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Claire stood close to the bathtub and leaned over the dead man’s naked body. His gray hair had been freshly brushed, parted on the left side and combed over the top of his pale head. His face looked peaceful, calm, brown eyes open and luminous, like he had just had some entirely new, enormous, but pleasant revelation as he passed out of this world. She lowered her face until she was a foot away and eye to eye. His fleshy lips were slightly parted.

“I see something white,” she announced and pointed. “Just barely back there. See?”

“Huh?” The middle-aged Morselli walked up beside her. There were tripods set up in three corners of the large bathroom, like a movie set, and the bathtub was on a platform two steps higher than the floor, like an Incan altar. Morselli stubbed his toe and almost knocked one of the tripods over. “Wadda ya mean?”

“Looks like there is some object in that there mouth.” Her tone was light, almost playful, with a slight drawl, like she was toying with an accent that was not her own. “See, I can make it out, curled up behind his teeth.”

“Oh yeah.” Morselli leaned down next to her until he was also level with the victim’s face. “I see it now. Piece of plastic I think?”

“Yup.”

“Hadn’t noticed that.”

“No?” Claire sighed at the unfolding mystery. “And a trace of liquid from the bathtub appears to be in his mouth too.” 

“Nope.” Morselli moved even closer. “Didn’t notice that at all. Looks like he ingested this nasty liquid stuff, all right.” 

“Somebody, get me a set of tweezers from that forensic kit out there,” she demanded. Her focus was unbroken. She remained hunched over the dead man, but Morselli lost concentration. He stood for an instant and snapped his focus. Then he tried to snap his gloved fingers instinctively. It did not work. The rubber gloves made it impossible.

“Hey, hey,” he demanded. “Tweezers, one of you out there.”

Content that his command would yield results, Morselli then bent and mirrored her stance once more. His face was as close to the victim’s as was Claire’s. Her intense focus on her work kept her hunched over the body with her eyes fixed on the prize. She placed a gloved hand behind her back, waiting for the pair of tweezers without ever looking around, like a relay runner getting primed to take a baton. 

“It does look like a piece of plastic now that you mention it,” she agreed with him. 

Morselli inhaled rapidly and shot upright once more, trying to suppress a sneeze. He reflexively brought a hand to his mouth. He did not need to; a surgical mask already covered his face to keep the crime scene free of contaminants. 

Claire sighed again. Every new case was bittersweet, and not only challenged her mind, but also came with the coarse tedium of police work, like digging around in the files of every outdoor equipment shop in town to find which store sold the one bowie knife used in a particular murder. That part of policing was not elegant. That part was brutish. At least she was high enough in the Bureau now that she could offload some of the tedium onto underlings. She had worked her way high enough that murder and mayhem were mostly high-concept and stimulating. The attitude might appear unseemly and wrong, but it got the pulse racing...like addiction.

When none of the underlings outside the bathroom responded to Morselli, he snapped his fingers again, beckoning anyone who was close. He broke concentration once more and walked into the adjoining bedroom to retrieve the tweezers himself. Claire never moved. She was a Shaolin monk in meditation. 

Morselli was too late; a middle-aged man had already stepped forward with a gloved hand and beat him to the tweezers. The man brushed past and handed them off to Claire.

“Sorry,” the man apologized when Morselli glared at him over the wasted effort. 

“Durant, if you getting what she wanted anyway, why was I wasting my time walking all the way over here?” Morselli shook his head, threw his arms in the air, sucked his teeth and walked back into the bathroom.

“Maybe because you not the boss of me.” Durant apologized again for both his apparent clairvoyance and his loyalty. “She is.”

“Oh, thanks, Durant,” Claire said with mild surprise when she recognized the familiar voice. Claire still did not turn around to see who was behind her. “Sorry to get you out of bed. Just got here?” 

“With bells on,” Durant said sarcastically.

Claire took the pair of tweezers in a gloved hand. She pried open the victim’s teeth with the other hand by wedging two fingers into his mouth. She used just enough leverage to clear a path for the forked end of the tweezers.

“There is definitely some of this shitty liquid inside his mouth.” Morselli pointed out the obvious. He was bent over next to her again.

“Come to mama.” She snaked a thin strip of curled paper out of the man’s mouth and finally stood up. “It’s a laminated, printed note.” 

“Looks like that,” Morselli added to his run of serial agreements.

“What are you saying to your captive audience, o killer,” Claire asked rhetorically as she read it. She held it in the tweezers and waved in under Durant’s nose. “What does that smell like to you, Wolfeman?” 

“Like gas.” Durant Wolfe turned away to avoid the overwhelming odor. He then leaned his tall, lithe frame over the body to make his own assessment of every detail that his boss had just cataloged. 

“Strong, strong smell of gasoline,” Claire concurred. 

“You think that is why it’s laminated?” Morselli asked. “To keep the liquid from erasing the message.”

“Sure do,” Claire speculated. “Killer very much wants us to get the message.”

“Is that smell why every door and window in this place is open?” Durant asked. 

“Yup,” she said.

“Still smells strong in here.” Durant was certain.

“That’s what Morselli said. Gas.” Claire finally looked Durant up and down. She could see a bow tie peeking out from under his marshmallow suit and other crime scene garb. “You weren’t in bed? Where were you this time of evening, all dressed up and looking spiffy?”

“I will have you know I was at the Washington Concert Opera’s performance of Faust when the pager vibrated me out of my seat,” he complained. 

“Sorry.” She seemed genuinely sorry. “I was using my vibrator too, and it wasn’t on myself this time.”

“Sorry?” Durant questioned her sincerity anyway. “For me or for you?”

“Must be nice to have some semblance of a family life,” Claire lamented.

“Must be nice to not have a family life, so that you have enough time for a sex life,” Durant corrected her immediately.

“We all have our crosses to bear,” Claire replied, resigned.

“I was taking my kid to Comicon tomorrow morning too,” Durant continued.

“Sorry.” She screwed up her face in more feigned regret. “Your kid a nerd like you then?”

“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but monosyllabic utterances, insults and swears can never harm me,” Durant said proudly.

“Stop it.” She apologized indirectly for attacking an innocent. She paused and put on her most earnest look. “You know it’s all love.”

Durant motioned for her to read the note out loud. She had clearly read it to herself. She seemed hesitant, after going through all the trouble of discovering and retrieving the note, as if reading it out loud and releasing the words into the world might give them far greater weight, a different scale of burden. She seemed to be trying to buy time before the anvil fell.

“I just feel bad not having a mini-me version of my own, that’s all,” she explained. “It’s just envy. Sin and damnation?”

“The full title of the opera is The Damnation of Faust,” he said to educate his less cultured audience. “You gonna tell us what that note says before they mail me my first social security check here, or what?”

“Jesus, it stinks like gasoline in here?” Another marshmallow-suited younger man walked into the now cramped bathroom and saw the filled tub. “Somebody pumped gas on themselves when they were filling up or something?”

