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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Honey, how much trouble will I be in if I shoot one of my officers?" asked CJ.

      David lowered his evening cup of coffee. "Are you planning to kill or wound? Either way, I'm not keen on visiting you in prison."

      The porch swing creaked as they scanned the land between their new home and the lazy flowing river a quarter mile down an embankment. The evening sky blazed in assorted shades of orange. Deer foraged under pecan trees on the far side of the ribbon of water as shadows stretched longer with each fleeting minute.

      "Let me guess," said David. "Chip Sloan hasn't come to grips with you being the Assistant Chief of Police."

      CJ hooked a wandering lock of hair behind her ear. "Is it the fate of every supervisor to have an employee that pushes boundaries?"

      "More or less." David raised binoculars. He focused in the direction of the deer but kept talking. "What's he done now?"

      She gazed at the sky hoping the Lord had written the answers to her problems in the stars. He hadn't, so she answered David's question.

      "There's an arrogance about Sloan that makes me want to slap him. He's one of those guys who pushes right to the edge, then backs off. He has a particular knack for finding loopholes in policies and procedures. When he finds one, he exploits it and dares you to do something."

      "It's obvious he's still holding a grudge against you. How long has it been since your report cost him his job with Waco P.D.?"

      "Nine years. All we did was tell the truth."

      David kept the binoculars to his eyes. "Then that's the answer to how you handle him. Keep telling the truth. He'll either dig a hole so deep he can't get out, or he'll quit.”

      The quiet of the evening gave way to the nighttime serenade of cicadas. CJ considered what David said, but found it lacking. "You make it sound so simple. The rules at Agape Christian University aren't the same as they are for state troopers."

      "You're missing the point. Some people call it karma. Others use the expression, what goes around comes around. The Bible speaks of it as sowing and reaping. Whatever you want to call it, there's a payday. One instructor at the Highway Patrol Academy explained drunk drivers like this: 'They can definitely get away with drinking and driving, but they won't get away indefinitely. Before you get too lenient, consider how many times that drunk driver didn't get caught.'"

      "I hope you’re not saying I should ignore Sloan's disrespectful attitude.”

      David's left hand massaged her neck. She moaned.

      "Be strategic. Document everything serious enough to deserve a verbal reprimand, but don't treat Sloan any different from your other officers. He's trying to lay a trap for you. Don't play his game or make it easy on him."

      CJ rolled her head as David continued to knead tense muscles. He found a muscle that required particular attention and dug in.

      "Right there," said CJ. "That's my Chip Sloan spot. Keep at it until you get him out of there."

      "Any other spots?" asked David in a seductive tone. He leaned in to place a light kiss on her neck.

      "There might be." CJ paused and reached her left hand over her right shoulder. “Right there.”

      David sighed. “Not exactly what I meant.”

      “I know what you meant.” She issued a wink. "It's still early. Tell me about your day. Which ranger were you working with?"

      "I was on my own. Captain Crow has me compiling data and doing statistical analysis on car thefts in Central Texas. There's been a big uptick, and it doesn't fit the usual pattern. Hardly any recovered vehicles. That means these aren't being taken on joy rides."

      CJ rolled her head as David continued working on her neck. "Did you count the four cars we've had stolen from campus this semester?"

      "Uh-huh."

      "President Cummings is catching heat from the board of regents."

      David's lips replaced his hand on her neck.

      CJ rose from the swing, stretched and asked, "Are you coming to bed soon?"

      David glanced toward the barn. "I need to check on Dad. He didn't seem right at supper tonight."

      "I noticed. We were told to expect this. He's only been out of prison a month and the excitement's worn off. Bea said it may take months for him to adjust."

      David leaned forward and heaved himself up to his full six foot, three inches. "I'm worried. I need to find something that will give him purpose, or at least something to do."

      "Time, honey. Give him time," said CJ.

      "I know, but he needs something productive to do now."

      "What?"

      David's shoulders rose and dropped.

