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      There was something in the air, thick, mysterious, like an invisible cloud. The fifteen-hundred or so spectators sitting in the University of Cincinnati Tennis Complex could surely feel its presence as they watched the two tennis combatants slugging away at the fuzzy yellow ball. It was as much a sense as a feeling. A sense that something big was about to happen.

      Feeling or sense . . . either way, it was a sentiment that was practically alien to Jack Dantzler. He had not felt this way more than a handful of times during his many decades as a tennis player. But now he did—and he was not happy about it.

      It was the feeling that an upset was clearly on the horizon. That he had been pushed to the edge of the abyss, and that one more nudge would send him falling into the darkness of defeat. The championship match—and the tournament—would be lost.

      But for Dantzler, losing simply was not expected, accepted or tolerated. In past situations like this, he usually found a way to survive. To keep from tumbling into the abyss. He had always been something of an escape artist on the tennis court. That was part of his mystique. As a former opponent once put it, Dantzler had risen from the coffin enough times to make Dracula jealous.

      But today against a player younger by at least two decades, escaping from this coffin might be next to impossible. The lid was soon to be permanently nailed shut and the stake driven into his heart.

      Despite his desperate circumstances Dantzler wasn’t rattled. Nor was he in panic mode. But he was pissed. More than anything, though, he was baffled by what had taken place in the past forty-five minutes. It was almost as if he was having an out-of-body experience, and now looking down, he was watching a player he hardly recognized.

      He had steamrolled into the title match by easily dispatching three opponents without so much as breaking a sweat. That momentum carried over into this final match. He won the opening set 6-1, and was serving with a 3-1 advantage in the second set. At that point, another convincing victory—and the tourney title—appeared to be a foregone conclusion.

      Then the wheels fell off the bus. A seemingly smooth road suddenly crumbled. Nothing seemed to go right. His serves that had been virtually unreturnable became sitting ducks for his opponent, shots that previously stayed in-bounds by inches now flew out-of-bounds. Momentum, that most fickle lady in all sports, sailed away from Dantzler’s shoulder and landed squarely on the shoulders of Kenyon Braxton. And judging by Kenyon’s demeanor—and his dramatically improved level of play—he had obviously welcomed and embraced momentum’s arrival.

      Taking full advantage of Dantzler’s deteriorating effort, Braxton roared back to take the second set 6-4.

      Now, in the final set, Dantzler was down 3-1 and an energized Braxton was serving. Dantzler realized that it was now or never. If he lost this game, coming back and getting the win might require a miracle. And in Dantzler’s experience miracles were in short supply.

      It was time to dig in and make his stand.

      Dantzler won the first point, Braxton the next two, putting him up 30-15, two points away from going in front 4-1. Dantzler captured the next point to even the score at 30-all. The next point, he knew, was critical if he had any hope of staying alive. He also realized something else as well: he needed to win the point in spectacular fashion.

      He needed to make a statement.

      Which he did, courtesy of a major blunder by Braxton.

      On the next point, the two players were involved in a lengthy rally, one that placed Braxton in a perfect position to win it. He was near the net while Dantzler had been driven to the far end of the court. Better still for Braxton, Dantzler’s shot had been poorly executed, landing short and bouncing waist high, thus giving Braxton multiple options for his next shot.

      And he chose the wrong one.

      With Dantzler deep in the left corner, Braxton’s best shot would have been to send a bullet screaming down the opposite side, which would have almost certainly been a winner. But rather than make the smart decision, Braxton opted instead for cute. And cute on this occasion proved to be his painful downfall.

      Dantzler knew what was coming . . . he could read it in Braxton’s eyes. Braxton, cocky and overflowing with confidence, was set to hit a back-hand drop shot instead of what would have been a sure-fire winner.

      Stupid mistake, Braxton.

      Dantzler pounced on the ball like a panther, arriving in plenty of time to set up his next shot. With his opponent so close to the net, Dantzler could have won the point with a hard smash to Braxton’s left or to his right. Either way, Braxton would have no chance of getting his racket on the ball.