“I drive an EV, I will have you know,” Durant boasted as he lost track of his demand for the contents of the paper.

The young man put a gloved finger in the liquid in the bathtub, stirred and raised it to his nose, then sniffed. “Oh, ho, ho. Bah. Okay. That explains it.”

“That’s what we were all saying, Red.” Claire waved the note in the tweezers in the air. “We think this stuff is some kind of petroleum product.”

“Maybe so,” Durant said.

“What the hell is this scene all about?” The redheaded man waved his arms around the room.

“We were just about to find out when you barged in on the big reveal,” Durant complained in a way that showed they were close.

“This might give us a fucking clue.” Claire kept waving the paper. 

“Found that in his mouth. It’s like he’s a giant fortune cookie,” Durant pointed out.

“Well, read the damn thing.” Morselli was at the end of all restraint.

“I’m putting up a constant resistance because my gut tells me it is going to fuck with my life in the worst way,” Claire told them all.

“You and your gut,” Durant complained. “This is the FBI; we have real investigative tools at our disposal. We keep telling you, we don’t need your gut.”

“What is our fortune today, Agent Vuckovic?” Morselli meowed like a kitty. 

She held one end of the paper in the tweezers in her right hand; the other end she held between her left thumb and forefinger. Claire stretched the concertinaed paper out to read the words on it again.

“White paper, red text.” She heightened the tension. 

“Well, what does it say?” Durant asked one last time.

“‘All the best cowboys are Indians’?” Claire read loud enough for the staff in the bedroom next door to hear. She finished. Even after being read out loud, it posed more questions than it answered. “Yup, yup, yup. I can already tell that this is going to totally fuck my life.” 

“Whoa.” Morselli was just as puzzled. They all looked around at each other, and they all hunched their shoulders in a silent gesture to signal their great doubt.

“What the hell does ‘all the best cowboys are Indians’ mean?” She looked quizzically at Morselli. “Is this some kind of cyber-slang?”

“Don’t ask me.” Morselli shrugged again. 

“Is it a meme?” She rephrased the question multiple ways. “This in the urban dictionary or something?” 

“Never heard that expression in my life,” the Redhead admitted. His freckles stood out against the white mask.

“You?” Claire aimed the question at Durant, the former reference librarian. The last bit of hope lay with him. 

“No.” Durant shrugged too.

“Anybody ever heard that expression online or anywhere?” Claire walked out of the bathroom toward the bedroom that comprised the suite. She stopped in the doorway. It was three steps down to the level of the bedroom. She did not descend. There were five other assorted personnel there milling around. She raised her voice as the Redhead, Durant and Morselli started to follow, but when she stopped abruptly in the doorway, they logjammed behind her. They stood next to her like pickets. “Anybody ever heard that expression online or anything?” 

“No.” “Nope.” “Nah.” “Never.” “Can’t say I have.” The other five people in the room spoke simultaneously. Most shook their heads no as well for further reinforcement. 

“Think the murderer is sending us some kind of profound message then?” the Redhead asked.

“He is obviously sending us a message, shithead.” Claire was gruff. “I have the actual message right here in my hand. What about that don’t y’all get?”

“That is such an HR violation.” Durant tilted his glasses down and looked at her over them. “Caustic and abusive. That was so caustic it will probably damage the DNA in my soul. Any future cancer diagnosis will be directly attributable to what you just said.”

“So, so soul-crushing, your carelessly chosen words,” the Redhead added, reinforcing his coworker’s take. They were distancing themselves emotionally from the tragedy and immediate frustration with humor. It was a walling-off of their emotions to the kinds of tragic circumstances that they were constantly exposed to. Morselli was only a county cop, not FBI like the others, so he had the smallest dog in the fight. He just laughed.

“Fuck HR,” she replied, unconsciously lowering her voice to a whisper. The FBI and the ATF jackets were milling around still as two firemen, in full gear and with respirators on, entered the adjoining bedroom. 

“Everybody out,” the two firemen yelled.

“No, I meant a message with a deeper meaning?” the Redhead confirmed.

“Course it has a deeper meaning, shithead.” Claire kept to her previously stated opinion and went on to encourage deep thinking among her underlings and Morselli. “It obviously has some kind of deeper message because we don’t have the foggiest what the fuck it means. So that qualifies as deep. Y’all killing me now.” 

“That’d be my take on it,” Morselli said softly as he tried to be diplomatic and reduce what he’d misinterpreted as tension.

“She is like this all the time,” Durant explained. “It’s cyclical. Sometimes she is nice to us and sometimes she treats us like redheaded stepchildren. No offense, Red.”

“On-the-rag cyclical?” Morselli thought he could get in on the banter but, not accustomed to rehearsing with the group, there was no way to know boundaries or to manage the verbal jousting with just the right amount of subtlety. That made it dangerous for him. He could easily overstep.

“No, that’s not what I meant. We prefer to use the word mercurial.” Durant tried to rescue him. “Mercurial. You ever notice her pronouns?”

“I’m not into that shit,” Morselli confessed.

“No, you fool,” Durant said. “She is not always a bowling ball covered in Ginsu knives. Whenever credit gets doled out for anything accomplished by this team, she uses plural pronouns like us and we. ‘We did this.’ ‘We did that.’ This whole team gets credit. Not just her. That gets you loyalty and respect. Don’t mess with it.”

“Don’t sound like respect to me.” Morselli looked puzzled but registered that he understood some of the advice. “Don’t quite know what you mean, but okay.” 

“He is trying to tell you we love her very much. So very much.” The Redhead was explicit.

“Sounds like an abusive relationship to me,” Morselli joked. He was coming along. He was getting it.

“Don’t make me throw up, you two.” Claire kept her distance.

“Wanna hug, Governor?” the Redhead asked Claire.

“You are so getting a reprimand from HR,” Durant said to the Redhead. “Teamsplaining.”

“You done talking about me like I’m not here?” Claire asked them. 

“Sure.” Durant moved on.

“You bought time with this banter...to come up with something. What’d y’all come up with?” 

“Whoever did this really, really, really wanted to make sure we got the message and that we read it. Let’s start there.” Durant returned to the line of thought that had been temporarily abandoned for the sake of routine insults. 

“Laminating it and all. Message must be as important as the murder itself,” the Redhead contributed.

“No shit!” Morselli said sarcastically. He took the paper from Claire and looked at it closely, as if it might magically reveal something more in his possession. “Curled up in his mouth and all.”

“Hmmmm!” Claire shot him a nasty look.

“Some kind of a riddle, you think?” one of the other agents with an FBI body suit asked.

“Like the Riddler in Batman?” Durant wondered out loud. “It is counterfactual.”

“All the best cowboys are Indians? All the best cowboys are Indians? All the best cowboys are Indians?” Claire was drumming the tweezers in the palm of her hand. “We will google it when we are out of here.”

“Is anybody listening?” the fireman repeated.

“Maybe the murderer just likes Westerns,” the Redhead contributed. “Maybe the murderer is being literal and just telling us about cowboys and Indians. That’s the most obvious thing to me right there. You, Governor, what you got?”

