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INTRODUCTION


Eva Eldridge
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When Tucson Sisters in Crime decided to do a second edition of Trouble in Tucson I had a difficult time coming up with a theme for the anthology let alone a title. In the end, I settled on More Trouble in Tucson as the perfect second volume. 

I decided to leave the theme and genre open—meaning it could be a western, romance, mystery, science fiction, historical or any other genre you could think of. What the stories had to have was a recognizable Tucson location. I was surprised and delighted on the variety of stories received. There were historical stories, various mysteries, and a couple of surprises. 

Tucson’s desert sun, stately saguaros, intense monsoon storms, and of course, the people create an environment rich in beliefs and wonder. The collected stories in this volume show some of the uniqueness of the Tucson Sonoran Desert. Be prepared to suspend your disbelief because not all is as it seems. 

Fair warning, this is a collection of stories that include mischief, bad language, violence, and sexual content. If a story isn’t to your liking, try the next one. There are adult stories for everyone just waiting to be enjoyed.

Eva Eldridge, editor

More Trouble in Tucson
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HER FAVORITE AUTHOR


Paula F. Winskye
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Chapter 1

Randy McKay left the security office with the permits that would allow him and his bodyguard, Darius Turner, to carry their firearms on the Arizona University campus. The process had taken months, including recommendations from colleagues with the New Mexico State Police and acquaintances in the FBI.

He handed the big man his lanyard. “This is for open carry only. You’ll have to forego your ankle holster.”

“Satisfactory.” Darius placed the credentials over his head and pulled his black locs, tied in a ponytail, free. “To the car?”

“Yes. I feel naked without my gun. We have time before I’m supposed to meet Claudia at my booth.”

After retrieving their weapons from the Second Street Parking Garage, they walked between the student union and administration building to the campus mall.

Hundreds of white canopies stretched in both directions, from Old Main eastward. Crews working to set up for the Tucson Festival of Books hauled chairs along the street on the near side of the mall. They crossed the narrow lawn to the street on the other side, where Randy stopped to check a map while a load of tables passed.

“I’m over there, to the left of the main library.”

A young woman with locs longer than Darius, wearing a T-shirt and shorts, occupied the otherwise empty booth. Her attention remained on her phone.

“Trina, right?”

She jerked her head up. “Mr. McKay, you’re early.” She flashed a nervous smile, then looked past him at Darius and grinned. “Um-m, Claudia isn’t here yet.”

“I didn’t know how long it would take in the security office. We got out of there quicker than expected. This is my associate, Darius Turner.”

“Hello.” She shook hands with both of them. “I’m sorry. I was supposed to be out of here before you arrived. These aren’t my usual work clothes. Excuse me. I’ll see how far out Claudia is.”

He led Darius to a shady spot, took off his cap, and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Is Tucson always so warm at this time of year?”

“This is typical weather. I miss the pleasant winters, though northeastern New Mexico is hardly frigid.”

“What time do your parents expect us for dinner tonight?”

“Six-thirty.”

“That will give us time to check into our bed-and-breakfast.”

Trina wandered over. “Claudia’s phone keeps going straight to voicemail and she’s not answering my texts either. That’s weird. Do you mind if I tell you about your schedule?”

“Go ahead.”

“Be here at nine Saturday morning. Here’s your pass for the parking garage and the meet-and-greet events for presenters. We’ll have the booth all set up with your books. Either Claudia or I will be here to ring up sales. Your memoir panel is Saturday at one o’clock in the Integrated Learning Center.” She pointed. “Do you see that elevator? That’s how you get there. It’s underground. Other than that, you’re in the booth all weekend.”

“Aren’t there stairs?”

“Yes. A lot of stairs. Claudia knew that you would ask that. She said that you are to take the elevator because she doesn’t want you away from the booth any longer than necessary.”

Randy smiled. “She knows me. Thanks. When you get in touch with her, have her call.”

***
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The next morning, while Randy drank coffee on the back patio of his rental, his phone rang. That number has the same area code as Claudia’s. Maybe she has a second one. “Hello.”

“Mr. McKay?” Trina asked.

“Yes. Good morning.”

“Mr. McKay, I’m sorry to bother you so early.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a rancher. We’ve been up for almost an hour.”