      But there was a third option, and that’s the one Dantzler chose. He drilled the ball straight at Braxton, hitting him belt high at his waist. Braxton let out a loud grunt and doubled over in obvious pain, no doubt thankful that the impact hadn’t been a few inches lower. If it had been, he would probably be puking all over the court.

      When Braxton finally caught his breath, he glared across the net at Dantzler, who responded by raising his racket in that time-honored “My bad, didn’t-mean-to-hit-you” gesture, which both players knew was pure bullshit.

      That one shot turned the match around. Braxton simply lost it. More accurately, it sent him into a complete nose dive. Now a prisoner of frustration and anger, his concentration was broken and his thought process became confused, bewildered. He played recklessly and with no singularity of purpose. For a set and a half Braxton had been steady and in control. Now he was playing like a furious madman.

      Dantzler broke Braxton to win that game, then went on to capture the next four with ease, claiming a 6-3 victory. The match and the championship were his. He had come into the tourney as the favorite, and he had justified that high ranking. Just like he normally did.

      Dantzler went to the net to shake Braxton’s hand but Braxton was having no part of it. Time-honored tradition, be damned. Instead, Braxton turned away, stalked toward his chair, and plopped down like a petulant child who had just been denied an afternoon treat.

      Smiling, Dantzler shrugged, then went to his chair, placed his racket in his equipment bag, grabbed a towel, sat, picked up a bottle of water, and took a couple of sips. He looked over at Braxton, hoping to make eye contact, but his defeated opponent was staring straight ahead. Dantzler could only imagine what nasty thoughts Braxton was thinking.

      The post-tournament ceremony began a few minutes later. At one end of the court, the tournament director was standing with a microphone in hand. In front of him was a table with all the hardware resting on it. Behind him were the tournament officials and the ball kids. To the director’s right, three men were lined up shoulder to shoulder. Dantzler figured they were probably tournament sponsors.

      One of the men, the one next to the tournament director, was staring straight at Dantzler. He was of medium height and looked to be in good physical shape. Like an ex-athlete who hadn’t let himself go. He was dressed in a Polo shirt, slacks and sneakers. Dantzler had the feeling that he knew the man from somewhere in the past but he couldn’t come up with a place or a time when their paths might have crossed.

      The man kept his eyes locked on Dantzler even after the tournament director began his talk. He started by thanking the crowd for their attendance and support. Next, he praised the officials and the ball kids for their hard work. After giving a quick thank-you to the tournament sponsors, which he did by mentioning companies rather than the men’s names, he finally got around to praising the two finalists, saying what is normally said at virtually every tournament around the globe, about how well they played, how exciting the final match turned out to be, and how enjoyable it was for the fans.

      Preliminaries out of the way, he invited Braxton to come up and get his runner-up awards, a nice-looking trophy and a five-hundred dollar check. He then asked Braxton to say a few words, which he did, thanking everyone involved in the tournament, saying he truly enjoyed playing in this event, and that he’d be back next year. The one person he didn’t mention was Dantzler. No big surprise there.

      Dantzler went up and was given a sterling silver tray and a check for fifteen-hundred dollars. When handed the microphone, he followed protocol by thanking the crowd, the sponsors and everyone involved in the tournament. He toyed with the idea of dissing Braxton but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He was too much of a professional to play that silly game. So he praised Braxton for advancing to the championship match, and for being a tough, worthy opponent.

      Tough, yes. But mentally weak.

      Dantzler handed the microphone back to the tournament director, picked up his tray and check, went back to his chair, and carefully placed them inside his equipment bag. When he turned around and looked up he saw the man who had been staring at him coming in his direction. Dantzler sat in his chair, picked up his water bottle, and drained its contents.

      “Things looked a little dicey there for a while,” the man said, smiling. “I actually thought you might lose.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yep, right up until he lost his concentration.” The man laughed. “Hell, a hard shot that close to a man’s nuts is sure to interfere with his ability to focus. A few inches lower and you would have neutered the guy.”

      “I know you from somewhere,” Dantzler said. “But I can’t come up with a time or place. Help me out.”

