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Five minutes before he was murdered Brian Childress received a telephone call. He nodded in a slow, thoughtful manner, a tight-lipped frown on his smooth, handsome face.  Without enthusiasm, he said, "Yeah, okay, I'll look it up. What is it again?"

He took a yellow Post-it notepad from a tidy stack in the front left corner of his desk's center drawer. From the inside pocket of his tailored gray pinstripe he took a gold Cross pen and wrote as he listened, then said, "Hang on." He pushed the hold button with a manicured finger, then set the receiver precisely in its cradle. He dropped the note pad on top of the stack it came from. It landed half on, half off, leaning against the top edge of the stack. Brian noticed its crookedness as he closed the drawer. His lips pressed together with annoyance, but he was in a hurry, so he didn't line it up with the others. He pushed the thought of the pad lying untidy in his drawer out of his mind as he picked up his briefcase, left his office and turned right through a set of heavy, metal swinging doors with small square windows set in them.

White-topped workbenches littered with electronic equipment ran along three, white concrete walls. Midway on the wall across from where he entered, tools hung patiently outlined in red against yellow peg board. The fourth wall, to his left, was glass. Behind the glass stood three rows of servers, tall boxes filled with thousands of silicon chips into which he had breathed life. 

As Brian angled to the right, toward the far corner, a red light winked on underneath the clear plastic cover of the second server from the end of the middle row. Reaching the corner, he smiled at the robot waiting there. "Hi DEX," he said. The robot did not respond. Brian set his briefcase on the workbench and reached for the third three-ring notebook in a row of eleven. He opened it, and finding what he wanted, picked up the receiver from the black telephone on the wall and pushed line one's blinking red button.

"Still there?" Receiving an affirmative answer, he leaned over the notebook and began reading off numbers. Fifteen seconds later he straightened up, sensing movement behind him. Frozen for a second, he watched a hand crafted in shiny metal swing around from his left and push hard on his chest, pinning him against what he knew to be DEX's metal body.

From the right, another hand came into view. It swung underneath Brian's chin, where the one-and-a-quarter inch diameter tube that formed the radius bone of Dex's forearm contacted his throat. He struggled to free himself but the pressure on his chest increased. Breathing became difficult as the strain on his neck forced his head back. Despite rapidly failing vision he noticed that a small orange light on the security camera glowed unblinking and uncaring, while the depthless lens patiently watched him die.

Before he stopped breathing Brian managed to whisper at the indifferent camera lens, "You bastard."

The room became still, lifeless. The camera remained focused on the scene, its small light unwavering. Then, slowly, almost gently, DEX laid the body, face up, on the workbench and went through the pockets one by one, extracting a wallet, some keys, a plane ticket and fifty-five cents in change.

That task accomplished, DEX moved away from the body. There was no movement for ten seconds, then his video eyes whirred out and in. Focused now, his head dropped and in utter stillness he stared at Brian like a faithful dog wondering why his master wouldn’t wake up.

DEX picked up the body with a few jerky movements and wheeled toward a set of swinging doors opposite the ones Brian had entered. DEX wheeled through a work area and through another set of doors into a storage room. At the far side of the room, he stopped by a corrugated roll-up door and waited for it to open. He turned left through the opening and rolled down a ramp to a fenced area containing two battered dumpsters. Brian Chambers' body disappeared into the black plastic trash bags of the closest one. DEX peered into the dumpster, then, delicately, reached in, picked up a flattened donut box, and laid it over a protruding brown loafer.

DEX returned the way he had come. He picked up the briefcase, wallet and keys and placed them in a drawer of a tool box. The notebook was returned to its proper place. The fifty-five cents lay undisturbed. Dex returned to his original position.

Again the room was still. The security camera light blinked out, followed a few seconds later by the red light on the second server from the end of the middle row.
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A warm salt-scented breeze ruffled Tommy Case's unruly dark hair and caressed his tanned face as he maneuvered his sailboat up Newport Bay under a hazy, cloudless sky. Sailing single-handed, Tommy's movements were quick and sure. His hands, calloused and strong from years of sailing, lightly caressed the leather-covered wheel. He concentrated on the feel of the boat under his bare feet. His eyes, green like shallow tropical water, measured the distance to the sterns of the million-dollar yachts that lined the bay. At the last second he leaped into action, bringing his boat about under the critical eyes of watchful skippers.

As he guided his boat, under sail, toward his slip in the Leeward Marina he noticed a woman watching him from shore. A small woman with a well proportioned body and short brown hair underneath a floppy sun hat and dark glasses. Jessie.

