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			I would like to dedicate this book to the 
women and men of law enforcement whose job it is 
to catch predators like the ones you will meet 
inside the dank, dark walls of this novel.

		

		

	
		

		
			1

			“I got a body. A dead body. Finally—”

			“Whoa,” Arn Anderson said. “What do you mean you have a dead body?”

			“Down at Frontier Park,” Ana Maria blurted out over the phone. “A jogger found another runner DRT. ‘Dead Right There’ in police parlance, in case you forgot.”

			How could Arn forget? After a long career as a street cop and homicide detective in Denver before moving back to Cheyenne, he’d encountered more people DRT than he wanted to remember. But Ana Maria? He wasn’t quite sure why the television reporter was so… giddy about a corpse. “Tell me just why you’re so happy about this.”

			Rustling in the background. Ana Maria donning a coat? Grabbing her reporter’s notebook? “Arn, for the last two months, DeAngelo has sent me to cover all sorts of exciting stories—a quilting contest at the library. A hog judging event at Archer Complex. You know, exciting, breaking stories.”

			“I’d have thought you’d love to set back and be out of danger for once.” Two months ago, Arn had been hired to look into suspicious deaths at various VA facilities in the region, culminating in Ana Maria nearly becoming the killer’s next victim. Television station owner DeAngelo Demos vowed he’d keep his ace reporter out of danger if he could. Still, a jogger dying while running at this altitude—though rare—was not unheard of. “I don’t recall you getting excited covering traffic accident deaths or heart attacks.”

			“I got a good feeling about this one,” she said. “Wanna tag along?”

			

			Arn rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and checked the clock beside his bed. “For heaven’s sake, it’s seven o’clock on a Sunday morning. I have things to do.”

			“What, now you’re going to lie and tell me you need to go to church?”

			Arn wasn’t going to lie—he wasn’t going to church. He had promised the Man after last time Ana Maria nearly bought the farm that he’d attend worship services. That had lasted all of a month before sleeping in on Sundays became the norm. “But I had a late night last night.”

			“Not that Tito Hondros gig again?”

			“Again,” Arn answered. He didn’t usually do divorce cases, but he needed the money for an addition he and Danny were putting on the house, so he’d agreed to meet Tito’s wife, Lizzy. For enough to pay for materials, all Arn had to do was tail her husband and get photographic evidence he had a mistress on the side. Last night had been a bust. Tito had proven wily, moving his mistress from motel to motel, and Arn still had no idea where Tito was keeping her.

			“Come on. Put your ratty jeans on and I’ll pick you up.”

			Arn groaned. “Do I at least have time to shave?”

			“Shave on the way. I’ll be there in a bit.”

			Arn slipped on the same jeans that he wore yesterday when he was mudding dry wall. He stumbled down the stairs and stubbed his toe on the bottom tread. He yelped just as Danny came out of the TV room. Danny Spotted Hawk stood with his hands on his meatless hips, wearing what looked like an old man’s nightshirt nearly to his feet. He stared up at Arn and said, “That all you got to do this morning is interrupt my entertainment?”

			In the background, from the TV room, a bachelorette was just deciding on which hunk to select for the big date. “It sounds so… stimulating. Bachelorette reruns again, I take it.”

			“And you sound as if Ana Maria guilt-tripped you into going on some cockamamie reporter’s call again.”

			“You a mind reader?”

			“No,” Danny answered. “What I am is the cook around here. I planned to have eggs Benedict, but that can wait for later. I’ll pour you coffee in a go cup. With Ana Maria, you’ll need it.”

			Arn had just taken his first sip when Ana Maria’s shrill horn honked outside the door. Arn rushed out, sipping coffee as he went. He wedged himself into the tiny seat of the Volkswagen and buckled up. Not that the Bug could go fast enough to hurt him if she hit anything. “Don’t you beat all,” he said. “Waking me up to go along on some accidental death call. Still don’t know why you’re so happy.”

			She glanced at Arn and shook her head. “When you were on the job, would you have been happy working auto theft or check fraud instead of homicide?”

			“I see your point.”

			“And like I said, I got a good feeling about this croaker.”

			“Good as in bad?”

			“Is there any other kind?” she answered and grinned wide.

			“By the way, how’d you find out about it? You musta been sleeping like me.”

			“Police scanner.”

			“I gotta call bullshit on that. The police dispatch most of their calls via car computer nowadays, so your old scanner can’t pick up squat.”

			“All right then—Bobby.”

			“As in Officer Bobby?”

			Ana Maria nodded. “He still thinks our occasional lunch date will blossom into something more.”

			“You’re using him.”

			“Like he uses me. In case you haven’t been paying attention, I got him on camera half a dozen times for different police calls this spring alone. One of these days the chief will take notice, and Bobby will soar to the top of the police department food chain.”

			When they pulled into Frontier Park, it was easy to find the victim. All they had to do was follow the trail of police cars, ambulances, and fire rescue units. Not that paramedics or firemen are any good at raising a dead body. 

			A fire truck with four firefighters in yellow bunker gear milled about. Just in case the victim spontaneously combusts, Arn figured as Ana Maria parked just outside the yellow police evidence tape and opened the door. “If the detective asks, you’re with me. A trainee journalist.”

			“At my age?” Arn smirked. “Besides, all the cops on the force already know me.”

			

			“Not the investigator handling this call. It’s that hot-shot detective they hired out of Houston.”

			“Frida Kubek,” Arn said. “I read in the Tribune Eagle how she aced out three other out-of-area candidates and two already on the force here to become Chief Detective.”

			“Probably ’cause she’s got more balls than any of the guys that applied,” Ana Maria said. “Bobby says she’s hard as hell to work with so, please, keep a low profile and try not to piss her off.”