“Claudia didn’t come back to the hotel last night. I’m really worried. I called the police but they said unless there are signs of foul play, they can’t do anything.” She took a ragged breath. “You’re the only other person I know in Tucson.”

“Has she ever stayed out all night before?”

“No. Not without telling me. And we’ve done events like this all over the country with other clients. Usually, even if a friend asks her to stay over, she declines. She likes to settle in one place while we’re here. The few times she did spend the night, she told me. And she doesn’t have friends in Tucson.”

“She has no other clients coming to the festival?”

“No.”

“Can you get into her room?”

“Yes. We have adjoining rooms. That’s how I know her bed wasn’t slept in.”

“Where are you staying?”

“The Speedway Lodge.”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

***
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Trina let Randy and Darius into her room. This time she wore business clothes—a loose top and matching skirt to just above the knee. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what I expect you to do. Maybe I should contact a private investigator.”

Randy smiled. “I guess you haven’t read my memoir.”

Her skin tone hid it, but her body language told him that she was blushing. “I’m sorry. Claudia has me read the first three chapters of promising potential clients, but you predate me.”

“I used to be an arson investigator. I know how to look for evidence.”

“Oh. Then I’m really glad you’re here instead of one of our other clients.” She opened the door between rooms. “What can I do?”

“Has Claudia received any threats? Disgruntled potential clients—that sort of thing.”

“A few.”

“Do you have a record of them with you? Or are they in a file cabinet back in New York?”

“I have them.” She brightened. “Claudia keeps them in a cabinet, but I scanned them into a digital file. There’s probably two dozen, but you can tell that some are from the same senders.”

“Can you print them out for me?”

“Absolutely. I’ll have the concierge bring them up.”

“Thanks. Then put the ‘Do not disturb’ sign on the outside of her door.” Randy entered the room while Darius waited in the doorway. The space looked pristine, not lived in.

Turning on the bathroom light, he found Claudia’s makeup and jewelry cases arranged in an orderly fashion. One hand towel appeared used. The closet contained clothes on hangers, shoes, and her suitcase on the floor. She had put away other clothes in the chest of drawers.

I feel like I’m invading her privacy, but I agree with Trina. This isn’t like Claudia. He returned to the adjoining room. “Nothing here. I assume that her appointment calendar is on her phone.”

“Yes.” Trina hovered near the outside door. “But I have it too. She had no appointments yesterday other than meeting you. She was just going out to buy souvenirs for her grandsons.”

“Do you know where?”

“Yes. The Pima Air & Space Museum. Their dad is a pilot. They’re both crazy about planes.”

“That gives us a place to start. Do you know what she was wearing?”

“She was dressed casual.” A knock on the door interrupted and she opened it to take the copies. “Capri jeans and a pink T-shirt. Sandals.”

“Did she have a rental or take a ride share?”

“A rental.  A silver Cadillac Escalade.”

“Can I assume that she rented it under her company name?”

“Yes. It must have a GPS, right?”

“Right. They won’t give me its location. We need you to go to the nearest office and show proof that you’re with the company. Hopefully, that will be enough for them to give you the GPS reading. Call if they won’t cooperate, or when you get the information. We’ll look for the car at the museum and see if anyone remembers her being there.”

***
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Darius directed Randy to turn south on Kolb Road, then checked his phone. “I remembered correctly. We’ll arrive right after it opens at nine.”

“Good. The parking lot should be pretty empty, so we’ll be able to see if her rental is there. Hopefully, someone remembers her and is willing to cooperate. I have her picture on my phone. That will at least tell them that we know each other.”

“Take the next right on Valencia. She may have signed the guest book also.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

When Randy turned into the museum parking lot, a quick glance showed nothing resembling the rental. He pulled into a spot and they secured their weapons in the SUV’s gun safe.

Entering the lobby, Randy headed straight for the guest book. He flipped back one page and read aloud. “Claudia Petrocelli, one-forty-five PM. She was here.”

He scrolled through his phone before approaching the woman taking admission. “Excuse me. Our friend is missing. We know that she was coming here and she signed your guest book at one-forty-five yesterday. We’re looking for anyone who might have seen her leave. Here’s her picture.”