They'd been on more or less amicable terms the last time they'd talked, considering the argument they'd had about closing the office. But something about the way she leaned against the rail, motionless, silently watching – Tommy imagined her eyes behind the sunglasses studying him, sizing him up, calculating the best way to get what she wanted from him – instead of waving and smiling in an oh-it's-so-good-to-see-you manner. On second thought, he knew Jessie, no need to imagine, he knew that's what she was doing.

He had a strong impulse to turn around and head back to sea and sail off to the South Pacific three months earlier than planned. He didn't have much in the way of stores aboard, but they had food in Tahiti, didn't they?

Breaking his concentration almost made him miss his slip. With a quick flip, he spun the wheel hard to port. The bow missed a concrete piling by inches. Too much speed! Tommy threw the wheel hard to starboard, released the main sheet with a flick of the wrist and scrambled out of the cockpit. On the dock, he grabbed a line fixed to the port side of the boat, and with a practiced roll, whipped it around a dock cleat. The line stretched taut. The cleat groaned against the wood dock, but held. Bucking like a wild horse, the boat stopped within inches of the dock.

Disgusted with himself for such a sloppy docking job, he shook his head and set about securing the boat instead of his usual "Tadaaa," to an imaginary audience. 

A few minutes later, a knock on the deck. Jessie. "Come aboard."

She came down the companionway ladder backwards like a landlubber. Tommy smiled as he watched her big feet descend the ladder, followed by trim legs that disappeared into snug white shorts. He had forgotten how big her feet were, something he learned the hard way not to comment on.

At the bottom of the ladder she turned to face him. Though in shadow, he knew the cornflower blue blouse tied up underneath her breasts matched her eyes. She took off her hat and sunglasses and laid them on the counter to her right. Tommy continued to look her over, remembering the auburn hair, now drawn back in a loose braid, that framed a round, pale, freckled face that didn't like the sun. Not approaching the pneumatic build of Lucy down the dock, Jessie had a quality about her that made men look twice without quite knowing why. Tommy hated to admit it, but that was one reason he had hired her.

Three years after he left the Sheriff's Department and become a private investigator he was doing well enough to need a secretary. Jessie had been the first to apply, recommended by the wife of a cousin of somebody he didn't remember. Right out of Community College, she had little experience and so-so grades, but, he was busy; she was attractive; his marriage was on a downward spiral. She got the job.

"So, are you going to stand there with that shit-eating grin on your face or are you going to say hello?" she asked.

Startled, Tommy continued to stare; Jessie never swore. Well, she did once the last time he saw her, but that was a challenging time. She had changed somehow. More aggressive, judging by the way she said that one sentence and the way she stood, inviting, as well as daring him to look at her. Before, her aggression index had been close to zero.

"I guess I'm going to stand here and look at you some more. You look great," he said, meaning it.

"Just goes to show what makeup can do. I feel like shit."

She moved to him, put her head against his chest and arms tight around him. Close up she didn't look quite so good. She looked tired, with dark circles under bloodshot eyes. Again, he had the sinking feeling this was not a social call; that it was the first act of a tragedy; nevertheless, he returned her hug. Her familiar smell assaulted his senses, raising his heart rate a notch. 

Might as well get to it, "What's going on?"

Backing away, she rubbed her eyes as if wiping tears. She sighed, laughed, shook her head. "Sorry. I don't know why I'm getting so upset. It really doesn't matter to me what happened to that son of a bitch."

"Jessie, come on. You've sworn more in five minutes than in the past five years. What's happened?"

Jessie paced to the companionway ladder and back. She squeezed past him and sat at the built-in table on the starboard side, across from the settee, a long bench seat that ran fore and aft. She looked him right in the eye and said, "I miss you, Tommy. I miss the office. I really liked that job, and I was good at it, too. Wasn't I?"

Uncomfortable, Tommy agreed. "Yeah, you were."

"It really hurt when you quit. Everything was so right."

Tommy crossed arms over his chest and leaned against the table end. This wasn't a conversation he wanted to have. He was done with it. In three months, November first, more or less, he was sailing south with no particular plan to come back. 

"Jessie, I explained it before. After the BioData job I had plenty of money to go sailing which is all I wanted to do."

"But you were good at it." 

A throwaway shrug. "Yeah, but I didn't like it so much then." He blew out an exasperated breath. "That case made me lose any faith in people I ever had. They talk a lot about connecting with friends and family these days. The only thing that connected that family was greed, betrayal and violence. I had enough of that then and I haven't changed my mind since."

Jessie sighed. "I do understand, Tommy. But I don't have to like it." She smiled to herself and said, "You've changed, you know. You used to like all that fast-lane stuff. People and parties, business."

Tommy shrugged, "Yeah, I did. But at the end it was a lot more people and parties than business. If it had kept on I'd be heading for Betty Ford's instead of Tahiti by now."

"I'm not the woman you used to know, either."

"I can see that."

She smiled sympathetically. "Meek little secretary Jessie is gone. The real me is here now."