      “Louisville, about twenty-five years ago, semifinal round. I breezed into the semis and was certain the tournament title was mine. You ended that dream in less than an hour. Crushed me six-two, six-one. And you did it without attacking my testicles.”

      “Yeah, I remember. Still, I can’t recall your name.”

      “Nate Helton.”

      “Yeah, right. So, Nate, what’s your involvement in this tournament?”

      “One of the sponsors. I own several automobile dealerships here in the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky area. I’ve been sponsoring the tournament since its inception.”

      “It’s a very well-organized, well-run event. The folks here do a terrific job.”

      “Yeah, it does seem to get bigger and better each year. Of course, it helps having players of your ability signing up to participate. Hope you come back next year.”

      Dantzler grabbed his equipment bag, stood and extended his hand to Nate. “It’s good seeing you again, Nate,” he said. “Thanks for stopping by and saying hello.”

      “Listen, Jack, if you have a few minutes I would really like to talk with you about a rather important matter. Maybe take an hour or so. Can you spare that for me?”

      “Talk about what, specifically?”

      “Murder.”
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      “Whose murder are you referring to?” Dantzler asked, turning his back to the hot July afternoon sun.

      “My daughter, Jax. She was beaten and strangled to death sixteen years ago. On August fourth, to be precise. Her killer was never identified or apprehended.”

      A cold case. Already, Dantzler didn’t like where this was heading. Despite his initial reservation, an unsolved homicide never failed to draw his interest. The thought that a murderer was walking free was simply not acceptable.

      “Sure, we can schedule a time and place to meet,” Dantzler said. “But right now I need to get over to the locker room and take a shower. I’m dripping wet, and I’m certain I smell worse than a dead rhino’s week-old carcass. Give me a business card. I’ll call you one day this week.”

      “I only live about three miles from here,” Nate pointed out. “It’s a big house with plenty of bathrooms. You can follow me home and take a shower there. I’ll have Gloria put together a plate of fruit for us. Get us something cool to drink. I really hope you say yes, because you might be my last hope of finding answers I’m looking for.”

      Dantzler nodded, and the two men headed toward the parking area. “Here’s my address,” Nate said, handing a card to Dantzler. “You can plug it in to your GPS in case we get separated. Shouldn’t happen, but it never hurts to plan for the worst.”

      The worst didn’t happen, and thirty minutes later Dantzler arrived at Nate’s house, which was located in Indian Hill, a very affluent suburb of the Greater Cincinnati area. Based on the size of the house, which Dantzler judged to be one classification shy of a mansion, it was obvious that Nate’s car dealerships were thriving.

      Nate pulled his Lexus straight into a garage while Dantzler continued around the circular driveway, stopping a few yards past the front porch. He got out of his car, grabbed the bag with his clothes in it, stepped onto the porch, and waited for Nate to show up. While Dantzler waited, the front door opened and a petite lady with dark skin and even darker eyes stepped onto the porch. She was, Dantzler guessed, probably Hispanic, in her late twenties or early thirties and very pretty. She smiled at Dantzler but said nothing, giving a vibe that perhaps she wasn’t allowed to speak to a guest until she was introduced.

      Not bound by anyone else’s protocol, Dantzler extended his hand, and said, “I’m Jack Dantzler. You must be Gloria. Pleased to meet you.”

      Gloria nodded, shook his hand but remained silent. Dantzler began to wonder if the woman was a mute.

      “I see you two have met,” Nate said, as he walked onto the porch. “What do you say we get inside where it’s cool? I’ve had enough of this heat. And I’m sure you could use a nice change of temperature, Jack, after all the hard work you put in this afternoon. I mean, winning a tennis tournament ain’t easy.”

      Gloria opened the door, stepped aside and allowed the two men to enter, Nate first, followed by Dantzler. The blast of cold air felt good to Dantzler as he wandered down the foyer and into a huge living room.

      “Take the bedroom down that hallway,” Nate said, pointing to his left. “And there’s no hurry, so take as long as you need.”