			“Moi?” Arn said in his best juvenile falsetto. “I’ll have her eating out of the palm of my hand—”

			“Arn…”

			Arn held up his hand. “Okay. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

		

	
		
			

			2

			Arn followed close behind Ana Maria as she threaded her way through pine trees and lilac bushes like a hunting dog on the scent of a quail, headed right for a cluster of emergency personnel looking down at the ground. She stopped outside the evidence tape barrier just as a short woman with her hair tucked under a ball cap embossed with Cheyenne PD approached them. “Move along,” she said in a clipped voice hinting at a slight southern accent. She stood no taller than Ana Maria, her lithe frame suggesting she was fit. Her blue eyes complimented her naturally blonde hair, and her makeup—applied sparingly—was unnecessary. She would be a looker even without any Maybelline. “Go on. Git!”

			Ana Maria grabbed her journalist ID from her purse and showed it to the woman. “For the sake of the public, we need to be here.”

			The detective stepped closer and took the ID, turning it to the light that filtered through the trees before handing it back. “Television reporter,” she guffawed. “This old guy your cameraman? I don’t see any equipment on his shoulder. You trying to worm your way in where you don’t belong?”

			Ana Maria pocketed her ID and leaned closer over the plastic tape. “My cameraman’s on his way—lives twenty minutes north of town. This… old guy here’s wishing to be a journalist. I’m showing him the ropes.”

			“Only rope he’s likely to see is the ones separating concession counters at the movie theater.”

			Arn swallowed hard, doing his best to remain composed.

			

			Ana Maria took her notebook from her purse and said, “Chief Detective Kubek is it?”

			The woman stepped back a pace and asked, “Why do you need to know?”

			“For my broadcast tonight, so I can tell viewers who kept the press from covering a deceased victim.”

			“It’s only an accidental death,” Kubek sputtered. “Unattended. That’s the reason we have to open an investigation.”

			“Chief of Detectives Kubek,” Ana Maria said aloud as she wrote in her notebook, “refused to allow the press access—”

			“All right, all right. Duck under the tape. But you two best not get in the way of our investigation.”

			“And my cameraman when he gets here?”

			Kubek’s face turned red, in contrast to her pale skin, when she said, “I’ll allow him in, too.”

			Ana Maria thanked her, and Chief Detective Kubek turned on her heels and returned to the victim. Ana Maria held the tape up for Arn to duck under, but he slapped her hand away. “This old guy’s not so far gone that he can’t do a limbo under the tape. Now, let’s look at this AD so we can go grab a bite to eat. Danny’ll fix eggs Benedict for us.”

			They walked to where three paramedics and a uniformed officer stood beside Detective Kubek looking down at the victim just off the running trail. Grass had stained her white shorts when she had fallen, and her well-worn Nikes were scuffed from the fall, an evergreen twig sticking out of one shoelace. On her right wrist, a watch glittered in the sun from the light reflecting off diamonds ringing the clock face, the gold band engraved with some type of ornate filigree. “Your people already take photos?” Arn asked while he squatted to look closer at the dead woman.

			“Of course,” Kubek answered. “One of the first things I ordered. Why?”

			“Then you won’t object to me taking one of that watch?”

			Kubek shrugged. “Help yourself, though it’s just a watch.”

			Arn took his phone from his pocket and moved to get a better angle of the watch. Kubek’s wrong, he thought, as he zoomed in on the victim’s wrist. It wasn’t just a watch—it was an extremely expensive watch, if he knew his jewelry. He snapped a close-up, then shifted slightly to photograph the three faint scratch marks on one of the victim’s legs.

			When he stood and arched his back, he felt a pop. Perhaps Kubek was right about one thing—maybe he was getting too long in the tooth.

			“Looks like you don’t need us here anymore,” a paramedic announced before he and his two partners climbed into the ambulance and drove out of the park just ahead of the fire truck.

			“Need me here, boss?” the young policeman asked.

			“Naw,” Kubek answered. “The coroner’s on the way. No bigger than this girl is… she’ll be easy to lift onto the gurney.”

			Kubek watched the policeman as he walked to his cruiser before turning back and saying to Ana Maria, “Still don’t know why this is much interest to you. It’s pretty cut and dried, what happened.”

			Ana Maria took out her notebook again and said, “Can I get a quote from you about the victim?”

			“Is this on the record?”

			“Of course,” Ana Maria replied.

			A slight smile tugged at the corners of Frida Kubek’s mouth, and Arn recognized that look. Kubek would make statements on the record, statements that would find their way into the public domain of Facebook memes and cable television quotes. Enough that, one day soon, she would have so many such quotes in her portfolio that she could interview at some big department for a police chief position.

			“Then, for the record,” Ana Maria said, “what are your initial findings concerning this young woman?”

			“Your cameraman?” Kubek asked.

			“He ran out of gas. We’ll have to catch up with you later for an on-air interview, if that’s all right.”

			“Of course,” Kubek said, the roughness of her voice gone now that she thought the press could propel her to greatness. She cleared her throat and began a slow walk around the body. “Early to mid-twenties. Of Asian descent, it would appear. She was out for an early jog and collapsed. Not uncommon in such high altitude, if she wasn’t used to it.”

			

			“You believe she was new to this country?” Ana Maria asked.

			“Or new to this climate. This mountain air is thin. I’m having a hard time myself adapting to the altitude.”

			Arn squatted beside the body once more. “These scratch marks on her leg—what do you make of them?”

			Kubek waved her hand around the grounds. “What do you see here? I’ll tell you—there’s branches and trees and bushes. At some point in her jog, she must have brushed past something and it gouged her skin. Simple enough.”

			Ana Maria turned a page and stood with pen poised. “And who reported the death?”