"Yeah? So where was the real Jessie five years ago?"

"She was happy. For the first time people didn't think...." She waved that away. "You trusted me. I helped you and you appreciated it. That was important to me and I didn't want to screw it up." She gave him an amused admonishing look." Which I probably would have if you hadn't been playing Mr. Righteous, trying to save a marriage that was already dead which everybody knew except the big-shot detective."

Uncomfortable with the memories seeping out of the dark places, Tommy asked, "What happened to who?"

She frowned at the table top as the flame in her eyes died. "They found Brian. He's dead."

Brian? Who the hell was Brian? It had been almost two years since he quit the PI business. He'd had enough of the foibles of businesses and spouses. He'd been an MP in the Marines, a Deputy Sheriff and a private detective. Out on the ocean things were simpler. It was either trying to kill you or lulling you into a false sense of security before trying to kill you. Man against nature. Simple.

In those two years, one longer than he'd planned, he tried not to think about Bonnie or most any other bitch or bastard he'd been associated with. He finally had to ask, "Brian?"

She studied her fidgeting hands click fingernails together before saying, "Brian Childs. We got engaged right after the last time I saw you. You met him once, just before you...,"-she looked daggers at him-"kicked me to the curb."

"I didn't kick you to the curb." He blanked his mind for a moment, then, "Brian, tall, long brown hair, baby bottom skin, good looking as hell."

"Beautiful is what he was, though he didn't look so good Monday night when I saw him."

"Something to drink?" he asked. 

He felt the heat when she smiled. A sexy crooked little smile that barely bent the corner of her mouth. There was something about it that men had a hard time ignoring. He thought he was over its affect, but he wasn't.  

"You still ruining good scotch with ice?" 

"Yep."

"No ice."

Tommy poured and they sat on opposite sides of the table.

"What happened?" he asked again. "I didn't know you were engaged."

Leaning back, she twirled the glass between her fingers. "Do you believe it? Somebody good came into my life. I was so happy, we had everything taken care of, it was going to be great." She took a long drink, shivered, and continued. "Then about six months ago I came back to my apartment and there was a message on my answering machine I'll never forget. 'Jessie. I'm really sorry, but it can't work out for us right now. Maybe later when I've got what I want. I'm really sorry. Goodbye.'"

"That's it? Why?"

"That's what I wanted to know. I tried to find him, I did learn some things from you, but he just vanished. Later, I was so pissed off I didn't want to see him anyway, so I had a last good cry and stopped looking. I was over him, too, until Monday." She sipped her whiskey and stared unseeing into a corner. "Monday when I got home from work-I work at Tim's Gym in Huntington Beach now, there was a Sergeant Cartwell from the Sheriff's Department waiting. He was very polite and all, but there's no good way to tell somebody that a body found in the landfill had your telephone number in his pocket."

"Must have been a shock."

Jessie rolled her eyes and shook her head. "Christ. I didn't know what to say. He wanted me to look at the body to see if could identify it and I figured I really didn't have much choice. I'd never seen a real dead body before and wasn't looking forward to it, believe me." She gulped her drink and continued. "When the guy pulled that sheet back I just about fainted. It was Brian. Do you believe it? Christ!"

Tommy refilled their glasses. Jessie relaxed a bit, flashed him a smile that reminded him of the years he had denied to himself he wanted her. It took about six months after she started working for him to admit it. She wanted him, too. One didn't have to be a detective to know that. Though he was still technically married, sleeping with Jessie wouldn't have made any difference. Bonnie was long gone. 

Bonnie had taken her car and her stuff, there really wasn't anything else at that point, and gone to live with another man. That the guy was rich and handsome and generally a nice guy was a two edged sword for Tommy. That he couldn't give her the material things or the time she wanted, hurt him. Yet, he was happy that she was getting those things. Whether she deserved to get what she wanted was another story. 

In any case, he'd loved her for a long time and though he really had nothing to lose, as long as he was married he had intended to honor the institution, even if she didn't. It gave him a temporary sense of moral superiority.

Then came Jessie. Over a few years they had a friendly, if slightly distant, business relationship. With her showing up out of the blue, though he wondered if it might be more out of the black and blue, he knew the desire was still there, and he didn't like it. A complication like that, he did not need.

"So what happened then?" he asked.

"I got the third degree, is what happened. I was surprised at how little I really knew about Brian. He came from back East and had a degree in computer science. He built computers in a store in Newport. Anyway, this Cartwell wanted to know where I was last weekend and said not to leave town without telling him."

Jessie stared in to her whiskey, then seemed to come to a decision. She pursed her lips in a crooked way Tommy remembered fondly and said, "Tommy, I know it's silly, but I loved Brian, maybe the only man I ever really loved. He did a shitty thing to me and I'm still angry, but I'd like to know what happened to him. I deserve to know, don't I?" she said, eyes pleading.

