin in the pooling
liquid, unheard above the storm, soon catch and the vehicle spurts
forward, gaining speed with every foot. Its high beams catch
bulging eyes popping from deep within the hood. Soaked and
dripping, the coat stands frozen with fear, unsure which way to
jump.

The coming car gunning
straight for its victim loses traction and slides sideways, ramming
into the front end of a pickup truck still in the lot. Its momentum
pushes the Mustang free to continue its path toward the frozen
woman. The blue missile slams into a parked sports car and the
customer simultaneously. The impact flips the victim onto the hood
with her head shattering the windshield, leaving a deep fractured
bowl impressed into the passenger’s side glass. Slowly, she slips
off the hood onto the puddled ground.

Disoriented, the driver tries to exit
the Mustang, falling from her seat to the wet asphalt. She
struggles up and stumbles to the injured woman.

The frigid causality jerks.
She tries to scream, but only a weak, inaudible ‘help’ slews her
lips. Drenched hair, infused with blood, sticks across her soaked
forehead, as no additional movement occurs. She laboriously forces
an eyelid open a slit. Light barely seeps between the sundered
eyelids, not allowing so much as a glimpse.

Upon hearing the savage
metal impact, the boutique owner jerks around to witness the second
crash and the thwack of the four-wheeled rocket striking her
patron. Immediately, she fumbles through her purse for her cell
phone, as other screaming workers emerge from adjacent stores onto
the walkway. “Help! Help!” “Call an ambulance!” “What happened?”
“Who is she?”

Diluted-scarlet, icy water leaks under
the Tuscan coat, filling cavities around the still body.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t see
her in the rain. She just stepped in front of my car. I didn’t have
time to stop. She should have looked, my headlights were on,” the
crying driver constantly repeats to no one.

Within minutes, the first
officer arrives.

The policeman drops to his
knees, splashing a puddle. Oblivious to his wet pants, he pushes
his fingers tight against the woman’s jugular. Two minutes later,
he slowly climbs to his feet. His expressionless eyes scan the
small sidewalk group, as he barely shakes his head.

The dripping driver slumps
against her Mustang and shouts above a thunder roll at the
policeman voicing the same denials as she previously yelled at the
proprietor and growing crowd.

“Tell me what
happened.”

“I don’t know. She just
appeared out of nowhere. I couldn’t stop. The ground’s too
wet.”

“Do you know who she is?”
the officer asks.

“NO!” And a second softer
‘no.’

Sirens and flashing lights scream into
the lot. Soon enforcement personnel and medical staff scatter about
the area.

A paramedic grabs a white sheet from
her vehicle and covers the body.

At the sight, the driver runs behind
her Mustang and convulses uncontrolled before violently vomiting.
No one steps to her aid.

The lead medic loads his
equipment back into his vehicle. He stops in front of the officer.
“Do you want me to wait for the coroner?”

“No, get out of here. If I
have questions, I’ll call you.”

An hour later, the officer helps the
medical examiner roll the drenched sheet onto a gurney and load the
corpse into the back of his vehicle.
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Suicide Hanging

 


 


 


The untimely early morning excursion
to pick up his wife from the Lakewood police department irritates
the man. This night is blacker than a Halloween cat as the
half-dazed professor maneuvers his British racing green Type F
Jaguar through the darkness toward the Lakewood headquarters. The
blizzard makes the excursion tedious and dangerous with the Arctic
trough, causing water to freeze into black ice on bridges and lower
areas of the highway.

It’s after two in the morning when the
Jaguar parks. The dour man sits smoothing out his leather driving
gloves until he cannot procrastinate any longer. He turns off the
sports car and steps into the freezing air, quickly buttoning his
beige woolen trench coat and turning the collar up.

Because of the roaring wind, he takes
two steps closer and one step back. Many minutes later, the
university teacher makes the door and steps to the service desk. He
asks the duty agent where he can find his wife. He’s told to have a
seat and someone will bring her up. Before sitting, he asked about
his wife’s Mustang and was told it was non-drivable and towed to a
Ford dealership at her request.

Not long after, an agent leads the
sobbing woman to her waiting husband. He springs to his feet and
throws his arms around the beaten-down wife. After a long embrace,
they separate and the man looks deep into her eyes. “Honey, it’ll
be alright. We can get through this. I’ll call Donald this morning
as soon as his office opens. He’ll know a colleague who handles
these types of cases.” He turns to the officers. “Thank you,
gentlemen.” “Come on, honey, let’s get you home.”

