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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
 
As Bill waited outside his daughter’s house, in the suburb named Homecoming, in the town of Rio Vista, CA, he couldn’t help but recall his own childhood.
Fifty years previously, when he was ten years old, he was left to fend for himself. As soon as it was light, he was out of the house if there was no school, and would only return home when it was getting dark. There were no cellphones to track him or his friends with, nobody saying they couldn’t do this or that, and games were created with imagination.
Bill rarely saw any children playing on the streets and fields anymore, and if he did, there was usually one or more parent in close attendance. He laughed to himself as he remembered he and his friends jumping or falling off tree branches, swimming in the river that had a dangerous undercurrent, or crashing their homemade wooden crates that they attached wheels to.
Bumps, scrapes and cuts were badges of honor. Even the odd broken bone. Bill smiled at his memories, while also realizing that it was his own generation that had stopped that from occurring with their own children.
He couldn’t pinpoint what it was, maybe it was the electronic games, or the fear of your child being snatched away by someone, but new generations would never have the childhood he’d loved.
Bill had bought his grandson a fishing rod for Christmas, thinking he’d be able to take him out on his boat at the crack of dawn every weekend. It wasn’t that simple. Even though his daughter had another child, a girl, she was still reluctant to let go of their reins. She took them to and from school, to all their after school activities, and even called Bill and their grandmother, every hour when they babysat. Which was rare.
There was no way that Faith, Bill’s daughter, was going to let her son go out fishing, on a boat, in the early hours of the morning. If he was going to go with his grandfather, it was only going to be after his breakfast, and on land with close proximity to food, warmth, and a restroom. So Bill said they would go and fish on the bank by the former Heidi’s Outrigger Marina and Saloon, which had been a restaurant on the Delta.
Bill normally fished off his Tracker boat, but Faith only had visions of her son falling off it into the cold water. She couldn’t understand why her father even fished in the winter months. Surely fishing was a summer activity. She came around once Bill explained that the Bass Festival in Rio Vista occurred in the early winter month of October, as winter was the best time to catch striped bass.
Bill had stopped by the bait shop on Highway 12 on his way to his daughter’s home, and had purchased some live herring and anchovies. They were now on the bed of Bill’s truck, along with a couple of fishing rods, a tackle box, and a net. He also had a flask of coffee, and some sandwiches and soda in a cooler on the back seat.
Finally, Bill saw the front door open and his grandson bounded out of the house clutching his rod. Bill thought he was wearing way too many clothes, even for this chilly morning.
“Hi Pappy.” Bill smiled at his grandson’s greeting as he opened the passenger door and was trying to fit his rod in.
“Hey Kiddo, why don’t you put your rod in the back of the truck?”
As he did so, his mother, who had followed her son out of the house, put her head inside the truck. She was wearing a woolen coat over pajama bottoms that for some reason made Bill think of Walmart. Faith wasn’t a beauty, nor was Bill handsome, but he loved her, just as he did his grandchildren.
“Hi Dad, you will be careful won’t you?”
“Course I will.”
“Mom. We need to go!” Bill’s grandson, Jamie, squeezed by his mom to get onto his seat.
“Love you, Dad, love you, Jamie. Have fun. I’ll call you later.” She kissed her son on the cheek as he tried to put his seatbelt on. Bill started the engine and put his foot on the brake as he engaged ‘drive,’ and was moving away from the sidewalk when Faith slammed the door shut.
“Sorry, Pappy. Mom was fussing about.”
Bill looked across at his passenger and noticed a small cooler on the floor, by Jamie’s feet.
“That’s okay. What’s in the cooler?”
“Food and drink. Mom thinks we’re going to starve, I think.”
Bill smiled broadly, and shook his head.
It wasn’t a long drive to the former Heidi’s Outrigger Saloon, and within a short time, Bill had his grandson set up to fish. Bill was very proud as he watched his grandson.
He wasn’t happy though that the restaurant and marina had closed down, although he had spotted someone working inside. No boats were berthed anymore, and Bill was sad as he looked around the formerly thriving area of the delta. Now, apart from whoever it was inside the old restaurant, it was deserted. Maybe they’ll reopen, he hoped. 
It was a couple of hours of virtually nothing happening, apart from other anglers arriving, when Jamie suddenly yelled out.