“No fucking idea.” Claire shook her head. She turned and pushed between her men and walked farther into the bathroom again. She looked out the large picture window and onto the street six stories below. She took a breath of fresh air. “This murderer and moi, we just barely met.” 

“Hey, you can’t go back in there!” one of the firemen said forcefully as he stepped forward to talk to their group. “You folks are going to have to clear out of here immediately.”

Claire was so focused, she did not seem to hear.

“Anything here been moved or tampered with?” She walked back to the doorway and addressed the entire suite by yelling from the bathroom. “When did we find him?”

A young woman stepped forward and was about to speak.

“What about ‘get out now’ don’t you people understand?” the same fireman yelled. “All you people need to get out now. We have allowed you in here longer than we should.”

“Why?” Claire asked.

“We the HAZMAT team,” the first fireman said. “We’re clearing the building as a precaution. Y’all really shouldn’t even be in here at all for any extended time without a respirator.”

“Why are you clearing the building?” the Redhead asked innocently.

“These vapors will destroy your lungs, for one,” the second fireman said.

“That’s why we opened all the doors and windows.” Claire was reluctant to retreat so she offered a counter.

“Appreciate your tenacity in wanting to solve this crime.” The second fireman tried reason mixed with empathy. “But do you have any idea what would happen if that bathtub full of gas ignites?”

“You know it’s gas for sure?” she asked pointedly. “It don’t look like no gas I ever seen. Smells like it but don’t look like it. It looks like the grease trap I had to clean when I was a teenager working at McDonald’s.”

“We have to treat it like what it smells like.” The first fireman offered her a different perspective: safety expert, not detective. “You have about one hundred gallons of what smells to us like gasoline in that bathtub. You folks are basically in a room with a bomb large enough to blow the penthouse off this building. The entire building must be evacuated.”

“Okay,” Claire agreed reluctantly. She made movements with her arms like she was shooing her group out. “We’ll clear out, but I need that body.”

“Of course,” the second fireman said.

“We asked them to get him out of here as soon as possible to preserve it,” the first fireman said as further concession. “Just in case something happens.”

“Preserve it?” Claire asked. 

“Yes,” the first fireman said. “In case the damn building gets blown to hell. I assume you probably don’t want your victim to get raptured along with it.”

“Okay, okay. Good point.” Claire still looked preoccupied. That’d be something. That would very effectively cover up the crime, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s what we do, mam,” the first fireman said as if trolling for respect. “You are expert at what you do. This is what we do.”

“We’ll be right out,” Claire agreed and slowly began to move along, but yet she remained so focused that she picked up exactly where she’d been in the conversation before the firemen demanded they flee the bomb. “What were you about to say to me there, young lady...about the timeline for discovering the body and notifying people?”

“Oh, oh, as soon as we figured out this guy was a US senator...” The young female agent stepped forward and made eye contact. She spoke confidently. Claire put a hand on the small of her back and helped to usher her along as they spoke.

“Senator from where?” Claire asked with the gentlest tone. It was nothing like her exchange with her team members.

“Utah.” The Redhead lifted his ever-present iPad that was slung on a strap over his shoulder. The Redhead picked the tablet up from his side and brought it within eyeshot. He looked at it and then angled it toward Claire so that she could read it as well. 

“I asked her, not you,” Claire snapped and refused to look at his tablet. 

“Utah,” the young woman said. “He is their senior senator.”

“Anything you learned about him right off that would lead you to conclude that poor bastard deserves killing?”

“No,” the young female agent said. “He’s clean. Does not have a big public profile or anything.”

“Thank you very much for that,” Claire said. “Agent, what’s your name?”

“Agent Davis.”

“Agent Davis.” Claire was taking everything in. She registered as intent on helping another woman in the male-dominated FBI. 

“We got right in touch with you,” the young female agent said. “What you see here is what we got when we first walked in.” 

“Okay, thanks.” She waved off the young woman now that she had been briefed on the victim’s identity. Claire turned to the Redhead on her team. She caught a nasty look from the firemen, and she resumed waving everyone from the suite. “What more you know about this senator’s background?”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Right,” the Redhead began as she pushed him in the back so that she was the last person out of danger, like a marine captain being the last to abandon ship. “I just read on the way over that he is Michael Allred. I looked him up on his Wiki page and social media. Senior senator from Utah, calls Ogden, Utah, home.”

“Michael Allred.” Claire was disappointed. They had all worked their way into the living room. “Never heard the guy’s name before, have you?” 

“The head of the Senate Subcommittee on Water and Power.” The Redhead kept reading from his pad as they went. He looked up for some acknowledgment from the others.

“And what do they do?” Claire sucked her teeth.

“Subcommittee? Dunno.” The Redhead seemed stumped already.

“Well, look it up,” she instructed. She was firmer with the Redhead than she’d been with the young female agent.

“I’m googling...” The Redhead punched the buttons quickly, and by now they had made their way out of the penthouse and to the elevator. “Big fundraiser.”

“Everybody likes that type,” Claire lowered her mask and immediately interjected. 

“This don’t look like somebody who was after him for messing with their wife.” Morselli went off chasing a bright shiny object during the silence. “A crime of passion, this is not.”

“Why you even say that?” Durant was short. “It very well could be. Could be about sex? These guys are into all kinds of stuff.”

“Could be one of his fellow committee members that offed him?” Claire backed up her team members, but she was also encouraging open minds at this early stage of the investigation. 

“Maybe they had nothing to do with it?” Durant speculated. “Maybe it was somebody back home in his district.”

“Why let him get killed then?” She rephrased the question as they all piled on to the elevator. “If he was my prize money boy, I would have him under guard at all times. Particularly in this political environment.”

“Love is awful close to hate.” The Redhead pointed out another take on things. “Sex is awful close to love.”

“I think where there is wealth here all around this victim there could be fire,” Durant surmised. “That subcommittee does not have direct control to open the purse strings, but it sounds like they at least holding the purse in their hands. Looks like someone extremely cerebral, someone with an astonishing level of self-control got after him, don’t y’all think?” 

“Yeah, that was my observation earlier too.” Claire raised an open palm. “Whoever committed this murder, at first glance, does seem slow to anger.”  “Could still be sex.” The Redhead continued to play contrarian. “Maybe the murderer is wicked passionate but with the personality of a lawyer. Maybe passionate but just not impulsive. The two can go together, you know.” 

“...just not as incendiary as, say...” Durant smacked his lips. “Somebody who comes home and finds their spouse in bed with their best friend and shoots them both? That what you’re saying? This person just leaves without them realizing he was even there, but then goes away and hatches a plan to kill them both six months later...in a boating accident or something?”

“Sex can be like that,” the Redhead said wistfully. “Buttoned-up on the streets, buttoned-down under the sheets.”

“Where you getting this sex, sex, sex from?” Morselli quizzed.