			“Another jogger,” Kubek said. “He ran by here at about 6:15 a.m. but didn’t see the girl then. He ran around the park and came by this way again at… about 6:45 and saw the girl lying on the ground.”

			The coroner’s van pulled into the park and Kubek waved her over.

			The coroner—a lady in her forties—opened the back of her van and rolled out a gurney. Atop the gurney was a gray body bag, and the coroner collapsed the stretcher beside the victim. She tucked the heavy bag under the body and it stuck. Arn bent beside Kubek and helped roll the victim over. A feather lodged in the victim’s hair fluttered out and Arn grabbed it. “Want to bag this?”

			Kubek stopped long enough to laugh and asked, “Bag it for what? It’s a damn feather. Looks a lot like a feather from one of these noisy geese infesting the park.”

			“Probably right,” Arn said, but pocketed the feather anyway.

			“When we roll her over,” Kubek said, “I want to check for ID in her back pockets. There were none in the front pocket of her shorts.”

			Arn knelt beside the coroner and Kubek and they gently rolled the body on her side, rigor already having set in, her body stiffening. Liver Mortis had already begun with purple splotches on the victim’s legs where she’d contacted the ground after falling. Kubek gently felt inside the running shorts and asked, “What’s this?” She turned a business card over in her hand, and her face and neck turned crimson. “What did you say your name was?”

			“Arn Anderson,” he answered and caught a glimpse of his business card in Kubek’s hand.

			

			“That’s what I thought. Just what the hell are you pulling here, passing yourself off as a journalist?”

			“It was my idea,” Ana Maria said. “I often bring Arn along. He’s got different perspectives than most… investigators.”

			“I ought to run you in,” Kubek said. She flicked the business card against her knee and asked, “Just what relation are you to this woman?”

			“Not any relation at all,” Arn said and forced a grin. “I’m a little big to be Asian.”

			“Damn it, you know what I mean. Why was she carrying your business card?”

			“Can’t say.”

			“Can’t—or won’t?”

			“Listen, officer—”

			“Chief Detective,” she corrected.

			Arn sighed. How many times in his career had he run into some beside-themselves staff officer with a head too big to fit through most doorways. “I don’t know this woman. Never met her. Never saw her before. I pass out business cards to many people. Perhaps she intended for me to work a case for her.”

			“I’ll buy that. For now. I’ll just log this into evidence,” Kubek said and pocketed the card.

			“Are you finished, Detective Kubek?” the coroner asked. “’Cause if you are, I’d like to get her to the morgue and begin calling around for a pathologist to conduct the autopsy.”

			“An autopsy!” Kubek said. “For this… this accidental death?”

			The coroner nodded. “We do autopsies on all unattended deaths, or didn’t they tell you that when you were hired? Now please, help me roll her into the bag.”

			As Arn bent over to roll the victim’s shoulders so she could be put into the body bag, he looked into her dead eyes. And those eyes told him as much as if she were talking with Arn right there in the park.
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			After the waitress left, Ana Maria said, “I hope Danny’s not too miffed that we didn’t go to our place for breakfast.”

			Arn sipped lightly of his coffee. Strong. Dark. But then coffee was always strong and dark at the Diamond Horseshoe Diner. He watched a railroader wolf down an omelet from his corner booth, the only other patron in the eatery. “Danny was banging on the computer when I called. He’s probably just as happy we didn’t drag him away from whatever he’s doing.”

			“Well, tell him I’m sorry if he is angry,” Ana Maria said. “I couldn’t wait any longer. Dead bodies always give me an appetite for some reason.” She took out her notebook and flipped pages. “How about that Chief Detective Kubek? Kinda an arrogant bitty. Bobby concurs. He said she figures she’s God’s gift to investigators down in Houston, if his contacts are right. And she swishes her ass around like she figures every guy in the department wants to lay her.”

			The waitress brought their plates and Ana Maria chuckled at Arn’s. “The 55 and older special’s not exactly for someone your size.”

			“That’s the problem,” Arn said. “Someone my size better be cutting down.”

			Ana Maria drizzled Tabasco over her Denver omelet. “Maybe seeing such a young person have the big MI worked on you?”

			“That runner didn’t have heart failure,” Arn said, then added, “she was most likely murdered. Excuse me. I need to visit the little boy’s powder room.”

			When he returned minutes later, Ana Maria hadn’t touched her omelet. “Not hungry?” Arn asked as he slid back into the booth.

			“You throw out ‘she didn’t have heart failure; was probably murdered,’ and then you just leave for the crapper?”

			“So? I had to see a man about a horse.” Arn grabbed for a small packet of jelly in the holder on the table “Bad. My plumbing works okay, but it waits for no man. Or woman. When you gotta go, you gotta go.”

			“Well?”

			“Well, what?”

			“Are you going to fill me in on this conclusion of yours? If this was anything but an accident, I’d like to know.”

			Arn took the first bite of sourdough toast smeared with apple jelly and let it slide down his throat. He washed the toast down with coffee, and then said, “The first things I noticed that were more than a little askew were her shoes and watch.”

			“Oh, this oughta be interesting.”

			“It is,” Arn said. “Looking at her Nikes, they were tied as if she were right-handed.”

			Ana Marie threw up her hands. “That’s it? She was right-handed, ergo, she must’ve been murdered?”

			“I didn’t say that. I said, they were tied as if she were right-handed. But she was probably a lefty.”

			“How do you figure—”

			“She wore her watch on her right hand. Opposite of me.” He held up his hand. “Or you, both of us—who are righties.”

			Ana Maria’s hand went to the wristwatch worn on her left wrist. “Maybe she just liked wearing her watch on her right wrist.”

			Arn waited until the waitress had refilled their cups before saying, “It’s possible, but not likely. And speaking of watches, did you see that one?”