Here we go. "Sure, of course."

"Tommy, could you talk to this Sergeant Cartwell? He didn't seem very enthusiastic, you know. He treated it like a stolen bicycle instead of a murder."

"Murder?" Tommy said, looking up. "Well, yeah, I guess it would be murder if he was found at the dump. Not a likely place to commit suicide or have an accident. How did he die?"

Jessie shivered. "They told me his throat was crushed." She shrugged her shoulders with resignation. "Would you just talk to him? Maybe you could find out what Brian was doing? Please, for the old Jessie."

She leaned across the table and took Tommy's hands, kneading them with a slow rhythm while she gazed directly into his eyes. Oh, boy. Closing his eyes slowly, his insides tightened and twisted. He did not want to want to get involved in any sort of investigation, especially a murder. That wasn't his field and besides, he liked his quiet, uninvolved, uncomplicated life while he prepared to sail off to the South Pacific and beyond. He started to say no, but she lifted his hands to lips that were soft and moist and warm. He remembered those lips.

He opened his eyes and instead of saying no, he said, "I'll talk to him. I'll see what I can find out. But that's all. I owe you that much."

"Oh Tommy, thank you. You promise?"

He sighed, resigned. "I promise."

Jessie moved around the table and put her arms around his neck. "Thank you, Tommy. There might be hope for us yet." She kissed him, softly at first, then harder, then drew back. Breathing rapidly, voice hoarse, she, said, "God, I've wanted you forever, Tommy." Jessie pulled him to her and kissed him again. He returned her kiss eagerly, knowing he was being used, not giving a damn.

Tommy asked, "Is this the old Jessie, or the new?"

"New to you," she said, breathless.

She stood up, pulled her blouse over her head and threw it on the table. Her small, pert breasts with upturned nipples, jiggled slightly as she helped Tommy pull off his shirt.

At first Tommy thought the noise he heard was the beat of his own pulse, then he realized somebody was pounding on the outside of the boat. They separated, looked at each other with wide-eyed surprise, chests heaving, arms stiff by their sides.

A man's angry voice called, "Jessie! Jessie are you in there? JESSIE!".

To herself Jessie whispered, "Damn. George."

The boat heeled over as a heavy body stepped on deck.

Jessie grabbed her blouse and slipped it on. Tommy, just beginning to get his wits about him, struggled with his red Hawaiian shirt. He started aft to confront the untimely visitor, but Jessie's hand on his arm stopped him.

"Stay back, let me talk to him," she commanded.

Confused, Tommy stepped back. He gaped as the man dropped easily through the companionway hatch. The interior of the boat was too small for him; his sand-colored flattop skimmed the cabin support beams. That made him six foot three. His muscles filled the cabin, every lat, delt and pec conspicuous underneath a tight black T-shirt and smooth, bronzed skin. Despite the angry expression on the guy's face, directed at him, Tommy almost laughed aloud. George stood slightly bow-legged, his shoulders hunched forward. His thick-jawed face reminded Tommy of Popeye. All he needed was a pipe and a sailor's hat.

Jessie spoke first, anger in her voice. "George, what the hell are you doing here?"

"Cindy told me where you went." His squinted eyes never left Tommy's face.

"That bitch," Jessie muttered.

"She said you'd gone to see an old boyfriend." He stuck a muscled finger in Tommy's direction. "And that must be you."

Before Tommy could react, George pounced. He lifted Tommy by the throat with one hand and slammed him against the bulkhead. Wild eyes only inches from his face, George's fingers closed on Tommy's throat.

Tommy could take care of himself. He'd never been in actual shooting combat, but he'd handled plenty of drunk Marines and methed up dopeheads. He'd been stabbed, once, almost stabbed more than once, shot at, been in a couple all out brawls, and been chased down by a guy with a baseball bat and nothing to lose. He could take his lumps and give'em back doubled. But as George's fingers squeezed his windpipe shut, fear grabbed Tommy also. 

He struck at George to no effect. Bright flashes of light streaked across the insides of his eyes. His lungs screamed for air. Through the roar in his ears he heard Jessie yelling as her fists beat ineffectually on George's massive back.

As blackness descended over him, Tommy heard a sharp smack as Jessie punched George full on the face. The pressure lifted from his throat. His feet felt like they were two miles away when they touched the floorboards. Chest heaving, he slid down against the bulkhead, sucking in fiery gulps of air.

After a few minutes his breathing slowed, his pulse fell back to almost normal. Jessie helped him stand, but he immediately had to sit again. She held a cool, wet towel to his burning face. George fidgeted meekly by the companionway ladder, like a naughty schoolboy.

"He tried to kill me." 