She studied it. “I remember her. She was wearing a pink T-shirt. She went right to the gift shop, said her grandsons would be so excited.”

“Did you see her leave?”

“Yes. I noticed because she didn’t spend that much time in the museum. Less than an hour.”

“Did you see anyone with her?”

“No. I’m sure she was alone.”

Randy opened his mouth to ask about security cameras in the parking lot, but his phone interrupted. Trina’s number appeared. He excused himself.

“Trina, any luck?”

“Yes. I’ll text you the coordinates. The rental guy said that the location is east of Tucson, in the middle of nowhere. What do you want me to do?”

“Whatever you were supposed to do today. We’ve got this. She was at the museum around two yesterday. I’ll call if we find anything.”

Chapter 2

Randy entered the coordinates into the navigation system, then took Valencia east beyond the city. A little later, the computer told him to head south on a trail—calling it a road would have been an overstatement. It wound through the brush and cactus, down shallow washes and up the other side. He shifted into four-wheel drive, then glanced at the GPS.

“Only a half-mile yet.”

“Any farther and we’ll be in Vail,” Darius said, gripping the overhead grab-bar as the SUV whipped them side-to-side. “This no longer qualifies as a trail.”

“But we’re still following at least three sets of tracks.” This is the perfect place for a body dump. But why would whoever took her leave a car worth around six figures? Unless they somehow removed the GPS.

He rounded another curve and jammed on the brakes to avoid the Escalade. It had been driven between mesquite trees until branches scraped both sides.

Darius pulled his pistol. “Someone was trying to conceal it.”

“Right. Time to call the sheriff.”

“I’ll look for tracks while you do that.”

Randy spent twenty minutes relaying the pertinent information, then trying to explain to the nine-one-one operator that he had no intention of waiting for help to arrive before they looked for Claudia. He finally gave up.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, our friend has been out here more than twelve hours. We’re going to look for her. We’re a Caucasian male, six feet, dark hair and an African-American male with dreadlocs in a ponytail, six-five. We’re both armed.”

He disconnected, slung a bag containing water and a first aid kit over his shoulder, and joined Darius. “Any luck?”

“Someone unloaded a motorcycle, then left without it. There are two sets of footprints. Based on their size, a man and a woman missing one shoe.”

Randy drew his sidearm and followed Darius into the brush. Within yards, they had to avoid a prickly pear cactus taller than either of them and ten feet across. Trampled ground beside it made no sense at first.

“My God. I think, he shoved her into it.”

Darius nodded, his expression grim.

They followed the trail for another quarter-mile before Randy caught a glimpse of something pink through the shrubby branches.

“Look.” He pointed with his gun. Suppressing the urge to rush, he stayed behind his bodyguard as they worked their way past the thorny mesquite.

Is she still alive? Claudia sat tied to a trunk, head hanging. Her lower legs and feet were red and blistered from the sun. Her remaining exposed skin had received some shade, limiting the damage to first degree burns.

“Claudia!”

Her head lifted no more than an inch before dropping back.

He holstered his gun and shrugged off the backpack. Before he could run to her, Darius grasped his arm. Right. Let him clear the area.

That took only a moment. “Give me your phone. I want this call to come from the same number. See if you can get her to drink.”

Removing a water bottle, Randy gently raised her chin and offered it to her. She gulped, trying to position her head to get more. Cactus needles covered the right side of her face, shoulder and arm. Her black, swollen eyes could not open.

Relief, concern, and anger battled for control while he helped her drain the bottle. “You’re safe now, Claudia. Help is on the way.”

“Randy?” Her voice rasped.

“Yeah. It’s me.”

Darius handed him another bottle. “After she finishes this, we’ll move her to the air conditioned vehicle.” He cut the ropes binding her to the tree, then the ones around her wrists and ankles.

“How long before help arrives?”

“Deputies are at least a half-hour out. I told them to send a helicopter. She needs to be airlifted.”

Randy kept Claudia from tipping over while she drank. She downed the second bottle with a little more strength than the first. Moving aside, he let Darius scoop her up. He’s ten years younger and a whole lot stronger.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Go turn the air conditioning on full blast. The kidnapper seems to have left the area, but stay alert. Criminals of this sort sometimes return to survey their handiwork.”