They arrive at the green sports car.
She asks, “Why do I need a lawyer?”

“How the hell can you be so
dumb? What were you thinking, out here in the middle of a
blizzard!” not a question and he does not wait for an answer before
continuing, “Your stupid little escapade could bankrupt us.” He
opens the driver’s door—the wind catches it and flings it wide
before bouncing back. The professor grabs the inside handle and
plops into the seat. “Well? Get your dumbass in here!”

The drive is mostly thirty-seven
minutes of silence broken with off and on wailing from the
passenger seat, and him shouting, “Shut up!”

 


In the upstairs bedroom, the
professor’s unabridged beratement continues until sunrise. She sits
on the edge of their bed, head down, enduring the barrage until the
tirade eventually winds down, and she slips under the covers, fully
clothed, and silently praying for forgiveness. Seconds afterward,
the professor stomps from the upstairs room, heading to
work.

On his drive to River North Art
District referred to by locals as RiNo, he pulls into a donut joint
and grabs a large coffee and two chocolate old-fashioned treats
plus one glazed. The six-mile trip, with stops and weather, takes
him fifty-two minutes.

The green Jaguar parks in front of a
closed gallery, where he sits eating his meager breakfast and
admiring his new gallery sign; perfect layout, perfect colors, and
displays the greatest logo he’s ever seen. Especially since it was
self-designed. A gigantic ‘life-is-good’ grin spreads from ear to
ear.

The professor’s last day of teaching
at the University of Colorado was thirty days earlier, ending his
twenty-three-year career. He is finally taking the entrepreneurial
leap. He had been refurbishing and setting up his location for a
month and sparing no expense. Tomorrow evening, he is hosting a
pre-opening party with the ribbon-cutting ceremony at ten on
Thursday morning. It’s a catered affair featuring an open bar. He
invited his most talented students, local art museum curators,
other gallery owners and artists, reporters, plus every local
dignitary he had ever met during his active tenure at the
university. The obvious omission is his wife, but not because of
the accident. He hadn’t told her about his venture or the fact he
put in his registration two months earlier and had been spending
more time at the studio than the campus.

After an exciting day primping the
final preparations—double-checking every piece hung perfectly
straight, not a speck of lint anywhere and walking the gallery,
studio, offices, and each room while basking in his
accomplishments. At four-fifteen he goes to his car; it’s time to
take care of that dumb bitch and end his loveless
marriage.

The cross-town rush hour and heavy
rain slows his commute, and he doesn’t arrive until after
five.

 


The giddy man walks slowly across the
expansive drive to the large two-story on Polo Club Drive. He stops
on the porch to admire the enormous chandelier, visible through the
twenty feet of glass around the extra-large double-door
entry.

Inside, he goes directly to the bar in
the entertainment room. After making a double gin and tonic, he
screams, “Woman, get your ass down here!”

By the time he refills his glass, she
still has not shown up. His smile grows if that’s even possible.
Two gulps and he concocts another libation before strolling to
their great room.

He stares at the body hanging by the
neck from the second-story balcony rail.
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Smoke
Inhalation

 


 


 


It’s a miserable Wednesday
mid-afternoon; giant flakes of heavy wet snow fall hard though the
oblivious professor walks on clouds, towards his Jaguar. His
thoughts consumed by the night’s activities. He constantly reviews
and changes his opening remarks on the drive to his new gallery.
Every detail must be perfect.

The catering van pulls into
the lot behind the Jag. The professor lowers his window and waves a
hand, directing the team to pull around to the side door, as he
parks, blocking the front door. It’s just too wet and cold out for
more than a couple of steps.

He saunters through his
display room, admiring his work before cranking up his office
thermostat. Finally, he strolls into his rear studio room and opens
the door to the side lot. Though the catering staff stands
shivering in the gale winds, he doesn’t apologize, only barks
orders about their setup, before twirling and walking deep into the
warmth.

The lead cook grumbles disparaging
remarks loud enough to be overheard. It brings a wide unseen grin
to the ambling man’s face.