      As Dantzler headed down the hallway his attention was captured by five photos on the right wall, a large one in the middle flanked by two smaller ones on each side. All five featured the same young woman at various stages in her life. The larger one, which was likely a high school yearbook picture, showed a strikingly beautiful young lady. She had blond hair, green eyes, unblemished skin save for a few freckles, and perfect bone structure. A caption at the bottom of the photo read:

      
        
        Angela Jane Helton

        “Jax”

      

      

      The top photo on the left showed her around age five or six and dancing with Nate. In the one below, she was around age ten and already showing signs of becoming a great beauty. She was older in the two photos on the right. In one, she was maybe twelve or thirteen and riding a bike. In the bottom photo, she was bikini-clad and sitting in a lounge chair next to the swimming pool.

      Dantzler was struck by the absence of the mother from any of the photos. Maybe a big deal, maybe not, he reasoned. Could be she took the photos. If so, that would explain her absence. Either way, it was a question Nate could probably answer.

      Dantzler went into the bedroom, stripped and quickly showered. After drying off, he put on a pair of Levis, a blue T-shirt and sandals sans socks. He then stuffed his sweaty stuff into his gym bag, picked up both bags and walked out of the bedroom. Gloria was standing at the end of the hallway, patiently waiting, a smile on her face. Without uttering a word, she motioned for Dantzler to leave his two bags and follow her. By now, Dantzler was convinced the woman couldn’t speak.

      She led Dantzler through the living room, into the kitchen, and then into a small room with a large sliding glass door that opened to the pool area. Nate sat at a round table, drinking from a glass of iced tea. At the center of the table was a sectioned tray that featured squares of watermelon, cantaloupe, apple slices and bananas. In the center was a small bowl filled with cashews.

      “That will be all, Gloria,” Nate said. “I’ll give you a call if we need you. And thanks for setting this up for us.”

      She and Nate exchanged quick smiles, and she gave his shoulder a gentle squeeze. Witnessing this brief interaction caused Dantzler to wonder if they had a typical employer-employee relationship. Somehow, he doubted it.

      “As you can see I’m having tea,” Nate said. “If lemonade is your preference, then have at it.”

      Dantzler poured lemonade into his glass and took a drink. It hit the spot. Then, taking a fork, he speared several pieces of watermelon and put them on his plate. He passed on the cantaloupe, but did take a couple of apple slices. After pouring salt on both the watermelon and the apples, he wasted no time finishing them off. He was starved, and he doubted that this nosh would make much headway against his hunger. But it was a nice start.

      “I saw the photos of your daughter in the hallway,” Dantzler said, after taking a drink of lemonade. “She was a stunningly beautiful young woman.”

      “Yes, she was,” Nate said, almost whispering. “Actually, those pictures don’t do her justice. No photo could.”

      “The name . . . Jax. Where did that come from?”

      “That was courtesy of my brother, Sam. He cut Angela Jane down to AJ. Then it became Ajax. Well, one day, he called her Jax. When she heard that her face lit up. She must’ve been six or seven at the time. That’s when she boldly announced that from then on we were to refer to her as Jax. She said it sounded more theatrical, more distinctive. So . . . that’s how she became Jax.”

      “Interesting.” Dantzler ate another piece of watermelon, then said, “She didn’t resemble you at all. Did she look like her mother?”

      Nate shrugged, said, “Not really.”

      “She wasn’t in any of the photos. Did she take them?”

      “No.”

      There was a coldness to Nate’s answer that raised Dantzler’s detective antenna. “Are the two of you no longer married?” he asked, knowing what Nate’s answer would be.

      “No, Dee Dee and I have been divorced for fourteen years now,” Nate replied. “We lasted two years after Jax was murdered, although in truth, the marriage was over years earlier. Why we remained together all those years is a mystery to me.”

      “Where is Dee Dee now?”

      “Still lives here in Cincinnati. She got half of my money, which was not an inconsiderable amount, bought a pricey condo, and now lives like the queen she always fashioned herself to be.”

      “What was her relationship like with Jax?”

      “They weren’t close. Truth is, they had no relationship whatsoever. Dee Dee was not the motherly type. She simply didn’t possess those instincts. Unnatural, I know, but that’s just the way she was. Jax did not receive either love or discipline from her mother. Because of that I had to play dual roles—good cop, bad cop—although I rarely had to be the bad cop. Jax seldom ever caused any problems. She was a terrific, clear-headed, focused young lady who knew exactly what she wanted to be.”