“He just started dating a hot lobbyist,” Claire volunteered for Morselli’s benefit. “He showed me her picture. She looks like a librarian. No offense, Red.”

“None taken.”

“But apparently, she is rocking his world in the bedroom.”

“Shhhhhh.” Durant pretended to be the librarian he once was. “Librarians have sex too. Where do you think baby librarians come from?”

“That’s my point exactly,” the Redhead pointed out.

“Passion is all that’s on his mind,” Claire continued.

“If we find you dead in a tub like this...” Morselli wagged a finger. “We will know who to look for then.” 

“She does unexpected and unmentionable things to him he says.” Claire raised her brows.

“Governor, I told you all that in confidence,” the Redhead whined to his audience.

“Porn lobbyist?” Morselli asked.

“No. Farm.” Durant smiled. 

“Who told you about it?” The Redhead was incredulous. 

Durant pointed to Claire.

“I will never confide in you again.” The Redhead bowed his head.

“Children of the Corn. They usually up to something.” Morselli gave his insight on the rural, agricultural crowd.

“Uh-huh, Uh-huh. Right,” the Redhead said.

“Fucking fervent, long-simmering passion would be for me. You go, Red.” Claire steered them back to her question. “What ya found?” 

“Google: Senate Committee on Energy & Natural Resources Subcommittee on Water and Power is what it really is.”

“Go through all this shit just to kill a man.” Morselli waved back toward the penthouse, and everyone boarded the elevator. “If somebody was fucking my wife, I would just kill them with my bare hands and get it over with. I wouldn’t pose them in a bathtub and put a scroll in their mouth, so this is likely about something else.”

“Since its creation,” the Redhead quoted from Google as they all huddled in the elevator together, “the Committee on Energy & Natural Resources and its predecessors have considered, reported, and overseen some of the most important legislation ever enacted by the United States Congress.”

“All those do-nothing politicians boast that they are really doing something,” Morselli complained. “Basically, they undo everything from the previous administration.” 

“Did you know that that is why the penis has that curious shape?” Durant gave insight. 

“Pray tell?” Claire looked at him with annoyance. 

“It’s so the penis can act like a plunger, and remove any discharge from any previous partners.” Durant stared at them all in turn, all wide-eyed at the revelation.

“Undo what was done previously?” the Redhead beseeched him. “You mean semen from previous partners?”

“Exactly what I was getting at,” Durant confirmed.

“You get away with that gross description this time because it is just such an apt description of political life. Don’t do it again today.” Claire wagged a finger while delivering her stern warning.

“Yes boss.” 

“And it is only because I hate penises so much,” she added.

“Yes boss.”

“Can you trade me to a different detail?” The Redhead could not stop staring at Durant in disbelief. “I have been here way too long, six damn years. When I can anticipate the stupid shit he is going to say, that’s way too long.”

“I don’t know if that actually works.” Morselli was still fixated on the penis and so registered his political annoyance. “I will say they are definitely fucking me though. Then the next administration will undo what this one’s doing and fuck me and the country again and none of us ever get ahead one lick. No wonder the public is sick of these clowns.”

“Well, maybe somebody killed him for doing nothing,” Claire said in exasperation.

“Maybe.” Durant stroked the stubble on his chin.

“That would be just.” Morselli sounded happy about that prospect.

“You fucking law enforcement or what?” Claire admonished him for contemplating murder as a solution to the problem.

“Or what,” he declared.

“Here is something...they have a bill for multiple referrals.” The Redhead never stopped reading Google. “Going out to multiple committees at the same time over the granting of leases on federal land. Petroleum, grazing, mineral exploration.”

“There’s that oil again,” Claire said.

“He coulda run afoul of somebody on that.” Morselli shrugged.

“Almost all the members of this subcommittee are from rural Western states, I notice,” the Redhead said. “Nobody on these committees from Massachusetts or nothing like that.”

“Interesting observation,” she said. 

“Sorry,” The Redhead apologized. “All this subcommittee stuff is Western business.” 

The Redhead read, “This far-reaching legislative activity can be described in the following major areas: energy resources and development, including regulation, conservation, strategic petroleum reserves and appliance standards; nuclear energy; Indian affairs; public lands and their renewable resources; surface mining, federal coal, oil, and gas, other mineral leasing; territories and insular possessions; and water resources.”

“Okay, Petroleum mentioned right there.” The elevator came to rest. Claire looked up while waiting for the door to open on the lobby. “Hmm.”

“Indians right in there too,” Durant quickly pointed out.

“And all kinds of other treasure right in their hands like Morselli said.” The Redhead did not elaborate.
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Chapter 2 
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They pushed past the double doors and walked onto the street, which was now teeming with neighbors, innocent onlookers and tenants from the evacuated building. Police and firemen were escorting people away to a safe, established perimeter behind wooden and taped barricades.

The neighborhood was full of red and blue flashing lights. The group began to peel away their protective gear. Claire’s head covering came off to reveal her thick strawberry-blond hair in a youthful, modified page boy haircut. She wore a gold chain with a heart-shaped pendant around a long, graceful neck. Durant, in his fifties, towered over the other three people. He did not remove his suit, but he did pull his hood back. When he pulled his headgear back and removed his mask, he revealed a bald head with the last puff of dark hair that he would ever have in this life. It formed a low hedge around his skull.

“Oh, I think I recognize him, now that you mention it,” Durant said.

“Lemme see the picture on his Wiki page,” Morselli requested. He borrowed the pad by pulling it away from the Redhead, tugging on the string around his neck. “Don’t look quite the same naked and dead in a bathtub.”

“None of us would,” Claire said sarcastically.

“You know who he is, right?” Durant continued.

“Don’t know a fucking thing about him?” Claire quipped as she stopped and leaned against a local patrol car parked behind the barricade but in the middle of the street. “Yup, that’s why I have my merry band of men around me.”

“You make it sound like some kind of harem,” Durant complained. He turned back toward the penthouse. 

“You said it, not me,” she pointed out. “You can’t complain to HR about that.”

Durant saw how hopeless his protest was. “He the guy that MAGA Republicans got appointed back in ’15?” 

“Don’t know a thing about it,” the Redhead said.

“This is further down in the Wiki page no doubt.” Durant seemed to be winding up to dispense his usual torrent of information. “But he was one of the President’s key early fundraisers, and they moved him into the head of party apparatus like a Trojan Horse.” 

“Wolfeman, leave it to you to know every obscure detail,” Claire complimented Durant in a backhanded way. Like a parent, Durant Wolfe was Wolfeman to her when she favored him and merely Durant when she was slightly annoyed. He was a former reference librarian and knew almost everything about everything. “You are almost as good as Google.”

“I ain’t ever heard of the guy either,” Morselli confessed because he wanted to ally with the common man and not anyone that showed elite learning. 

“You wouldn’t. You would never see him on CNN or anything,” Durant explained.