At exactly seven o’clock
and not a second before, the former professor unlocks the front
door, looks over the meager crowd, and snaps, “Get in here out of
the cold.” The turnout is not near what he expected—he’s pissed
that not one of the invited dignitaries or local celebrities showed
up. Only a small group of former students and a couple of faculty
friends attend. Also, an art critic, sans photographer,
representing the Denver Post, had braved the storm, with a camera
dangling from his neck. The sizable gala primed to go off without a
hitch ends up lackluster.

Eight-thirty-four, the
evening winds down—food hardly touched, but liquor running low and
the owner, holding another fresh scotch, his fifth of the evening,
stands with a trio of former students, two girls, and a
boy.

Moments later, the
professor’s department replacement marches through the front door.
He stops to congratulate the owner, but the intoxicated man, with
contempt burned into his face, doesn’t acknowledge the newcomer and
continues speaking to one of the young ladies.

The overweight guest
continues on his quest for the food layout to stuff his face. The
owner bellows insults at the chubby man’s back. It muses Bauer that
the school could promote such an ignorant fat buffoon to replace
him. And positive that man’s crap cannot hold a candle to anything
in his gallery. He belly-laughs as loud as he can before turning
back to the students.

Peering through the doorway
at the catering company replacing the food into coolers, and
breaking down tables, the disgusted red-faced, perspiring giant
marches back through the gallery, without so much as a sideways
glance at anyone, to the front door.

“Gilmore! You fill up that
fat belly with all the leftovers already?” The studio man bellows
an insult while spilling his drink on the former student he’s been
flirting with. The young female runs to the washroom in tears to
clean up. It only makes him cackle louder.

The outburst starts the mass exodus.
Everyone hurrying for coats and wraps. That is everyone except the
art critic who videos and records into his camera as rapidly as
possible.

As soon as the crying
student leaves the restroom and walks past, heading for the door,
the host snatches her head and jerks her face to his lips, trying
to cram his tongue into her mouth. In return, she bites first, then
jerks back and plants a hard slap across the attacker’s face. The
drunk man doesn’t hesitate to return a full-force closed-fist
roundhouse, sending the screaming woman to the floor. A young
knight charges, tackling the aggressor. The entangled two hit the
mat and grapple for position. The heavier older man ends up on top
throwing face punches. Suddenly, he receives a swift kick in the
ribs. His head bounces left. And his body rolls off the beaten
youth. The three students jet for the exit.

Finally alone, the angry
man pours another stiff scotch. He continues silently, holding his
ribs and making his way to his office. After a final stiff one,
he’s set to leave. As he stands, a familiar face appears in the
open doorway.

The unexpected intruder is
sorry he missed the gala but wants to purchase a picture he saw
earlier in the day. It will be the new establishment’s first sale
and the owner is pleased to oblige.

He leads the owner straight
to a small painting, not in the gallery, but hanging on the hallway
wall. The proprietor, far too drunk to realize he never planned to
sell his first decent oil, snatches the canvas off the wall and
explains he’ll wrap it up, quickly returning to the
office.

While waiting, the buyer
inspects the various rooms. It takes forever before he goes looking
for his painting. And finds it on the desk, still unwrapped, in
front of the passed-out drunkard. He leaves the still life and
locks the office door as he heads to the front exit, which he also
locks. He strolls to his truck and drives away.

An hour passes before he
crashes to the floor in a heap. He struggles to his feet and
collapses back into his chair, holding his spinning head in both
hands. Needing ice, the owner makes it to the office door. The knob
doesn’t turn. He jiggles but cannot twist the brass fixture. The
inebriated man shuffles to his desk and rummages through drawers.
Not finding his cell phone, he grabs a turquoise-handled letter
opener—a prize possession he picked up in Taos years
prior.

Back at the knob, the
ex-professor inserts the blade between the door and the jam and
prys. With each attempt, he adds more pressure until the blade
snaps. His nose twitches. Though his mind is fuzzy, he inhales the
distinct smell of smoke.

He turns to peer at his
empty hanger. After thinking, he realizes he had left his suit coat
in the studio when he let the caterers in; he snatches his desk
handset and dials emergency before putting it to his ear. The line
is silent, with no ringing sound. No dial tone.

Confused, he shoulders the
door many times, not realizing it opens inward. When that doesn’t
work, he tries kicking it down. Unlike TV, the barrier remains
intact. Smoke seeps under. The owner runs to the window and slams
it up into the frame top. Ferociously, he attempts to rip off the
steel security bars outside the open window.