“Pappy! I think I’ve got something.”
Bill looked at the bent rod. He’d been telling Jamie what to do if he got a bite, and Jamie was doing exactly as he’d taught him. The line though, wasn’t moving.
“I think you might have snagged something, Jamie. Let me have a look-see.”
Jamie looked really disappointed as his grandfather took over his line.
“Yeah, you’re snagged on something really heavy. If you get the net ready, I’ll try to reel it in.”
Bill struggled with the weight on the end of the line, hoping it wouldn’t snap the rod.
“Get ready with the net,” he eventually shouted to his grandson. “Just try to hold whatever it is, in the water. I’ll need to grab it with my hands I think.” Bill could see it now. It was a bulging black bin liner.
Throwing the rod down as Jamie tried to hold the weight with the net, Bill stepped into the water to grab it with his gloved hands.
“Phew, Pappy. It stinks!”
Bill was almost gagging from the awful smell emanating from the ripped bag, but he managed to get a good grip.
“Watch out, Jamie. I’m going to throw it onto the bank.”
Jamie moved out of the way as his grandfather anchored his feet and summoned all his strength. As he threw the bag, a lot of the black liner peeled away as the weight thudded on to the bank. The smell was now sickening.
“What is it, Pappy?” Jamie was holding his nose.
Bill looked at what was now exposed. It took him a few seconds, but then he recognized what it was.
“We need to go inside the restaurant, Jamie. Don’t look at it.” Bill ordered.
“But what is it, Pappy? Can’t we fish some more?”
“Not today, Jamie. We need to go inside.” Bill was now pale, and was swallowing bile in his throat.
“What about our fishing rods, Pappy?”
“I’ll get them later, Kiddo. Go into the restaurant and I’ll catch you up.”
As Jamie reluctantly made his way toward the restaurant, Bill was dialing 911.
“I’ve found the torso of a woman,” he told the responder.
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
Despite the cold weather, there were already quite a few onlookers when the Rio Vista Police arrived on the scene. They had been beaten to the site by paramedics and the Rio Vista Fire Department, who were keeping the few spectators away from the torso. It wasn’t stopping them from taking selfies of this macabre sight.
Officer Julie Morales, and her partner, Officer Jed Moore, had been enjoying their break in the Rio Diner on Highway 12, when the call came through. They would soon regret having had a hearty breakfast.
Arriving together in separate vehicles, identical Ford Explorers, Julie immediately asked her partner to stop people taking photos of the dismembered torso.
“For Chrissakes, Jed, they’ll be posting these photos on Facebook.”
“Yeah, right. Somebody, somewhere, will be looking for whoever this is, and they’ll be seeing these pictures online. I’ll go and sort them out.”
Julie moved toward the paramedic, to confirm that it was indeed a torso they had here, but the smell was already telling her that it was.
“Hey, Julie,” he greeted her. “I’ve already called the coroner. It’s not a pretty sight. Sorry.”
Julie didn’t reply, she just nodded her head. She had to approach from downwind, thinking to herself that she wished she was off to the side where Jed and the small crowd were. However, as she was the senior officer in their partnership, this was her responsibility.
Trying not to breathe too much, she slowly moved to where the smell was emanating from. The ripped black bin liner exposed the rotting torso, beneath the torn clothing. Had it not been for the bra that was still attached, it would have been difficult to determine if it was male or female.
Although this was not the scene of the crime, Julie still had to take photos, but she needed a breather. Making her way over to her partner, she had a sudden thought.
“I’ll watch these folk for a minute, Jed. Take a look at the torso will you? I need you to see if I missed anything.”
“Don’t you have to take photos?” protested Jed, who didn’t want to lose his breakfast and have nightmares for the next few days.
“Of course I do, but I just want to hear your initial thoughts. Just go and take a quick look will you?”
As Jed reluctantly walked toward the trash bag, Julie inwardly smiled. She’d been wanting to get back at him for months now, after he had her go into a bathroom at a domestic disturbance scene. A middle aged married couple had awakened their neighbors with shouts, screams, and sounds of violence. On entering the home, Julie had taken care of the bruised wife as Jed went in search of her husband. He found him in the bathroom, and with an evil grin on his face, told Julie she needed to go and take a look. Jed failed to mention that the man of the house had passed out, or that he had a curling iron attached to his exposed penis. The man didn’t suffer irreparable damage, but Jed loved to tell everyone they came into contact with, the look on his partner’s face when she saw the prostrate husband.
