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The forest rarely gives up its dead
without a fight. Fierce winds bury the disturbed ground with
leaves. Heavy snows easily hide trails and footprints. And
sometimes hungry creatures feast on exposed flesh and
bone.

Along the path cutting through Briar Woods, a
woman clad in a dark green warm-up suit moved cautiously, stopping
every few seconds to peer between leafless trees and thorny bushes.
Overhead a hawk carved graceful circles as it glided over the
treetops in search of prey. Trees were skeletal remains, exposing
the forest like an open wound, baring its blemishes and flaws. The
woman watched the hawk for several seconds until she was certain it
had nothing to tell her. To the casual observer, she looked as
though she were hunting something or someone. In a way, that wasn’t
too far from the truth.

Stepping off the trail, Sam Casey
studied the ground and stopped again to watch for signs. Her
mother, Abby Two Eagles, believed it was Nature that spoke to Sam
and showed her where the bodies were buried. Branches would bend as
though pointing their fingers. Animals would scurry then stop,
sniff, gaze up. It wasn’t as if the bodies moved, shifting the
surface of the earth or uprooting bushes. And the voices weren’t
loud, carried on a roll of thunder. The signs were more subtle.
Usually a cold would slice through Sam’s body, the hair on her arms
would bristle, and voices would lead her to within a few feet of a
shallow grave.

Abby often said that whenever someone died an
unnatural death, the spirit was unsettled, crying out to be
discovered and released to its final resting place. But today the
voices were silent. Sam could only assume that the rapists,
deviates, and syndicate hit men were choosing more isolated woods
in which to hide their sins.

She followed the path to a clearing where six
brick homes were in various degrees of completion. Workers swarmed
the construction site pounding wooden decks into form and
installing windows. A flatbed truck carrying a load of decking
pulled up to the curb and a segment of the swarm moved toward the
street.

Peering through one of the windows of a gray
brick bi-level Sam noticed a stone fireplace. The jean-clad workman
struggled with a marble mantel, finally hefting it in place and
wiping his forehead. He nodded for Sam to enter but she shook her
head.

A wrap-around porch led to the front of the
house where her attention was drawn to a stained glass elliptical
window above the door. It captured the sun in a kaleidoscope of
color.

“Anything I can help you with?”

Sam turned to find the jean-clad workman.
“Sorry, just being nosy,” Sam replied. A soft breeze played with
her feathered earring and she gently untangled it from her hair. “I
live on the other side of the forest.” Offering him her hand she
said, “I’m Sam Casey.”

“No law against admiring. Cooper. I’m the
foreman.” He stuck out a mitt-sized hand dusted with grit and
cement. She grimaced and quickly pulled back her arm. “Sorry. Kinda
hard to stay clean on a day like today,” Cooper said, a sheepish
grin cutting across his face. “Can’t beat this weather, though.
Four weeks before Christmas and it’s sixty-eight
degrees.”

Sam stepped over a two-by-four and
almost lost her footing. Cooper quickly grabbed her arm. “Careful
there. Bet you have a hard time seeing your feet.” He nodded toward
her wide girth and laughed at the annoyed look she flashed in
response.

“We have friends who are building a house in
this area,” she explained. “I just thought I’d see if I could tell
which one.”

An engine fired up behind them and Cooper
maneuvered her from the path of a construction bobcat. Sunlight
reflected off of the elliptical window and Sam shielded her eyes
from the glare. As she stepped back, light glittered and danced
around an object unearthed by the plow. She knelt down for a closer
inspection. The letters MB were stamped in the center of what
looked like a brass button. She dug the object from its grave and
held it in her hand.

A familiar cold swept over her body and the
hairs on her arms stiffened. She wrapped her fingers tightly around
the button. As though Nature herself flipped a switch, sunlight was
sucked from the sky, and the moon appeared over the treetops as if
pulled by an invisible marionette string. The construction site had
disappeared, replaced by a barren wasteland overrun with dandelions
and littered with hints of private parties. The air was hot and
muggy, filled with the scent of dewy grass. Sam slowly stood and
willed her feet to move, but they refused.

A haze hovered close to the ground, curling
around her feet. Suspecting she had nothing to offer, the haze
quickly spread, seeping across the clearing toward the woods. Sam
saw movement in the distance, a dark shadow that stumbled out of
the woods and through the haze. The humid air pressed close but did
little to ward off the chill racing through her body. She wanted to
draw her arms closer but they felt like anchors.

As the figure drew nearer, Sam could tell it
was a young girl, naked, eyes blinking in confusion. Heavy breasts
swayed with each jerky movement.

“Who’s there?” the girl called out. She
giggled as she tried to keep her balance and Sam wondered if the
girl had been drinking.

Another figure crept from the shadows to Sam’s
right, suddenly lurching toward the naked girl.

“Who are you?” the girl cried out again. But
the stranger remained silent. The attacker raised something shiny
and quickly struck down. Sam tried unsuccessfully to move, to cry
out a warning, but all efforts proved futile.

The knife was raised again, bringing with it a
stream of blood. The second stab felled the girl. Then the figure
knelt and plunged the knife repeatedly. The attacker grabbed a
handful of hair and jerked. When the knife was pressed to the
girl’s neck, Sam closed her eyes to what she knew would come next.
Screams ripped the darkness.

