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  Chapter 1


  Riptide


  Taji sat in the driver’s seat of his tricked-out Cadillac Escalade in the parking lot of the Riptide Motel contemplating how nice it was to be out of prison and doing work for Otha Spears on this fine summer night. Well, sorta doing work, if you could call sitting in the lot of this flea-bag shit hole and waiting while two hos finished up their trimming of some rich white john. Security, Otha had called it. But Taji wasn’t gonna argue. Not with his main man Otha. Not after serving ten years for homicide and this last PCS bullshit, not to mention doing it all as a stand-up member of the Gangstas.


  Otha had promised him a job when he got out, so Taji had kept his mouth shut and did what he was told inside. When he went in, he was known as Larry Barrow, which was still technically his name, but when he came out, he was Oman Taji, and people respected that. Respected him, too.


  The john was paying top dollar, so let him enjoy himself a little, Taji figured as he fingered the pipe again. Efron James had set them up with the john, through some kind of actor friend of his. Taji had met the actor guy a few times to sell him some stuff. The dude had told him that this old white john was into show business big-time, and Taji was anxious to begin expanding his sources of income beyond the pimping and bodyguard duties he did for Efron’s boss, Otha Spears. Maybe even start making some of them pornographic movies. Sitting back, he imagined seeing himself on a DVD labeled, The Black Prince of Porno.


  He wondered if he dared to smoke that rock he’d grabbed from the stash Chocolate had when he picked her up. Licking his lips, he took out the glass pipe and fingered it. Dumb to pick up such a bad habit now, but as long as he was controlling it, and it wasn’t controlling him, he was cool. And what the hell, he was a free man, except for checking up with the parole officer every couple of weeks. He hoped the asshole wouldn’t make him piss in the bottle, but he’d take that vial of clean juice with him next time just in case.


  He fingered the pipe again, and took out the plastic wrap that held the rock.


  Yeah, I got time, he thought.


  Then his cell phone went off and it was that bitch Chocolate telling him to get his black ass in there.


  ”Why? What’s up?”


  “This motherfucker’s getting crazy. Trying to choke Janice with some rope.”


  “I am not!” He heard the john yelling in the background.


  Shit, Taji thought, flipping the phone shut. He dropped the pipe into his shirt pocket and got out of the car. It wouldn’t do to have someone calling the cops because of some rowdy shit. Otha wouldn’t like that.


  He quickened his pace to a fast jog, coming to the door of room thirteen and rapped his knuckles hard on the wood.


  The door opened a crack and he saw Chocolate’s dark face stare at him. He could see her bare shoulder and the sweep of her brown hip as she stepped back. He moved inside and had to blink. What the fuck? A mess of bright lights—real bright lights—were shining right into his eyes. They were set up facing the bed.


  “I’m not trying to hurt you,” the fucking john was saying. The white ho, Janice, stood on the far side of the bed, her arms crossed in front of her tits, looking terrified. The john stood on the bed with some kind of noose around his neck. “See? It won’t hurt. I’m doing it to myself, for Christ’s sake.” His hand grabbed the end of the rope.


  Taji covered the distance from the door to the bed in two big strides, grabbing the john’s wrist and pulling him from the bed to the floor in one motion. Taji figured a little show of force, just like he’d done in the joint, would straighten this chump out in a hurry. His powerful black fingers curled around the john’s hands, and with a sharp jerk pulled the man upward to his feet. The movement was quick and powerful, like just about everything else Taji did. The john’s elbow slammed into Taji’s chest, breaking the glass pipe and sending a sharp slash of pain through Taji’s left chest muscle. He grunted and tightened his grip on the rope around the guy’s neck.


  “How you like it now, motherfucker?” Taji said. “Still think it don’t hurt?”


  He saw the john’s face turning bright red, so Taji thought he’d keep the fucker like that for a while. Let him feel the fear. Show him who’s boss. He looked at Chocolate. “He pay you two yet?”


  She nodded, her dark eyes fixed on the scrambling john. “You best let him go.”


  “Relax, sweetcakes.” Taji smirked and released the flabby white fucker, watching him slide down to the floor.


  Chocolate’s naked body moved over toward the wall and she blocked out some of the lights. The brightness ceased. Sort of. Taji blinked a couple times, trying to focus. He’d known the john was setting up some video equipment. Shit, he’d even helped the guy set everything up when he’d first come inside to check the room out. This white guy had some of the best video equipment Taji had ever seen. Knew how to use it, too. Set it up just like a pro, and even encouraged Taji to try zooming with the remote, giving him pointers on just how he wanted the session videotaped, and hooking up a cable so they could see themselves on the TV monitor.


  He’d been surprised when he saw the guy sticking a small tape cartridge into the camcorder.


  “You still using tape?” Taji asked.


  “This camcorder’s about four years old,” the john had told him. “I take it with me when I’m traveling. I have a machine to transfer it to disk back in California when I edit it.”


  “I guess the whole world ain’t gone digital after all,” Taji said.


  His vision was just coming back when he saw Chocolate still staring at the stupid john. “That dude ain’t breathing right.”


  Taji looked down. The john was turning blue now, like he wasn’t getting enough air, and he was making some kind of little, short snorting noises.


  Taji crouched over the other man, checking to make sure the noose was completely loose now. The guy’s breathing was irregular and ragged, making a rasping sound with every breath. His eyes had a glazed look. Then he just sort of stopped breathing with a quick jerk, followed by a slow-sounding gurgle. Taji slapped the john’s face twice, trying to revive him. When this failed he yelled at Chocolate, telling her to do something.


  “What you want me to do?” she snapped back. She moved and the bright lights cut back into Taji’s vision.


  “Do CPR or something,” he said, still seeing spots and flashes.