      “Let me guess—she wanted to be an actress.”

      “Close, but no cigar. God knows she had the looks to be an actress, but no, her desire was to become a director. Theatre, movies, TV . . . she didn’t care. And she would have been a great one. She was directing neighborhood kids in plays when she was only eleven or twelve years old. And in junior high she directed a school play that was terrific. Of course, she acted in those plays as well, simply because they needed performers. But directing was her first love.

      “When she was sixteen she got involved with a group of college kids who started a small theatre company,” Nate continued. “The group consisted of students attending the University of Cincinnati, Xavier University and Northern Kentucky University. Their desire was to follow in the footsteps of Gary Sinise, John Malkovich, and all those young performers who started Steppenwolf Theatre in Chicago. They called themselves the Glass Bead Theatre. Not sure where that name came from.”

      “The Glass Bead Game,” Dantzler said. “That’s another book by Herman Hesse.”

      “Makes sense, I guess. Anyway, they were a serious bunch of young people. Performed their plays anywhere they could find appropriate space. Church basements, gymnasiums, warehouses . . . it didn’t matter to them. They were relentless. Jax was the youngest member of the group—the only high school student, in fact—but she more than held her own. Like everyone else, she did a little bit of everything, from make-up, to wardrobe, to set construction, to ticket sales, to acting in a few of the productions. Are you familiar with a play titled The Crucible?”

      “Sure. An Arthur Miller play.”

      “Well, Jax played Abigail, the young lady who instigates the hysteria. I can’t begin to describe how good she was in that role. She stole the show.” Nate smiled, obviously relishing the memory. “That’s when I told her she might think about concentrating on becoming an actor. But she wouldn’t hear of it. For her, it was directing or nothing.”

      Dantzler said, “Let’s talk about what happened to her. Where was her body found?”

      “Next to a park not far from where the group was rehearsing a play.”

      “Who discovered the body?”

      “A couple of kids kicking a soccer ball.”

      “Was Jax still in high school at the time?”

      Nate shook his head, said, “No. It was the summer prior to her entering the University of Cincinnati. She had just turned eighteen.”

      “What was the cause of death?”

      “She suffered two severe blows to the head, then was manually strangled to death.”

      “And the medical examiner was positive the blows to her head weren’t the cause of death?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was she violated sexually?”

      “No, thank God.”

      “Tell me about the detectives who worked the case. What was your impression of the job they did?”

      “Buzz McElroy and Kevin Gunnerson—I thought they were great. They worked the case hard, they kept me in the loop, but they just never could come up with a viable lead or a serious suspect. After a couple of years passed, well, they had other cases to work, so Jax’s case got pushed to the back burner. Oh, one of them would call every so often, only to tell me they had nothing new to report. Then after Buzz died of a heart attack, and Kevin retired and moved to Idaho or one of the Dakotas, I figured it was all over. But about four years ago, I received a call from a detective named Zeke Bransford. He wanted to inform me that Jax’s murder was now in the cold case files, and that he would take a look into it if or when new evidence surfaced. That’s the only contact I’ve had with him, which means nothing new has come to light.”

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb and make a guess that I’m not the first private investigator you’ve contacted. Right?”

      “You’re the third.”

      “And since I’m here, I take it that the first two didn’t work out very well,” Dantzler noted.

      “I paid each one twenty grand to look into the case and see if they could come up with something—anything—the detectives might have overlooked. Well, neither one looked very hard or very long. One guy came back a month later, the second one managed to drag it out for six weeks or so. Both said they found nothing. Essentially, it was an easy payday for both men.”

      “What makes you think I can do any better?”

      “Perhaps you can’t. But at least I can trust you. That’s more than I can say about those other two bums.”

      “How did my name come to your attention?”

      “I read Julie Bradley’s book about those cop murders in Lexington,” Nate quickly replied. “You played the key role in solving that case. In the book, she mentioned that you left the police force and were now working as a private investigator. When I saw that you were going to be in the tennis tournament here in Cincy, that’s when I made the decision to gauge your interest in taking a look into Jax’s murder.”