A large hand shook Sam’s shoulder. Her arms
flailed in defense and Cooper had to fend off her blows. Several of
the workers ran to her aid and Sam had to cover her mouth to choke
back the screams. It was then she heard a name, drifting in the
breeze, swirling around her head. A name only she could
hear.
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“I was so embarrassed. The guys
thought Cooper had assaulted me.” Sam opened another cabinet and
studied the contents. “It just seemed so real. Usually I pick up
bits and pieces. But this was different, Mom. It was like watching
a movie.” She searched through drawers and then the canisters on
the counter. “Didn’t you go grocery shopping yesterday?”

“Yes, dear. But if you are looking for
cookies, you know Jacob gave strict instructions not to buy any
sweets unless we are having company.”

Sam glared at her mother, then pulled open the
refrigerator. “If I see one more carrot or celery stick I’m going
to vomit. Didn’t you explain cravings to him?”

Abby measured out the flour and dumped it into
a mixing bowl. “You know your husband—the doctor of discipline and
self-control.” She whipped the ingredients together with a wooden
spoon then used a spatula to scrape the sides of the
bowl.

Sam noticed the way her mother’s eyes lit up
whenever she talked about Jake. It was a kind face, slow to anger.
As a child Sam remembered her mother’s face as the first thing she
would see upon waking every morning. Cher had nothing on this
woman’s cheekbones. And, Sam had to admit, her mother had good
taste.

“Discipline…right. This from a man
who can’t quit smoking.” She pulled a bowl of fruit from the
refrigerator and set it on the counter next to a bacon sandwich and
a glass of orange juice.

“You have been doing so well,
Samantha. I’m proud of you.”

“Between you and me I would plow through a
crowd of pre-schoolers about now just to snatch up their Oreo
cookies.”

Abby laughed and wiped her hands on the Mrs.
Claus face appliquéd on the front of her bib apron. The kitchen was
Abby’s favorite room. It was light and airy with plenty of cabinets
and counter space, a quarry tiled floor and a window box containing
a variety of plants starving for the sun’s attention. The house
always emitted tempting aromas, especially around the
holidays.

Sam peeked into the bowl and
inhaled. “Peanut butter? You’ve made how many batches of cookies
already and nothing chocolate.”

Abby covered the bowl with plastic
wrap and placed it in the refrigerator. “Some are for the Christmas
bazaar. The rest Jacob will take to the office. I didn’t want to
tempt you by making anything with chocolate.”

“But the peanut butter cookies have large
chocolate kisses on them, right?” Sam moved the flour and sugar
canisters in search of the recipe.

Abby pulled the recipe card from her
daughter’s hands. After returning the containers to the cabinets
and wiping off the countertop, she grabbed her tea and joined Sam
at the island counter. “Now tell me about the button.” Abby tucked
errant strands of dark hair into the thick knot at the nape of her
neck, then picked up the brass button.

Sam repeated everything that had happened at
the construction site. “There were times I thought I might be
losing my touch because I haven’t been involved in any cases
lately.”

“Your powers could be getting stronger,
Samantha. Or this young woman died such a violent death, her spirit
will never know rest.”

A shiver ran through Sam’s body. “She was so
young. What a terrible way to die.” She watched Abby clasp her
fingers around the button. “Are you picking up
anything?”

Abby shook her head. But that wasn’t unusual.
Neither one could pick or choose what was revealed to her. Besides,
Abby’s powers were with the living, Sam’s were with the
dead.

“Where do I go from here?”

Abby handed the button back to her daughter.
“Do you really need to ask?”

 


 


“If it isn’t the little mother.” The desk
sergeant stood and stretched a hand toward Sam.

She despised the term
little mother, mainly
because she didn’t feel little. Her equilibrium was off, she longed
to fit into a pair of leggings without looking like a stuffed
sausage, and all she felt like doing was eating.

“Jake around?”

Sergeant Scofield handed her a
visitor’s badge. “He’s in The Box
interrogating a subject but you can wait in his
office. You know the way.” The room used for interviewing suspects
and witnesses was as square and nondescript as a box with little
more than a table and three chairs.

She turned to see several heads quickly bow.
Her fingers made a sudden grab for her medicine bundle, force of
habit when she found herself in uncomfortable
surroundings.

Turning back to Scofield, she said,
“Okay if I get a cup of tea?”

“Sure, sure.” He waved a hand at
her without looking up from his paperwork.

The break room was down the hall
and around the corner. All she had to do was follow the worn tiled
floor and the sound of laughter, which quickly died down when she
appeared. After setting her tote bag on a chair, she fumbled for
change and dropped it into an empty coffee can. Whispers and
murmurs funneled their way through the silence and she stole a
glance at her observers through the mirror. Not a good idea, she thought. She
should have just picked up the phone and called Jake rather than
make an unscheduled visit.

She gazed at her reflection. What
she wouldn’t give for smooth, manageable hair. When dry, hers
looked like a burlap rug. When wet, it looked like a wet burlap
rug. That was one feature of her father’s she would just as soon
not have inherited. The eyes, though, were the best Casey trait.
They weren’t a pale blue, the type people use kind or soft to describe. Sam’s were more
vibrant and could be termed electric or ice depending on her mood or who was
pissing her off.

She tossed the tea bag into the garbage can
and looked up to see people vacating the room as if she had brought
a plague. Her gaze drifted to the vending machine but the candy
bars didn’t entice her. They wouldn’t do much to quell her
craving.