  “I don’t know how to do that shit.”


  Janice, who was still looking buzzed from all the crack she’d smoked in the last hour and a half, just sat there with a dazed and stupid look on her face.


  “Me neither,” she said after a few moments.


  Taji looked at the guy again, then felt the man’s neck for some kind of pulse. Nothing. He smacked his open palm down on the flabby pink chest a few times, like he’d seen on TV, then leaned over and put his ear on top to listen. Still nothing. Standing, he slipped the rope noose into his pocket, then went to the window and pulled the shade away from the glass, checking to see if anyone was outside.


  “He dead?” Chocolate asked.


  “Shut up,” Taji said. “And get rid of them motherfucking lights.”


  They’d chosen the Riptide Motel because it was cheap, and they usually didn’t ask any questions. But best of all, the rear section faced away from the office toward a wooded area. Beyond that was the nearest body of water, the Cal Sag Sanitary Canal, from which the owner had apparently devised the name of the once quaint little place. With the two larger hotels that had been subsequently constructed almost adjacent to the Riptide, the small establishment had been relegated to the dubious status of the no-tell-motel-four-hour-nap variety. Its main asset these days was that it was quiet and private. Nobody listened, or looked.


  Taji had let the john rent the room, then just drove around the back of the motel so the clerk wouldn’t see his ride or license plates. He’d been cautious because he was bringing the bitches and the drugs, but now he had a bigger reason. He was a three-time loser-plus. He’d done time a dime for homicide, armed robbery, and most recently three for delivery of a controlled substance. If he got caught up in this shit they’d lock him up and throw away the key. This was bad. Real bad. Then he realized how bad—Those fucking lights were burning into his brain … Plus, he realized, the red light on that dude’s camcorder was still lit up. Was the fucking thing still recording? Taji stepped over and pressed the button to turn it off.


  “That thing still on?” Chocolate asked, her eyes wide open now.


  “I told you to get rid of them motherfucking lights, bitch,” Taji said. “Now do it.”


  Chocolate went over and pulled the plug from the wall. The bright lights went out.


  “Get dressed and go put my car over in the Holiday Inn lot,” Taji said. “I gotta think on how to handle this.”


  “You bleeding, baby,” she said, reaching out and touching his chest.


  Taji looked down and saw the red on the front of his shirt. Damn john had smashed the pipe right into his fucking chest.


  Chocolate shuffled over to the foot of the bed and grabbed her pink halter top and red shorts. As she slipped on her shoes, she reached for the john’s pants and felt for his wallet. Taji was on her in a second, twisting the wallet out of her hand, and then backhanding her across the face.


  “Bitch, you only do what I tell you to do. Understand?”


  Chocolate nodded, running her tongue over the inside of her lips like she was feeling where the cuts were. The sudden violence seemed to snap Janice out of her stupor. She leaned over and caressed Chocolate’s bare shoulders.


  “Wait a minute,” Taji said, looking from one woman to the other. “You take my ride over and park it in the Inn,” he said to Janice. “Nobody’d think twice about seeing a white girl walking around the lot over there. Then you get your ass back over here fast, understand?”


  Janice nodded, the fear seeming to tug at her widening eyes. She jumped from the bed and began collecting her clothes. Taji started disconnecting the camcorder from the stand. He collapsed the telescoped legs and folded the stand into the carrying case. After setting the camcorder into the other section of the padding, he snapped the case closed and twisted the fasteners. He stood and looked at the set of lights. They were still too hot to take down yet.


  Janice was slow getting dressed, so Taji gave her a shove as he stood up. “Take that motherfucking car over there now,” he said. He took the keys to his Caddie out of his pocket and threw them on the rug in front of her.


  Janice nodded and scurried over to grab the keys. She glanced from Taji to Chocolate, then back to Taji again, and left.


  “You get right back here,” Taji said as she slipped out the door. He slid a small automatic, a .380 Bersa Thunder, out of his jacket pocket and tucked it into his belt line. Then he began pacing.


  “What we gonna do, babycakes?” Chocolate asked. Her voice was coy, like she was figuring the angles to get something on him.


  “Shut the fuck up,” he said. “I told you, I gotta think.”


  Taji licked his lips then picked up the john’s wallet again. He opened the billfold and took out the cash, jamming it into his pants pocket without even counting it. Then he checked for credit cards and other IDs. He found a California driver’s license issued to Richard Porter. He left that in the wallet, which he carefully wiped clean.


  “Help me wipe down this room,” he said. “Every place you touched. Make sure you don’t miss nothing.”


  “Hey, baby, how much money was in there?” Chocolate asked.


  “Just do what I fucking tell you, bitch,” Taji said. He stepped into the bathroom and moistened two towels, then tossed one to Chocolate. They began to wipe all the smooth surfaces around the bed and the dresser. As they were finishing, someone tapped at the door. Taji snatched the gun from his pants and went to the peephole. Seconds later, he opened the door and Janice came in. Her eyes widened as she saw the gun, and she handed him the keys.


  “Where’d you put it?” he asked, gripping her arm.


  “It’s over by the front,” Janice said. “Jesus, Taji, let go, would ya?” Taji released her, but there was still a fierce look burning in his eyes. “I gotta pee,” Janice said, moving toward the bathroom.


  “Just don’t touch nothing,” Taji said.


  Janice closed the door and Taji scowled. He was over to the bathroom in three quick strides and shoved open the door. Janice was just dropping her pants when he jerked her out and threw her on the floor.


  “I tell you not to touch nothing and what you do?” he snarled. “You touch the fucking door.” He stood over her a few more seconds then turned to wipe off the doorknobs. Chocolate went over and helped Janice to her feet. The women exchanged worried looks. Taji came back in the room and threw the towel down.