"Tommy, I'm so sorry. He wouldn't have, really."

Yes, he would have, really, his foggy brain told him.

"He gets so jealous sometimes he can't control himself." She shot George an angry look.

"Who is he?" Tommy managed.

"George Stanis. He's the assistant manager at the gym. We go out together sometimes." She leaned close. "I guess he thinks I'm his girlfriend more than I think he's my boyfriend. I'm really sorry this happened." She whispered quickly in his ear, "At least he could have waited an hour or so."

Tommy had to smile. George didn't like seeing them smiling together, "Hey, what are you...?"

Eyes flashing, Jessie turned on him. "Stay away from him, George," she warned. "If you even think about touching him you'll never see me again, ever. Do you understand?"

Tommy watched with astonishment as George, a foot taller and three times heavier than Jessie, backed down with almost a whimper. He stepped back to the ladder, but his dark unblinking eyes never left Jessie's back.

"Are you sure you're all right?" Jessie asked. Tommy grunted. "I think we should go."

Tommy agreed. Popeye, lurking by the ladder, frightened him more than he cared to admit.

"Be careful of him," Tommy warned quietly.

"I'll be fine," she said. "You'll still talk to Sergeant Cartwell, won't you, and find out what you can?"

Tommy assured her he would, anxious for them to go, his quiet life interrupted enough. Tomorrow he would talk to Cartwell, who he knew from his time in the Sheriff’s Department, and that would be that. He wanted a drink and something to eat, if he could swallow it, and to lay back and listen to some jazz and not think about anything.

With a flick of her hand, Jessie motioned George up the ladder. The steps creaked with his weight. Jessie turned to Tommy, held his head in her hands and said, "Next time, no interruptions." She kissed him quick and hard. Then she was gone.
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The next morning over English muffins smothered with peanut butter and raspberry jam, Tommy thought about Jessie. A year ago he would have laughed if anybody suggested Jessie would be cursing or coming on to him like that. Could she have been hiding another facet of her life all those years? Admittedly, he'd been more involved in work, or himself, or his dead marriage than her when it became evident they weren't going to get together. And what about George? Tommy had no doubt of George's intent to kill him. He recognized the wild-eyed look that said the brain has been disengaged and emotion has taken over. Sorry afterward, George's apology wouldn't have helped Tommy much as he cooled to room temperature on the cabin sole.

Tommy had changed, too. As an MP, a Sheriff's Deputy and a private investigator, being involved in other people's problems had been his job. For eight months he had led a blissful life of no involvement and no responsibilities and he had no desire whatsoever to be involved or responsible again. However, sore throat or not, he had promised, so he would see Cartwell. And okay, okay, the thought of Jessie keeping her implied promise was not unattractive either.

In the parking lot, Tommy met Wash, Leeward Marina's owner and dockmaster. Barrel-chested, solid as a rock, five and-a-half-feet, he needed only an eye patch and a sword to be the classic image of a pirate. They had been boat friends for years and hoisted many a cup of grog together.

"I saw your landing yesterday," Wash greeted him. "Tsk tsk, not up to your usual standards, Tommy my man. You weren't distracted by that woman, were you? Who was she?" He nodded at Tommy's bruised neck. "She gives a hell of a hickey."

Rubbing his throat, Tommy said, "That was Jessie Padeski. She was my secretary once. You've met her, but were too out of it to remember. Jack Tandy's boat launching party?"

"Oh yeah, I remember... vaguely. She's the one who pushed me in the water."

Tommy laughed. "She never did take kindly to comments about her feet."

Chagrined, Wash laughed through a lopsided grin. "Well, those big feet sure did the job, kicked me right in the ass and into that cold, dark water."

Their eyes met. Tommy knew what Wash was thinking. Not a good swimmer, and totally wasted, he had been going under for the last time when Tommy jumped in and saved him. Tommy shrugged off the deed, but Wash, sometimes even when he was sober, could get overly maudlin on the subject.

To avoid a sentimental scene, Tommy said, "Apparently, her ex-fiance was murdered and she wants me to make sure the police don't forget their duty." He finished with a shrug and a throw-away motion of hands, "Or something."

All sentimentality gone, Wash replied with good-humored disbelief. "You, investigating a murder? You: Mr.-I'm-through-with-detective-work-forever? Mr. Tommy I'm-never-going-to investigate-anything- more-than-what's-under-a-grass-skirt Case?" He pursed his lips. "Must have been an interesting meeting. If I had a buck for every time you said you were through with investigating, I'd be a rich man."

"You're already a rich man and I'm not investigating. I'm just going to talk to the detective. That's all. I have to go. Why don't you go do whatever it is dockmasters do. Count your money, or something."

Tommy got into his car, a black, two-year-old Mustang Cobra convertible with severely upgraded suspension and an engine tweaked past the Smog Check limit.