She made a detour back to Scofield’s desk.
“How long have you been a cop?”

He peered over his bifocals at her as though
assessing the seriousness of her question. “Is there a right or
wrong answer?”

“Only if it makes me happy.”

“Twelve years in St. Louis, ten in Chasen
Heights. Do I win a prize?”

“Maybe. Do you recall any homicides
near the new Briar Woods development in which a young girl was
stabbed to death?”

The sergeant pulled his glasses off
and stared at the ceiling. “Stabbing,” he repeated and slowly shook
his head. “Don’t think so. I haven’t always been in Homicide, but
news of any young girl being murdered would have run through every
department in Chasen Heights.” He slipped his glasses back on his
nose and studied her for a few moments. “Why?”

Sam shrugged. “I volunteer for the Historical
Society once a week.” She turned and walked away.

“My ass,” Scofield yelled out.

Sam stepped into Jake’s office and closed the
door. Folders were stacked neatly on the corner of the desk.
Another stack was teetering in the OUT box. One lone folder lay in
the middle of the desk.

A faint tapping on the window drew her
attention to the two mourning doves. She grabbed a handful of
sunflower seeds from the can on the sill and opened the
window.

“How are you doing, boys?” The two birds
backed away as she tossed the seeds to them. For all she knew they
could be two girls, but it hadn’t stopped her from naming them
Tonto and Cochise.

Touching the leaves of the poinsettia plant
sitting on the sill, Sam whispered, “See how long you last now that
I touched you.” The plant was lush and full of blossoms.

She stood for a while and peered out at the
city. It was a typical growing community, racially and economically
mixed. Some of the older sections butted against new developments.
Even the original brick buildings downtown were getting a face lift
in an effort to keep up with the modern strip malls and a bustling
shopping center.

Sam turned away from the window and tossed her
sweater coat on a chair. Through the glass partition she saw
several people staring. She turned the wand on the blinds to shut
them out.

She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t noticed before
but Jake had a new desk of dark mahogany wood protected with a
glass top. The city was obviously using up its funds before the end
of the budget year.

The cushioned chair rocked when she sat down.
Except for a coffee cup with the FBI logo, Jake’s desk was void of
all personal effects. No awards or plaques on the walls. As usual,
Jake was unpretentious. It didn’t bother her that he didn’t have a
framed picture of her on his desk. It was just as well since
someone would eventually use her photo to practice
graffiti.

Her finger nudged the lone folder
lying in the middle of the desk and it yawned open. The right-hand
corner read, ANTON MOORE Case 01207
in neatly typed letters. She remembered this case
all too well. The airwaves had been filled with news about the
three-year-old boy who had been set on fire by his mother’s
boyfriend four weeks ago. Jake had an uncanny ability to ferret out
the abusers, to see what others couldn’t see in their eyes. Sam
assumed it was because Jake had grown up looking into similar eyes.
What Jake saw in the eyes of men like Mo Williams was pure
enjoyment. They took pleasure in the power they wielded over
others.

From Jake’s notes she discovered that the only
thing holding up Mo’s hearing was Keesha Moore’s testimony. The
six-year-old girl had been the only witness. Two weeks of her stay
in the hospital was for treatment of second-degree burns. The third
week was for counseling. The judge in the case wanted to meet
privately with Keesha in his chambers. That meeting was scheduled
for tomorrow.

She leafed through prior reports of abuse when
Mo had allegedly beaten Felicia Moore. Sam wasn’t surprised to read
that Felicia would habitually drop charges against her boyfriend as
quickly as she picked up the phone to report the incidents. A
co-dependent. Those were the dangerous ones. Cops would show up to
pull the husband off the wife only to have her pick up something
and start pounding on the cops for hurting her
boyfriend/husband/significant other. It happened too many
times.

In Anton Moore’s case, Felicia believed Mo’s
story…that Anton was playing with matches while Mo was in the
shower and Felicia was at the store. The fire hadn’t done much
damage to the couch. Anton’s clothing had caught fire and his
sister had tried to put it out.

Sam studied the picture of Mo Williams. She
had expected a three-hundred-pound bully built like a prize
fighter. Instead, she was staring at a lean pretty boy wearing an
Army camouflage shirt. His long Afro was pulled back and wrapped in
fabric, like a horse’s tail. There was a deep scar under his left
eye, and another one on his chin. He had a cocky look on his face
and eyes that dared you to challenge him.

There were pictures of Felicia following a
variety of 911 calls. Bruises, abrasions, fractured arm, a laundry
list of injuries. During the heat of the moment, in each of the
instances, she had pointed a finger at Mo. But the next morning
when her bruises didn’t seem to hurt as much and her heart filled
with eternal love and devotion to the night time security guard,
she would drop those charges and the two lovebirds would walk out
of the precinct hand in hand.

“Stupid girl.” Sam closed the folder and
turned toward the monitor. She tapped the mouse and the screen lit
up. “Good.” Jake was already signed on to the system. There was a
time she knew the password to access records but it was changed
after her suspension.

The query form was the same. She clicked on
HOMICIDE and typed in STABBING. Under VICTIM she typed F and under
AGE she typed in a range of 14-20. Sam guessed the victim to be
high school age but with the mature shape of her body she could be
wrong. She clicked on SEARCH and drummed her fingers on the
desk.