Julie had never seen Jed turn green before, and when he barfed after stumbling away from the torso, she felt vindicated. Now she had a story to tell.
Turning back to the small crowd, Julie asked, “Who snagged the torso?”
Somebody pointed toward the man standing alone outside the restaurant. Julie thought she should have a quick word with him before retrieving her camera.
“Hello, Sir. I’m Officer Morales from the Rio Vista Police Department. I understand you were the one who snagged the trash bag containing the torso. Is that correct?”
The dejected looking Bill nodded his head in agreement.
“What is your name, Sir?” Julie got her notebook out.
“Bill Rogers.”
“Are you the person who called 911?”
“Yes, I gave them my name.” Bill stated.
“I’m sure you did, Sir. Thank you. Did you snag it with a fishing line, or was the bag on the bank?” Julie had seen the line attached to the bin liner, so already knew the answer.
“Well, actually it was my grandson who snagged it. This was his first time fishing, and he thought he’d caught a big fish.” Bill told her, obviously upset.
“I understand. Did you or your grandson touch the body at all?” Julie asked, delicately.
“No. Once I determined that there wasn’t a fish on the line, I did think about just cutting the line, but I don’t like leaving fishing line in the water. Too many folk do that, and it causes havoc. So I decided to haul out the trash bag, but then I saw that it was part of a woman.” Bill shook his head.
“Your grandson, sir, you didn’t give me his name, but did he see the body?”
“No, I don’t think so. Jamie is his name. He smelled it, but didn’t see anything. As soon as I realized what it was, I told him to go into the restaurant. He’s still in there, with his mom.”
“Was his mom with you?” Julie looked up from her notepad.
“No, she wasn’t. I called her right after I spoke to the 911 operator. She’s not in a great mood,” he said, wistfully.
“That’s understandable. I can arrange for you and your grandson to have some counseling, if you like,” Julie offered.
“I’m fine. You might want to calm my daughter down though. Jamie might need counseling just from her reaction.” Bill lightened up a little.
“Let’s go and see, shall we.”
Bill led Julie into the restaurant and introduced her. Jamie was very excited, but not at all upset. It was obvious that he hadn’t seen anything, but the smell had stayed in his memory.
“Pappy!” He greeted his grandfather. “I was telling Mom how stinky that bag was. Wait til I tell my friends in school about it. It’ll be so cool! Can we come fishing again, Pappy? Please! Did you get my fishing rod back?”
Julie couldn’t help but smile at the young boy’s attitude, compared to his mom’s, who looked like she’d just heard the world was about to end. Julie gave her a card, and told them all that she was available at any time, and that once they were finished here, she would drop off the fishing rod. She took their addresses and told them that there was no reason for them to stay, to go home and get on with the rest of their day.
The person who was working, and had allowed Bill’s family to take refuge from the grisly scene, was a plumber who was fixing a slowly leaking pipe that was damaging the floor. Julie thanked him for his kindness, and although he hadn’t seen anything also took his name and address.
After leaving them in the restaurant, Julie retrieved her camera from her crime scene case, and reluctantly walked toward the bin liner again. She had to pass by her partner, who didn’t look at all well, and she imagined him calling her all sorts of names as he stared at her.
It was a good while before anyone from the Coroner’s Office showed up. Although the small crowd remained, the paramedic had left, and the Fire Crew was ready to roll.
It was a Deputy Coroner that arrived. Officer Sandy Charles, a woman in her mid-twenties who looked quite normal, apart from the gun on her waist, and an inner strength that seemed to exude from her.
“Hi, Sandy.” Julie greeted her. They’d met a few times, and got along well.
“Hey, Julie. How are you? Did you ever move in with that guy you were dating? The realtor?”
It seemed to Julie that everyone always asked the same question of her, if she hadn’t seen them for a while. 
“I did.” Julie smiled, genuinely.
“It agrees with you, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so content looking. So what do we have here?” Sandy asked, moving ahead.
“You tell me.” Julie followed her.
As Sandy bent down to examine the torso, Julie marveled at her fortitude. She didn’t seem at all perturbed at the sight or the smell.