His shoulder wracked, his
hands ache. The open glass sucks smoke under the door faster than a
Hoover. He can barely see across the room through the thickening
haze. Blind and coughing uncontrollably, he starts back for the
door, but stumbles, his face smacks the desk corner. Blood pours
from his forehead as he hits the floor.

Boom! A gallon of thinner
explodes in the back studio. Bang! Followed by another louder boom.
Unconscious the sounds go unheard.

It’s late and the art district is
quiet. Only the whistling wind never sleeps.

Within the hour, the RiNo
district sky was ablaze. The falling show filled with glowing
ash.
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When the owner and CEO
returns from lunch, his head pounds. He feels weak and nauseated
and leaves work to go home to bed. The stout, graying man hadn’t
missed a day of work from illness for many years, and certainly not
since he took over the company from his father. He takes a large
dry swallow, then gulps most of the sweet iced tea he had been
sipping since mid-morning.

The boss does not mention
to the girl in the outer office that he’s leaving but goes straight
to the elevator. This is the first building he constructed on his
own after his father passed. The construction company occupies the
seventh and eighth floors of the downtown tower.

In the elevator, he grabs
the door frame and supports himself for many minutes before he
steps inside and pushes the down button for the underground parking
garage.

The fellow shivers the
entire ride, thankful his personal express elevator won’t be
picking up additional riders. Shortly, he falls into the freezing
garage. The swirling air makes him shake like an automatic painter
mixer. Nobody is around to help him up, and he crawls to the
closest parking space—thankful it’s his reserved spot. He pushes
against the passenger door, struggling to his knees. From there, he
reaches the door handle and pulls himself to his feet. Supporting
his weight on the hood, he slowly makes his way to the driver’s
side. Fumbling with his keys, he drops them many times. It’s a
frustrating chore to grasp them off the cold cement with his stiff
fingers. After numerous attempts, with breaks buckling over and
grabbing his stomach, he finally gets into his truck and fires it
up. Next, the man cranks the heater knob up. The cold truck’s
frigid blast worsens his chill and irritates him. He jerks the
shifter into drive and slams the gas. The truck lurches into the
lane and squeals towards the exit.

After bouncing onto
Fourteenth Street, without so much as slowing or looking for cross
traffic, the oversized SUV cuts off a large packed school bus.
Fortunately, the alert woman slams on the brakes while serving
towards the sidewalk. It’s a miracle nobody gets run over on the
packed downtown pedestrian thoroughfare. The delirious man never
heard a single scream or looked back, not realizing the precarious
situation he caused.

He should be thankful the
snow had ceased earlier that morning and the roads were clear.
There’s little doubt he will make it home to bed.

Within minutes the Hummer
jams up an on-ramp onto Freeway Six, heading the fifteen miles west
to Golden. The roadway is still wet, with traffic light. The Hummer
driver leaves many angry people in his wake from his erratic
swerving and high speeds.

 


Five minutes out, he calls
his wife. Annoyed, the queen-sized woman pauses her TV game show
and presses the button on her automatic rising recliner. She
struggles to the foyer to retrieve her keys and open the automatic
gate before returning to her haven and show.

Her program ends sixteen
minutes later. Again the recliner activates, and she yells at the
maid as she pads toward the front door. She peeks out the window
beside the ornate double mahogany doors and spies the Hummer
sitting in the middle of the steep driveway just inside the gate.
Another yell and the maid runs to the front of the
house.

“What is it, Mrs.
Hirschfeld?”

“Go out to see what the
hell my husband is doing!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A minute later, Maria runs back
towards the mansion, yelling, “He sick. Call ambulance!”

“What’s the lazy woman
yelling about, now? We need to replace that incompetent imbecile,”
she mutters aloud from the downstairs bathroom throne.

The door flings open. “You call
ambulance?”

“What are you babbling
about?”

“Mister needs doctor! He
not move!”

Rose, the CEO’s third wife
of eight years, instructs Maria to call nine-one-one while she
rolls out to check on her man.

Fire paramedics arrive
within seven minutes, running code three; lights, and siren. They
start CPR immediately, trying to revive the large man. Before they
get steady breathing, Care Ambulance parks behind them.

Less than two minutes
later, the patient is loaded and on the way to Golden’s Nueriom
Hospital. The woman driver is on her radio alerting the emergency
room, “We’re three minutes out with a cardiac arrest. Patient not
breathing. Performing CPR. No pulse. Please stand by.”