      CJ wrapped both arms around her husband and pressed in tight. "Give me a kiss. I'll pray for your dad while I'm washing my face and brushing my teeth."

      The kiss rated four on a ten-point scale. Not bad, but far from David's usual effort. He turned as soon as they separated and headed toward a splash of light outside the barn's door.

      A worried thirty-year-old woman stared back at CJ as she reached for a towel to dry her face. She mumbled. "Three problems to solve. One: What to do with an employee who hates me. Two: What can I do to help David's dad? And three: Cars being snatched from campus and I don't have a clue who's doing it."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      David's approach to the barn didn't go unnoticed. Sandy, a German shepherd mix, greeted him with tail at full wag. He raked her ribs with his fingertips. "Are you keeping Dad company tonight?"

      Light spilled from the twin sliding doors, revealing Bob Harper sitting in a lawn chair with a laptop balanced on his knees. He looked up, grunted an acknowledgement of David's presence, and refocused on the screen.

      "What cha’ lookin' at, Dad?"

      "Surfin’ the net."

      David dragged a second lawn chair from a stack and settled within talking distance of his father.

      In due course, Bob closed the screen and set the computer on a short table by his side. "What's on your mind, son?"

      "I wanted to check on you. Are you sure you want to live in the fifth wheel?”

      "I'm sure."

      "You were quiet at supper. Is something wrong?"

      Bob rose to his feet, took a couple of steps into the night and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. His staring into darkness didn't last long.

      "I'm frustrated with the pace of things. It took less than three months for them to arrest me, try me and send me to prison. The men responsible for killing your mother won’t go to trial until summer of next year. It's not right."

      "They arrested you over sixteen years ago, and you had a court-appointed attorney who thought a legal brief was a lawyer's underwear." David's attempt at humor earned him an icy stare. "Sorry. I know you want those people to pay, but we have to let the wheels of justice grind away."

      "It's a lousy system." He pointed to the laptop. "I've been researching. You won't believe the number of unsolved murder cases there are. Forty percent is one guess, but that's for cases cleared. That’s a catch-all term that doesn’t necessarily mean anyone was ever convicted.” A firm exhalation of breath expressed his disgust. "How can you do your job knowing so many criminals you arrest will never be punished?"

      David stared into the night. "I catch 'em and do it by the book. What happens after that is someone else's responsibility."

      Bob pointed a finger at him. “It's a lousy system, and it's not the only one."

      David leaned back in his chair. He'd been warned to expect this kind of catharsis, and how to react when it came. His job was to listen and let his dad spew it all out.

      "What else is rotten?"

      His father moved closer, hands on bent knees, and whispered, "How about $1.28 million owed me by the State of Texas for false imprisonment?"

      "It's coming, Dad."

      He straightened and threw up his hands. "Yeah, sure. I know. The check's in the mail."

      "It's coming," said David, his patience wearing thin. "Besides, I gave you a credit card and a debit card. You can buy anything you want, any time you want."

      "They took everything I owned in a matter of hours. Why can't some bureaucrat in Austin type in a few keystrokes and pay me what's owed?"

      David ran a hand across his face. "I'll call a lawyer tomorrow."

      His father's shoulders slumped and his tone softened. "You don't get it, son. I don't want you to do my bidding for me. I need to be independent and pay my own way. It's like I'm still in prison as long as I'm mooching off you and CJ. I'm eating your food, living in your travel trailer in your barn, driving your vehicles and using your credit and debit cards to buy everything else."

      "You could move back in the house." David regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth.

      The look his father gave him reminded him of similar pursed-lip looks he'd received in high school. "Use your head for more than a place to hang sunglasses. You married less than a year ago. The one thing you two don't need is me under your roof." His father waved a hand in the direction of the door. "I'm not fit company tonight. Go spend time with your wife and don't worry about me. I'll be fine."

      They gave an obligatory hug, and David trudged past the swimming pool and up the steps to the back porch. He found CJ already in bed, propped up on pillows.