  “Okay,” he said, exhaling through his flared nostrils, “this what we gonna do. Take this case and put it in the trunk of his car.” He indicated the video equipment suitcase. “I’m gonna see if I can dress this dude and we’ll drive him someplace. One of you can follow me in the Caddie.”


  Chocolate picked up the john’s car keys and lugged the case to the door. Taji was picking up the rest of the scattered clothes.


  “Man, this motherfucking case is heavy,” Chocolate said. “Gimme a hand, girlfriend.” Janice moved to the door and they both went out. Taji tried with great difficulty to pull the boxer shorts onto the corpse. He had pushed both feet through and was rolling and lifting the body when he heard the rev of the john’s car, followed by the sound of the shifting of the transmission.


  What the fuck? Those bitches be bailing, he thought.


  Letting the left leg fall, he ran around the bed and yanked open the door, pulling out the Bersa as he saw the gray Chevy peeling by him. The tires squealed as they spun on the slick pavement, causing the rear end to fishtail. This threw off Taji’s aim a little as he pumped all seven shots at the diminishing rear end of the vehicle. It whirled around the corner, skidded again, then was gone.


  Shit, he thought. That motherfucking tape is still in the camcorder.


  Taji started to run toward the front of the motel to see which way they’d gone, then thought better of it and darted back inside the room. He grabbed one of the towels and wrapped it around the stand for the lights and carried the lights with him. Using another towel, he wiped down the entrance door. Taji took one more look around to make sure he hadn’t left anything, then closed the door. Handling it only by the edges, he slipped the plastic Do Not Disturb sign on the knob, then headed around the back toward the narrow expanse of grass that separated this parking lot from the Holiday Inn. On the way there he paused and dumped the light assembly into the Dumpster.


  Be cool, bro, he told himself. Real cool. Ain’t nothing more suspicious than a black man leaving someplace in a hurry and hawking and looking back over his shoulder.


  He forced himself to walk slowly, with an enforced nonchalance even though he could feel the sweat beginning to drip from his armpits and down his back. Just like moving in the yard after he’d shanked some motherfucker.


  Be cool, he told himself again. Almost there now.


  His eyes scanned the parking lot in front of the hotel looking for the familiar lines of his big Caddie. The sooner he found it, the sooner he could get on the street and start looking for those two bitches and make them pay for putting him through all these changes. He wondered if he’d hit either one of them as they took off. Probably not. Seemed like the rain spoiled his aim.


  He saw the Cadillac parked at the end of an aisle, gleaming under the pale luminescence of one of the big mercury vapor lights and felt he was almost home free. But only almost, because as long as that motherfucking video tape was floating around out there somewhere, Taji knew he was only dangling by a thread above a life-long 10 x 12 cell in Stateville.


  Chapter 2


  Urinalysis


  Sergeant Francisco Leal struggled to produce more than the pitiful trickle of drops that only splashed into the bottom of the plastic cup. He spat into the blue plastic trough of the port-o-potty and watched the spit curl its way down the hole. The viscous solution in the bottom of the toilet portion was dark blue, too. The color, he’d been told, was to prevent people from using it to augment or dilute their urine samples. Not that he’d be tempted to dip the cup down in there if it hadn’t been. He pulled open the door and told the nurse that he needed another drink of water. She was a tough-looking middle-aged woman, rather stout around the waist, with a face like a scowling bulldog. But, then again, thought Leal, who would have a happy face with a job like she had, handling other people’s excrement all day long?


  The nurse glanced up at him with a sharp expression and nodded, then held out her gloved hand. Leal made sure the cloth robe they’d made him wear was closed before handing over the plastic cup.


  No sense giving her the thrill of her life, he thought.


  His bare feet padded along in the cloth slippers, occasionally sticking to the tiled floor. He didn’t have to wonder what was causing the stickiness, imagining thousands of spillage incidents coupled with infrequent mopping.


  Leal wondered how he appeared to her shuffling along in the robe. Just another Latino in his mid-thirties, around six feet tall with the rangy build of a boxer? Although he was half-Irish, he’d taken more of his Mexican coloring. In anticipation of spring, he’d gotten his black hair cut shorter than usual and with regret, had shaved off his mustache. But then again, what he looked like to some bored nurse was the least of his worries right now. He leaned over the fountain and drank. Standing, he waited for the cold rush of the water to hit his stomach, then took another long drink. He was heading back toward the nurse’s desk when he saw his partner, Olivia Hart, handing over her cup to the bulldog.


  “Success?” he asked as he approached the table.


  Hart smiled at him. She’d worn her blonde hair down today and it hung around her broad shoulders in a profusion of curls. Even the thin cloth robe that they’d given her couldn’t conceal the powerful symmetry of a bodybuilder’s physique. As he appreciated the attractive refinement of her features, it excited Leal to think that they were both naked under the robes, and that in turn reminded him how long he’d gone without having sex. Three months since his break-up with Sharon.


  “Luckily this wasn’t one of my running days,” Hart said, “or I’d have been dehydrated.”


  “I guess that’s my problem,” Leal said as the nurse handed him his empty cup and he headed back toward the port-o-potty. “Although I didn’t run this morning either. I just skipped that extra cup of coffee on the way here.” He held up his empty cup as he stepped inside. “At least they gave you a glove.”


  “Anatomical differences,” Hart called out. “I’ll wait for you by the dressing rooms.”


  Leal closed the door and opened the front of the robe.


  Maybe if I could just relax, he thought. At least it wasn’t as bad as the piss tests in the Army, where somebody stood there and watched till you urinated. They only did that here on your second trip, if there was something suspicious.


  He thought about Tom Ryan, the sergeant in charge of his section, standing in the hallway this morning swirling his coffee cup and grinning with his thin, waspish smile.