 


After attending to the
victim for over thirty-seven minutes, doing everything they can.
The doctor stops the life-saving procedures and declares the man
deceased.

He finds the wife in the ER waiting
room and relays the bad news. She loses control, shrieking at the
doctor, “He isn’t dead! Get back in there and save my
husband!”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. We did
everything we could. He was in cardiac arrest when they brought him
in. I’m afraid he’s gone.”

“No, he can’t be! Please
keep trying.”

“Is someone here with
you?”

“What? No!”

“Nurse, can you call the
chaplain? Ma’am, please sit down. Do you have anyone you can
call?”

“Call? Yes. Yes, I need to
call Al. He’s our son.”

“I’ll wait with you for the
chaplain. He’ll assist you with the call and anything else you
need.”
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Mull’s New
Partner

 


 


 


The boss calls me into his office.
Entering, I spy a cute blond sitting quietly and sidle into the
chair next to her.

“Trevor Mull, this is
Skylar Kayne. Take her under your wing and teach her the ropes,
will you?”

Kayne jumps to her feet and
extends a hand. I shake longer than normal as I look over the lady,
dressed in business attire; a close-fitting white button-up blouse,
and creased black slacks. Her red, low-heel pumps, wide red belt,
red lipstick, and red fingernail polish all match, completing the
ensemble. And not one hair was out of place in her shoulder-length
blond ponytail.

After sizing up the young
twenty-seven-year-old, I look at my boss to verify, “You’re
assigning her to me? As what?”

“Skylar is your new
protégé.”

“What about Mulligan and
the domestic?”

“He arrested the husband,
and will conclude the follow-up himself.”

The chief slides a piece of
paper across his desk. “This just came in.”

After glancing through the
sheet, I stand. “On it, chief. Let’s go, miss.”

“Please call me Sky. I’m
sure we’ll make a good team, Trevor.”

“Humph, we’ll see. And
everyone calls me Mule.”

Once sitting behind my
desk, with the newbie standing on the opposite side, I instruct,
“Just slide those files into the corner. I’ll grab another chair in
the meantime.”

“Hey Mule, you taking on
babysitting now?” “Is this bring your daughter to work day?” “You
robbing the cradle?” and other crass comments and jeering heard
from around the squad room.

After letting them have
their fun, I pat the air, trying to calm down the rowdies. I
whisper across the desk, “Ignore them. They get bored
quickly.”

A tentative smile crosses
her lips. All she wants, needs, is to fit in and do her
job.

A few unsolicited grumbles
float through the room, “Who did she sleep with?” “Shit, I was
almost forty before I got here!” “I guess they’re letting in any
dyke these days.”

“Don’t get excited, they’re
just testing your resolve,” I state unconvincingly.

“I’m not worried. Once they
get to know me, we’ll get along great. So, what are we working on?”
Sky believes she can prove herself and become
well-liked.

Mule picks up the new
investigation info. “We got a dead man at Conner’s
Market.”

“When did it
happen?”

I glance at the wall clock.
“They found the body fifty minutes ago. Let’s hit it!”

Kayne jumps to her feet. “I’ll tell
you all about me at lunch.”

We aren’t camp buddies. I
don’t need any kumbaya canticles. “Sure.”

 


At the market, I take
charge. “Stay beside me and learn.” I go straight to the body, and
she follows close behind. After I take a once over around the scene
without comment, she interrupts my concentration.

“It’s my first murder scene
and I’m shocked at the amount of blood.” There’s a dried stream of
the black liquid from the man’s skull and down his mangled face, to
a pool on the asphalt. The giant green dumpster behind the corpse
splattered top to bottom with dried droplets. And more splatter in
various spots around the body and scene. Even the victim’s ragged
Army surplus knapsack looks as though someone shook a gallon of
cinnamon over it.

I hear wrenching and twist my head
around. “If you’re going to puke, do it over there.” I point at the
shrubs along the back of the lot.

Between pangs of anguish,
“Sorry…Sorry…boss. I…I just realized…there’s just one
arm.”

Disgusted, “He didn’t lose it
here!”

The rookie can’t fight it
any longer. With her cheeks bulging with upchuck, she runs for the
closest bush but only makes a few feet before erupting.