			“Hard not to,” Ana Maria said. “Unless it was a cheap knock off.”

			“It wasn’t a knock off.”

			“Then it must’ve set her back a fortune… you’re not taking exception with a woman wearing expensive jewelry?”

			“Not if she can actually afford it, which she could not.”

			Ana Maria leaned over and wiped a dab of jelly off Arn’s chin. “This I gotta hear.”

			

			“It’s simple, really. The girl was a working girl, and I don’t mean one who worked in the back seat of cars or one you could rent by the hour. Not that kind of working girl.”

			Ana Maria laughed. “Now you’re going to tell me you developed clairvoyance, knowing just what she did in life.”

			“Even I don’t know what she did for a living. All I know is that by the looks of her chipped nails and hair badly in need of a trim, she must have done some kind of manual labor for a living with no disposable income for stylists or manicures.”

			“That’s it? She wore her watch as a lefty and her nails were chipped? Convince Kubek that the victim’s death wasn’t accidental based on that.”

			Arn sopped egg yolk up with his last piece of toast. “Then there are the scratches on her leg—”

			“From a bush in the park,” Ana Maria interrupted. “That one I’ll have to give to the evanescent Frida Kubek. Makes sense.”

			“Don’t give her credit too soon,” Arn said. “Can you recall how evenly spaced those three scratches were?” He ran his fingernails across the table. “Even. As if someone had raked their nails across her legs.”

			“Now you’ve almost got me convinced it wasn’t accidental,” Ana Maria said. “Almost. But you have to convince me with more than just that, for me to go to DeAngelo with it.”

			Arn pushed his empty plate away, wishing he’d bought two senior specials. “She was suffocated.”

			“How do you know?”

			“She told me.”

			Ana Maria sat back in the booth and looked at Arn as if he was a crazy person. “I’m thinking a mental evaluation of one retired homicide detective ought to be ordered. A corpse talking to you—”

			“In her own way. When I looked into her eyes, she told me.” He held up his cup for the waitress. “Refill?”

			Ana Maria jumped as if seeing the waitress with a pot for the first time. She topped off their coffee cups and began making her way to the other table where the railroader was just finishing his meal. “What about her eyes?”

			

			“Petechiae,” Arn said. “Very faint in this case—hemorrhaging in the white part of the eye. Only a few tiny red dots. Caused by blood being forced out of the arteries. Only comes from sudden loss of oxygen to the brain, such as when someone suffocates. You going to finish that English muffin?”

			“Help yourself.”

			Arn reached for another packet of jelly and asked, “Do you know just how hard it is for someone to suffocate another with something such as a pillow, despite movies and television telling us otherwise? Difficult as hell with the victim thrashing around. Fighting the attacker. Unless the size disparity is such that the victim has no chance. With someone as tiny as that girl was, most any man—and many women—could hold a pillow over her face long enough to suffocate her to death.”

			“Those scratches… might she have gotten them in the struggle?”

			“Quite possible,” Arn said, “and she might have given as good as she got in that respect. I know our coroner—I’ll stop by today and tell the pathologist to pay particular attention to Paquita’s fingernails. She may have gouged her attacker as well.”

			“Let me get this straight—the victim was suffocated with a pillow, though none was found at the scene?”

			“That’s about it.”

			“What makes you think it was a pillow?”

			Arn used the whole jelly packet on the English muffin. So much for my diet. He reached into his shirt pocket, withdrew the small bindle he’d folded from a piece of notepaper and opened it. “This was stuck in her hair,” Arn said and handed Ana Maria the feather.

			She held to the light and shrugged. “I know. I heard Kubek’s very plausible explanation—that with the number of damned geese overrunning the park, it was a probably a goose feather.”

			“Pretty small to come from one of those big Canada geese that patrol the park in packs.”

			“All right, all right.” Ana Maria fidgeted in her seat as if she was starting to be convinced the dead girl was a victim of murder. “What if it came from a pillow? All we need to do is find it.”

			“Good luck finding that one pillow,” Arn said.

			

			“Hate to admit it, but you’re almost making sense. You’ve nearly convinced me. Anything else to close the deal that I can go to DeAngelo with for tonight’s broadcast?”

			“It usually takes at least two hours for rigor to set into the large muscles,” Arn said. “But when we rolled her over, rigor had already set in.”

			“That makes no sense,” Ana Maria said, “if she were running just this morning.”

			“It can make sense,” Arn said, and began explaining to Ana Maria what happens after death, like he’d educated juries countless times. “There are a couple ways to speed up rigor. One is by exertion, such as jogging. But I’m discounting that.”

			“Why?” Ana Maria asked. “It’s pretty obvious she was jogging.”

			“You ever do any running?”

			“Some,” Ana Maria answered. “When I was in college, just to stay in shape. Why?”

			“When you ran, did you sweat?”

			“Of course. I sweat like an old hog. Everybody does.”

			Arn licked a spot of grape jelly off his hand and said, “What shape were her jogging clothes in? All sweated up enough to indicate she may have overexerted herself?”

			Ana Maria paused and set her coffee cup on the table. “Her clothes were… like she’d just put them on. I didn’t see a sweat stain anywhere. But you said there was another way in which rigor can develop sooner.”

			“If the girl put up a hard struggle while she was being smothered, the onset of rigor could come earlier.”

			“Or the other thing,” Ana Maria said, “she could have been killed some hours before, like you said. Maybe dumped in the park this morning.”

			“We do think alike sometimes,” Arn said, and polished off the last of the English muffin.
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			When Arn walked in the house, he heard the not-so-gentle clack-clacking of computer keys coming from the office room and he headed for it. 

			“Looks like you’re on a mission.” Arn bent over Danny’s shoulder to look at the screen and whistled. “Some babe you got pulled up there. Anyone we know?”