  “You guys have to go pee in the bottles,” Ryan had said.


  He’d also introduced them to a college kid named Alfred Tims, who was doing his internship with the Cook County Sheriff’s Police.


  Alfred Tims, Leal thought, looked like a refugee from one of those old Revenge of the Nerds movies. He was tall and gangly, with his hair long and slicked back on top, but crew-cut length around the sides. Although he wore a sport jacket and tie, his clothes looked like they’d been draped on a mannequin. A malformed mannequin. But what got Leal the most were Tims’s thick plastic-framed glasses. As if to punctuate the cliché of his nerd-like appearance, the center of the glasses had been reinforced with a band of neatly cut duct tape.


  “Al,” Ryan said, patting the tall youth on the back. “You can go with them, but this is one test you can skip.”


  Tims started in with a grating laugh that sounded like someone trying to prime a rusty pump. After several guffaws, Leal looked at Ryan and grabbed Hart by the arm. “Come on, Ollie. Let’s go get this bullshit over with.”


  The tests were designated as “random urinalysis” because you never knew when your two-times-a-year were coming up. You were informed as you reported in for work on that given day, so, in theory, there was no way if you were a regular drug abuser, that you could abstain so it wouldn’t show up in the test.


  Leal wondered about this randomness, though. Was it because he had spent several years working in the narcotics division? Or were they worried that Hart used steroids to achieve her remarkable muscularity? The test didn’t irk him as much as the fact that he was senior to Ryan in rank, having more time in grade. Ryan was a consummate ass-kisser, and spent almost all of his waking hours sucking up to Lieutenant Card. Thus, any time a shit assignment came along in investigations, Leal didn’t have to wonder who was first in line for it. But that was all right. He’d rather get the shitty end of the stick than live like Ryan, with his nose so far up Card’s ass that he had to breathe through a straw.


  He chuckled at the thought, then wondered what the nurse was thinking if she heard him laughing in the port-o-potty.


  Probably thinks I’m really bad off, he thought. Then he got an idea: Maybe if he imagined that instead of a plastic urine cup, he was holding the lieutenant’s personally inscribed coffee mug. The one that he’d gotten at some awards banquet that said in gold embossed letters:


  LT. DEXTER CARD


  INVESTIGATIONS COMMANDER


  COOK COUNTY SHERIFF’S POLICE


  Leal closed his eyes and could almost see the gold letters against the green plastic background, and the stream of urine began to flow.


  Olivia Hart unlocked the padlock that they’d given her to secure all her clothes and possessions in the locker. She stripped off the robe and took a deep breath before gathering up her underpants and bra. Her muscles danced under her taut skin as she dressed. She was in her late twenties… her very late twenties… almost at twenty-nine and holding, as her trainer, Rory Chalma put it. But she felt good. Physically, at least. She was doubly glad that she hadn’t listened to Rory, who was always trying to get her to do a cycle of Deca-durabolin or HGH to bulk up a little. That would look real good showing up on some urine screening. Sometimes Rory was such jerk.


  Hart slipped on her socks and then grabbed her blue jeans. One of the nice things about working in investigations was that she could wear whatever she wanted, within reason. Blue jeans suited her just fine. Why wear a dress when you might be crawling around some filthy crime scene or chasing some asshole down a city alley? The jeans allowed her to wear her Smith & Wesson Model 19 strapped to her waist. She notched the belt in place and pulled on her white Reeboks, tying the laces in place by bending at the waist instead of sitting down. It stretched her back and leg muscles more that way. The stretch felt good in her legs.


  Straightening up, she took the revolver from the top shelf of the locker and flipped open the Magnum’s cylinder to check it before placing the gun in its holster. She noticed that the belt felt more snug than usual. Was her period coming early? Pulling on her sleeveless white cotton blouse and grabbing her jacket, she felt the intermittent vibration of her cell phone.


  It had been clipped to her belt in the locker and had gone off while she and Frank had been giving the samples. Hart flipped it open and saw that it was the number for headquarters along with a low battery warning. Lt. Card’s office extension followed. She took a deep breath and closed the locker door.


  Hart left the dressing room and approached the bulldog-faced nurse, who was hunched over the desk talking on the phone. The nurse’s back was to Hart, and she could hear that the woman was very agitated at whomever she was talking with.


  “Well, it’ll be up to the lab to do the analysis,” the nurse was saying. “If they need it in such a hurry they’ll have to call the lab and tell them to rush. We just guarantee the integrity of the samples.” The woman listened for a few moments more and then said, “Well, okay, I’ll put a note on it. What’s the name again?” Her latex-covered fingers sorted through a metallic basket that held several opaque plastic jars with labels affixed to each. “Okay, I have it here. I’ll put the note on it, but tell them to make sure and call the lab and tell them that it’s needed before three o’clock then.”


  The nurse hung up the phone then jotted something down on one of those sticky message papers and sealed it on one of the urine samples with a block of Scotch Tape. She straightened up and regarded Hart with an exasperated smile.


  “These damn people want everything in a hurry,” the nurse muttered.


  “Hi,” Hart said. “I’m waiting for my partner, but I have to call in. My cell’s out. Is there a phone around here I could use?”


  “Sure, honey, you can use this one,” the nurse said, indicating the one on the desk. Hart eyed the receiver, which was only inches away from the basket of urine samples, and smiled. Seeming to sense Hart’s reticence, the nurse tore open a towelette and wiped off the instrument before handing it to her.


  “Everybody’s so worried about pathogens nowadays,” the nurse said with a smile.


  Brushing her hair back, Hart took the phone, vowing to wash her hands at the first opportunity, and dialed the number.