“Is there anything you can tell me?” Julie asked, optimistically.
“Not really. Obviously it’s a woman, but the only thing I can tell you is that she didn’t bleed out, or commit suicide. You didn’t find any other parts did you?” Seeing Julie shake her head, Sandy continued. “I’ll tell you now, Julie, this is going to be a hard one. With the state of the torso, it will be very difficult to give you a time of death or even a date. Just an approximate one.”
Julie watched as Sandy inspected and touched the body with her surgically-gloved hands.
“She didn’t bleed out?”
“No. Her blood is congealed in her back. She was dead before she was dismembered. That’s about all I can tell you right now.”
Julie and Jed stayed until Sandy took the torso away, and the crowd dispersed. Even the local newspaper showed up, and they seemed a little disappointed that nobody could give them more of a story.
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
Although Rio Vista is a growing city, it still only has around 8500 residents, a third of which, live within the retirement community of the golf club. The city itself was originally founded in 1858, but after the great flood of 1862, the town was moved several miles downstream to its current location. Approximately sixty miles northeast of San Francisco, and forty-four miles southwest of Sacramento, Rio Vista sits on the banks of the Sacramento River.
For many decades, the city was served by the many riverboats that connected San Francisco to Sacramento, and cargo ships still make their way up to the capital of California. Today, Rio Vista is known for its hundreds of wind turbines that provide renewable energy, its production of Belgian endive, and the Bass Fishing Festival. Being a part of the Sacramento River Delta, there are hundreds of recreational boaters and fishermen, and wind surfers, who enjoy the area during their free time.
Highway 12 runs through the city, connecting it to Fairfield to the West, and Lodi to the East. The Rio Vista Bridge is an integral part of that, and if the bridge has been opened to water traffic, then backups can ensue for miles in both directions. It’s a part of life in Rio Vista, to have very many eighteen wheelers idling on the main thoroughfare, as they wait for the bridge to reopen.
Officers Morales and Moore didn’t have to contend with that this day, but it had been a problem just a few weeks previously, when the bridge broke. After letting a tall-masted yacht through, the bridge was unable to close, which caused them a massive headache. Although there is a ferry service upstream, they can only transport cars and trucks, not the big rigs. They had to be turned around to return to Fairfield, which was no small feat within the narrow confines of Rio Vista. Those stuck on the East side of the bridge had other options, but it was a day that the police department didn’t want to happen again anytime soon.
Arriving at the police station just a couple of minutes after crossing the bridge, Julie couldn’t wait to tell everyone who was around about Jed. He heard about it as soon as he stepped inside the door.
“Hey, Jed. You’re looking a little pale.” “I’ve got some curry on the stove, you want a plate?” “Anyone seen Huey?” “Can you go and fix the blocked toilet, Jed?”
“Okay, okay,” he replied with a wry smile. “Very funny. If you want to go and see what we’ve just seen, then I’m sure the coroner will welcome you.”
“No thanks, Jed. I don’t need to look as bad as you do, and I have a date tonight.”
Jed looked at the officer who had commented and replied, “It might improve your looks if you do!”
“It’s not like you to get upset at a corpse,” someone else said.
“It wasn’t the body. It was the smell that got to me.”
Julie smiled as she looked at her partner, seeing him change color again as he recalled the odor of the body.
“So,” she spoke aloud, “we have a woman’s torso. I can’t be more specific than that until I hear back from the coroner. I need to know of any missing women, especially any who lived near the river, going as far north as Sacramento. Hopefully, once the coroner gets back to us, we’ll be able to eliminate many of those as being the victim.”
“Do you think she was murdered, Julie?” a voice asked from behind a computer screen.
“Let’s just say it’s suspicious, for now. Maybe she died accidentally but someone panicked, and disposed of her. It’s possible, although unlikely, but until we learn more I want to keep an open mind.”
“There’s a local woman from the Country Club who’s been missing for a couple of weeks.”
Julie looked toward the officer who had spoken. A bright, young woman named Brittany Young. Julie remembered seeing the flyers all around town, the face of the woman on her screen. Not that that helped.
“What can you tell me about her, Brittany?” It had been her case.