			“Not unless you’re from the Ukraine. She’s a mail order bride.”

			“A mail order bride?”

			“Yep,” Danny said as he enlarged her profile. “And don’t she look… delicious.”

			Arn put on his reading glasses to study the profile. Twenty-six. Five foot ten inches, and one-hundred-thirty pounds with the blondest hair and bluest eyes Arn had ever seen. Almost like her photograph had been enhanced. “Tell me you just have a passing curiosity in mail order brides.”

			“More than a curiosity,” Danny said. “I’m going to sign up on one of these sites.”

			Arn sat in the occasional chair beside the computer desk and took off his Stetson. “You never indicated you were even remotely interested in women. What brought all this on?”

			Danny swiveled his chair around and set his readers beside the keyboard. “You might say you were my inspiration.”

			“I’m some inspiration because I’m widowed?”

			“No,” Danny said as he twirled his single, gray ponytail held with a bone hair tie. “That woman who hired you to find out where her husband is hiding his mistress. His ‘mail-order mistress’ is how I recall you telling it.”

			“So, the guy’s got a mail order bride that he has no intention marrying. What’s that got to do with you?”

			Danny leaned forward and said, “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not getting any younger. I have one foot on a banana peel and the other one on the grave site.”

			“Nonsense,” Arn said. “For seventy-three, you’re healthy as a horse.”

			“An old swayback horse,” Danny said. “Maybe I just want some companionship.”

			“And I’m not a companion?” Arn asked.

			“You know what I mean,” Danny said. “Get the door.”

			“For what?”

			“Somebody’s out front.”

			“How you know—”

			“Sonny just moved in the kitchen, and you know how he don’t like being disturbed from his nap.”

			Arn stood and left the room, passing Sonny in the hallway. The old Basset Hound tilted his head back and emitted a lame, sick howl just as the doorbell rang. Arn bent and patted the dog on the head. “You done good. Now go back to sleep.”

			As if Sonny needed Arn’s permission, the old dog walked back to the kitchen to lay his sad head down under the table once more.

			Arn had had enough death threats that he remained wary of anyone coming to the house and his hand rested on the gun butt in his trouser pocket when he answered the door. “Chief Detective Kubek,” he said, tried sounding happy. “This official or casual visit?”

			“Definitely official,” she said.

			“Then come on into the kitchen. Excuse the mess, we’re in the process of remodeling.”

			“We?” Kubek asked. “I didn’t think you were married.”

			“I’m not, but I have a… roommate who is a genius at everything concerning home renovation. Please follow me.”

			Arn led Kubek into the kitchen, the sound of Sonny already snoring echoing off the kitchen walls. “Coffee?”

			“Tea if you have it,” Kubek said.

			

			Arn looked into the cabinets, finally locating some herbal concoction Danny liked. He poured himself a cup of coffee and put the tea pot on the stove for Kubek’s tea before sitting down. “I am curious about this visit, detective.”

			“Frida,” Kubek corrected, and Arn detected a faint softening of her voice. “The reason I’m here is to get a straight answer as to how your business card wound up in the jogger’s pocket.”

			Arn sipped his coffee, dragging out his answer. “Like I told you at the crime scene, I’ve never seen that girl before. I have business cards all over town.” He chuckled. “Even in the pockets of homeless folks.”

			The tea pot whistled for attention and Arn poured hot water over the tea bag and set it on the table in front of Kubek. “You used a curious choice of words just now—crime scene. I see it as an unattended death.”

			“Most murders are unattended,” Arn said.

			“Murder?” Kubek puckered up when she took the first sip of Danny’s herbal tea.

			Arn slid a sugar dispenser across the table. “I have to use it, too, when I drink that… tea.”

			Kubek spooned sugar into the hot liquid and stirred it. “Tell me why you think the girl was murdered?” she asked at last.

			Arn gave Kubek the headline version—the girl was jogging but showed no sweat stains on her clothes. Hemorrhagic petechiae indicated a sudden loss of oxygen often associated with manual strangulation. Her shoes were tied as if she were a right hander, but she wore her wristwatch on her right wrist like a lefty would. “And speaking of that watch,” Arn said, “I have the feeling that you and I combined couldn’t afford it.”

			Kubek jumped and looked under the table where Sonny had moved his operations to. “Your dog…”

			“He’s harmless,” Arn said.

			“That’s not what I’m worried about. He’s sitting on my feet with his… cajones right on my shoe tips.”

			“I’d let that sleeping dog lie,” Arn said as seriously as he could, “or else he might pee on your shoes.”

			Kubek looked a final time at Sonny before asking, “after examining it at the coroner’s office, I realized that watch is expensive. Even distinctive. Even if we couldn’t afford it that’s not to say the girl couldn’t. Maybe she was a professional girl on the side after all.”

			“Tell me… Frida, if you possessed such a fancy watch, would you dare take it jogging where it might get damaged?”

			“I wouldn’t own one so ostentatious. But if I did… no, I would not wear it jogging. Still doesn’t really mean anything.”

			“It does if the victim was a working girl.”

			“You saying you can tell the girl was a prostitute just from seeing her this morning?” Kubek asked.

			“That’s not what I’m saying at all.” Sonny had moved to where he now sat on Arn’s feet. “She was definitely one used to hard labor.”

			“How did you determine that just by looking at her?”

			“Her hands. The victim worked hard for a living by the looks of her chipped nails. And that her hair was badly in need of a cut and style. Her crusty elbows that hadn’t been washed thoroughly in some time.”

			“But a beautiful girl like that… she could get most any man she wanted. She didn’t need to work manual labor.”

			“Something to find out as soon as you learn her identity,” Arn said and held up his coffee cup as if in a toast. “But that’s why they pay you the big bucks.”