Shaking my head, I move to
the first responding officer, where I learn there aren’t any
witnesses sans no suspects. The stabbing happened during the night
in the deserted area and the store janitor found the body this
morning, in front of the dumpster, when he was throwing away the
trash. He also learns a medical examiner and crime scene personnel
are on the way.

Kayne tenderly approaches, praying I
don’t ask if she’s alright.

“Can you grab some evidence
markers from the trunk?” I hand Skylar the plainwrap’s
keys.

Eager for respite from the
area, she jogs to the vehicle and stalls for as long as she can
before returning with six small yellow styrene tents, numbered with
large black numerals. “We’re going to need a lot more than that.” I
bark, but immediately feel remorseful.

My new partner returns and empties the
trunk; carrying back an armload of evidence tents. “This is all we
got, partner.”

I can’t miss the snickers
from the attending personnel, and again direct Sky to address me as
Mull or Mule!

“Yes, sir.”

“How did I get into this?”
I whisper aloud.

“Drew the
short straw, Partner,” Officer Jordan Whedon
mocks.

“Hey, Whedon. She’s not
really my partner. I’m just, uh, babysitting.
Temporarily!”

“Yeah, right? Is that
Hudson’s bullshit?”

“Can you interview the
janitor?” looking at Kayne.

“I
already have, Partner,” Whedon scoffs.

Barely noticeably, I shake
my head as I continue to study Kayne. “We need our own
interview.”

The rookie hurries off,
her blond ponytail bouncing like a teenager, as Whedon comments,
“Busy work, Partner?”

“Knock it off, Whedon.”
Sympathy crawls up my face. “Jordan, I know you’re upset about her.
You deserved the promotion.”

“Deserved? I earned
it!”

“You’ll get the next one,
Jo.”

“If I’m still
here!”

“Please don’t talk like
that. The department needs you.”

“Obviously not!” Whedon
stomps off.

By the dumpster, I study
the ragged, dirty body, before bending over and going through the
contents, dumped on the cracked concrete, from the aged army
backpack and a shredded, wrinkled brown-paper grocery bag. Nothing
identifies the body: only trash, a shattered bottle of cheap vodka,
a soiled shirt, missing three buttons, and a broken cell phone. I
place all the yellow tents around the asphalt before climbing into
the dumpster. Many minutes later, smelly and disgusted, I reach up
through the garbage holding a bloody steak knife high. “Kayne!
Bring me a bag!” She runs over and I drop the implement into
it.

Bernelle Adams approaches. “Morning,
Mule, Find anything?”

Failing to introduce
Skylar, I talk directly to Buck. “Another homeless. That’s four.”
“We need this fingerprinted,” handing the scene investigator the
knife. “We’ll also need DNA run from all blood.”

“ID?” scene investigator
Buck asks.

“Nothing.”

Buck looks over the area,
still wet from the overnight rain. He documents the area
photographically, including streaked muddy footprints and the mess
of unusable tire tracks. “This one committed by more than one
perp—could be as many as three to five. And that knife isn’t the
murder weapon. Look for a pipe, baseball bat, any type of
club.”

“A gang,” I mumble to
myself. “That’s different.” I study the building walls and
roof-line. “They have cameras. Sky, check the front and let me
know.”

Kayne returns thirty-five
minutes later. “Boss, they have four units, one on each corner. I
talked to the store manager, and he told me the left corner one was
broken. We looked through the other tapes, but the lenses were so
dirty we couldn’t see anything.”

“Why
didn’t you call me? I need to watch them!” I stomp
off. She isn’t much of a
detective.

 


Four hours later, on their way back to
the station, Sky and Mule stop for hot dogs from a street vendor in
the park. Following, they sit on a bench to get to know each
other.

“So, Sky, how did you get
this position?” I question.

“I was
working for Bernalillo County
Sheriff’s in Albuquerque when I found a posting for your department
and applied.”

“What did you do for
them?”

“After I graduated from
Brown, in Rhode Island, majoring in criminal science, and minored
in computers, I went to New Mexico to work in their electronic
crime department. My specialty is victimology.”

“How so? I thought that was
the psychological study of victimization.”

“There are four different
areas. I’m more into the relationships between victims and
offenders. Which includes mostly background research, primarily the
victim’s last twenty-four hours. So, what’s your story?”

“Pretty dull. I grew up in
the area, and after my discharge from the Navy, I came home and
went to the academy. I stayed longer than I anticipated and worked
my way up the ranks.”