  “This is Olivia Hart,” she said to the secretary who answered. “I got beeped by the lieutenant.”


  She was put on hold for only a moment when a harsh voice came on the line.


  “Hart, I called you three times. Where the hell you at?”


  “We were told to report in for a urinalysis first thing this morning, sir,” Hart said. She could picture Card leaning over the phone having one of what Ryan called the lieutenant’s “Dexpepsia attacks.” Card was thin and had a florid complexion. The stereotypical Type A personality, he kept a steady supply of Tagamet antacid in his upper desk drawer.


  “Oh, right,” Card said. “Well, how soon can you get out of there?”


  “I expect we’ll be finishing up shortly, sir,” Hart said. “Is there something wrong?”


  “No,” Card said. “We’re, ah, holding a crime scene for you two. It’s at the Riptide Motel. Death investigation.” He gave her the address. “Get over there ASAP. And make sure that Leal is the primary investigator on this one, understand? Leal’s the primary.”


  “Yes, sir,” Hart said. Her tone was uncertain.


  She heard the lieutenant sigh, then he said, “Another thing. You two are to report in here at HQ no later than fifteen-thirty hours. And make sure you’re not late. Chief Burton’ll be here. Understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” Hart said, wondering what all this meant. “Can you tell me what this is regarding?”


  “It’ll be explained to you when you get here,” he said. Then added, “It’s nothing to worry about. You got that college kid, Tims, with you?”


  “He’s in the waiting room.”


  “Good, good,” Card said. “Comes with a very high scholastic record from Western. That’s a good law enforcement school.”


  I know, Hart thought. I went there. “Is there anything else, sir?”


  “No, just remember to report here by fifteen-thirty.”


  When Hart hung up the phone she realized that the nurse had been staring at her while she’d been on the phone. She handed the receiver back to the woman, then she heard Leal’s voice.


  “I finally figured out what I was doing wrong,” he yelled. “I just pretended I was bringing Ryan some coffee, and it was Card’s cup.”


  Hart smiled. The nurse came around the table to inspect Leal’s bottle and slap the seal on it. While she was doing that, Hart glanced down at the message slip that she’d seen the nurse scribbling on before. It read: Hart, Olivia—Lab, there’s a rush job on this one.


  Why the hell would they want a quick analysis of my urine? Hart wondered. Do they suspect me of something? She drew in a deep breath as Leal brushed by her.


  “I’ll be out in a flash,” he said, snapping the elastic band that held the locker key on his wrist.


  “Okay,” she said. “We’ve got a DOA waiting for us.”


  Chapter 3


  Familiar Faces


  Leal glanced in the rear-view mirror and caught a glimpse of Alfred Tims, who was straddling the back of the front seat, his eyes glancing down at Hart as she leaned back to stretch in the front passenger seat.


  The geek’s checking out Ollie’s tits, Leal thought. He may be a nerd, but at least he’s a red-blooded heterosexual nerd.


  He cast a quick glance at Hart himself as she leaned back, the solid muscles of her deltoids and triceps standing out in chiseled relief. Her breasts looked nice, too, straining at the fabric as she stretched. The cooler temperature must have been affecting her too, because her nipples were jutting out against the front of her blouse and for a moment Leal thought about what it’d be like to check them out in the flesh. He knew that he had about as much of a chance as Tims of seeing more of them.


  “So, Al,” Leal said, “what made you decide to go into police work?”


  The gangling college boy’s head turned toward Leal and smiled. “I want to join the FBI,” Tims said, “but they don’t do internships.”


  “You want to be a fed, eh?”


  “Yeah,” Tims answered. “I figure it’s the best way to stay outta jail.” Leal saw the simpering grin fill the rear-view mirror again. It was almost as if the kid’s face crunched together in the middle making it look more like a grimace than a smile.


  “Jail?” Hart asked. “Planning on committing a crime?”


  “I’m a hacker,” Tims said. “Figured that I might as well join the FBI so I wouldn’t get in trouble for all the systems I break into. Get paid for it, too.”


  He laughed, setting Leal’s teeth on edge. It sounded like the grating of a rusty pump handle. Leal glanced at Ollie, who didn’t seem to mind the sound.


  “So what dorm did you stay in when you went to Western?” Tims asked Hart.


  “I stayed in Washington,” she said. “How about you?”


  “Henniger my first three years,” Tims said. Leal saw the kid’s eyes were still peering downward behind the thick frame of his glasses.


  “You want to sit back in the seat, Al?” Leal said. “I gotta see in the mirror.”


  “Maybe I could just tell you who was coming,” Tims said, and honked his laugh once more. Leal shot him a mean look in the rear-view mirror and the geek sat back.


  “Put on your seatbelt, too,” Leal said, then asked Hart, “Know anything about this one?”


  “No,” she said. “Just that they’re holding it for us at the Riptide Motel.”


  She looked preoccupied. He hoped she wasn’t worried about anything. She’d seemed okay until they’d left the piss-test place. Could she actually be doing ’roids?


  “I didn’t even know that place was ours,” Leal said. “Thought it was in Alsip.”


  “Me either, but I guess they never incorporated into the city limits,” Hart said. “And they want you to be the primary.”


  “Huh? Why’s that?”


  “I’m not sure,” she said. “That’s just what the lieutenant told me.”


  “Fuck him,” Leal said, then regretted it a second later, realizing that they were so used to being by themselves that he had forgotten about the extra pair of ears. Tims was scribbling notes down in his spiral notebook.


  “Ah, exactly what are you writing there, Al?” Leal asked.


  “Notes. I gotta write a paper about my experiences riding along with you guys.” And from the look of it he was serious about it. The flap of a plastic pen holder overlapped his shirt pocket and contained at least half-a-dozen ballpoint pens.