“No?” She wanted to know why. She removed the remainder of her white protective gear in the street, tugging and wrestling with the feet last of all. The others followed suit. When Claire was finished, she leaned against the hood of the local patrol car and looked to the lit windows of the sixth-floor penthouse. The figures of the well-ventilated firemen were moving around inside. Away from that confining room, the autumn air was fresh and smelled of mottled, decaying leaves.

“Backroom boy,” Durant chimed. “Big man in the old-timey, smoky-back-room, mover-shaker kinda way.” 

“So, he is powerful then?” She snapped her fingers.

“Some of these guys, like the senator up there, like to operate the levers of power but still keep a low profile,” Durant answered obliquely. “I’ve seen those types in my time in the District. Some people just don’t like being out front. You also have a longer, safer tenure in this town if you stick to the back room. Poke your head up and you are more likely to get it chopped off.”

“So, all these traits make him endearing.” Morselli could agree with that assessment. “Plus, God knows, nobody in Congress ever said no to money. So why kill somebody like that?”

“Killing him would be like killing the tooth fairy,” Durant observed.

“They describe him as a bit of an apparatchik.” The Redhead continued down the Wiki page.

“Or Santa Claus,” Claire volunteered as her own observation. “Tooth fairy cheap as fuck. She leaves nickels. You kill that bitch because you hope somebody will come along with a better payout.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Right,” the Redhead agreed. “Yeah, Santa is better. Santa does bring nicer gifts.” 

“You don’t murder Santa Claus.” Claire was adamant.

“I guess not.” Durant finally began unzipping his sterile white suit. He took a lollypop out of his pants pocket and plunked it into his mouth. On the best days, Durant always had five-o’clock shadow at 10 a.m. His hair was on his face and not on his head. This day, at 10 p.m., he truly earned his nickname Wolfeman.

“A lolly?” The Redhead held out his hand, begging.

Nobody spoke; they all stared at Durant.

“Whaaaaat?” Durant asked the group. “What about it? There is a lot of leftover Halloween candy to be eaten at my house,” the tall man explained.

“Got any more?” The Redhead still had his hand out.

“Just one.” Durant showed his loyalty: “Governor gets this last one.” 

“No thanks,” Claire said. “I had one on the train.”

“What does that mean?” Morselli asked. “You say it all the time.”

“Just an expression from a TV show.” Claire boasted her obscure knowledge of and preoccupation with film.

“Some of us read books and quote weighty literary figures.” Durant critiqued her like a former librarian might. “You know any men and women of letters? Or just movie lines?”

“What’s a letter?” she deadpanned. “Movies got something to say too.” 

“You are truly a child of the dumb-down ’70s.” Durant was twelve years her elder. He reluctantly reached into his pocket, took out his last lolly and offered it to the Redhead. By now the dead body was being removed from the penthouse on a gurney, and Durant saluted it as it passed by, hauled down the street by two lab people. 

“Gimme that pop.” The Redhead snatched the lollypop that was hanging in the air waiting for a claimant. “Get the nasty petroleum taste out of my mouth.”

“Well, you boys share, damn it,” Claire instructed them. The Redhead unwrapped it and plunked it into his mouth. 

“It’s just ‘gimme, gimme,’” Durant complained. “How about some ‘much obliged’?”

“How old is he actually?” Claire showed that they were really still focused on the case as she pointed to the sheet-draped body.

“Born in ’60.” The Redhead reexamined his iPad. “Looks older, I know.”

“It’s that high-altitude living out West and all that unfiltered sunlight,” Durant contributed. Everyone looked at him strangely, but instead of stopping there he continued. “High altitude means more unfiltered sunlight and more intense UV radiation. Ages the skin? Makes you look leathery like a taxidermist did you up. It’s why they now grow roses in the Peruvian mountains rather than in South Florida anymore?”

“What the fuck does that have to do with anything?” Claire chastised him this time. Though his seemingly superfluous observations sometimes helped with cases, she had warned him earlier that he had used up his one unfiltered ramble for the day on penises.

“Roses grow much faster and bigger in unfiltered sunlight.” Rather than backing down, Durant continued to defend himself and his insights. “Higher in the mountains you can grow them, the better.”

“Judging from his face, what’s good for roses ain’t necessarily good for humans,” Morselli said.

“That amount of sun exposure would never work for me.” Claire raised her right hand and then looked down at her extremely fair complexion. Then she admonished him. “We don’t need all the facts you have in your head all the time, Durant. Just the relevant ones would do sometimes.”

“We could say the same about your trash- and dirty-talking,” Durant countered.

“So we have brainstormed and digressed and mulled this all over for the last twenty minutes, boss.” The Redhead acknowledged the game they played with the process of thinking through the elements of a new case. “We are out of time. We been waiting for something miraculous. Time is up.”

“Yeah, time’s up.” Claire was disappointed that no great revelation had emerged. This was her method for attacking a crime, coping and resolving everything intangible associated with a new scene. It was how things played out in her thoughts. She had set the same tone and process up in her task force, so that the work world mirrored what went on in her head. Disparate ideas, facts, thoughts merging and unmerging. This time it proved unproductive, so now it was time to get down to the nuts and bolts and the more conventional and procedural aspects of policing. Now her tone changed from playful to commandeering. “The subcommittee. Notify their chiefs of staff immediately.” 

“We want to pull together a Zoom meeting with everyone?” the Redhead asked.

“Get on that for me.” She ran her hand through her well-kept hair. “Do that right away. You know you are going to hear the word assassination immediately, right?”

“That’s the climate we live in,” Morselli agreed.

“Do we want to assign our own security detail to the subcommittee because of a heightened threat?” the Redhead asked. 

She answered his question with two of her own. “For all the subcommittee members? How many are there on that subcommittee?” 

“Lemme just see.” The Redhead paused while he searched with the iPad. “Eleven!”

“Everyone? No. Premature based on what we know,” she confirmed, furrowing her brow in thought. “We don’t have that kind of manpower, and we don’t want to get out too far over our skis. But we might just want to have all their own security details on higher alert. We don’t know if this is something directed at all subcommittee members or just Allred. Let’s brief the Capitol Police, just in case. This is their gig. Let them earn their pay.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Right.” The Redhead adjusted his labors. 

“If you could set that up for me, please,” Claire asked. 

“Done,” he said.

“Get all the footage from the building.” Claire pointed around the neighborhood. “Start there. But notify surrounding buildings or businesses not to destroy their tape.”

“Done.”

“Canvas for witnesses and let’s see what forensics got.” She exhaled vigorously, as if releasing a burden. “That’s today’s work.” 

“If this is the President’s handpicked boy...” the Redhead began.

Durant seemed to know where the Redhead was heading. “Your life is a horror show until this all gets solved. He is gonna be on the phone to the FBI Director every single morning.”

“Oh, I thought about it as soon as you said he was the President’s handpicked fundraiser.” She said it sad, like she was already resigned to that reality. “I was trying to keep some of the pressure off y’all by not pointing it out, but since you went and put it out there, go ahead and let yourself get crushed under that burden, why don’t ya.”