“She’s called Jane Groves. A very attractive woman in her mid-fifties, married to a Thomas Groves, and they live in the Country Club community. He is a few years older than she is, retired now, but she still works part time as a masseur. A good one from what I’ve heard.” Brittany, her long blonde hair tied into a bun on the back of her head, was telling this without her notes. “We found her car at Lira’s Supermarket, parked at the far end of the car park by the old medical offices. Nothing inside her car seemed amiss or suspicious to her husband, it just looked like she’d parked her car neatly, and then walked away.”
“Did you check the security cameras at Lira’s?”
“Yes, but unfortunately the car was parked during a period when an eighteen wheeler was parked, waiting to make a delivery, and it blocked the view.” Brittany looked disappointed.
“What do you know of her?” Julie continued.
“She was active on social media, mainly Facebook, until she went missing, and since then there have been no more posts, and her cellphone has been inactive.”
“From what you have learned about her, Brittany, do you think her disappearance is suspicious?”
“Yes, I do.” Brittany didn’t hesitate. “Although I think she’s having an affair or two, she doesn’t seem unhappy from what I’ve seen on her Facebook page. She posted a lot of smiling faces, no derogatory comments about her husband, and he seems devastated. He is sure that something bad has happened to her, but there has been nothing to go on. No sightings of her, no threats to her, just nothing.”
“You said you think she’s having affairs?”
“It was something about some pictures she posted that made me think that, but I haven’t taken it further, really. I did manage to talk to those who I think she slept with, but they were genuinely upset that she had disappeared. They also had alibis for the period when she fell off the face of the world.”
“What was it about the pictures?”
“I don’t know, it was just the look on the faces I suppose.”
“What do you mean?”
“It was kind of like the look we all have,” and Julie could see Brittany reddening as she blushed, “when you’ve just had great sex!”
That got everyone’s attention, along with a few laughs. Everyone wanted to see the photos. 
“Any photos of you, Brittany?” a voice wanted to know.
“A photo is as close as you’d get,” she replied quickly.
“Okay people,” Julie quietened them down, “who else is missing?”
“There’s a young woman in Walnut Grove, but there are no after sex pictures.” giggled another officer.
“Who is she?” Julie asked, smiling. Walnut Grove is a few miles upriver from Rio Vista.
“She’s called Jessica Wales. She went missing almost three weeks ago, but nobody seems too worried about it,” said the voice behind the screen. “It seems that this isn’t the first time she has gone missing, and there is usually a guy involved. She also took most of her belongings and friends say she’d been talking about taking off with someone she’d recently met.”
“Keep looking into it, just in case. Anyone else have anything?”
“What race was the torso?” someone asked.
“Difficult to determine with the state of the body. The only thing she wasn’t was African-American.”
“Rules this one out then. There’s a young teenager in Sacramento who has gone missing this past week. They think she was targeted by traffickers. She arranged to meet someone online, and never returned. This is the second time with the same MO”
“Send the info to everyone else, we need to keep vigilant with these traffickers. They might decide to target someone around here. Keep looking everyone.” Julie encouraged.
She hated traffickers. It used to be that teenagers who ran away would be lured by cults, who would brainwash them, but wouldn’t turn them into prostitutes who they continuously sold. The traffickers were particularly nasty by drugging and beating these kids until they did as they were told, and the younger they were, the better. 
Thankfully, Rio Vista was a small city with no red light district, but children were always being lured from any location.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
Coroner’s reports usually took a couple of weeks in Solano County, but by the next morning it seemed like everyone in Rio Vista and the surrounding areas knew about the torso that had been found, and were putting names to it. Someone had even managed to post a photo on Facebook before it was taken down by the administrators.
Julie and Jed returned to normal duty, which today involved a house break-in, and a couple of traffic stops on Highway 12. The traffic stops were easy. An expired registration on an old Honda Accord led to an arrest for a bail violation, and the other was a young woman who was holding a cell phone to her ear. Even when Jed pulled her over and Julie backed him up, the silly girl continued her animated conversation. Julie wondered if the fine she was going to get would dissuade her from doing it again. She doubted it.
The house break-in was near the high school. Only a laptop, PlayStation and games had been taken, so Jed thought a couple of kids had done it. Julie agreed with him. The lady of the house was distraught about her home being broken into, saying she felt she’d been violated. Julie guessed that her own children, who also attended the school, had bragged about their new games, so someone took advantage. Jed encouraged the woman to install some home security, with some cameras. 