“Let’s not take too long.” She stole a quick
glance toward the door and hoped Jake would be delayed a little
longer. Twelve names appeared on the screen. Two victims were
female, both were stabbed once, and one victim was African
American. Two of the homicides were domestic disputes. The rest
were gang-related.

Sam heard the door click shut.

“Hope that’s a love letter you’re
typing,” a familiar voice said.

Sam winced. “Of course. How do you
spell Dear John?”

Strong hands wrapped around the
armrests and pulled the chair away from the computer. Then the
chair was spun around until Sam was staring at a face that was more
drill sergeant than scout leader.

“As usual, I’m sure you have a good
explanation.”

His look was stern, eyes expressionless. It
had taken Sam awhile to get used to Jake’s serious nature. On rare
occasions she would catch a gleam in his eyes whenever he looked at
her, like now.

Sam smiled sweetly. “Of course.”

His finger made a circle in the air then
pointed toward the chair in front of the desk. “Park
it.”

“Nice to see you, too, sweetheart. How is your
day going?” She stood up slowly, stepping closer to him, catching a
whiff of his aftershave while her fingers played with his tie. “Did
you have a meeting today?” Jake detested wearing ties unless
absolutely necessary. He took a step back. “Nervous? Afraid someone
will walk in on us?”

Jake pulled away, slipped out of his tweed
sportscoat, and hung it on the hook behind the door. His badge was
clamped to the left side of his belt, his Sig Sauer in a belt
holster on the right.

“You’re supposed to bribe me with fry bread
before breaking into my computer.” He stole a quick glance to make
sure the blinds were closed, then planted a kiss on her forehead.
“What are you up to?” Jake sat down and studied the names on the
screen. He pushed his chair back and propped his right ankle over
his left knee.

Sam settled into the seat opposite him and
filled him in on the construction site. He listened intently, hands
clasped over his stomach, a worry line slowly etching across his
forehead.

“What movie did you watch last
night?”

“When?”

“In the middle of the night, Sam. I rolled
over around three in the morning and you weren’t there.”

It wasn’t unusual for her to have trouble
sleeping nights. Some days she napped so much that her sleep
patterns were screwed up. But leave it up to Jake to think
otherwise.

“I’m not having nightmares, if
that’s what you’re thinking. And I watched the tape of
Sleepless in Seattle, so
I wasn’t influenced by any blood and guts movie.”

Jake shoved a fist under his chin and regarded
her thoughtfully. He cocked his head toward the computer and
studied the screen again.

“Jake.” Sam studied her hands and
tried to stifle comments about how over-protective he was and that
she had no control over when it happens. She pulled the brass
button from her pocket and set it on the desk in front of him. “I
heard the name Wy-chin-sky repeated in my head. It could be either
the killer’s or the victim’s name. I was trying to see if the
database had a list of homicides with multiple stab
wounds.”

Jake held the button between his fingers. “Did
you think perhaps the button fell off of a hitchhiker and the
killing happened in another state?”

“No.”

“Or perhaps it belonged to one of the
construction workers who might have committed a crime somewhere
else?”

She leaned back with a sigh. “Well, you sure
know how to let your logic put a damper on things.”

“That’s me. Mr. Logic.” He placed the button
on the desk, flipped it around so the initials were facing
him.

“Have I ever told you how absolutely
irritating that is?” She saw a hint of a smile in his eyes and had
to admit it was one of the qualities she admired about him,
sometimes. “It would take forever to go state by state and not
every police department has its records computerized,
Jake.”

He glanced back at the monitor. “Did you
search for a Wy-chin-sky in the computer?”

“Didn’t know how to spell it.”

“We only have ten years worth of records input
into our system so far, Sam. Besides, you’ve lived here all your
life. You don’t remember such a murder?”

Sam shook her head. “Abby and I were probably
visiting the reservation. We usually did during the summers and the
murder definitely happened during a hot summer.” She studied the
button closely. It looked like something off of a college blazer.
“When the scene unfolded it was that forest preserve and that
clearing. My gut tells me the murder took place right here in
Chasen Heights.”

Jake grew pensive, steepling his
fingers and tapping them against his chin. She wasn’t sure if he
was pretending to give her theory some thought, or if his FBI
training was re-sorting and shifting the details in his head.
Finally, he said, “If all our computer came up with were two female
victims, then there is a chance the killing took place more than
ten years ago.” He glanced at the stack of files on his desk.
“Unfortunately, cases with actual clues take
precedence.”

“Give me a conference room and back files and
I’ll go through them,” Sam offered.

“No.”

“That was way too quick.”

“Why don’t you just concentrate on you and the
baby, okay?”

“Disappointment isn’t healthy for me or the
baby,” she countered.

“Sam.” Jake pushed his chair back and stood
up. “Don’t try to maneuver me into doing something I don’t want to
do.”

She studied his chiseled features, ruddy
complexion, the soft flecks of yellow in his brown eyes. Jake had a
hardened look of someone who spent too much time exposed to the
seedier part of life. The eyes are what smiled when his lips
wouldn’t and the gentle sound of his voice could sometimes send a
rush of heat through her body. Sam felt that sudden rush, leaned
across the desk and whispered, “Will you be home for
lunch?”

He picked up the button and stared at her over
his fingers, a glint of understanding in his eyes. “Abby going
shopping?”