“Ugh-huh, ugh-huh. Right.” The Redhead was not happy.

“All right, today’s work done, I was about to say,” Claire continued. “This is tomorrow’s. I want somebody to tell me what specific bills this subcommittee has for consideration. Besides that one you mentioned.” 

“Tomorrow is only minutes away,” Durant observed. Claire just stared at him. “Okay, you were saying.”

“Opening up resource leases on government land.” The Redhead was back pawing at his iPad some more, reading silently and interpreting what he had read before voicing it for the benefit of his audience. They waited silently for his pronouncements and declarations. “Looks like they mostly do a fair amount of boilerplate...nothing, it looks like. Just shit to pass the time till their term expires.”

“What specifically does that shit include, is what we want to know,” Claire instructed. 

“Hmm, I’m reading here.” There was another pause. “They ain’t exactly looking like they’re solving the world’s great problems is what I’m saying.”

“We know.” Morselli smiled at Claire and shook his head. “That’s the deep state for ya.”

“Got more.” The Redhead took the pause to read ahead. “They have bills to expand or restrict the boundaries of various National Parks and recreation areas. Reduce solar credits up for consideration...expand credit for coal... Basically, they’re opening up leases and then a bunch of naming bills to honor some present members and former congressional members. A park named after Feinstein. Something named after Abernathy. Moving government offices from one state to another to benefit elected members and or punish other committee members...I assume.”

“Get me a summary for each one.”

“Okay, Governor,” Durant noted.

“They have that big obligatory directional policy change because of the new Republican administration coming in, right?” Durant added. “New administration coming in will always be busy, particularly this one. They gonna drill baby drill, right? There is that pile of money in leases and resource rights we mentioned earlier.”

“That is the holding-the-purse-in-your-hand part,” Claire said. “They don’t have money or make money, but this subcommittee clearly act as facilitators. We just decided in all our jests that you don’t kill your facilitator, your Santa Claus, you influence them. Please begin this investigation and find me somebody in this whole array of interests that is not satisfied with just wielding influence. Somebody that wants more. We won’t have much time.”

“What about some random unconnected stranger?” Morselli sounded some other possibility.

“You were up there digging that scene.” The question was Claire’s gauge. “That look like the murderer up there chicken or pig?”

“That crime scene looked like pig, total commitment,” the Redhead said, meaning the chicken is not invested by offering the egg on the breakfast plate, but since the pig has died to put the bacon up, the pig is totally committed.

“So it’s settled,” Claire said. “This is somebody that is somehow close. And just like that, we know we looking for a pig.”

“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Right,” the Redhead confirmed. 

“Big money Mike.” Durant raised his lollypop to the senator as he watched the forensic team load the body. “You done somebody wrong.”

“Yeah, we won’t get that smell out of my nostrils for a while,” the Redhead said.

“I’d say he must have drowned in that stuff,” Morselli said and took twenty dollars out of his wallet. “Anybody want to start a betting pool on cause of death?”

“When does the pool close?” the Redhead asked.

“Wednesday at noon.” Morselli seemed to have a plan already in mind. 

“Why Wednesday?” Durant asked.

“I want to know how much the windfall is gonna be before lunchtime,” Morselli explained. “I’m taking my wife to dinner Friday, and I want to let her know if I’m taking her to a nice fancy steakhouse on the weekend or to someplace where we gonna have our dinner served on a bun.”

“It’s all about money for you, isn’t it?” Claire complained. “No romance. No love.”

“There anything else besides money?”
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“Drowning was Morselli’s first choice.” Durant stuck his hands in his front pants pockets and shuffled over to study the wealth of printed crime scene pictures already tacked to the evidence board. 

“Was my guess too,” Claire said. 

“Governor, you can’t have it. Morselli said drowning first,” the Redhead pointed out to her. He had copped the word Governor from BBC police shows, as they referred to their boss as Governor. He had made it his own and now, it was even occasionally used by others in the office to refer to Claire. “He said he was laying claim.”

“Yeah, he did,” she had to grudgingly admit. “I ended up with strangulation.”

Claire sniffed the air and then alternately each of her shoulders as if there was a bad smell around. 

“I know.” Durant got ahead of her. “That gasoline smell was unbearable. I can still smell it.”

“That’s why the fireman said we needed a respirator,” the Redhead scolded them. 

“We likely still have the molecules in the alveoli of your lung lining and in your nasal passages.” Durant explained the science of the matter. 

“How can you pour this much goopy liquid and not make a splash?” Claire walked over to the new evidence board and leaned into a photograph. Then another. She made a motion as if she were pouring something from one imaginary vessel into another. She pointed to a photo of the tub. “Anywhere.”

“What are you getting up to over there?” the Redhead asked. “You think that is significant?”

“Did y’all notice that liquid on anything else?” Claire queried. “Floor, towels, walls?”

“No,” everyone in the room answered at once in surprise at the observation.

“The victim was in the tub, and it wasn’t even on the victim really.”

“Other than he was submerged in it.” Durant stated the obvious.

“Right, but there were not even drops anyplace else on his person,” Claire said. “Or anywhere in the room at all. That is a pretty anal killer.”

“It is in keeping with the meticulous planning,” Durant observed. “That would be keeping with that personality.”

“Because, as I said, this took some time, to create that scene.” She pointed to a photograph, and in it, on the lip of the bathtub, was a single drinking glass half full of the same waxy substance. “It’s all super clean. Even in your shower at home, when you fill a bathtub, some water splashes out. On the floor, or on the sides of the tub. I mean, somewhere.”

“True,” Durant said. He came and stood next to her. They studied the crime scene together some more. Her office was large enough to house her squad’s evidence board on a far wall, away from prying eyes. “Maybe it did and the killer cleaned it all up.”

“Maybe,” she agreed. “The white towels don’t have a speck of this stuff on ’em neither.” 

“This is a nice thirsty terry-cloth bathrobe.” The Redhead pointed to a white bathrobe in another photograph.

“Spotless.” She tapped a photo with her index finger for emphasis. “In the drinking glasses beside the tub, no spillage whatsoever.”

“I’m looking here.” Durant was examining some of the photos. “The tub was elevated two steps above the level of the bathroom floor. Everything was neatly set out. The white towels were still neatly folded and arrayed and unsoiled like you said. The victim was lying with his back against the back of the tub in comfort and the tub was filled up to his chest with that clear, waxy liquid. No sign of struggle either, and this guy was a fairly big man, fairly heavyset. I would say at least two hundred and fifty pounds. You would think he would fight that scene.” 

“Any of y’all ever seen so much planning around a murder?” Claire asked. “I mean, it’s extraordinary.”

“Hell no! Why you think I said it’s weird as shit,” Morselli exclaimed as he walked in unannounced, carrying the weight of bags beneath his eyes from a few long days.

“It was a macabre piece of theater.” Durant sat down on Claire’s couch. “I gotta give it that. A six-story penthouse, outside a forested terrace and an infinity pool to the edge of the building. Inside, all the canned lighting turned to focus on the gilded bathtub, as if it were on a stage and the lighting were spotlights...”