      “Nate, a cold case, especially one this old, is rarely ever solved. It would take a miracle to find her killer. A confession, an eyewitness, DNA . . . something like that.”

      “Look, I’ll write you a check for one-hundred-thousand dollars right now if you’ll agree to look into the case. If you come back to me in two months, or even next week, and tell me you found nothing new, then I’ll let it go. I will end my quest of finding the person responsible for my daughter’s death. And you keep the money. All of it.”

      “That’s not how I work, Nate. For starters, I would never take that much money up front just to look into a cold case. I . . .”

      “Money is not an issue,” Nate interrupted. “I have more than enough to last five lifetimes. I’ll pay you as much as you want, however you want it. All I ask in return is for you to give it a close look.”

      Dantzler said, “The primary problem with a cold case is the passage of time. Your lead detectives are out of the picture, potential witnesses have either died or relocated, and evidence has undoubtedly been stored away, or quite possibly, lost. Given all that, there’s simply not much to go on.”

      “Well, there’s this,” Nate said, lifting a large three-ring binder from the chair next to his.

      Dantzler instantly recognized what Nate was about to hand him. “Where did you get the murder book?” he asked. “You’re a civilian. You aren’t supposed to have this.”

      “Kevin Gunnerson secretly made a copy and gave it to me a few days before he retired. He knew it was against departmental rules, but he no longer cared about that. Anyway, what were they going to do to him if they did find out? Fire the guy? Hell, he was already out the door.”

      Dantzler gave a quick glance through the pages of the book. It appeared to be professionally done. Everything was there. The sign-in log, crime scene reports, witness statements, interviews, medical examiner drawings, everything except . . . crime scene photos.

      “I know what you’re looking for,” Nate said, as Dantzler slowly scanned the pages a second time. “No crime scene photos. Kevin left those out. Said there was no need for me to see them. Everything else, though, should be in there.”

      “He shouldn’t have given this to you. That’s a violation of police protocol.”

      “I think he did it because he felt guilty for not finding Jax’s killer.”

      “What about your wife?” Dantzler asked. “Will she . . .”

      “Ex-wife.”

      “Will she be willing to speak with me?”

      Nate chuckled, said, “Dee Dee will be more than delighted to speak with you.”

      Dantzler leaned back and ran his hands through his hair. He was bone tired and ready to head back to Lexington. What he didn’t want to do was take on a cold case regardless of how much money Nate was willing to give him. But . . . the poor man had been screwed over twice by guys who may or may not have been legitimate investigators. Nate deserved better than that. At the very least he deserved an honest answer.

      “Here’s what I’ll do, Nate,” Dantzler finally said. “I’ll take the murder book back to Lexington with me and give it a close look. I will also show the medical examiner’s report to an ME I worked with for almost twenty-five years. If anyone can spot something that was missed, he’s the guy. Will your wife—ex-wife—be in town this week?”

      “I don’t see any reason why she wouldn’t be. She stays in town until winter, then it’s off to her place in Florida. A place purchased with my money, by the way.”

      “Do you have a business card?”

      “Have one right here.” Nate reached into his shirt pocket, extracted a card, and handed it to Dantzler.

      “This is my cell number and my e-mail address,” Dantzler said, scribbling the information on the back of the card. “Text me Dee Dee’s home address and phone number. I’ll give her a call and try to set a meeting for Tuesday or Wednesday. In the meantime, try to think of anyone that I should speak with who might possibly provide some information. Make a list. I’ll get those names from you this week. Does that sound fair enough?”

      “I couldn’t ask for more.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up, Nate,” Dantzler said, standing. “Those other two investigators may have been con artists, but they may also have been right. There may be nothing new to uncover. This might end up being what it has been up to now—the perfect crime.”
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      Not surprisingly, the Lexington Tennis Center was relatively quiet for a Sunday morning. All of the indoor courts were empty, and just one of the outdoor courts was home to any activity—four men playing doubles. The workout room was also empty, as were all of the offices. Things were always slow at 10:30 on a Sunday, but this degree of stillness was somewhat abnormal.