“Uh huh. Looking for more nursery furniture.”
Sam smiled back. “Does that mean you’ll take the case?”

He handed her the button. “No, that means I’ll
be home for lunch.”

 


 


 


- 3 -

 


Sam greeted Jake at the front door,
turned him around and covered his mouth with hers. Her hands
gripped solid muscle.

“Sam,” Jake mumbled around her
tongue.

Her fingers struggled with his shirt buttons
as she backed him across the quarry tiled floor. In a brief moment
of surrender he wrapped his arms around her and returned the kiss.
But just as quickly, he broke the embrace.

“Um, honey.” He tried to ply her fingers
free.

“I’ve got the Jacuzzi running and the candles
lit.” She grabbed fistfuls of fabric and yanked the shirt out of
his pants.

Jake grabbed her by the shoulders.
“Sam.”

“Yes, yes, I’m hurrying.” Shoes
clicked on the foyer floor and Sam turned to see the last person
she wanted to see.

“Uh, Dim Sum Duck, anyone?” Frank
Travis held up two bags which leaked strong soy aromas. “Or is it
Dim Sum word that rhymes with
duck?” He broke out in a wide grin showing
a mouth full of gleaming white teeth against dark skin.

Sam jerked her gaze back to Jake and a soulful
whine caught in her throat.

“I’m sorry,” Frank chuckled. “Were you
expecting shrimp fried rice? Got that, too.” He walked past the two
tossing a wink at Jake.

“Jake.” Her eyes pleaded as she watched him
tuck his shirt back into his pants.

“We got a break on a case and we’re having a
quick bite while Frank waits for a call.” He kissed the tip of her
nose. “Go blow out the candles.”

“The I.O.U. list is getting very long,
Mitchell,” she yelled at his back.

Food and files were spread out on the dining
room table by the time Sam returned. Studying the contents of the
takeout boxes, she told Frank, “This is a pretty high fat and
calorie lunch you’re having, Mr. Nutrition.”

“I’ll just spend three hours in the gym
tomorrow instead of two.” He pulled out a wax paper bag and dangled
it from his fingers. “Fortune cookies.”

“Boring,” she mumbled as she stretched out on
the window seat and stared at the acres of brown grass and withered
stems where flowers once bloomed. She didn’t like this time of year
when Nature painted the landscape in only two colors—yellow and
brown. At least if there were several inches of snow it would cover
the dead plants.

“My contact said she’d call the minute she
spots Ryerson,” Frank said as he spooned fried rice onto his
plate.

“Hope you’re right. We can use a
break.”

“Is this the Silvy Serico murder you’re
working on?” Sam asked.

“Yes,” Jake replied, “but no need…”

“To concern yourself,” Sam said with
disgust.

Silvador Serico had been another unfortunate
victim caught in the crossfire of a drive-by shooting. Rumors were
Lank Ryerson was the driver of the car but no one recognized the
face of the shooter.

“Why don’t you take up knitting or crocheting,
Sam?” Frank suggested, a smile curling up the corners of his
mouth.

Sam fumbled in her pocket and withdrew the
brass button. “Jake tell you about the button I found?”

“Sorta.”

“Sorta?”

Frank chuckled again. “Yeah, he said you saw a
brutal murder taking place.”

“Did he tell you where I found it?” Now it was
her turn to smile. “Over at the new Briar subdivision.”

Frank’s smile slowly faded. “My
subdivision?”

Her smile broadened. “Yes. And I
think I found it on your driveway.”

“My driveway?” Frank’s eyes bulged
and his head swiveled to Jake. “You didn’t say anything about
that.”

“Drop it, Frank.” Jake gathered up the empty
containers and shoved them into the takeout bag.

“But it’s my driveway.” He jerked his head
back to Sam. “You sure it’s MY driveway?”

“Elliptical window, circular drive.” Her hands
drew a picture in the air. “It’s the only house with a circular
drive, right?”

“Damn.” Frank pressed his hands against his
shaved head. “I’m going to have a Cemetery Mary floating across my
lawn?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t spent your morning
going through newspapers,” Jake told Sam.

“I did. I mean, I am. You have been with CHPD
for seven years and you don’t remember anything. Scofield has been
here ten years.”

“I’ve been here twelve,” Frank added, “and I
sure don’t remember that gruesome of a murder.”

“All the old timers work at Headquarters and I
certainly don’t want to stop by and risk running into Chief
Murphy.” Sam stood with a smile and leveled her eyes on
Jake.

“No.”

“Why is it you say no so quickly and I haven’t
even asked the question yet?”

“I start asking questions, word will get back
to Murphy. He even suspects you are working on a case and he’ll
make your life miserable.” Jake carried the bags to the
kitchen.

“I’m a private citizen,” Sam called
out.

Jake returned and stood across the table from
Sam, his palms flat on the table. “No, Sam. You are a suspended
cop.”

Frank jumped when his beeper vibrated and he
checked the number on the display.

“That her?” Jake asked.

“Yep.” Frank pulled a cell phone from his
pocket and dialed. “Granny Mae? It’s Detective Travis.” He smiled
as he listened and nodded to Jake when he hung up. “It’s show
time.”

 


 


Sam spent the afternoon visiting the Chasen
Heights Post Tribune office hoping to find some seasoned veterans
who might know the crime statistics and save her a lot of leg work.
One lesson she failed to learn was not to visit a newspaper office
during deadline.