      "How's Dad?" she asked.

      "Spewing." He nudged her over and sat on her side of the bed. A detailed account of the conversation followed.

      "That doesn't sound like your father." She patted the space where David slept. "Want to talk about it some more?"

      He rose. "I'm talked out. Don't you have a quick fix for what's ailing him?"

      "I'll talk to Bea tomorrow and see what she recommends."

      David massaged his temples. "Caring for a parent isn't easy."

      "Pray more worry less." She grabbed his hand and pulled. "Give me a goodnight kiss, and make it better than the last one."
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        * * *

      

      An offensive noise jerked CJ out of sleep. She glanced at the bedside clock that read eleven-fifty. A book of Dashiell Hammett short stories fell to the floor as she reached for her phone.

      "Who is it?" asked David.

      "Sgt. Ramirez. This won't be a social call." She cleared her throat. "What's up, Sergeant?"

      An accented voice responded. "Another stolen car. Broken glass on the parking lot of Mays Hall."

      "Is the owner sure?"

      "One hundred percent. He made a pizza run three hours ago and parked it in a dark corner. He discovered it missing about forty minutes ago."

      "Why was he leaving the dorm so late... or early, whatever it is?"

      "Problems with his señorita. She lives on the other side of campus and he didn't want to walk."

      "Do you need me to come in?"

      "Not unless you want to supervise taking pictures of broken glass and an empty parking space."

      "No thanks. Were you the responding officer?"

      "Sloan took the call from dispatch. I was in town taking a coffee break." He paused. "I thought you should know since this is number four."

      "Five," said CJ.

      "Oh, yeah." He paused. "Should I call Chief Sylvester?"

      "Have the city and county been notified?"

      "Sloan made sure of it as soon as he got the vehicle description and license number from the student."

      CJ made a poor attempt to stifle a yawn. "No need to wake the chief. Make sure you double-check everywhere on campus."

      "We're already on it."

      CJ thought for a couple of seconds. "Tell Sloan he did a good job." It occurred to her that Chip Sloan would likely file a grievance if he didn't get a commendation. He'd done his job and deserved a pat on the back. Nothing more.

      CJ looked again at the clock. "Tell the officers on duty I'll be in early for a mandatory meeting."
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      CJ wheeled her university-issued Chevy Tahoe into a reserved parking space in front of a sad excuse for a building. A converted Korean War army barracks, it sat on the back side of the sprawling campus of Agape Christian University. Its location, across the street from the Ag Barn, complete with all the smells and sounds of livestock, added additional ambiance to the Police Department. The building's non-academic function accounted for it being the last thing considered on annual budgets for twenty-nine of the last thirty years.

      She continued to stare at the building, allowing her thoughts concerning the police department to run free. Things changed last year when John Sylvester took over as Chief of Police. Despite his youthful appearance, he wrangled the board of regents into action by prioritizing a new building for the police department. His timing couldn't have been better. All major construction projects on campus were complete, enrollment hit the desired capacity and alumni fundraisers were reaping excellent results.

      For now, however, CJ looked at the asbestos-shingle siding and moaned. She made a last check of her face in the mirror and headed for the front door, timing it so she'd be there when third shift, 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m., ended. Normally they'd turn in any paperwork and head home. Not today.

      The inside of the building qualified as an eyesore. Short pile carpet unraveled at the seams and the floor groaned under the weight of anyone larger than a child. She couldn't remember the last time all the fluorescent lights burned without at least one blinking like it had a nervous twitch.

      "Good morning," she announced as she stepped through the door of a room that smelled of strong coffee. The gathering place had various names: squad room, muster room, shift-change room, or the officers’ doughnut and coffee room. No matter the name, it served its function, but didn't evoke pride.

      She hadn't made it to the podium before a voice spoke above the rest. "Are we being credited with overtime?"

      Chip Sloan slouched in a chair with his legs fully extended and crossed at the ankles. Jet-black hair, slicked straight back with enough hair product to last a normal man three days, glistened under the fluorescent lights.