			Kubek eased out of her chair so as not to disturb Sonny. “My investigators have shown a photo around, but no one recognized her.”

			“Maybe Ana Maria will have some luck,” Arn said. “She’s going to put the victim’s photo on her nightly news broadcast.”

			“Before we even notify next of kin…” Kubek stopped. “I guess we’ll never find out who her next of kin is if we can’t identify her.”

			She headed for the door and paused for a moment to ask, “I looked you up—”

			“Like on a dating site?’ Arn asked, playing with the detective.

			“Not hardly. I just wanted to find out who was posing as a journalist to get access to a death scene. I thought it was because you knew the victim—after all, she had your business card in her pocket.”

			“I told you I didn’t, and you still don’t believe me?”

			“I do now. And…”

			“Yes?” Arn pressed.

			

			“I found out you solved every homicide you investigated when you worked in Denver Metro Homicide. And several since you moved to Cheyenne as a private investigator.”

			“Can’t argue there,” Arn said. “And I hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”

			“Dammit, Anderson, are you going to make me ask you… a private citizen, for advice.”

			“Walk this way, Frida.” Arn led her towards the door and waved his hand around the room. “The only reason I take cases is to be able to afford the renovations to my mother’s old house. But I could be persuaded to… consult with the police.”

			“Consult for a fee? I’m not sure I could get the city council to approve—”

			Arn held up his hand. “Call this a freebee. I’ll… suggest things now and again. That’s if you’re interested.”

			Kubek nodded. “I am. So, for the first suggestion from this private citizen, how would you go about finding out who the dead girl is?”

			“Sounds like you’re doing all you can, and maybe Ana Maria’s broadcast will jar someone’s memory,” Arn said. “I think the only other thing I’d do is send out a Triple I—”

			“Triple I?”

			“Regional bulletin with the victim’s description and a photo of that watch. As distinctive as it is, someone might recognize it.”

			“Good idea,” Kubek said as she walked out the door. “We’ll stay in touch.”

			“I’d like that.” Arn waited until she’d climbed into her car before shutting the door and walking to the computer room.

			“Sounds like one Chief of Detectives has a thing for you,” Danny said and swiveled his chair around to look at Arn. “At least if I read her tone right when she was talking with you.”

			“Your ears are too sharp for your own good.” Arn sat in the chair and looked around Danny at the computer screen. “Those photos don’t look much like exotic Russians or Ukrainians to me.”

			“I did some research while you were flirting with Kubek.”

			“I wasn’t flirting—”

			“Relax,” Danny said. “If I’m not too old to be chasing skirts, you sure aren’t.”

			

			“I said I am not, repeat not, chasing skirts or flirting with Kubek.”

			“Whatever,” Danny said as he waved the air. “It’ll be our little secret.”

			Arn felt the need to change the subject before his temper got the best of him and he asked Danny, “What kind of dating site is that now, ’cause those sure aren’t Russian beauties you’re scoping out.”

			“It’s a domestic dating site you’ve seen advertised on television a hundred times,” Danny said. “I got to checking into those Eastern European sites and I gotta tell you, it costs mega bucks just to go over on one of those dating jaunts. Then there’s no guarantee that you’ll meet someone who’s worthwhile and honest.”

			Arn tapped the computer. “And you’re certain those women are?” 

			“Sure. You don’t think they’d lie just to get a date?”

			“All’s I’m saying,” Arn said, “is don’t assume those ladies post everything that’s a hundred prevent truthful on those sites. Even down to their glamour photos.”

			“I’ll ponder your advice,” Danny said then added, “you sure you don’t want to throw out your profile just to see who takes the bait?”

			“I’m at the stage of my life where a woman would have to be special for me to have such lascivious thoughts.”

			“Special as in self-assuredness. A professional woman who knows just what she wants. Maybe someone who doesn’t need a man, per se, but who wants one for the companionship?”

			“That about sums it up.”

			Danny grinned. “That about sounds like Chief Detective Frida Kubek.”

			“Just turn off that computer and let’s go watch Ana Maria’s broadcast,” Arn said and headed for the TV room.
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			Ana Maria yelled up the stairs.

			Arn poked his head out of the room. “What’d you say?”

			“I wondered if you and Danny are ready for a little mid-morning snack,” she said as she held up a box of donuts. “If you guys eat one with me, I won’t feel so guilty.”

			He batted drywall dust off his jeans and started down the stairs. “Coming!” he said over his shoulder.

			Danny emerged from the room looking even grubbier than Arn. He came down the stairs and stopped in front of Ana Maria, his hands on his hips. “As the technical part of this team, it’s a shame that I even get dirty. But he,” he jerked his thumb at Arn, “isn’t exactly proficient in this remodeling game. I usually have to follow behind him and fix his screw-ups.”

			“And don’t think I don’t appreciate it, too,” Arn said. “I’ll start coffee.”

			While Arn loaded the Mr. Coffee with grounds, Ana Maria grabbed paper plates from the cupboard and opened the box of donuts on the table. “You sound cheery this morning?” Arn said. “Did you get lucky last night or something?”

			“I wish,” Ana Maria said, selecting a chocolate long john and sliding the box over to Danny. “Something almost as good though—I got a tip that our Jane Doe was a Paquita Robles.”

			“Name doesn’t ring a bell.”

			“Unless you’re Filipino,” Danny said.

			“How’d you know she was Filipino?” Arn asked.

			

			Danny’s jelly-filled Bismark spewed yellow goo and he licked it off his finger. “I just know things.”