Wash's round, leering face appeared at the window. "You're cute when you blush," he said.

Muttering nasty things about his friend, Tommy smoked a hundred miles of rubber off his tires on the way out of the parking lot.

**********
[image: ]


Ten miles inland, in Santa Ana, the temperature already stood over ninety-five. The parking lot by the Sheriff’s Department Headquarters shimmered in the heat. At one-thirty he entered the Orange County Sheriff’s Department through a nondescript door and shivered in the sudden chill.

Investigator Hugh Cartwell had his Hushpuppy-clad feet on his desk. He read some papers held in one hand while the other scratched absently behind his ear, causing the bifocals resting on his short round nose to slip down. He pushed them up and went back to his ear scratching, repeating the cycle.

Unnoticed, Tommy observed several cycles before saying, "Hello, Cartwell, scratching for fleas?"

Cartwell started, then stared over his glasses, trying to place Tommy. Tommy leaned against the door, a small smile fixed on his spare face, sun-bleached eyebrows raised in question. He was still in good shape, his body lean with broad shoulders, but his shorts, loud Hawaiian shirt and unkempt hair were a far cry from his old gray uniform.

Cartwell laid his glasses on the desk and said, "Case. Tommy Case. I thought you'd show up sooner or later. What are you doing in this neighborhood? I hear you're mingling with the yacht club set these days."

“Boats, bikinis and beautiful babes.”

“Right.” Cartwell dropped his feet to the floor and stood up to shake Tommy's hand. Although he appeared to be out of shape, stomach protruding over his belt and a round, puffy face looking like it hadn't seen sun in years - his grip was firm and no nonsense. He pointed to a chair in the corner of his office. "Rich women don't go for quitters like you, Case."

Tommy's eyes flashed. His hands gripped the arms of the chair, body suddenly taut. After six years, being called a quitter still rankled. It had been for the good of the department. They didn't know that, and he couldn't, or wouldn't, tell them. He forced himself to relax.

Cartwell asked, "Why did you leave, Case? You were a damn good officer, as I recall."

"Personal reasons," Tommy said.

His partner, Jim Flores, had died in his arms after an undercover assignment went wrong, because Deputy Sheriff Bob Penny had released information for his own political motives. Tommy believed in the Department, had no desire tarnish it's reputation. He carried the guilt of knowing what went wrong for months, before he confronted Penny. Penny convinced him he felt the guilt, too, and promised to look out for the Department's interests. Now in the District Attorney's office he had kept his promise. Tommy knew, he'd been watching. Nevertheless, he couldn't shake that gnawing feeling he'd let Jim Flores down. A few months later, he quit.

He often speculated if he had done the right thing, especially during the first hard years when his marriage was ending. His marriage to Bonnie had always been shaky. What cop's marriage wasn't? Leaving the Department, and the regular paycheck that went with it was the final blow. Bonnie did have some attributes besides California beach girl good looks and partying, but living on a budget and standing by her man weren't among them.

He kept himself going doing miscellaneous security work: concerts, bodyguard, outside operative for investigators. Then he opened his own office. First two years had been tough, and scary, with little money. Second two years had been the best. Plenty of work, but not too much. He put money in the bank every month and clients called him instead of the other way around. Last year he made the most money and enjoyed it the least. His clients were bigger and richer and so he had to appear bigger and richer himself.

A job with BioData was the turning point. The return of their stolen gene-combining formulas netted him over a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in billings, fees and bonuses. The time had come to seriously expand or get out. It was a particularly smoggy, hot day when he left BioData, the traffic worse than usual. By the time he arrived at his office he had decided – To hell with it, I'm going sailing.

Besides, the effort needed to take care of everybody's problems took a heavy toll. Sailing and solitude, the freedom of responsibility beckoned like the Sirens.

He sighed, said, "What do you mean, you knew I'd show up sooner or later?"

Cartwell dropped his glasses on his cluttered desk, "The Childs case. Your ex-secretary thinks you're a hot-shot detective, although she had some choice words about how she felt when you closed up shop. Of course, in the next breath she's saying you'd be happy to help her, and us, bring the culprit to justice."

"Ha. Frankly I'd be very happy to count myself out. I'm only here to find out for her what's going on, as a friend, not in any professional capacity." Tommy took a long deep breath, let it out slow. "She mentioned murder. Was it?”  

Cartwell rummaged around on his desk as Tommy spoke. He pulled a thin manila folder out from under a pile, set his feet on the desk, put his glasses on and leafed through the file. "The body was found by a bulldozer operator at the county landfill last Monday, the nineteenth. Padeski's phone number was found in his right front pants pocket. She identified the body as Brian Childs. There's been no missing persons report, no phone number listed or unlisted, no towed or registered cars under that name. A blank. A nobody. So far."