      CJ counted to three and didn't respond to the question. "I wanted you all to stay a few minutes this morning so I could hear what you have to say about the latest stolen car. I also want to hear any ideas you might have for ways of stopping these thefts."

      "You didn't answer my question," said Sloan. "If you're paying us, I'll stay. If not, I have better things to do."

      CJ counted to five. "I called Chief Sylvester on my way here and he approved thirty minutes overtime."

      CJ issued a wide, phony smile. "Officer Sloan, I understand you were the first officer to respond. Start when you received the call and give us details on how you handled the report of another stolen car."

      "It's in my report."

      "I realize that, but we all might benefit from a first-hand extemporaneous account."

      Sloan opened a folder, took out a two-page report of the incident and read it word-for-word.

      "Thank you, Officer Sloan," said CJ.

      She shifted her gaze to Sgt. Ramirez. "Sergeant, would you relate what actions you took?"

      The sergeant picked up where Sloan left off. He gave a brief, factual report that concluded with, "It looked like a smash and grab. The same as the others."

      CJ waved a hand at the gathering of four other officers. "I'd like to get input from everyone. Give me your theories of who could steal these cars. Even if it sounds improbable or crazy, write it down and turn it in to me before you leave."

      "What a waste of time," mumbled Sloan.

      "Next," said CJ above Sloan's complaint, "I want you to write any suggestions of what we might do to bring these thefts to an end. All of you are outstanding officers. You see things at night other shifts miss. I'm open to any suggestions."

      "You might try getting a real-live detective who knows how to investigate," said Sloan.

      "Sloan—"

      He sprang to his feet and pointed at her. "Officer Sloan or Mr. Sloan. That's how the policies manual says you're to address me."

      "Sloan," said CJ with steel in her voice. "You went before an impartial promotion board. Detective Vasquez is the detective and you're not. Get over it. The attitude you're displaying should tell you one of the reasons you didn't get the job." She paused. "Go home. You have nothing constructive to add."

      He shot her a look of total defiance.

      "Out! Now!"

      He issued an oily smile. "Glad to. I'll just pick up a grievance form on my way out."

      "Get several. You'll need them."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      John Sylvester arrived with a spring in his step and a tube of blueprints tucked under his arm. He looked like a kid with an unopened Christmas present.

      "Here they are," he crowed.

      CJ followed him to his office, the only room in the building to receive a facelift in the last ten years. She intended to tell him about her run-in with Sloan and wanted to go over the latest stolen car. His priorities lay elsewhere.

      "At last," he said. "The architects took forever. I want you to go over these after I do. If we need changes, now is the time to make them. Once they're approved, we'll have to live with it."

      CJ regarded her boss. He wasn't usually so animated. In fact, it was normal for him to have his head buried in spreadsheets or fixed on his computer. From shoes to the top of his dark hair, he measured five foot, six inches. Wire-framed glasses did little to hide a pleasant, suntanned face. Running marathons kept away any hint of a bulge around his mid-section, a condition that afflicted many cops in their early to mid-thirties.

      He emptied the cardboard tube of its contents and spread them out on a wooden conference table. He anchored the corners of the blueprints with a tape dispenser, scissors, a trophy and an empty coffee mug. Only then did he look up.

      "Tell me about the stolen car."

      "Another smash and grab," said CJ. She waited for a reaction.

      He abandoned the table, circled his desk and eased himself into a black executive chair. He looked at a spot somewhere on the wall over her shoulder. "That makes five this semester." His focus shifted back to CJ.

      "Did you come in to investigate?"

      She shook her head. "Sergeant Ramirez called me a little before midnight. Officer Sloan responded to the call and did everything required. The city and county were notified and given the license and description of the vehicle. The two of them took witness statements from everyone that might have seen anything, and the third shift officers made a thorough search of the campus parking lots and anywhere else they could think of. Some shards of broken glass and an empty parking spot at Mays Hall were the only evidence to document."