Once they were back at the station, Julie asked those present if there were any more missing cases. There were a couple, but nothing that set any alarms off.
There had been a couple of calls to the police station, namely from the husband of Jane Groves, and the family of Jessica Wales. They wanted to know if the torso was of their loved one. Julie felt for them, but there was nothing to tell them until a positive ID was made. 
“Hey, Jed, are you okay?” Julie thought her partner had been unusually quiet and downcast, even after his embarrassment from the day before.
“Yeah. I’m fine,” he mumbled, not very convincingly.
“What’s wrong, Jed?” Julie cared about her partner. She knew he always had her back, as she had his. It was one of those unspoken bonds between people who trusted each other.
“Oh, it’s nothing.”
“Spill it, Jed. What’s going on?”
“I’m just tired, is all. Don’t worry about it.”
“Tired of what, Jed? Work? Home?”
“I don’t want to feel sorry for myself, Julie. I’m just having trouble with things at home at the moment. I’ll be ok, it’ll all work out.”
“What’s going on?”
“It’s just life, is all. I work the early shift, then I’m expected to do all the runs for the girls. You know, dancing class, gymnastics, softball, soccer, and stuff. Then if I work late, I don’t see anyone, or we fight about me not being there. It just feels like I can’t win at the moment.”
“What does Crystal say?” Julie was referring to Jed’s wife, whom she was very fond of. So too their children.
“All we do at the moment is fight. I don’t know what to do about it.” Jed admitted.
“You need to talk to her. It can’t be easy for her either. What do you want to happen? You’re not thinking of leaving them are you?”
“No, not yet. I just don’t know what I want, but I don’t like going home just now.”
“Oh Jed, you need to sit down with Crystal. Sort this out.” Julie pleaded with him. “You can’t just walk out on your family. You adore them!”
“I know. Crystal is tired from looking after the kids all day, then blames me for not being there to help. Then she bitches about me doing things wrong when I’m there.”
“You’ve got to talk to her, Jed. You can’t let this go on. Why don’t you go home now? I can do the reports. This is important, Jed. Go home.”
Jed looked at his partner for what seemed like ages, until he nodded his head in agreement.
As Julie watched him leave, she wondered if she would go through the same plight, with children and a husband making demands that were hard to reconcile. 
Seeing Brittany at her computer, Julie went and joined her.
“Tell me more about Jane Groves.”
Brittany showed Julie the Facebook posts, the phone records, and the closed circuit footage from Lira’s.
“You think her husband has anything to do with her disappearance?” Julie asked afterwards.
“Thomas? No, and the day she went missing he was out on the golf course. He seems genuine.”
“When did he report his wife missing?”
“That same night. He thought she must have been in an accident or something when she didn’t come home. The following day, her car was found at Lira’s. Do you think it was her body that was found?”
“I don’t know, it’s too early to say. I want her found though. If she’s gone away of her own volition, then fine, good luck to her. But if something has happened to her, I also want to know. Do we have names to go with those you think she had affairs with?”
“Yes,” Brittany scrolled back to the photos she’d found and had shared with Julie. “These two women and this guy.”
“Does her husband think she was having affairs?”
“I didn’t ask him. I didn’t want to ruin, or put doubt into his head, about his wife. She might reappear at some stage with a feasible explanation.”
“So he thinks they had a great marriage?”
“Very much so. For them both it’s their second marriage, and he says he’s never been happier. He’s independently wealthy, has been retired for many years now, and although his wife still works, it’s only by choice. They’ve travelled the world together, go wherever they want, and although they live seemingly modestly, it’s what they both wanted.”
“She had affairs with her clients?” Julie wanted to know.
“I believe so, but unless she took cash, I don’t think she made them pay for the ‘extras.”
“So she ran her own business?”
“Right. She declared her earnings to the Internal Revenue Service every year. Apparently, she’s a great masseuse.”
“Hmmm. I think I’d like to talk to her customers.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
As he made his way home to Suisun City, the nearest town to the west of Rio Vista, Jed had no idea what he was going to talk to his wife about. It had gotten so toxic at his home, he’d actually avoided, or delayed, going home some days. He knew that Julie was right and that he had to talk it out, but that was easier said than done.
“Is that you, Jed?” he heard as he entered their home through the garage.