“...And tripods that the killer brought but did not take back away,” Morselli said. “I assume to film something.”

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Claire asked them.

“How did the killer know what equipment to bring for that setup?” the Redhead asked.

“Not the first time the murderer was in that room.” Durant pointed at her. “That the killer might have been in that room and penthouse scouting it out before committing the murder.”

“Security footage!” Morselli added.

“Bingo,” Claire said. “Fancy place. I noticed the security cameras downstairs. Workmen, attendants, parties, guest lists, anybody that might have gone in there. For whatever reason. Fucking DoorDash even. I changed my mind, pull all the footage for the surrounding area for me. Don’t just request that it be preserved. Pull it all.”

“Will do.” Durant left the room.

“Every camera within a four-block radius to start.”

“There was not a speck of this shit anywhere else I noticed.” Morselli had not overheard the key part of the conversation. 

“We just went over that in your absence.” The Redhead filled him in and rushed over and filled in Durant’s place on the couch.

“Afternoon, Morselli,” Claire said belatedly. 

“Soooo, so much meditation.” Morselli plopped down in the closest industrial-looking, black-plastic-and-chrome chair so he did not have to share the love seat. He put his folded overcoat over the back of a second chair next to him. He was back up almost as soon as he sat down and headed to the evidence board. “I spent a sleepless night wondering what this guy was up to. What is this killer up ta?”

“That’s an obscenely extravagant bathroom,” Durant returned from his desk with his own tablet and pointed to the board and said as an aside.

“Don’t ever release those crime scene pictures to the public. My wife will want one just like it,” Morselli beseeched her. He too was staring up at the crime scene on the evidence board.

“Get her one,” Claire admonished him. “What kind of man are you?” 

“You see my paycheck lately?” Morselli lamented. 

“That’s what credit is for.” The Redhead was no help. 

“I’m tired of trying to make my woman happy,” Morselli said, but he never stopped examining the photos. “It’s like trying to make my kids happy.”

“Forget it,” Claire said. “That’s why our kids are so brittle. It’s the problem of the pussification of America’s children. Constantly trying to do everything to make them happy. If you succeed in removing everything in their life that is likely to make them unhappy, they’ll just find something that should make them happy to be absolutely miserable about.” 

“Okay. Thanks for that.” Morselli pouted. “Not sure about your advice.”

“You can’t ever win... Just leave that shit alone... Let them have challenges.” Claire did not relent. “Teaches ’em to strive as well as some resilience.”

“Okay.”

“You took my spot.” Durant had returned to see the Redhead laid out lasciviously on the couch.

“Your name on it?” the Redhead asked.

“Teaches ’em to strive, rather than merely trying just to be fucking happy. It will be better for their character in the long run anyway, believe me. Nobody can get through life without dealing with some tremendous kinda shit at some point. Happiness in stupid and overrated.”

“Spoken by someone who is neither a spouse nor a parent.” Durant pointed out the irony and took to the uncomfortable chair again.

“That’s why my judgment is pure, you see. Unaffected by sentiment,” Claire defended herself. “Pure. Anyway, that layout up there in the penthouse is some sweet-assed shit though. This all would make me happy. Won’t lie. I like me a good bubble bath every now and then.”

“Do lesbians take bubble baths?” Morselli asked. 

“Why not, stupid?” she asked. “I wear lacy panties.”

“Too much information, Agent Claire. Too much information,” Morselli said. “Absolutely nothing in that bathroom looks weird to me.”

“And that is why it is so weird,” the Redhead said.

“It looks like a photo shoot for a Bed, Bath & Beyond ad,” Durant said.

“’Cept for the dead man,” Morselli was sure to point out.

“Except for that,” Durant confirmed reluctantly.

“Look at all the fucking marble.” Claire shook her head. “There more marble in that fucking bathroom than in the whole fucking Capitol Building itself. How much you think all that liquid weigh?” 

“How does a fine Boston Catholic upbringing like yours,” Morselli was curious, “net out a mouth that filthy?” 

“From eating way too much pussy. Tell ya that right now.” Claire jumped on his question so quickly there was not even a pause between question and answer.

“I’m sorry I even asked.” Morselli looked down and shook his head from side to side.

“Eating way, way too much pussy.” She put a toothpick in her teeth for emphasis. 

“What that toothpick for? I don’t chew mine; I just lick it. Maybe nibble occasionally.” Morselli waved his hand back and forth when he noticed the toothpick. 

“That’s your preference. Maybe it ain’t mine,” she said.

“Too much information, you two.”  The Redhead protested.

“He was a heavy man too,” Durant said. “That also occurred to me.”

“That’s another HR violation.” He was commuting between two different conversations. “Very heavy man. And yes, I am struggling with how you could get all that oil up there on the sixth floor to fill a bathtub that size.” 

“Bingo.” Claire pointed a finger at the Redhead.

“You agitated today or something?” Durant now took his turn to navigate both conversations.

“You think you have it hard.” She sounded edgy. “You were in the middle of Faust last night when your pager went off. I was in the middle of getting laid for the first time in a whole long while when my pager went off.”

“A little coitus interruptus.” Durant smirked as he went to the evidence board himself. 

“Roger that. Just a little.” Claire sounded resigned that the damage was already done.

“Well, let’s wrap up your hobby here at the Bureau so you can get back to your true vocation,” Durant said sarcastically and turned his back to the evidence board to look her in the eye. “We still have to come up with a way to get that liquid upstairs and into that bathtub.”

“Har, har, har. Let’s wrap this case up in a hurry for sure.” Claire fake-laughed like a drunken pirate. “Okay. What you think that all means?” 

“What means?” Durant asked.

“So, clean a crime scene.” Claire got back to work and put it to her underlings.

“I think the man may have been killed and the body moved to that scene, would be my conclusion,” Durant guessed. “I just don’t see any conflict happening in that bathroom.”

“Or anyplace in the apartment for that matter,” the Redhead said.

“We expanded out to look for film for all the approaches to the building,” Claire said. “Something there would be a nice break. But now you introduce another problem, Morselli. If the body was moved, you now have to move a very heavy body as well as the even heavier liquid.”

“And you have to get both through an often-frequented lobby,” Durant observed.

“And a busy elevator,” the Redhead said.

“Yeah, I get what you are saying, this guy is doing all this in a pretty busy building.” Morselli pointed to his temple and made like he was shooting himself in the head. “With tenants coming and going.”

“What makes you even think it’s a guy?”

“Took a lot of strength to move that body around. To get it into the tub,” Morselli pointed out.

“Coulda killed him right in the tub to begin with,” Claire protested. “We don’t yet have a cause of death! So, we don’t know for sure that the dead weight was moved around.” 

“True.” Morselli retreated.

“Kill him in the tub.” Claire drove her point home. “Don’t have to do any moving then. Just need to add this shitty liquid and stir.” 