  “Well, I hope you’re not going to quote me on what I just said,” Leal said with what he hoped was an ingratiating smile.


  “What was it?” Tims asked with a big grin. “I didn’t hear you after you said, ‘Fuck him’.” He punctuated his statement with the laugh again, and Leal’s smile faded.


  As they approached the entrance to the motel, two marked County squads had the entranceway blocked off. The uniform officers glanced at the unmarked and motioned for them to halt.


  “Leal, Investigations South,” he said, holding up his badge. “Where’s it at?”


  “Around the back, Sarge,” the patrolman said. “Room thirteen.”


  “You getting names and plate numbers of everybody that’s here?” Leal asked.


  “Yeah,” the patrolman answered. “But with the turnover in this place, anybody who mighta been around here last night is probably long gone. Christ, we’ve already had to turn away half-a-dozen people who wanted to stop in and grab a quickie.”


  Leal frowned and drove into the lot. The Riptide was a two-story dark brick structure that was shaped like an L. The office sat in the front of the lot, with the rooms sitting back to back along the side. A gap large enough to accommodate pedestrian traffic, but not an auto, divided the front set of rooms from those facing away from the office side. The purple-colored VACANCY sign in the window of the office was still lit. On the roof of the building two larger neon signs advertised 4-HOUR-NAP RATES and WATERBEDS AVAILABLE. Leal pulled to the end of the parking lot and swung around the corner. Two more marked units were parked there, as well as an unmarked and the evidence technician’s blue van.


  “Looks like the Body Snatcher’s here,” Leal said.


  Hart nodded.


  “Who’s that?” Tims asked.


  “Henry Morgan, one of our evidence techs,” Leal said, pulling up behind the unmarked and shifting into park. “Real thorough guy. He sorta steals the scene from you, hence his nickname. Get it?”


  Tims just nodded his head, scribbling with his tongue protruding from between his teeth.


  As they got out, Leal said to him, “Okay, Al, there’s some ground rules here. First, don’t touch anything. Second don’t drop anything. And third,” he paused to sigh, “maybe it’d be better if you waited out here in the parking lot for a bit.”


  Tim’s face fell, but he made no protest.


  “Okay,” he said. He leaned back against the car fender and watched as Leal and Hart walked down the sidewalk together, each snapping on a pair of latex gloves from small pouches on their respective belts. “Hey, can I get some gloves like that?” he called after them.


  “Sure, Al,” said Leal over his shoulder. “A buck a pack in the motel office, but you’ll have to buy one for each finger.”


  Hart shot him a sideways smile.


  Tom Ryan was standing just outside the door of room thirteen, a smoldering cigarette in his hand. Another uniformed copper stood beside him with a metallic clipboard. Ryan glanced over his shoulder at them, then turned around with a grin. He was a thin man in his late thirties, with a large bushy mustache and oval glasses. His sport jacket seemed to be too large for him.


  He stared at Hart’s breasts and raised his eyebrows. “Well, is it getting colder out or are you just glad to see me?” he said, the grin growing broader under the heavy mustache. The young patrol officer was leering also.


  “Why, you shriveling up, Ryan?” Hart said.


  “What we got?” Leal asked.


  “Come on,” Ryan said, taking another drag on his cigarette. “Log these two in, Bret. Frank Leal and Olivia Hart. That’s H-A-R-T,” Ryan said, then added with a smirk, “Not like the organ.” The patrol officer scribbled their names on the crime scene log sheet. “Welcome to lucky thirteen.”


  As Ryan stepped into the room, a heavyset black man, who was hunched over with a 35mm digital camera, said, “Don’t you even think about coming in here with that square and contaminating my crime scene.” The man wore a black sport shirt, a black White Sox baseball cap, and blue jeans. His hands were glossy looking under the latex gloves, and he had a large quantity of wooden pencils in his shirt pocket. His badge and weapon were clipped on his belt, along with various other knives, screwdrivers, and tools.


  Ryan paused, took one more drag, then tossed the cigarette out the door.


  “Satisfied, your highness?” he mumbled.


  The black guy continued to adjust the lens on his camera saying nothing.


  “Henry, how you doing?” Leal said.


  “Frank. Ollie,” Morgan said, nodding with each name.


  “The room was rented last night by this dude,” Ryan said. “Used the name Robert Woods. California driver’s license. Lindsey’s up front there going through the registration cards with the owner. The night clerk don’t start till eight and her phone’s off the hook.” He pointed to the corpse. “This guy looks familiar doesn’t he? Like an old movie star or something.”


  Leal moved with slow deliberation toward the corpse. The man was on the floor beside the bed, lying on his left side, his face discolored on the bottom, his cheek in a rigid fold against a fallen pillow, sealing his face in a frozen wink. He was nude except for some boxer shorts that were pulled up to just under a now rigid dollop of fat on his buttocks. A dense scarlet discoloration had settled along the lower portion of the torso.


  “Whatta ya got so far, Henry?” Leal asked.


  The Body Snatcher had lowered his camera and exhaled.


  “My best guestimate is twelve hours, or so,” he said. “That’d put it somewhere in the late evening last night. Hard to tell without a liver temp, and I ain’t about to do that. Lividity settled here,” he ran his gloved fingers along the man’s darkened left side. “He’s stiff, too. Got some darkening here,” he pointed to the neck, “and his eyes are splotchy and all busted up inside, which makes me think maybe he was choked to death.” He pointed to the lips, which were also discolored.


  “So we’re talking homicide here?” Leal asked.


  The Body Snatcher nodded.


  Leal nodded and took out his notebook. He’d leave the official crime scene sketch to Henry, but he always drew a rudimentary one for his own notes. Hart had her book out too, scribbling down her observations.