“Yeah, it’s just me.” Jed yelled back.
As he made his way into their kitchen, which was tidy but not super clean, Crystal entered from the laundry room on the opposite side. She looked tired and bedraggled, unflattering grey sweats covered her body, her black hair was messed up, no makeup had been applied, and her nails were plain and unpolished. Her blue eyes looked annoyed, as she had been for many weeks. Until recently, Jed had never seen her in such a mess.
“What are you doing home?” she demanded to know.
“I left early,” Jed answered, unbuckling his belt.
“Well, thanks for letting me know. You couldn’t call me?”
“Sorry. I never thought about it.” Jed admitted.
“That’s no surprise.” Crystal snapped at him, turning away back towards the laundry.
“We need to talk, Crystal. We can’t carry on like this,” Jed replied to her back.
“I’m busy, Jed. There’s a mountain of laundry to do, I’ve got dinner to fix, and the girls will need picking up from school.”
Jed unclipped his weapon in its holster, putting it on the counter before following his wife into the laundry room. He normally went straight to his dressing room when getting home from work, and would put his gun in a drawer he kept locked. As the girls weren’t home yet, he delayed his routine to speak his mind.
“Look, Crystal, what do you want me to do? If you want a divorce, tell me, instead of yelling at me all the time.”
As the washing machine went through a spin cycle, and the dryer rumbled, Crystal was folding clothes into different piles. Dirty laundry was on the floor, waiting to be washed.
“I don’t know what I want, Jed," was the frustrated reply. “I’m here all day running errands, cleaning, shopping, making meals, doing dishes, taking the kids to school and activities, and I don’t get a break. You go to work, can forget about me and the kids, then you walk in and act all surprised when I say I’ve had a hectic day. You might think your job is stressful, and I know it is, but you should try doing this once in a while.”
Jed watched his wife as she carried on folding, slamming each item on the slowly rising piles. He waited a minute until she calmed down a little.
“So what can we do? We can’t really afford me doing less hours, but we could stretch to having some kind of maid service. I could go and work for the Sheriff, it’s a little more pay. We could have our parents babysit more. We can do things, Crystal.” Jed pleaded.
Crystal gave him a look that told him to shut up, as she stopped folding momentarily to empty the dryer, throw the clothes from the washer into the now empty dryer, and put some of the laundry on the floor into the machine. Once she started both machines again, she resumed her folding of the now expanded pile.
“I don’t want you to quit your job, Jed. I know you love it there, and I don’t want to not care for our children.” A tear dropped down her cheek. “I’ve always wanted children, Jed, you know that, I’m just stressed out. You never seem to be here, and I know that’s not always your fault, but it always seems that when things are getting too hectic, you’re not around to help. I mean, look at me. I look awful. I don’t even blame you for not wanting me anymore. I fall asleep as soon as I see the pillow, then I don’t sleep because I worry about the girls, or I think some gorgeous woman will make you leave us. I’m sorry, Jed.” Now the tears really started, and Jed went to hug his wife.
“Do you still love me?” she asked, between sobs.
“Of course I do, honey. We’ll get through this, but I think we need to make some changes. I’ll take some time off while we sort it out. Okay?”
Crystal nodded her head.
“I’m going to put my gun away, then I’ll call the Chief and Julie. I’m owed some time so it won’t be a problem. Then I’ll finish off here while you go and take a bath. If you want to take a nap as well that’s okay, I can pick the girls up, and we’ll all go out to dinner.”
“They have soccer practice tonight.” Crystal offered.
“Then we’ll have dinner after practice.” Jed stated. “Just leave this, and go and soak for a while.” Jed kissed his wife on the lips, tasting the salt of her tears.
Julie fully understood when Jed called her to say that he’d asked for some time off, and she told him to take all the time he needed and to give her love to Crystal and the girls. He actually sounded relieved and much happier.
Julie talked about it with Matt when she got home.
“Do you think we’ll have relationship problems?”
“I suppose so, at some point. Doesn’t everyone?” Matt replied, diplomatically.
“You think we’ll get through them?” Julie asked, as they cuddled on the couch.
“If we adhere to the advice you gave Jed, and we talk about it, then we’ll be fine. The problems I see with other couples is they just walk away. This instant society we live in doesn’t allow for negotiation any more, or compromise. Both of our parents have had rocky times, but they stuck it out and moved on.”