      Dantzler sat alone in the lounge. Earlier, he had gone into one of the offices, removed the ME’s report from the Jax Helton murder book and made a copy. After putting the original pages back into the binder, he placed the copies in a brown folder. Mission accomplished, he trudged down to the lounge, grabbed a bottle of water from behind the counter, put a dollar bill in the register, laid the murder book and the folder on the table, and took a seat.

      He had come to the Tennis Center in hopes of running into David Bloom, but Bloom was nowhere to be found. However, about an hour after Dantzler arrived, Sean Montgomery showed up. Dantzler, Bloom and Sean owned the Tennis Center, having bought it more than a decade earlier. Bloom was a psychiatrist and Dantzler’s old college teammate, while Sean was an ex-homicide detective who left the police force, went back to college, earned a law degree and was now a highly respected defense attorney. He had, as Dantzler was quick to remind Sean, “gone over to the dark side.”

      Sean went behind the counter, filled a cup with ice and topped it off with Diet Pepsi. After taking a sip, he strolled over and sat across from Dantzler.

      “Good thing Amy’s not here yet,” Dantzler said. Amy Countzler was the young lady who worked the counter in the lounge. “She’d make you pay for that drink.”

      “Don’t I know it? She’s a real stickler, that Amy. We’ll never lose money while she’s on duty.” Sean pointed to the two items on the table. “That looks suspiciously like a murder book.”

      “Sharp as ever, Sean.”

      Sean pulled the binder closer, read the name, then said, “Who is Angela Jane Helton?”

      “A young girl who was murdered sixteen years ago. Beaten, then strangled to death.”

      “And you’re interested in this, why?”

      “Her father approached me after the tennis tournament wanting to know if I would take a look at her case. I said I’d think about it.”

      “Cold case, sixteen years old? You might want to think hard before you say yes.”

      “You’re assuming I’ll say yes.”

      “That’s a given. I know you too well, Jack. You won’t walk away knowing a killer is out there somewhere. That’s just not in your DNA. All I’m saying is, barring a miracle, sixteen-year-old homicides rarely ever get solved.”

      “I’m well aware of the statistics, Sean.”

      Sean thumbed through the pages, stopping occasionally to check out a notation here and there. “Looks like the detectives did a thorough, professional job,” he said. “Except . . . I don’t see the crime scene photos.”

      “They were withheld to spare the father.”

      “How did you get your hands on this?”

      “Her father gave it to me.”

      “How the hell did he get it?”

      “One of the detectives made him a copy.”

      “That’s a big-time violation. He could be fired for doing that.”

      “He was retiring, so I don’t think he cared very much if anyone found out. But still, I agree with you that it wasn’t a smart move on his part.”

      “What’s in the folder?” Sean asked.

      “A copy of the ME’s report. Gonna take it to Mac in an hour or so. After he gets home from church.”

      Mac Tinsley had been the medical examiner for almost thirty years before retiring in 2015. He and Dantzler had worked many cases together when Dantzler was still in the Homicide Unit. There were few individuals Dantzler respected more than Mac Tinsley.

      “Well, if there are any discrepancies or mistakes, Mac is the man who’ll find them,” Sean said.

      “That’s what I’m counting on. And to be honest with you, Sean, unless he does find something intriguing, I’m probably not going to take the case.”

      “A prudent decision, my friend. Hey, how did the dead girl’s father know you’re now a private investigator?”

      “From Julie Bradley’s book.”

      Over the past five years, Julie, who lived in Cincinnati, had become a best-selling True Crimes author. Her most recent book, Murder By Suicide, was about a series of murders that took place two years ago in Lexington. The last case Dantzler worked before retiring.

      “The one in which you’re the big hero, right?” Sean said.

      “You guys are still dating, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. And I gotta tell you, it’s getting rather serious.”

      “You know, Sean, if you get hitched you’ll have to cease with the womanizing.”

      “Don’t think that thought hasn’t crossed my mind.”

      “Do you think she would help me if I asked?”

      “You were the hero—how could she refuse?” Sean stood and stretched. “What would you want her to do?”