“Right.” Randy drew his weapon, then jogged ahead. After starting the SUV, he reclined the passenger seat. I can’t make her comfortable, but I can make it better. What else? Checking the cooler in the back, he found a sports drink as they cleared the mesquite.

Claudia groaned and yelped when Darius slid her into the seat. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Randy, I’ll keep watch while you give her that. Slower than the water.”

Randy slipped on a jacket and sat behind the wheel before offering her the electrolytes.

About half-way through the bottle, she spoke again. “You’re my new favorite author.”

“Glad to see you still have your sense of humor. Who did this?”

“Casey Zeiss.”

“I know that name. He was one of your authors when you first represented me.”

She nodded.

When she said nothing, he searched his memory for more information. “You dropped him a couple years later.”

He offered her another drink. After swallowing, she spoke again. “Probably three. One hit wonder. Mystery. Back when I still represented fiction writers.”

“That’s right. It was a best seller. He sent you more than one threatening letter.” He saw her confusion. “Trina printed them out for us.”

The sound of a helicopter ended their conversation. During the next half-hour, paramedics started an IV and prepared Claudia for transport. Then uniformed deputies arrived, followed by a detective.

Randy and Darius helped carry her a quarter-mile to a clearing, the nearest spot the pilot could land. After the chopper took off, he called Trina to tell her that Claudia was on her way to Banner University Medical Center.

They spent two hours answering questions before deputies released them to find their way back to civilization.

When they reached a smooth road, Randy called Trina again. “Do you know anything?”

“I haven’t talked to her, but she’s improving. They told me it will be at least another hour before I can see her. They’re running tests to check her kidneys and stuff. Thank you. Thank you, so much. She would have died without you.”

“I’m glad we could help. We’ll stop at the house and clean up before we come over.”

***
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When they saw Trina in the emergency room waiting area, she rushed over and gave them both hugs. “They’re just moving her to a room. She told me to wait for you so I can take you there. This way. I cried when I saw her. She looks . . .”

Randy followed her toward the elevator. “Yes. She looks pretty bad. How does she sound?”

“Her voice is hoarse, but strong. She gave me several orders besides waiting for you.”

“That sounds like Claudia. Are the police posting a guard by her door?”

“I don’t know. The cops said that Casey Zeiss did this. They gave his picture to the staff. Do you think he might come back to finish her off?”

“I wouldn’t rule it out. I only met him once. He seemed full of himself. What do you know about him?”

They waited for people to exit the elevator before entering.

Trina pushed a button. “Full of himself sounds about right. She was really patient with him. His publisher had given him a contract for five more volumes in the series. After two years with nothing but a bad first chapter and a lot of missed deadlines, they dropped him. Claudia coddled and cajoled him for two more before she let him go.

“The angry calls started right away. We had to block his numbers. That’s when she got the first threatening letter. It wasn’t signed, but I could tell it was him. They were all mailed in Arizona. He sends one a year around the anniversary of when she resigned as his agent.”

“Where does he live?”

“Chandler.” She led them off the elevator, looked at the room number sign on the wall, then turned right. “None of them were ever postmarked there, but always a Phoenix suburb. This is it.”

Nurses maneuvered a gurney through the doorway before they could go inside.

Claudia turned towards them. “My favorite author. I’d give you a hug, but the IVs in both arms make that awkward.”

“You can see,” Randy said.

“Just from my left eye, through a slit. Come.” When he approached, she grasped his hand. “You inspired me not to give up. I thought if you survived those weeks of torture, I could hang on till someone found me. I knew Trina would miss me. I heard him start a dirt bike, meaning he left my rental. It has a locator, so someone would come looking. I wasn’t expecting you though.”

Trina interjected. “The police couldn’t start an investigation because there were no signs of foul play. Mr. McKay and Darius were the only people I really knew here. I didn’t know he was an investigator. To keep myself busy, I started reading his memoir. OMG.”

Randy spoke to Darius, who left the room.

Claudia patted Trina’s hand. “Now you know why it was a best seller. Did you do those things I asked you to?”

“Yes. It’s all taken care of.”