			Arn had no argument for that. Ever since Danny had squatted in Arn’s mother’s abandoned house, Arn had allowed the emaciated Lakota to remain if he pulled his weight. Not only had Danny pulled his weight around the house with the remodeling projects Arn came up with, but his knowledge of all things unusual often baffled Arn. Danny was—he was certain—the only genius that Arn knew, despite looking like any of the homeless people wandering downtown Cheyenne.

			“Just to appease my curiosity,” Ana Maria said, “just how did you know Paquita Robles was Filipino?”

			“Robles,” Danny said off-handily, “is a name that dates back to when the Spanish occupied what is now Manilla. Shortly after that, Miguel Lopez de Legazpi arrived from Mexico—”

			“Okay, Danny,” Ana Maria said. “We get it—you were right—Paquita was a Filipino and she did manual labor as a maid at the Cadillac Motel if my tipster was right.”

			“That dive across from what’s left of the Hitching Post?” Danny asked. “The place that you can rent a room by the hour—clean sheets extra?”

			“How do you know they charge by the hour.”

			“I just… heard it from a friend is all.”

			Arn broke a glazed doughnut in half and left the other half in the box. He’d come back later for it, he was sure, knowing if you ate the sinker in two sessions there weren’t nearly as many calories. Like Danny, he’d heard that somewhere, too. “This makes it even more puzzling as to what she was doing with a wristwatch that cost as much as I make in a year.”

			“Or why a looker like her worked as a room maid in a snake pit of a motel,” Ana Maria added.

			“I’d be more curious,” Danny said between nibbles, “as to why your business card was in her pocket.”

			Arn grabbed the other half of the doughnut and dunked it in his coffee. “She must have wanted to contact me about something.” He dropped the doughnut onto the plate and grabbed a napkin. “Dammit, a young, beautiful girl wouldn’t want to look me up unless she were in trouble.”

			“As logical an answer as I can come up,” Ana Maria said, spearing a filled long john with a fork. “Can you think of anyone lately who has left you messages to call them? Notes in the mailbox? Anything like that?”

			“Nada,” Arn said and stood abruptly. “But I’ll do some more thinking about it on the way over to Burri Jewelers.”

			“What are you going to there for?”

			“A watch that exclusive,” Arn said, “could only be sold by someone like Burri.”

			[image: ]

			Arn walked into Burri Jewelers to a faint bell tinkling above the door. A young couple stood bent over looking at weddings rings, while a man at the service counter pocketed his receipt for his Rolex to be cleaned. Arn stepped up to the counter and a man with a magnifier strapped to his head called out, “Kaddie, can you get the counter.”

			An impeccably dressed young lady half Arn’s age stepped up to the counter. “I’m Kaddie McCurdy. What may I help you with?”

			Arn handed Kaddie his business card while he took his phone from his pocket and scrolled through his pictures. When he found the photo of Paquita Roble’s wrist, he blew it up and handed Kaddie the phone. “This wrist watch… it looks quite expensive. Is there anything you could tell me about it?”

			Kaddie studied the phone before turning to the man with the magnifier strapped to his head. She showed him the photo and he whispered something before turning back to the ring he was working on. “What would you like to know?”

			“It’s a long shot,” Arn said, “but did you happen to sell that watch to anyone?”

			She chuckled and said, “not unless I was a hundred years older.”

			“How’s that?”

			“This watch,” she answered, handing Arn his phone back, “is well over a hundred years old. When it was brought to us for repair and cleaning—”

			“You know the watch?”

			“We do. It was dropped off here, along with a matching set of earrings and a matching broach about…” she turned to the man and asked, “when did we clean this set?”

			“Few months ago,” the man said without looking up from his jewelry vice.

			“By any chance, do you recall who dropped the set off to be cleaned?”

			“I can do better than that,” the man said. He pulled out a card file and thumbed through the cards until he handed Kaddie one. “An Alex Barberi dropped this off.”

			“Can I see that?”

			Kaddie handed Arn the card with the date and cost of cleaning. He handed it back and said, “you sure it was Alex Barberi?”

			She shrugged. “That was the name he gave. Why?”

			“Describe this man,” Arn asked.

			Kaddie shuddered and said, “a scary-looking dude. All wild-eyed. Hair looked like it’d been through a blender. And the tats…”

			“Even I was a little hinked by the ink.” The man took off his magnifier and walked to the counter. “He had tattoos all up to here,” he indicated past his neckline, “and his arm had various odd ones.”

			“The ones that scared me the most,” Kaddie said and shuddered again, “was that weird tat on the inside of his forearm.”

			“Can you describe it?”

			“How can I forget it,” she said. “It was a red rose with the image of a woman. And the odd thing was that the woman had one of those old school nurses’ caps on like they used to wear. Oh, and there was a red cross across the cap.”

			“Rose of No Man’s Land,” Arn breathed.

			“How’s that?”

			“The tat. Rose of No Man’s Land. Popular in the Great War. The guy’s a combat vet.”

			“How do you know that?”

			Arn smiled. “I just know things.”

			

			As Arn headed out the door, Kaddie called after him. “One more thing, Mr. Anderson—though I don’t know if it’s germane to your investigation but I wouldn’t have paid to have that jewelry cleaned.”

			“How’s that?”

			“The jewelry,” Kaddie said. “It didn’t even need cleaning. Like it had been stored away in a vault somewhere.”

			[image: ]

			Arn heard voices chatting from the kitchen area as he walked into the house. He hung his hat on the rack beside the door and walked through the house. Danny sat at the kitchen able across from a girl looking like she was still in college. She’d fit in at any amateur beauty contest, and she sat at the table, clearly agitated as she shifted from foot to foot. Even Sonny was upset by her actions and had staked out a corner of the kitchen well away from the girl.

			“I think that I should leave now,” she blurted. “Thanks for wasting my time.”

			She brushed past Arn without looking at him and rushed out the door. 