Cartwell flipped the file closed and continued his recital. "He'd been dead about two days. The apparent cause of death was strangulation by a round hard object. And that's about it. Maybe the autopsy report will give us something. All we can do is check out what little we have."

"That's not much to go on. Jessie told me he was a computer scientist. Have you checked out where he used to work? What about all those high-tech companies around here? Anything in the garbage around him?"

"We aren't totally incompetent, Case," Cartwell snapped, throwing the file on the desk where it blended in with the other files. "We do think of some things. Do you know how many computer, or computer-related, businesses there are in this county alone? Over two hundred. That means time to check them out and time is something we don't have much of these days." He shook his head in exasperation. "With all the damn cartels killing each other we have twice as many homicides as usual. Budget cuts don't help either."

Cartwell leaned toward Tommy, warming to the subject. Tommy listened patiently; detectives always complained about how overworked they were, with good reason usually. Besides, he was curious about what was going on.

"And the other murders we have going," Cartwell said, "are real bitches. Speaking of which, there's that society lady from Newport Beach that got herself stabbed in her Mercedes, out in the boonies. Everybody wants something done, but nobody's talking. The only thing they'll say is they aren't surprised. It seems she liked her sex in unconventional places and wasn't very discreet about it. Shut the door."

He opened the right-hand drawer of the desk and brought out a pack of Marlboros. He lit one with a cheap plastic lighter and took a long drag. Exhaling smoke he said, "Yeah, I know it's bad for me, for you, for everybody within a half mile, but shit, if they don't like it they can stay away. That'll suit me fine." He took another lungful of smoke. Tommy, who quit years ago and still fought it, made no comment.

The investigator continued with a smoky sigh, "Then we have the more garden variety killings, two robbery homicides, three illegal aliens dumped in a ditch, a drug pusher shot in the street and assorted family members killed by the ones they love." He returned his feet to the corner of the desk. "So, Case, we'll investigate your Brian Childs, but frankly, with the county's financial situation, we're spread damn thin and you know the powers above are not going to give him top priority unless something solid turns up or somebody high up in the food chain starts asking questions. And that's the way it is," he finished with a fatalistic smile.

They nodded in unison, both knowing the way things were. Cartwell leaned back in his chair. "Ordinarily you private guys are a pain in the ass, but to tell the truth I could use some unofficial help. You'd have access to what information I have, of which you already know as much as I do, anyway. Just finding out where this guy lived or worked would be a big help. I, and Ms. Padeski, would appreciate it, because we just don't have the manpower at the moment to do a proper job of it. What do you think?"

Tommy sat up straight and punctuated his words with a finger poking into the air. "I think you don't want Jessie Padeski all over your ass about finding out why her poor Brian got himself dumped in the garbage. That's what I think."

"Hey, take it easy." Cartwell said. "You didn't think much of this guy, did you?"

"Hell, I never knew him. Sounds like an asshole to me. Did she tell you how he dumped her? Now she calls me out of the blue and wants me to help find out what happened and you want me to help you find out what happened, and I don't want to do either." He slumped into his seat. "The thing is, I know I'm going to do it. And that pisses me of£"

Cartwell fiddled with a pen for a minute while Tommy cooled down. Then said, "Yes, she told me and I get why she'd want to know why he left. I also don't need anybody on my ass at the moment." He checked his watch and stood up. "Now, I'm busy, which means I have things to do and places to go. So, what are you going to do?"

"What I'd like to do is forget all this and go sailing. I'm no expert in murder investigations." But, what the hell. He really didn't have anything else to do. "Can I see the file? What about the autopsy? What about the garbage?"

Telephone already at his ear, Cartwell mumbled a question then hung up and said, "Autopsy report is on its way. The area is marked off at the dump, if you want to see it. Photos are in the file and a garbage sample in the lab." He reached for his coat. "Look, I have to go. I'll leave word you can see the stuff in the lab. I appreciate this, Case." He paused at the door. "If you find out anything I should know, you contact me immediately, right?"

"Yes Sir! Sergeant Cartwell, Sir." Tommy hook his head and slumped into his chair. What the fuck was he doing?

Cartwell spoke a few words to a uniformed secretary and stomped away. Tommy, after a long look in the direction of the drawer with the cigarettes in it, put his feet on the desk and read through the file. The autopsy report arrived and he read that, too.

An hour later, Tommy walked out of the building into heat that took his breath away. He opened both doors to allow the stifling heat to escape, turned on the air-conditioning and thought over what he'd just read.