Betsy, the bubbly receptionist, was busy
typing one finger at a time. She giggled her way through two phone
calls while Sam waited patiently to ask if they had an available
log on crime statistics. Miss Perky was quick to point out that her
name was “Betsy,” like in “wetsy.” She wasn’t even blonde. “You can
check our web site. We have an archives there,” she
offered.

“I have been on your web site. All afternoon.”
Sam strained to keep the irritation from her voice. Several desks
away a group of Miss Perky lookalikes was clustered around a buff
jock. While others hustled in deadline mode with papers flying and
voices loud, these obvious interns were oblivious to the hectic
pace.

“Nothing was detailed on the web site. I was
looking for statistics, details.”

The phone chirped, an irritating
ring that sounded like a monster cricket. Holding up one finger,
its long nail painted with a Christmas tree design, Betsy signaled
the silent wait-one-minute message and answered on the third
ring.

The buff jock was standing and stretching,
flexing his muscles to the delight of his admirers. Sam looked
around for someone of authority but either they were all too busy
or they just didn’t care what the underlings did. Maybe paying
seven dollars an hour wasn’t sufficient incentive to put in a full
day’s work.

“Now, did you need anything else?”
Betsy asked after hanging up.

“Is there anyone here that has at
least twenty years seniority?”

“Twenty years?” Betsy’s mouth
twisted as though she had just bitten into a lime. “You mean like
older than me?”

Sam turned on her heel and walked out. Maybe
Jake was right. Maybe the murder had happened in another
state.
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The next day Sam headed for the
library to look through back issues of the Chasen Heights Post Tribune. After
one hour she came to the conclusion that all microfiche should have
a warning label. She had felt the eyestrain after the first ten
minutes.

Every time the door opened to the Circulation
Department, Sam looked up with anticipation, hoping that an ancient
librarian would come teetering in, someone with decades worth of
gossip to share. But everyone who entered looked barely out of high
school. One woman was dressed as Mrs. Claus. A notice on a nearby
bulletin board announced that Mrs. Claus would be reading Christmas
stories today in the children’s library.

There was something about the eerie silence of
a library that didn’t sit well with Sam. It seemed unnecessary for
one thing. Most people when they read at home have the radio or
television set blaring. Why did they suddenly need absolute silence
to browse through a bookshelf or thumb through a
magazine?

The clock on the wall above the door said it
was close to feeding time. Stifling a yawn, Sam popped out the film
and returned it to the shelf.

An enclosed walkway led to the main
library. Near the Information Desk Sam noticed a white-haired woman
stocking books onto a rotating display. A cameo pin was fastened at
the top of a starched collar. Her nametag read Wanda. She was
taking books off of the shelves and replacing them with books from
the cart.

“Anything new and interesting?” Sam
asked.

The frail woman looked startled but recovered
quickly. Sam couldn’t help but notice how transparent Wanda’s skin
appeared and her eyes were drawn to the elderly woman’s hairline
where the sparseness resembled doll’s hair.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt you.” Sam studied
the titles of the books.

“What kind of mysteries do you like?” Wanda
didn’t wait for a response and quickly pulled down a book with a
paw print in blood on the cover. “Have you read the Feline Series?
Clever mysteries where the Siamese cat helps his master solve
crimes.” She set the book in Sam’s arms. “And what about the Sister
Sleuth Series?” Wanda piled three more books on top of the cat
cover. “It’s about a group of nuns who solve cases while running a
home for wayward girls.”

“Sounds like a real page turner.”

“Course, all I read are cozies. I don’t like a
lot of blood and gore in my books. Don’t like the King fella
either.” She pulled two more books off the rack and loaded them
onto Sam’s pile.

“So you’ve never read Patricia
Cornwell?”

Wanda grimaced and fastened her gray eyes on
Sam’s stomach. “You shouldn’t be reading those either. The baby
will absorb all that nonsense. The world is full of enough evil
without reading it to the baby.”

By osmosis? Sam thought. “Have you lived here long?” Sam asked, trying
to steer the conversation away from mysteries.

“All my life.” Her pale fingers
played with the cameo pin. “My brother was the pastor at Saint
Michael’s. He’s been dead for ten years now.” She turned back to
her book shelving, checking spines for more recommendations. “I
still help out at the church working as a part-time secretary. We
need more of the Lord’s work in our lives because Satan is
everywhere.” Wanda’s eyes flitted down the hall and she waited for
a mother and two daughters to pass. The girls were each clutching
several selections. Once they were out of range, Wanda leaned in
close and whispered, “There’s enough evil in the world without
hearing it on the news or reading about it in the papers. Close
thine ears to depravity lest it conquer thee.”

Sam’s eagerness to discuss details of a
multiple stabbing, rape, and decapitation was dwindling fast and
she feared just mentioning such a crime would have the frail senior
pulling out her rosary and flashing the crucifix before going into
cardiac arrest.

Sam thanked her for the books and as she
approached the check out, turned to see if Wanda was watching. She
wasn’t. Sam dumped the books through the Returns slot and fled the
library.

 


 


The car screeched to a stop outside Braggio’s,
an upscale Italian restaurant just two blocks from the
courthouse.

The stout valet came running over
to the car and motioned frantically at the No Parking sign.