			Danny looked after her and finally said, “Women. Now why would she act like that?”

			Arn opened the fridge and grabbed a 7 Up. “Explain.”

			“I met her online,” Danny said flatly.

			“You met her on that goofy dating site you’ve been farting around on?”

			Danny nodded and kissed the air after her. He wandered over to Sonny and scratched behind his ear before the dog ambled to his favorite spot under the table and dropped down. “She answered my ad, and I thought it best to interview her here at the house. In the daytime before we got more… intimate.”

			Arn felt the fizz go up his nose as he tried to digest what Danny just told him. “Let me get this straight—that woman has what, a fetish for much-older men?”

			“Not exactly,” Danny said.

			Arn recognized the look in the old man, the look that refused to meet Arn’s stare. “Okay. Let’s take this slowly… what is the complete story?”

			“I sort of fudged with my profile.”

			“Fudged how?” Arn asked, but he was already getting a picture of what happened. “Show me your post.”

			“Do I have to—”

			“Show me.”

			Danny looked at the floor like a little boy about to be scolded by his father as he led Arn into the office. He sat in front of the computer and tapped keys until a photo of a man Arn barely recognized popped up. 

			“Is that the photo you posted to your profile?”

			Danny nodded.

			“How old were you in that picture?”

			“Twenty-nine. Just graduated college,” Danny said at a whisper as if Arn wouldn’t hear.

			“I can picture that woman responding to that,” Arn tapped the picture on the screen, “expecting to see a young feller.”

			Danny sat silent. 

			“No damn wonder she stormed out of here. Danny, what the hell were you even thinking posting that?”

			“Women lie in their profiles,” Danny stammered. “I thought I might as well, too.”

			“My guess is women don’t lie that bad, posting a photo that’s forty years old…” Arn bent to read the narrative. “And since when do you ski?”

			“Never had.”

			“Scuba diving?”

			“Never done that either,” Danny said.

			“Then my friend, I’d suggest you edit your post… take out all those activities you’ve never done that might attract young women. And go someplace and have a recent photo taken, one that won’t give the women any illusions as to who they’re corresponding with.” Arn walked out of the room, shaking his head as he went. “For all your intelligence… don’t you beat all.”
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			Arn pulled into the Cadillac Motel parking lot, narrowly missing a pothole big enough to fish out of in wet weather. He looked over the siding in bad need of a repaint, and the roof missing shingles like some little kid missing his teeth after the bully finished with him. The upper balcony drooped and was held from falling by a thick cable anchored somewhere on the roof.

			He walked to the Office, the neon sign missing letters so that it flashed ‘OFF  E’—and Arn wished he’d brought his hand sanitizer with him. As he walked through the doorway, he started to put his mask on when a man sitting behind the counter said, “Don’t worry about the mask, pard’ner. Governor Gordon just lifted the mask mandate, and I’m by God not going to make anyone in my business wear them for one more minute.” He used the counter to stand and lean over, his big belly pushing against the cash register as he reached out his hand. “Frankie May. Welcome to the Cadillac, pard’ner. What’ll it be? A room for just a couple hours?” he winked.

			Arn handed Frankie a business card. “I don’t need a room.”

			Frankie grabbed reading glasses missing one of the bows from off the counter and held them to his face as he read it. “Arn Anderson. Wasn’t there an Arn Anderson that wrestled up around Minneapolis way?”

			“There was,” Arn said. “But I’m not him.”

			“You could be, big as you are.” Frankie handed the card back and said, “What the hell do I need a PI for?”

			“I’m sure you don’t,” Arn answered. “But one of your employees did.” He took out a photo of Paquita Robles and slid it across the counter. 

			Frankie slid it back and turned his head. “I don’t even want to look at her in that condition. Bad enough that her death mask was pasted across the television.”

			“I understand you were the one who called Ana Maria Villarreal at the TV station.”

			Frankie took out a pack of generic cigarettes but laid them back on the counter as he dug into an ashtray for a long snipe. “Sure. Soon’s I seen Paquita’s photo on the television last night, I called that reporter woman. Who, in turn, must have called the cops, ’cause it weren’t too long before they descended on my place.” He lowered his voice. “Kind of cramps my business having cops sniffing around, if you get my drift. But having a private investigator… I can’t think of anything to tell you that I ain’t already told the cops.”

			Arn moved away from the smoke lingering over Frankie like dust over Pig Pen. “Humor me… tell me what you told the police.”

			“Ouch!” Frankie snuffed the butt out in the ashtray and sucked on his finger. “Teach me to smoke them down to the nub.”

			“The police?” Arn pressed.

			“Sure. The police. Follow me—it’ll be easier to remember if I show you.”

			Arn followed Frankie as he walked from around the counter and led Arn up a flight of steps, Frankie huffing all the way and Arn hoped he wouldn’t have to do CPR on the fat man. They made their way down a walkway in front of rooms in a row and Frankie stopped at one. He dug into his pocket and came away with a Ziploc full of loose cigarettes. He caught Arn staring and said, “folks bring smokes at every AA meeting and I… scoop up what I can.” He tapped a room door with a jaundiced finger. “This is where Paquita was cleaning when she left.”

			“Left where?”

			“Can’t say,” Frankie said. “All’s I know is she left her cleaning cart smack in the middle of the walkway in front of the door to this room.”

			“Did she say where she was going?”

			“I never seen her that morning,” Frankie said. “First I knew that she left work was looking up at the cart and seeing it there. But no Paquita.”

			“Did the other cleaning ladies see her?”

			Frankie shook his head. “As slow as business is during this damn pandemic, she was the only cleaning lady I needed for the last month.”

			“She often walk off the job?”

			“Not that one,” Frankie said. “She’s not the first Filipino woman I’ve had cleaning for me, and
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