“Stuck it out?” Julie exclaimed, with a smile.
“You know what I mean. Not like you sticking your tush out and shaking it at me.” Matt explained.
“You don’t like my ass shaking?” she teased.
“I love it,” he admitted, grabbing a handful. “As I love you.”
“I’ll shake it for you later, honey, as soon as this movie ends.”
“I look forward to it,” he replied, kissing her tenderly, and hoping the movie would end soon.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
After taking a shower the following morning, Julie inspected herself in the bathroom mirror.  She thought she’d gained a few pounds lately, although the scale was telling her that wasn’t so. Her hair, which now was wet on her back, was still solidly black, and her green eyes still had twenty-twenty vision. She was still slim, not sagging yet, and her light brown skin felt smooth as she applied some body lotion, especially where she had just shaved.
“Hey, babe, you admiring yourself?” Matt smiled, from behind her.
Julie didn’t mind sharing the bathroom now, but she still wanted privacy if she used the toilet. Matt too. Neither of them liked the thought of having a truly open bathroom, and were aghast when other couples said they didn’t mind.
“You need to pee?” she asked the naked Matt.
“I’ll only be minute,” he answered.
Julie picked up the towel she’d used after taking the shower and wrapped it around herself, kissing the tousle haired Matt as she went back to the bedroom. She picked up another towel on the way, and as she waited for him to relieve himself, she sat on the unmade bed and threw her hair forward to start drying it. She sensed, rather than saw him, padding past her and back into bed.
“You not getting up yet?”
“I was hoping you might come back to bed,” he replied, enticingly.
Julie stood up and pushed her hair back, still damp but not dripping anymore.
“I would if I could, babe. It’s already later than I thought it was.” She looked at the alarm clock, “I need to get ready.”
“I’ll just doze for a while, I don’t have much on today,” he sighed, putting his hands behind his blonde head.
“Lucky you.” Julie playfully threw the towel she’d been using on her hair at him, before returning to the bathroom to get ready.
Matt was a realtor and now had his own office in town. He had followed his father into the business, but wasn’t as driven as he. The couple of huge deals a year that his father sent his way, usually was because he was too busy tying up other transactions, was plenty for Matt. He had a good life that had only gotten better with Julie. He smiled broadly as he tossed the towel toward the bathroom, then closed his blue eyes.
One of the things that Julie liked about being a uniformed cop was that she didn’t have to think about what to wear every day. So once she’d applied a little makeup and tied up her now blown dry hair, it didn’t take her long to dress. Her gun was the last item, and she kept that in a small safe in her closet.
Looking at the kitchen clock, Julie put a plastic to-go mug under the coffee dispenser, and while it filled, she quickly ran back to the bedroom to give Matt a kiss. Then she left for work, sipping at her drink as she made the short journey to the station.
It had been decided, by the Chief with Julie’s approval, that while Jed was taking some leave, Brittany would partner with her. Julie just thought that with the work Brittany had already put in with the missing women, that she’d be useful, and she was already on the same work schedule.
“Good morning, Brittany.” Julie approached her from behind, as she sat in front of her computer screen. She wasn’t surprised that Brittany was already here, as she was a younger cop and still eager.
“Good morning, Julie.” Brittany replied excitedly. This was a big step for her, as apart from brief spells as cover, she had mainly been utilized as the liaison between the department and the volunteer community cops, and being on duty in the city hall. “The coffee is fresh if you need a refill.”
Julie had brought her coffee cup in with her, so nodded her head. Once she’d added more liquid to it, she returned to Brittany’s desk.
“So, Brittany. Although everyone will assume that our corpse is Jane Groves, until we hear otherwise. We have to carry on as though she is still missing. I hope we find her well and safe, and that she just wanted to escape for a while. She disappeared on January 9?”
“Yes, I’ve got her phone records but nothing really stands out.” Brittany had it on her screen and Julie peered over her shoulder as she pointed out each number, going down the list. “This number is her husband’s. This is a customer named Tuesday Moore. This is another one named Joe Highton. This is her daughter, Samantha Collins. Another customer named Kirk James. These are some friends from a book club she belongs to. This is her son, Brad Daly. This is her ex-husband, Gene Daly. Another customer, James Neuman. Then if we go further down the list, Deanna
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