  “After I get all my shots,” Morgan said, “I’ll start vacuuming and sprinkling. I want to take them sheets, too. And tell the meat wagon goons not to tilt him getting him into the body bag so he don’t void. I don’t want to have to go through a lot of shit later.”


  “Okay,” Leal said. “The ME coming out?”


  “Ain’t you done heard?” Morgan said. “Quincy got cancelled a long, long time ago. Only shows up on old cable reruns now, and he was the only ME ever come out to crime scenes.”


  Leal nodded with a smile, then turned to Ryan.


  “Did anybody remember what kind of car he drove?” he asked. Ryan shook his head.


  “Just that it was gone,” he said. “The maid found the body at ten-thirty. Checkout time. The DO NOT DISTURB sign was hung on the door, so she didn’t try to go in before that.”


  “Where’s she at? We’d better talk to her,” Leal said.


  “In the office,” Ryan answered.


  “I’ll go, Frank,” Hart said, stripping off her latex gloves and compressing them into a little ball. “You might as well stay here since you’ll be the primary.”


  “Whoa, iron maiden,” Ryan said grinning. “How did you decide that?”


  “I didn’t,” Hart said. “The lieutenant did.” She pressed the balled-up gloves into Ryan’s hand, then turned and left the room.


  “Christ, what’s eating her?” asked Ryan, looking around and catching a baleful stare from the Body Snatcher, then sticking the gloves in his pocket. “She on the rag, or something?”


  “Why don’t you ask her?” Leal said. He knew better than to try and defend Ollie in front of the other guys. She was adept at fighting her own battles, especially with someone like Ryan, whom she usually just ignored.


  “Maybe I will,” Ryan said. “Christ, I’ll bet she’s got nipples you could hang a coat on, huh, Frankie?”


  Leal was just about to answer that he wouldn’t know when he heard someone say his name, and Alfred Tims appeared in the doorway. The patrol officer blocked Tims’s entry into the room, but the intern’s face crunched up again as he tried to get a look at the body.


  “Hey, Frank,” Tims said, holding up his hand. “Look what I found. Is this important?”


  “Who the hell is that?” Morgan said, staring at Tims, who tried to squeeze past the uniformed officer. Morgan let out sound like a car alarm going off, which stopped Tims in this tracks. “Get the hell outta here. Don’t even think about coming into my crime scene.”


  Leal moved forward and ushered Tims away from the door. “Al, I know you don’t mean any harm, but you’ll have to wait over by the cars until we’re finished processing. I’ll walk you through everything later, okay?”


  Tims pushed his glasses back up on his nose and nodded.


  He then opened his hand and held out a shell casing. The hollow end had been flattened.


  “This is what I found over there,” he said, pointing a few feet away.


  Leal picked the casing up and looked at it. A .380. He dropped it into a small manila envelope. “Show me,” he said.


  Tims walked him over to the unmarked and pointed. Leal began circling the area and found another shell, then another. In all, six more casings were found. Some had been run over, but others still seemed in good shape.


  “I guess nobody did a grid search of the lot, huh?” Leal said to Ryan.


  The other man shrugged. “Hadn’t gotten to it yet.”


  “Tell Henry that I want him to get some shots of these,” Leal said and turned to the intern. “Good job, Al, but next time, don’t pick anything up until we’ve had a chance to look at it first, all right?”


  “Yeah, sorry,” Tims said. “I thought it being kinda crushed made it okay to pick up.” He bumped his glasses up again, then glanced around with a squinting look. “Where’s Ollie?”


  “She’s up front talking to a witness,” Leal said.


  “Oh,” Tims said. He kicked his feet, then said, “Maybe I’ll go up there then.”


  As he walked off in the direction of the office, Morgan came up and studied the scattered casings.


  “Who, or should I say what, is that?” he said, nodding his head toward the departing Tims.


  “Some intern that’s riding with us,” Leal answered. “Ryan saddled us with him.”


  Morgan shook his head.


  “Looks like one of them weird motherfuckers from that old Revenge of the Nerds movie,” he said. He focused the camera for the shot. “But looks can be deceiving, I guess, since he was the one found the shell casings. Guess I shoulda used a wider circle for my search radius. Specially if I’d known you were bringing some fugitive from the geek squad.”


  “Hey, the orders came down from upstairs,” Ryan said. “I had no choice in the matter. But just for the record, there’s no way I think that kid has any business even thinking about becoming a police officer.”


  Morgan snapped a picture. “Ain’t that what you always say about us minorities?”


  He snapped a second picture and with a grin looked up at Leal, who grinned back.


  The processing of the room took another hour. Morgan made a thorough examination of the sheets, finding what appeared to be pubic hairs. He vacuumed carefully with his small machine. The black light examination also showed the presence of semen stains.


  “Wonder if the poor motherfucker got his rocks off before he died,” he said.


  “Looks like somebody did,” Leal said. “Of course, that’s depending on how many times a day they change the sheets.”


  When Morgan began checking for prints he found only smooth counters everywhere. “Seems like this place has been wiped clean, Frank.”


  Leal nodded. He was concerned that the victim’s clothes, watch, and shoes were in the room, but his wallet and car keys were missing. The corpse also had an expensive-looking ring on its left hand.


  “Wait a minute,” Morgan said. He took his brush and powder into the bathroom and began dusting. The doorjamb was clean also, but when he got to the toilet seat, it was down.


  “Maybe, just maybe …” Morgan said, letting his voice trail off. He kneeled next to the commode and feathered the brush over the surface. Dark lines began to appear. He looked up at Leal and grinned. “Guess he had a lady with him.”