      John rested his right elbow on his desk and cupped his chin in his palm. His eyes darted back and forth and his brow wrinkled. "Cameras caught nothing?"

      CJ shook her head. "Just like the other times, the student parked the car in a blind spot of the parking lot. A driver with visor down and wearing a mask dropped off someone who wore a hoody and kept his back to the camera. The car carrying the thieves had stolen plates."

      John looked at his Apple watch. "I have classes to teach this morning. What are your plans?"

      "As soon as Maria arrives, I'll fill her in and we'll go to Mays Hall. We'll stand where the student parked his car and look to see if any dorm window might have had a view. It's a long shot, but we might get lucky."

      "Tell me about the car," said John.

      "A fifteen-year-old Mustang. Custom rims and all kinds of after-market gadgets."

      John nodded. "Was entry gained through the passenger side?"

      CJ dipped her chin and returned it. "Smash the glass, unlock the doors, go to the driver's seat, pop the ignition and they're gone in less than a minute."

      John glanced at the table. His look told her he'd rather be looking at blueprints than concentrating on stolen cars.

      A deep intake of air preceded CJ's next words. "There's two other things."

      John shifted his gaze to meet hers.

      "David is working on a statistical analysis of stolen cars all over central Texas. ACU isn't the only place that's reporting a rash of stolen cars and trucks."

      The chair squeaked as John sat up straighter. "Now that's interesting. Up to now, I've assumed these thefts were our problem alone. This speaks to something much bigger and well organized."

      He rose from his chair. "I need to get to class. What was the second thing?"

      CJ didn't want to burden him, but he needed to know what happened at shift change. "I had a run-in with Officer Sloan this morning. He pushed my buttons until I sort of lost it on him and kicked him out of the room. He took a stack of grievance forms with him when he left."

      John groaned. "He's been a pain since he didn't get that promotion." He took a step toward the door and stopped. "We have more important things on our plates than worrying about what a disgruntled employee might or might not do. We'll handle the grievance if he files it."

      A sly smile lifted the corners of John's mouth. "You might like to know I've been receiving phone calls from other departments. Sloan's been making inquiries, and he's put in an application at the city. He may not be our problem much longer."

      A grin crossed CJ's face. She followed John into the hall. "Why don't you and Dotty and the girls come out to the house tonight? Bea and Billie Paul are coming over for barbeque. You could pick David's brain. He should be pretty far along with his analysis by this evening."

      "I'll call Dotty on my way to class and make sure our schedule is clear. I’ll let you know later.” He turned and strode to the door carrying a forensic accounting textbook.

      The front door rattled shut and the dispatcher hollered through the hole in her glass window.

      "CJ, President Cummings wants to see you in her office."

      "How did she sound?"

      "Impatient."

      CJ mumbled, "It's one of those days."
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      Snarled traffic and the distance back to the police department made CJ's decision to hoof it across campus an easy one. Besides, the ten-minute walk would help clear her mind of the run-in with Chip Sloan and give her a chance to think of what she might say to Alice Cummings.

      After scaling the exterior steps of the Administration Building, CJ ascended two flights of stairs and slipped into the ladies' restroom where she checked her hair and makeup. She squatted to see the top of her head in the mirror. Being six feet tall had its disadvantages.

      The floor leading to the president's office gleamed so brightly it would earn a nod of approval, even from a prickly drill sergeant. She pushed open the last door on the left and received an emotionless nod from the president's secretary.

      "Go on in, CJ. She's expecting you."

      The inner sanctum commanded an exceptional view of the campus. Academic buildings, some looking wise with age, and some rising like giant brick boxes, climbed above the tops of live oak trees that had to be saplings when the state came into existence. Sidewalks spider-webbed their way through manicured lawns, hedges and crepe myrtles.