The case and autopsy reports hadn't told him much more than he already knew. Brian Child's throat had been crushed by a smooth, inch-and-a-quarter-diameter metal pipe or bar. The interesting thing was that there had been no hard blow to the neck, but the damage was more than any but the most powerful man could have inflicted. Minor postmortem wounds were consistent with having taken a ride in the back of a trash truck. Time of death was sometime Friday night or Saturday morning. The only other item of interest was a trace of light, high quality machine oil found in the wound. The sample bag of garbage was just garbage. Tommy decided he might as well end a perfect afternoon with a look at the dump. As a consolation, it would be a chance to open up the Mustang on the road out to the landfill site.

To get to the landfill one took a narrow, two-lane paved road that wound through open scrub brush toward the foothills of the Santa Ana Mountains. He ran the road at speed, running a slalom course marked by lumbering, smoke spewing garbage trucks. The Mustang's suspension was close to race car quality and Tommy took full advantage of it. Two years of amateur racing after the Army and years of race watching saw to that. He'd been good. Won some races and a sports car championship. Hands at three and nine o'clock on the leather-covered wheel, he took the turns at the ragged edge of adhesion, braking hard for the corners-downshifting-engine screaming in delight. Hard right. Hard left. On the gas. Up hill, wheels catching air over the crest. Brake hard for a fast turn before the pavement ended.

Tommy relaxed his grip and settled back into the contoured driving seat. He hadn't felt this good in weeks. He loved to drive twisty roads. It wasn't the speed he liked so much as the feeling of control, of being able to take a turn at the very limit of adhesion. If he hadn't decided to sail off in search of uncrowded space, he'd probably race cars again.

At the landfill gate, the guard directed him to the middle of the dump line and a fifty-foot square cordoned off with yellow police-line tape. Heat and stink took his breath away. A fair breeze blew, brewing up occasional dust devils that spun across the wide gray access area. Flies buzzed and single sheets of newspaper tumbled silently across waves of trash like lonely ghosts. Seagulls squawked and fought over choice tidbits. In the distance, a brown haze covered any trace of civilization. A truck raced its engine to dump its load at the far end of the dump line.

"A hell of a place to die, Brian. Hell of a place," Tommy said to the wind.

He stepped over bulging green plastic bags, broken toys, cardboard boxes and soggy paper to get to the yellow tape. In the middle, wood stakes connected by red tape outlined Brian Childs' next to last resting place.

Inside the police line he traversed the area with his eyes. Nothing. Next he walked the area slowly. Still nothing. Finally, with a resigned sigh, he crouched down and looked close, shifting debris with a broken broom handle, half expecting something hungry and mean to jump out at him. Fifteen minutes later, he reached out a bit too far beyond the yellow tape. He slipped and landed flat on his face. His left hand slid into a hot, sticky, green mass that might once have been somebody's expensive dinner.

"Shit!" He grabbed a rag that looked relatively clean and wiped his hand. Under the cloth hid a small pile of electronic components: a few hard drives, flash drives and circuit boards. An interesting item to find near a dead computer scientist. Gathering up the components, he looked around, said, "The hell with it," and stomped back to his car, carrying the box.

Using paper towels from a roll in the trunk, he cleaned himself off. He threw the used towels in the air and watched them float away on the hot wind. Sometimes it was satisfying to just throw something away and not worry about the scenic landscape or the environment. Probably some genetic defect humans picked up along the evolutionary way.

He listened to the silence for a minute, imagining himself high up on a tropical island while the trade winds etched moving patterns on a sparkling sea below. But it didn't last. Garbage cooking under a white hot sun sort of spoiled the daydream. Only three more months, he thought. The hurricane season would be over and he wouldn't have to imagine tropical islands, he'd be heading for the real thing. He grinned and drove slowly toward the gate, leaving a plume of dust behind.
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Driving back to the marina with the top down cleared the stink from Tommy's nose. While he cooled off under the marina showers he wondered where Childs was killed. It was unlikely he had been killed at the dump. It was guarded twenty-four hours a day and they kept a close watch. Most likely he had been dumped, probably from a trash truck that picked up the body in a dumpster. Cartwell hadn't found any trace of a Brian Childs. So, he had either changed his name or maybe gone back to his real one. Childs was supposed to be a computer scientist from back East. He'd have to have a degree from some place, but where? Unless that was fake, too? The only lead he had was a box of computer chips found near the body of a supposed computer expert.

Back on board his boat, Nomorr (No More Rat Race), Tommy poured a large glass of wine and stretched out on the settee. He punched a number on his cordless telephone. He hated cell phones. Nobody needed to communicate that much. Once other people's business ceased to be his business, he'd dumped them and good riddance. Though he had to admit they had their uses.

"Fumio," Tommy said. "How's it going, Mr. Wizard? Still wasting the taxpayers' money?"

"Tommy-san, how can you call it a waste when you fine taxpayers are paying me to play with state-of-the-art computers and other electronic gadgets and teach others in search of
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