  The only other item of interest turned up was a circular plastic cover of some sort. Leal at first thought that the Body Snatcher had dropped the lens cover for his camera, but Henry scolded him for even thinking such a thing. He bagged it and put it with the other recoveries in an open cardboard box. Then Leal helped Henry load the box and the rest of the items he’d designated into the van. They wrapped the body and assisted the two paramedics from the private ambulance service in placing it in the black body bag for transportation to the morgue. Leal and Henry made plans to meet later and shook hands. It was the first time they’d had their latex gloves off since they’d gone in the room. Leal went down to the office to see how Hart was doing.


  “This ain’t gonna be in the papers, is it?” the owner asked. “I got enough problems attracting a decent clientele.” He was a short Italian guy with thinning gray hair and a huge belly. Dark hair sprouted through the open collar of his polo shirt.


  He paced back and forth in the small aisle of the motel office. Beyond the immediate reception area, which was encased in Plexiglas, Leal could see what must have been the man’s living quarters. Hart sat at a small folding table, across from a young girl who was obviously the maid. She was in her early twenties and dressed in a short-sleeve sweatshirt and jeans. Albert Tims stood across from them, leaning against the wall.


  “I’m afraid that’s not up to us,” Hart told him. “The initial police reports are a matter of public record.” Leal glanced over her shoulder at the notes she’d made from her interview with the maid.


  “How often do you change the sheets, Mr. Devroni?” Leal asked.


  “Oh, please,” the proprietor said, looking offended. “We change every time somebody checks out, right, Anna?”


  The maid, a pretty, dark-haired young girl, nodded.


  “We got our own washers here,” Devroni continued.


  “This is Anna Rutkowsky,” Hart said. “From Poland. She found the body about ten-thirty. She knocked and when no one answered, she used the passkey to go in. She saw the man lying on the floor and ran over here.”


  “Did you touch anything in the room, Anna?” Leal asked.


  He figured Hart had already asked that, but they always overlapped on their questions, making sure that people’s answers were the same in each case.


  “I open door and see him on floor,” Anna said. “I say, ‘Hello, sir, you have to leave now.’ I think he drunk, but he so funny looking. I touch him, to wake him up, but then I feel he is hard.” She brought her hands up to her face and began sobbing.


  “We’d just gotten over this crying before you walked in,” Hart said, the irritation noticeable in her voice, and Leal wondered if she was mad at him or at the maid for starting to cry again.


  “You find the registration card?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” she said. She pulled a 3 X 5 index card with a license plate scribbled on the front. “It’s a rental. I already called it in.”


  Leal noted that the information on the card listed a California address and phone number for Robert Woods.


  “The address and phone number are phonies too,” she said.


  “The D.L. number was either miss-copied or fraudulent. It comes back invalid.”


  Leal noticed an undercurrent of tension in her tone. “We need anything else here?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “Ryan and Lindsey took the night clerk’s home address and left to interview her.”


  “I can’t believe that Ryan showed up at one of our crime scenes and did some work,” Leal said with a grin.


  Hart smiled a lips-only smile. Leal wondered what was wrong with her. Maybe Ryan was right. It could be that time of the month. “We’d better do a check of the Dumpsters too.”


  “Yeah, but we’ll have to make it quick,” she said, glancing at her watch. “I forgot to mention that I’ve got to see the lieutenant before fifteen-thirty.”


  Chapter 4


  A Slight Integrity Problem


  As Leal drove the car through the escalating traffic of the Eisenhower, no one spoke much. Ollie just sat and stared out the window, the space between her brows creased. Tims seemed to have abandoned his surreptitious glance over the front seat at Hart’s décolletage in favor of his prolific scribblings. Leal wondered what was bothering her. Even as they exited the expressway and coasted through an unusual green light at Harrison and First, then another at First and Maybrooke Drive, Hart was still silent.


  Maybe she’s pissed that I asked her to do the Dumpster dive, he thought. That had yielded a set of lights, the kind used for videotaping or something. Those, along with the lens cap in the room made Leal suspect that they could be related to the crime.


  The area had transformed from Chicago’s West Side into an equally crowded suburban sprawl. Located behind a massive Commonwealth Edison plant, the Maywood headquarters for the Cook County Sheriff’s Police was an almost quaint-looking red brick building composed of three connected sections: the Academy, the headquarters, and the Administration.


  Leal drove around the lot twice searching for a parking place, then did what he always did: parked in the Fourth District courthouse lot. They got out and began walking toward the three buildings, the two outer wings fanning outward from the center section that was their destination. Leal was having trouble keeping up with Hart’s brisk pace. Tims, who was jogging along behind them with his perpetual squint, asked what was next.


  “What’s the hurry?” he asked.


  “We have to go in and sit on our asses for an hour while we wait to talk to the boss,” Leal said. Once again, he regretted it a moment later as he noticed Tims scrawling more notes in his folder.


  “Maybe I’ll just go home then,” Tims said. “I got to do something tonight.”


  “Yeah, Al,” Leal said. “Go out and enjoy your Friday night. You’re only young once.”


  “We won’t do much more today anyway except log and tag our evidence,” Hart said. “The first step will be to get the victim ID’d.” She stopped and held her hand out toward the intern. “Anyway, it was nice meeting you, Al. Good luck.”


  Tims ducked his head as he shook hands with Hart. “See you Monday, I guess,” he said over his shoulder.


  “I wonder why he didn’t shake hands with me?” Leal said, staring after him. He shook his head. “That’s one weird dude.”


  “Oh, Frank,” Hart said. “He’s not so bad. He’s just a kid.”


  “He’s not that young,” Leal said. He was about to tell her that “the kid” had been looking at her tits, but he remembered her distracted mood and decided not to mention it. “Card say what this was all about?”


  Hart shook her head. “But I did overhear the nurse at the
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