“Good.” She yawned. “They’ve got me on some really good pain meds, so I’m getting kind of sleepy. Randy, you will forever be my favorite author.”

“I have an unfair advantage. Darius is arranging for a private security guard to be posted by your door. When Zeiss learns that he failed, he may decide to try again.”

Claudia gaped for a moment. “Well that woke me up like nothing else could.”

“We’ll stick around until the guard gets here.”

“Nonsense. You have a meet-and-greet to attend tonight. This is your first time at the festival. I want you to make a good impression. There will be nurses in and out all afternoon. And Trina can stay with me till the muscle arrives.”

Trina nodded. “And I have a Taser in my purse.”

Darius returned. “One female security guard is on her way.”

“Text Trina her picture so she knows who to expect,” Randy said. “Trina, we’ll see you in the morning.”

Chapter 3

Randy sighed on the walk from their parking spot to the reception.

Darius chuckled. “I know. The last thing you want to do tonight is attend a function.”

“I keep telling myself that this won’t be like the galas I used to go to. The only thing I had in common with those people was that we were all rich. Some of my favorite authors will be here tonight. And some of the rock stars of the literary world. I was looking forward to this. But after today, I’m just tired. We’ll stay long enough to be polite.”

“Understood.” He nodded toward the entrance. “I see two of the television stations are here.”

“I’m a nobody. We can slip right past them.”

Randy saw one of the reporters point in his direction. She and her cameraman jogged towards him. He checked over his shoulder to look for a famous author trailing behind and saw no one.

“Mr. McKay, how is Ms. Petrocelli?”

He stopped, taking a moment to adjust to this development. “It’s not my place to release that information.”

“Can we assume that since you’re here tonight, her life is no longer in danger?”

“Draw your own conclusions.” How did they find out that I was involved? Claudia. That’s what she had Trina doing.

The second news team joined the first. “Mr. McKay, where did you find Ms. Petrocelli?”

“This is an ongoing investigation. I’m not at liberty to comment on it.” Don’t call me on that. Since I’m not a member of PCSO I can say whatever I want.

“Are you working with the Pima County Sheriff’s Office on Ms. Petrocelli’s kidnapping?”

“I’m cooperating, as any responsible citizen would.”

The female reporter added another question. “Is it true that you are a consultant with the New Mexico State Police?”

“Occasionally. Now, if you’ll excuse me, some of my favorite authors are here tonight. I’ll be too busy to meet them this weekend.” He advanced and the crews moved out of his way.

Darius caught up to him. He always hung back in such situations to give him a better view of all the players. “Can I assume that was Claudia’s doing?”

Randy chuckled. “She’s the consummate agent. Never miss a chance to get your client free publicity.”

“You do realize that if Zeiss sees you on the news, he could try to retaliate for ruining his plans.”

“That thought just occurred to me too. And that’s fine. Maybe we can get him into custody faster. It will be almost impossible for him to target me when we’re in the booth. There’s another one behind us so he can only attack from the front. You’ll be watching everyone approach.”

“We should do reconnaissance on the room where you’ll be speaking. There will likely be a crowd and certainly multiple points of egress. I would either choose there or the route to the garage if I were planning an attack.”

“I’d pick the auditorium.” Randy nodded. “When we’re done tomorrow, there will probably be a crowd heading for their cars. It could be hard to target me. And I doubt these clips will make the news until morning. I don’t think he would have enough time to plan an attack before we arrive tomorrow.”

“Indeed. We will be ready for him.”

***
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They did not get back to the house until almost midnight. Some of the authors Randy had hoped to meet couldn’t wait to talk to him. He arrived on campus the next morning still feeling tired.

Trina reported that Claudia could now see out of both eyes. Of all her injuries, her doctor was most concerned about the second-degree burns on her feet and legs.

Before the official start of the festival at ten, fans began coming to his booth. Based on their comments, they had seen him on the morning news. The line continued without interruption through noon, when the volunteer assigned to Randy offered to get lunch for them. He managed to eat between autographs.

Trina rang up another purchase. “You’re selling about twice is many memoirs as your three history books combined.”

“That’s almost always the case, unless I’m at a history event.”

She addressed the people in line. “Mr. McKay will have to leave soon for his presentation in the Integrated Learning Center. He’ll return afterward.”