“At the start of any case we work, the killer gets pronouns,” Durant explained to Morselli.

“Jesus Christ, not y’all too,” Morselli complained.

“They ain’t them pronouns,” Claire said.

“You better not let the FBI Director find out about that woke shit, or you will be out on your ear,” Morselli said.

“Not woke,” Claire countered. “Good policing. You know at this point if the murderer is a man or a woman?”

“No,” Morselli had to admit. “Good point.” 

“Don’t let your biases unwittingly steer your case,” the Redhead said, defending their method. He leaned over from the couch and picked up a stack of other crime scene photos from Claire’s desk that were not displayed on the evidence board. He started to look through them.

“Chauvinism even extends to the identity of murderers,” Claire said sardonically. “If a woman was to off somebody, y’all would never find her, would you? You’d all be off looking for teabags instead of tits.”

“I think they call that systemic chauvinism,” Durant said.

“I’m just protecting the fairer sex,” Morselli countered. “Being gallant and not exposing them to risks.”

“What risks?” Claire stood menacingly before him and inquired.

“The electric chair,” Morselli continued the charade.

“Morselli, you’re an idiot,” Claire said and moved back to her desk. “We were saying there was no goopy liquid spilled.” 

“It’s a big fancy tub.” Durant moved on. “Maybe seventy to eighty gallons and maybe eight hundred forty.”

“The amount of liquid in that bathtub is ultra-heavy.” Claire pounded the desk with her fist. “And it all had to be brought in, since last I knowed, water faucets don’t spew that crap. How may gallons you think this bathtub hold?” 

“Seventy to eighty gallons.” The Redhead did not seem to notice that Durant had answered the question and subliminally planted his estimate. 

“Times what...?” Claire asked.

“What do you mean times...?” Morselli wanted to know.

“I’m talking weight,” Claire clarified.

“A gallon of water weigh about twelve pounds.” Morselli demonstrated his knowledge and insight.

“That’s for water, knucklehead,” Claire berated him for his lack of precision, just as she might tease her own staff. “You didn’t pay attention in high school chemistry. This liquid ain’t water. It’s probably more dense, so it’d have to weigh more per the same volume.”

“Denser, not more dense.” Durant elevated the brainpower contest. He in turn showed that he had been in school for English. “Dense, denser, densest.”

“Now who ain’t paying attention in school?” Morselli asked in mock triumph.

“So, let’s start at water, seventy times twelve minimum.”

“Eight hundred and forty pounds,” the Redhead exclaimed. They all paused and looked at Durant, his FBI compatriots knowingly, but Morselli furrowed his brow quizzically.

“Heavy.” Durant just shrugged and retreated to imprecision, as if to seem less strange to his peers.

“So, we get back to moving the body now.” Claire circled back around. “See what I mean by assuming it was a man, my chauvinist friend? Not even a man can lift eight hundred and forty pounds. A woman could though. She would do it by using her brains instead of her brawn.”

“You definitely bested me, My Lady.” Morselli bowed to her. 

“I got a few things to follow up on.” The Redhead smiled with perverse pride. He put his stack of crime scene photos back on the desk and retreated.

“Me too.” Durant left Claire and Morselli alone in the room. 

“How does he do that?” Morselli pointed at Durant as he walked away.

“Do what?”

“Know what we are going to ask before we ask it?”

“Oh, Durant?” Claire sat at her desk and opened her drawer. “That’s why he’s on this team. Saves us a lot of time. Now where the hell is that thing?” She began rifling through the drawer.

“Kinda like Radar on M*A*S*H.”

“Smash what?”

“Radar on M*A*S*H,” Morselli repeated, but this time louder. “Who is that? you probably wonder. It’s an old TV show with a character that could predict things before they happened.”

“I know M*A*S*H,” she said. “I already quoted you from M*A*S*H this week. How old do you fucking think I am? I’m a fortysomething-year-old woman. And I know TV and cinema, dude. Like nobody.”

“That’s right.” Morselli talked around her. “We should call him Radar from now on.”

“Duh. Now why did I never think of that!” she mocked him and slapped herself on the side of her head. Then she went back to rifling through her desk. “He already has a nickname, you jerk. He does not want to be mocked by having us call him Radar. That is demeaning in the utmost.”

“What’s his nickname?”

“Wolfeman.”

“Oh fuck, that is infinitely better. I hear you calling him that all the time.”

“You ever notice he always got a little five-o’clock shadow? Kinda like a werewolf.”

“I still think Radar is more flattering.”

“Fuck you, you are on my patch. You play by my rules. Like it or lump it.”

“What are you searching for there?”

“I don’t fucking remember because you keep interrupting me with your stupid observations.”

“Sigh,” the former New York City cop—now Oxon Hill, Maryland, police detective—contributed. He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and pointed toward the evidence board. “It’s all just more weird shit, different day. Why do I even come to work?” 

She shot a penetrating glance his way to freeze him.

“What?” He turned toward her to express wonder at why she was bothered by him asking the question. 

“Working this case with you, I wonder myself.”

“I come to Prince George’s County Police Department seventeen years ago to get away from weird shit,” he offered as explanation.

“Where from?” She went back to rifling through her desk.

“NYPD.”

“I never knew you were NYPD.” 

“Well, we don’t spend all that much quality time together.”

“Just enough,” Claire replied, defining the boundaries of the relationship. “Two ships that pass at the occasional murder. Yeah, this’s some weird shit.”

“I feel like I can’t escape,” he said. “I feel like I ain’t escape nothing.”

“Go ahead and unlimber. Confess and just burden me with all your problems, like I don’t have problems of my own.”

“Yeah.” He walked over and lay down on the now abandoned couch as if he were in a shrink’s office. “Every year it gets weirder and weirder too. I came down here to pull a second pension and be comfortable, get into that big money in retirement.”
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“Now, I’m working just as hard, maybe harder, than I was in New York,” he continued to complain.

“You will be lucky to have any pension when you retire, let alone two.” Claire did not cheer Morselli up. 

“Tell me about it.” Morselli sunk deeper. “My life sure didn’t turn out like my old man’s life, or even the way my old man said it would. I been chasing that American dream and it just keeps getting more expensive. You know my new fucking pickup cost me over $60,000 a few months ago.”

“I feel for ya.” Claire made it clear. “You ain’t winning that quest. No jackpot for you.”

“Shoulda stayed with the NYPD,” he opined. “At least, there we had some staff and a budget, and they got a public transit system up there. I could ride the bus and save on that fucking pickup.”

“Not anymore,” Claire contradicted him. “I can tell you point-black, if you had stayed, you would have run into staffing and budget troubles there too. I got friends there now. It’s shit. Nobody anywhere likes law enforcement. Your wife is gonna stop sleeping with you any minute now.”

“I know,” he concurred. “I’m still in contact back there too. I can’t afford that bathtub... My new truck... I keep falling further behind. And you don’t make me feel no better or any closer to solving my problems, by the way. What kind of shitty shrink are
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