      The office itself mirrored its occupant, stately and refined, but without a hint of ostentation. Alice Cummings had the ability to maintain good posture, whether standing or sitting. CJ's mother would describe her as having bearing. But why? Was it her collar-length hair that looked like spun silver and hung perfectly? Perhaps it was her choice of outfits, business suits that fit like they were hand-tailored. Could it be the way she spoke with crisp diction and maintained near-constant eye contact? Whatever it was, Alice Cummings could charm with a smile, or devastate with a glare, as the occasion dictated.

      CJ looked for clues of the president's mood as she spoke on the phone and pointed for CJ to take a seat in a chair in front of her desk. Nothing stood out.

      "Yes, Charley, I have it on my calendar. How could I forget? Your barbecue for university presidents is the highlight of my year. Thanks for the call. I'll see you in November."

      After manipulating her cell phone, Alice placed it on her desk and folded her hands in front of her. "I've put it on vibrate." She paused, "What is it about politicians? They stay in campaign mode every day of their lives."

      "By Charley, I'm assuming you were speaking with our governor?"

      Alice nodded. "He's a dear old cuss, but he can be intense." She looked at CJ with piercing blue eyes. "I guess you know all about that, don't you?"

      "Governor Wainwright had me agreeing to be a Texas Ranger before I knew what hit me. It took a full week before I came to my senses and turned down the job."

      "His loss is our gain," said Alice. "And speaking of losses. I understand we have another stolen car."

      "Last night from the parking lot at Mays Hall."

      "Tell me about it."

      CJ took in a deep breath and relayed the facts from the time she received the late-night phone call until she spoke with John Sylvester. Alice didn’t move throughout the narrative.

      Despite her ability to not over-react to disquieting news, the information caused a scowl to cross Alice's face. "This is much worse than I thought. I never dreamed these thefts could be part of organized criminal activity. Are you sure? I don't want to cry wolf to the board of regents."

      "Car thefts are up all over Central Texas. It's serious enough that the Rangers have taken David off all other cases."

      "What can we do to stop these thefts?"

      "There’s a long list of things. To name a few, we could substantially increase lighting on campus, beef up police presence and install a much more comprehensive system of surveillance cameras."

      "You're talking about long-term solutions that aren't in the current budget." Alice cast her gaze out a window. "John and I were hard-pressed to get the new building for the police department approved. I see choppy water if we go back to the regents with our hands out for additional money. Any other ideas?"

      "John and Dotty are coming over for barbeque chicken tonight. Join us. David, Billy Paul and Bea will be there, too. We can brainstorm things that won't wreck the budget."

      Alice stood and circled her desk, giving CJ her cue to leave.

      "What time?"

      "Six thirty, and bring nothing but an appetite."

      Alice stopped before they reached the door. "How's your father-in-law adjusting?"

      "He's bored. Every tool, nut, bolt and washer in the barn is in its place and labeled. I guess it's his mechanical engineer mind that wants to have a place for everything and everything in its place."

      A glimmer in her eye accompanied a hint of a smile. "I look forward to meeting him."
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      “Must have coffee," mumbled CJ as she meandered her way across campus. The student union building with its gourmet coffee shop might as well have been a homing beacon. She picked up her stride. Cutting between cars, she crossed the street and entered the hub of student life on campus. Taking a hard left, she entered The College Grind, a hive of noise, laughter, shots and double shots of caffeine and moan-inducing pastries. After gaining four pounds in two weeks, CJ had to impose a one-per-week limit, and that only applied if she ran two miles that morning. She'd skipped her dawn run to come to work early. No matter how loud the scones, eclairs, cinnamon rolls and apple fritters called her name, she'd abstain from pastries and stick with a tall coffee.

      Three baristas struggled to keep up with demand as CJ stared into the glass case. Only the call of "Next!" saved her from temptation's sticky hand.

      Looking around, CJ noticed something amiss. "Where's Yari?" she asked the barista.

      "Called in sick," said a girl with lavender hair and a pierced eyebrow.

      With temptation pushed back, CJ ordered coffee. Waiting, she scanned the room to pick up on the vibe of the students. Mid-term exams drew near, so the mood was not as leisurely as the previous week. Many students ordered their supercharged drinks to go and left for classes or to find quiet places to study.