“Is there a concern I came
straight into the department as an outsider?”

“Frankly yes. We have good
people who deserve a promotion without bringing in you, or anyone,
for that matter. I mean, it’s one thing to hire someone at
entry-level and let them move up on their own merits, but never
bring an outsider in above them. I’m afraid it’s going to be a
tough row for you to hoe.”

“Hmm, I understand and
concur, but I believe my computer skills are, uh, presumably needed
and above the level of your local pool. Don’t you
agree?”

“I don’t understand how
that qualifies you for homicide.”

After a moment of silence, Sky tries
to clarify, “My computer skills are excellent, and well above the
basic level of most detectives.”

Basic? She lives in a
fantasy world.

“As far as fitting in, I
think my character and personality will win out,” quickly adding,
“I just need to prove myself.”

“Well, good luck Ms. Kayne.
Are you finished with your dog? We got work to do.”


 


 


 


 


SIX

Skylar’s
Confrontation

 


 


 


Shortly after arriving at
work, Mule goes shopping. Meanwhile, I endure hours of more
under-breath, insulting jabs from my co-detectives. I can’t take
anymore. I should never have come
here, banging my fist on the desk.
Standing, waiting until everyone quiets and stares at me. I ask why
I’m getting constant flak from them before stressing I expected a
little new-person hazing, but this is too much and the harassment
is spreading beyond the homicide squad room. I don’t specify
Officer Whedon’s conduct at the scene.

Detective Patrick Mulligan
sits ridged, leaning slightly forward. His brow furrowed between
his flat eyebrows. His face slowly pales. I don’t believe he ever
said a word about me and I’m almost sorry for putting him in the
middle of my problem. Almost, he could
have at least stood up for me.

Lowering my eyes to the
desk, I miss seeing Detective Mulligan approach, and when he lays
his hand on my shoulder, I twitch and look up.

“Skylar, you’re going to
have to toughen up. Just do your job and do it well. They’ll bore
quickly. This is going to blow over in a day over two.”

Not responding quickly
enough, I watch his back return to his station. I pray he is
right. At least he is trying to help,
unlike my partner. I notice Mule standing
in the doorway. How long has he been
there? What did he hear? I can’t take my
stare off him.

“Kayne, it’s like this,”
Mule approaches me, and I wrongly expect his comfort. “We have many
fine officers in the department, and some, uh, a few believe they
should have been promoted from within rank.” After a soft blink, he
waits for my reply.

When I don’t, he continues,
“Whedon, who you met yesterday, being one of them. She’s smart,
works hard, and is an excellent officer, notwithstanding that she
has already passed the detective’s test.”

“Met? Hardly. I wasn’t even
introduced. And she certainly wasn’t friendly towards
me!”

“You can’t blame her. You’d
be pissed too.”

Again, I don’t reply, and retake my
seat. Trevor twirls to leave the room. I mutter loudly, “I guess
the conversation’s over.”

With my partner gone. The
others go back to what they were doing before my little
interruption. And I sit staring at the wall, thinking about my
problem. Never one to shrink from a fight, I come up with a
solution. Whedon needs to see me as I am—friendly and likable. I
check the time and head down to the first-floor officers’ squad
room.

I walk into a frigid
environment. It’s colder inside that room than out in the freezing
weather. Everyone looks me over and the crass comments start. So I
turned to leave and overhear, “Good idea!” “And don’t come back!”
“Return to New Mexico or whatever rock you frigging crawled out
from under!”

I stop dead in my tracks and spin
around. “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to? They brought
me in because I was the best candidate for the job! And I am not
going anywhere! So you’d better get used to it!”

The room is as calm as the ocean
before a storm. I stomp out a winner, or so I think.

Marching down the hallway,
I approach the front counter and ask the duty officer, “When does
Whedon get off duty?”

He looks at his screen and the wall
clock. “Should be back in ten minutes or so. I wouldn’t advise you
to be here.”

That doesn’t deserve
comment, so I take a seat under the wall of windows to wait.
Nonchalantly, I pull out my phone and act like I’m looking through
messages, though I’m steaming, with my mind racing, and cannot
concentrate if I tried.

Twenty-one minutes later, she walks
in. I jump to my feet. “Jordon, we need to talk.”

“Officer Whedon to you and
we have nothing to say to each other.”