Three people at the back of the line hurried toward the elevator. Trina placed a sign on the table showing the location of the panel while Randy autographed books for those still in the queque. Then he followed his volunteer to the same elevator.

Once inside, Darius spoke just loud enough for him to hear. “I will observe from the back of the room.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to scan the crowd from the front while the others are talking. I have his face memorized.”

The volunteer led them past the auditorium’s main entrance to a side hall where they joined the other two panelists, one a household name, the other a ghostwriter for a half-dozen household names.

“I’m Judy Schneider.” The moderator extended her hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. McKay.”

He shook it. “Call me Randy. This is my associate, Darius Turner.”

“Where would you like to position your associate?”

“He’ll stand in the back of the room to draw less attention to himself.”

“Very good. I’ll introduce each of you in alphabetical order. Give the audience some nugget of advice for no more than one or two minutes. Then I will ask the three questions I e-mailed you. You will reply in the order you were introduced. Try to limit your response to three to five minutes. Then we will open the floor to questions. The auditorium holds about a hundred and it’s full.”

She led them through a side door and the audience erupted in applause. They climbed steps to a low stage and took seats behind a table. Randy started scanning the crowd as Schneider welcomed everyone to the memoir panel.

“If you watched the news this morning, you will recognize our first panelist. Randy McKay is an author and newspaper publisher who resides in rural New Mexico with his wife Michelle and their five children. In addition to his best-selling memoir, Human Again, he has published three books on southwest history. His most recent work is On Call: A History of Firefighting in New Mexico. Mr. McKay, what piece of advice would you give to aspiring memoirists?”

“Thank you.” He made eye contact with members of the audience to camouflage his search. “If you want to write your memoir, do it for one of two reasons. First, if you feel a need to write it. Or, second, if you want to preserve your experiences for your family. I never intended to publish my memoir. I wrote about what I went through to help me heal. It worked. Then I let Michelle and my dad read it and they urged me to publish.”

The crowd broke into applause. When it died down, Schneider introduced the household name.

Randy focused on a man standing in the back beside the main entrance. He wore a cap and dark glasses for no apparent reason. That looks like Zeiss. He resumed scanning until he reached Darius, locked eyes, then barely jerked his chin towards his right.

His bodyguard used scratching his shoulder as an excuse to turn his head that way. He nodded and eased himself closer. By the time applause broke out for the household name, he had approached his target.

In two strides, Darius reached Zeiss before the kidnapper recognized the threat. He grabbed the man’s right wrist and twisted his arm behind his back, then forced him face down on the floor.

A moment of stunned silence gave Randy his opportunity. “Ladies and gentlemen, please stay calm. This man is my associate. He’s just made a citizen’s arrest of the person suspected of kidnapping my agent. Would one of the volunteers call the police to take this man into custody?”

A man in the audience stood, displaying his badge. “I’m an off-duty Tucson police officer.” He produced handcuffs and made his way to the back.

“Thank you, Officer. Let’s have a round of applause for this officer, ready to serve even when he’s not on duty.”

While that happened, the household name leaned towards him. “Way to steal the show.”

Randy shrugged, chuckling.

Darius and the officer took Zeiss from the room and Schneider continued like the professional she was.

***
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By the time the panel ended, other officers had arrived. They had blocked off the side hallway where Zeiss, relieved of his cap and glasses, sat on the floor with his back against the wall. Randy noticed a semi-automatic pistol in an evidence bag.

The off-duty officer approached him. “I’m Detective Wilkins. PCSO is on their way to take Zeiss into custody. Your bodyguard says that you weren’t surprised that the suspect showed up here.”

“My agent, from her hospital bed, decided to get me some free publicity. We guessed that Zeiss would be watching the news this morning. And we thought he might be mad enough to come after me for saving Claudia.”

“You didn’t think he’d try again with her in the hospital?”

Randy smiled. “We put a guard on her door.”

“You two think like cops.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m sorry I missed your talk.”

Randy extracted a business card from his shirt pocket. “Drop me an e-mail if you have any questions about writing your memoir. I’ll also be happy to read it and suggest edits. You’ll probably miss other presentations today because of me. It’s the least I can do.”

~*~
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