Frank grabbed Jake’s arm. “I don’t
think we should do this.”

“Then stay in the car.” Jake
pressed his badge against the side window. The pudgy-faced valet
did a one-eighty and stalked away.

“At least take five minutes to calm
down.”

“Why waste a pissed-off mood.” Jake stormed
out of the car with Frank reluctantly trailing behind. They rushed
past a fountain where the statue of a woman in marble was pouring
water from an urn into a pool littered with coins.

Once inside the restaurant, Jake flashed his
badge at the hostess. The detectives walked through the restaurant
of power-suited lawyers, the country club elite, past an elaborate
buffet, to a back room.

Where Judge Andrew Wise ate lunch was not
public knowledge. But Jake knew who to call and what favors to
collect. Against Frank’s protests, Jake wasn’t going to be
satisfied until he heard from the judge why charges against Mo
Williams had been dropped.

Judge Wise’s fork of pasta hovered
between his plate and mouth when Jake pulled out a chair and sat
down. The fork returned to the plate and Judge Wise’s eyes darted
around the room.

“This is highly irregular,
Detectives,” Wise whispered, pressing a napkin to his
mouth.

The private room held eight tables, half of
which were occupied by men in starched shirts and Armani suits. A
waitress walked up to the table.

“They aren’t staying,” Judge Wise told the
young woman. His napkin was tucked under his chin and draped in
front of his white shirt. A herringbone suit jacket hung on the
back of his chair, the gray threads matching his hair. Fatigue
glistened in his eyes and deepened the creases in his
forehead.

He turned his attention back to the
detectives. “Let me guess. This has to do with the Williams
case.”

Frank looked around nervously
before sitting down, expecting a bouncer to toss their asses out on
the street.

Jake started to speak but Wise held his hand
up. The judge busied himself shaking cheese on his pasta while his
eyes continued to dance around the room.

“You two are good cops and I know this case
sticks in your craw.” He took time to sip his coffee. “Felicia
Moore’s attorney refused to let me speak to Keesha alone. Needless
to say, the girl changed her story completely. She definitely had
enough time to be coached but the testimony of a six-year-old would
have been weak at best anyway.” Judge Wise wound pasta around his
fork and shoved it in his mouth.

Frank leaned forward. “She’s kept
to her story for weeks.”

“She was coerced. She’s scared of Mo,” Jake
said.

The napkin flipped up again and
Judge Wise patted his lips. “I cautioned Felicia Moore that one
more call to the police about Mo and I will instruct the Department
of Children and Family Services...”

“What good is that going to do?”
Jake argued. “She’ll just make sure she never calls and Mo will
keep on beating.” Judge Wise’s back stiffened and Jake felt Frank’s
hand on his arm.

“Let me finish.” The judge pulled the napkin
from under his chin and tossed it on the table. “DCFS will make
twice weekly visits. Mo has been instructed to attend counseling,
as has Felicia. If ever I have seen a case of co-dependency, this
is it.” He signaled the waitress for his check. “This conversation
is over.”

Reluctantly, Frank and Jake pushed
away from the table and stood. “Jake,” Judge Wise said as they
turned to leave. Frank looked sharply at Jake. “We can’t win them
all, no matter how hard we try.”

Jake nodded.

“Okay, what was that about?” Frank demanded as
they walked out into the crisp sunlight.

“Mo is free.”

“Not that. What’s the buddy-buddy Jake
thing?”

Jake shoved his sunglasses onto the bridge of
his nose and stared at his partner. “How about you drive.” He
tossed the keys over to him.

They climbed into the car but Frank hesitated
before shoving the key into the ignition. He leaned back with a
sigh and cocked his head toward Jake.

“No lectures.” Jake pushed the button and the
window rolled down.

“Ain’t none coming. But the outcome shouldn’t
surprise you. What the hell did you think a six-year-old girl was
gonna do?”

Jake clamped the cigarette between his teeth
and struggled out of his leather coat. He flung it over the
backrest and into the back seat.

“Go ahead. Clam up. Who the hell am I? Just
your partner for the past seven fuckin’ years. Ain’t nobody
important.”

Jake turned his head slightly and
glared through his mirrored sunglasses at Frank. He always said
Frank should have his own pulpit.

“You don’t think I’m skipping happy
that ass got tuned up while he was in jail? Huh.” Frank shoved the
keys in the ignition and hesitated again. “That little boy was the
same age as my son. Little kids can’t defend themselves. People
should have to be licensed to be parents, goddam right. Gotta have
a license to drive, even to fish.”

Jake stared out of the passenger
window while his cigarette burned and Frank’s preaching faded in
and out. Instead, Jake was remembering the day an innocent
three-year old died and the young mother who struggled with the
decision whether to mourn the death of her son or valiantly support
her boyfriend.

 


“Miss Moore, how long have you
known Mr. Williams?” Jake asked.

“About a year.”

“Has he ever hit the
kids?”

“No.”

“Ever hit you?”

“No.”

Frank produced previous incident
reports from a folder and laid them out for the young woman to see.
“It’s a shame that someone would mess up a beautiful face like
yours,” he said, letting his eyes drift over her face.

Felicia quickly responded, “I
fell, that’s all. Slipped on the ice. Another time I tripped over
one of the kid’s toys.”

“What about the bruises you had
our technician take pictures of and the warrant you wanted issued
against Mr. Williams?” Frank challenged.