“Oh, I
think we do.” That was
stupid. “I thought, since we will work
together, we should have, uh, an understanding.”

“I have all the damn
understanding of you I need. Now, leave me alone!” She stomps past
the inside door, banging it behind her.

“I tried to warn you.” The
duty officer grins.

I approach and study his name badge.
“Officer Whitsun, I’m Skylar Kayne, homicide.” I hold out an open
hand.

“Sergeant. You can call me
Erik.”

I’m surprised he shakes my hand.
“Erik, I’m a nice person—what, uh, would you suggest I do? I mean,
I’ve worked in law enforcement for five years and never treated so
badly.”

“Skylar, in that amount of
time, it’s unheard of, in any department, to get promoted to
detective, let alone homicide. Uh, people are wondering who you
slept with, to be perfectly honest.”

“Who said that? I’ve never
slept with anyone!”

“Maybe that’s why they got
rid of you.”

“Wipe that shitty grin off
your face.” I gyrate around. “Nobody got rid of me! I earned this
promotion and stupidly thought I’d get respect for my
achievement.”

“Hold up, Sky. I’m not your
enemy. You asked, and I told you.”

After a moment of studying
his face, I pseudo-agree, “Erik, you’re right. Besides homicide,
tell me who else is bad-mouthing me. I need to straighten this out
if I’m going to get through this.”

“Give it time. It’ll get
better. If you confront them, they’ll think they’re winning, and
your pressure cooker will explode.” He taps the side of his
head.

I roll his words around my
head. “Thanks, Erik, you’re right, of course.” I’ll figure out a game plan tonight.

When I reach the hall door, I flick my
ponytail as I look over my shoulder. “I owe you a drink.” And head
back upstairs.


 


 


 


 


SEVEN

Skylar and Jeff

 


 


 


I leave the station at
lunchtime and go for a walk around town, stewing over my situation.
Only on the job, for four days and I don’t know if I can take it. I
tried to be extra friendly, but not a chink in this brotherhood’s
wall. Not a single encouraging word—not even my partner took my
side. A little hazing is one thing, but this much, more than I can
handle—than anyone could take.

On my way back upstairs,
I’m sick to my stomach. I hit the ladies’ room to puke and
cry.

After cleaning up and eating a handful
of breath mints, I slink into the squad room and ease into my
chair, praying I’m not noticed. The jeers start immediately.
“Little girl, not feeling well?” “You look like a dog dug you up.”
“Take two aspirin and call me tonight.”

I drop my head into my
hands, sniveling as softly as I can, desperately trying to block
out the utterances.

Mule sticks his head
through the door. “Kayne. Come with me.”

I expect some comfort and
reassurance, but it surprises me when he walks down the hall away
from me.

I stand in wonderment.

“Let’s go, Kayne!” He
doesn’t even turn to me. I wonder how he knew I was not following
him.

“Where are we going?” I
huff at my new partner.

“GSU.”

I try to ask, but he’s
already through a door. The wall plaque states, ‘Gang Suppression
Unit’. I hurry in. It’s a much smaller room than ours, with five
desks and four sitting men. “Hey, Mule. Come on in. We’re just
Mulling around.”

“Hey, guys. Where’s
Morris?”

“Taking a pee. He’ll be
back in a minute. Have a seat.”

“This is my new partner,
Kayne.” And Mule sits.

I look around and he has the only
clear chair.

“Hi, Kayne, I’m Jeff. I’ll
get you a seat.”

“Thanks, Jeff. Call me
Sky.”

“As in clear blue, like
your eyes.” He sports a cheesy smile.

I hope my look tips him off as he
throws a box and stack of folders to the floor and slides the
cleaned chair under my butt, next to his station.

I look around the room,
stopping my eyes on each of the other three men who acknowledge me
with a voiceless nod. At least the gang unit seems more cordial
than homicide, but not overly friendly.

Mule chats with one fellow, another
other reads a file, the third sits quietly listening and Jeffery
stares at me. His inauthentic grin never changes. Jeff leans close.
“Maybe we could have dinner or a drink sometime?”

Morris can’t get here soon
enough. “Maybe lunch or coffee.” I
counter.

Not long after, their boss
enters. “Hey, Mule.” He acknowledges my partner but comes straight
to me with his hand out. “Hi, I’m Sergeant Morris. I go by
Corbet.”

I accept his
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