      CJ saw the upraised arm of a woman waving with abandon. A smile crept across CJ's face. She retrieved her coffee and wove her way through a sea of tables, chairs and youthful bodies.

      "Get yourself over here and sit down," implored the woman with bright red lipstick and big, blonde, southern hair.

      Obeying the regal command, CJ sat and patted Bea Stargate on her arm. "The bees are buzzing this morning."

      Bea introduced each of the three girls at the table she presided over then said, "You three honey bees run along. Assistant Chief Harper and I have business to discuss."

      The three gave their mentor a hug and chirped their way out of The College Grind.

      Bea cast her gaze around the room and exclaimed, "Isn't this the best place in the world? I can almost taste the excitement and dreams of these young men and women."

      Bea cast her gaze at CJ. Her countenance cleared and her voice lowered. "I heard about the stolen car. You didn't get much sleep last night, did you?"

      "I got the call before midnight and came in early this morning. I've already had an unpleasant encounter with one of my officers and Alice called me into her office."

      Bea glanced up at the clock on the wall. "It's not even nine o'clock yet."

      "Yeah. I hope it gets better."

      A comforting hand came forward and rested on CJ's hand. "Frettin' never helps. You'll catch whoever's doing this."

      "Speaking of," said CJ. "I’ve invited a few others to join us for supper. But I’m afraid it’s going to be a time to talk shop. David told me last night that car thefts are up all over Central Texas. I invited Alice, John and Dotty to see if maybe we could all come up with some solutions."

      "Lord have mercy," whispered Bea. "Billy Paul told me last night one of his excavator operators had his pickup truck stolen. It was older, but in perfect shape."

      "That fits the M.O."

      CJ didn't have a chance to say anything else. A rangy student wearing faded jeans and a purple t-shirt stood in front of her. Bushy eyebrows draped over tired eyes.

      "Are you Assistant Chief Harper?" he asked.

      CJ nodded.

      "Why aren't you looking for my car instead of sitting in here drinking coffee?"

      In a calm voice CJ asked, "Are you Braden Lockwood?"

      "Yeah."

      "Please have a seat and we'll talk."

      "Talk? Is that all you cops know how to do?"

      CJ stood. "I know you're upset. Please sit down. I'll tell you everything that's being done to retrieve your car."

      His brown hair shook from side to side. "It's too late, and you know it. My car had a book value of seven grand, but I'd put that much more into it. The custom rims and tires alone are worth four grand." He looked away and then brought a smoldering gaze to bear. "I'm no fool. My car is already in pieces. Can't you people do a better job of protecting our property?"

      He spun on the heel of his Converse tennis shoes and headed for the door.

      CJ looked at Bea. "It's definitely one of those days." She paused. "I guess I should say two days and not just one."

      Bea's raised eyebrows bid CJ to continue.

      Pushing her cup of coffee to the middle of the table, CJ leaned on her elbows. "My father-in-law isn't adjusting like we expected. David had a rather unpleasant talk with him last night."

      "Oh?"

      "It seems Bob resents what we're doing for him. David said he used the word ‘mooching.’"

      Bea nodded. "You need a temporary money solution.” Her countenance brightened. “I’ve got it. Call your banker and ask him to extend Bob a line of credit. Make sure he knows you'll back any purchases until Bob’s check comes in."

      "Will they do that?"

      Bea's smile broadened. "They won't pass up a million-dollar deposit, or risk making you and David mad."

      “Thanks, Bea. That’s the perfect solution, at least for his money problems. But that’s not all that’s going on with Bob—he’s bored out of his mind. Sandy's a great dog, but she's not much on conversation."

      "Bored. That sounds right for his situation, and it's not a bad thing. He's itching to find something to give him purpose. With money to spend, he'll soon figure out what to do with himself."

      "I'm not so sure."

      Before Bea could offer one of her patented pep
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