“I was only funnin’ him. I was mad
and wanted to get back at him. Don’t mean nothin’. I dropped them
charges.”

“Did he ever hurt the children?”
Jake asked. “Beat them?”

“No.”

“Burn them with
cigarettes?”

“No.”

“Abuse them?”

“I told you, NO!”

When it was Mo’s turn to be
interrogated, Jake hovered over him like a storm cloud but the
young bully didn’t even flinch. Jake’s six-foot-two-inch,
two-hundred-plus-pound solid frame and the intense look in his eyes
had little effect.

“Well, Maurice. What do you have
to say for yourself?” Jake flipped the chair around and straddled
it. Frank leaned against the door.

“About what, white boy?” he
sneered. “The weather?” He clasped his hands together, fingers
toying with a ring on his right index finger. The diamond horseshoe
was anchored on a gold band. Jake figured the ring was stolen. It
was too large to fit on Mo’s ring finger.

Jake took a long reach across the
table and grabbed Mo by the shirt, lifting his wiry body off of the
chair until their faces were a few inches apart.

“Lose the chip on that shoulder,
punk, or I’ll knock it off,” Jake whispered.

“Jake!” Frank pulled on Jake’s arm
until he released his hold.

“This is pole-eeze brutality,” Mo
sneered, but the sneer faded quickly when Frank received a phone
call. Frank didn’t hide the gotcha look in his eyes as he slid one
hip on the table, and leaned in close.

“We just might have a problem,
Mo,” Frank said. “I just spoke to the policewoman who accompanied
Keesha to the hospital. It seems the little girl is awake and
telling our officer a completely different account of what
happened. Now,” he leaned in closer and whispered, “care to change
your story?”

 


“…and just like my granddaddy
always said, ‘what goes around comes around.’ Just got to be
patient. Right?”

Frank’s voice faded in as Jake felt a searing
pain in his fingertips. He flung the burning cigarette butt out the
window and rubbed his fingers.

“Also helps if you pay attention,” Frank
added.

Jake turned his mirrored sunglasses toward him
and said, “Drive.”
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Smoke swirled around the lights and
drifted toward the ceiling fans. Sam wished the ceiling were
higher. They were seated at a table in the back room of Izzy’s, a
hangout popular with the local men in blue and owned by a former
cop. The bar wasn’t fancy but it had great food. Its wooden floors
were practical, the bar long, and drinks bottomless. Television
sets were tuned to a variety of sporting events. A wall filled with
autographed pictures served to separate the restaurant from the bar
area.

Jake hadn’t said much about Mo Williams’
hearing. He didn’t have to. Frank was doing all the
talking.

“And Jake has to barge into the restaurant and
interrupt the judge’s lunch.”

“Frank,” Jake cautioned.

“You what?” Sam asked.

“And then I find out the two of them are on
first name basis. What’s next? Sleepovers at Judge Wise’s
house?”

Jake lit another cigarette while he glared at
Frank across the table. He held the cigarette away from Sam and
blew the smoke toward the ceiling. Sam glanced from Frank to her
husband. No one spoke for a painfully long time.

“What time did you say he would be
here?” Sam finally asked, changing the subject.

“Patience.” Jake placed a hand on her thigh
and squeezed. “I was told he stops by every night. Nancy will let
him know we want to talk to him.”

A roar erupted from the bar area prompted by
one of the sporting events being televised. A child in a high chair
at a nearby table placed her hands over her ears. Sam cringed at
the crumbs under the high chair and tried to imagine her own
kitchen floor littered with food.

“Gotta hand it to you, Sam.” Frank picked up a
packaged cracker from the basket in the center of the table and
read the back, squinting at the small print. “One soulful look from
a pregnant wife and Jake folds like any whipped
husband.”

She grabbed the crackers from his hand and
ripped them open. “Either eat them or put them back. Don’t play
with them.”

Frank drew back his hand. “Damn. Never get
between you and food.”

“Jake doesn’t fold.” Sam said, stealing a
glance at Jake who was slowly twirling his beer glass in the rings
of condensation. “My guess is I have sparked his curiosity.” This
elicited a one-sided grin from her husband.

A figure appeared in front of their table.
“Bartender says you’re looking for me.”

Jake stood. “You’re Jonesy?”

“John Jones but everyone calls me Jonesy.” His
flannel shirt was layered over a turtleneck and the buttons
strained at the waist of his denim jeans. Once the introductions
were made, Jonesy wasted no time sitting down and pouring a glass
of beer from the pitcher.

“I understand you worked Homicide
for a while,” Jake said.

“From nineteen-eighty to
eighty-five. Then I went to canine patrol. Always was good at
training dogs.”

Sam watched as beer dribbled down
Jonesy’s chin and wondered if he learned table manners from his
dogs. She was itching to get a word in edgewise but Jonesy kept
talking about the best breeds for training.

When Jonesy took time out to wet
his whistle, Sam asked, “Do you remember any stabbing deaths in
Chasen Heights near Briar Woods? Victim would have been around
fifteen to twenty, female?”

“Oh, yeah. It wasn’t my case but I
remember the pictures being circulated. Would have thought a dog
had been slaughtered. Couldn’t tell it was human.” He took another
swig of beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand.

“So it’s true?” Frank grimaced and stared at
Jonesy’s face, as
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