      “Probably just some basic research,” Dantzler replied. “Plus, she’s familiar with the Cincinnati area. That could also prove useful.”

      “Should I tell her to expect a call?”

      “Not until I decide what I’m going to do.”

      “I’m out of here,” Sean said. “Oh, almost forgot. Congrats on winning the tournament.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you storm through it?”

      Dantzler laughed, said, “Three were easy, the last one was tough. Not as young as I once was.”

      “Hell, Jack, none of us are.”
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      At a little past seven, Dantzler was sitting on his back deck drinking Pernod and orange juice when his doorbell rang. He set his drink on a small table, got up and went to the front door, fully expecting the visitor to be David Bloom. He was wrong. Standing in the doorway was Mac Tinsley.

      Dantzler had gone to see Mac earlier in the afternoon, arriving just as Mac and Mary Alice were getting home from church, and seconds before a slight drizzle began to fall. After the trio scurried into the house, Mary Alice asked Dantzler if he had plans for lunch, and if he didn’t, would he like to eat with them. Dantzler declined the offer, although he did so reluctantly. Mary Alice was known as an outstanding cook.

      Noticing the folder Dantzler was holding, Mac asked, “What did you bring me, Jackie-boy?”

      “A medical examiner’s report on a murder that occurred sixteen years ago in Cincinnati,” Dantzler answered, handing the folder to Mac. “I want you to look at it, see if you can find anything that might have been overlooked.”

      “Are you taking the case?”

      “That might depend on what you find. Or don’t find.”

      Mac opened the folder and quickly thumbed through it until he got to the last page. He wanted to know the name of the ME who had performed the autopsy on the murder victim. Seeing the name, he quickly looked up at Dantzler.

      “Sheila Mullins,” Mac said, adding, “I doubt I’ll find anything wrong in this report. Sheila didn’t make mistakes.”

      “You know her?”

      Mac nodded, said, “For many years. We actually worked together a few times. You know, after catastrophic events. The famous nightclub fire, a plane crash, maybe one or two other times as well. We also attended several conferences together. Even served as speakers at a few of them.”

      “She may be all aces, Mac, but I doubt she’s as good as you are. I’m not making a decision until I get your take on her report. If you find nothing wrong, then I’ll probably back away from taking the case.”

      “I’ll give you my report sometime early tomorrow morning.”

      Of course, Mac didn’t take that long. Here he was showing up at Dantzler’s house less than four hours later. Dantzler wasn’t surprised. The two men shared a common trait: when there was a job to do, getting it done sooner was always better than later.

      “Care for something to drink, Mac?” Dantzler asked, fully aware that Mac never touched alcohol. “Water, Pepsi, orange juice?”

      “No thanks, I’m good.”

      “You didn’t have to come to me, Mac. I would have gladly come to your house.”

      After both men were seated, Mac said, “Had to get out of there, Jackie-boy. Mary Alice is playing bridge with three of the neighborhood gals. A lone male can only take so much of their yakking before he goes stir crazy. Anyway, I figured you’d want to know if I found anything interesting.”

      “I can tell by the tone in your voice that you did.”

      “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure if I did or if I didn’t. But—”

      “What did you find, Mac?”

      “Based on what I see, my best guess is the girl’s killer was left-handed. That’s nowhere in Sheila’s report, which I find curious, given how thorough and meticulous she always was. I don’t know if she didn’t notice it, or if she didn’t think it was worth reporting. Of course, there is also the possibility that she did report it to the detectives, but failed to include it in her report. You might look for it when you go through the murder book. Whatever the reason, I thought you ought to know.”

      Mac settled back and waited for Dantzler’s response. But Dantzler remained silent. He knew Mac well enough to know that the former coroner had more to say.

      “I’m basing my opinion on Sheila’s drawings and her notations,” Mac finally said, handing the report to Dantzler. “Notice that on the right side of the victim’s neck, she wrote ‘deep contusion’, but on the other side of the neck, she simply wrote ‘contusion’. Even though that’s shaky evidence, in my professional opinion, it indicates the killer was a lefty. If I had the actual photos I could probably give you
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