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Chapter One


April 2016 
The spring storm poured down huge raindrops on the roof of the car. I wouldn’t have been on the road, but I was getting proof. My turn was up. Looking back at the situation with fresh eyes, I shouldn’t have followed the man I’d just poisoned.
What if someone sees me? Who am I kidding? No one can see anyone in this rain. Why does he live so far away?
We were South of Norman, not quite to Purcell. Traffic was minimal. Highway thirty-five south was a wasteland in the storm that blurred viability to a few feet in front of car bumpers. My heart raced faster with each swipe of the wiper blades. I can’t do this. I gripped the steering wheel and stared into the darkness. I struggled to keep clear vision of the red lights in front of me that belonged to Derrick’s range rover.
“Is he pulling off?” I followed, but we’d missed the exit. Mimicking his speed, I slowed until stopping on the side of the road, just past the exit. It wasn’t even a merge lane. It was just gravel beyond the white line.
Ahead of Derrick’s was another car and a semi-truck. The spot felt precarious with the off ramp behind us and a drop off ditch to the side. There was nothing to do, but wait out the storm. Wait and worry about the inevitable.
Scared to be stopped on the side of the wet roads of the highway, I kept the car running and my foot on the brake. I’d hoped it would signal our position to oncoming traffic that drove further in the nearly blind conditions.
Thunder boomed, almost warning the events of the next few moments. It was the last signal. The rainfall subsided with the passing of the eye of the storm overhead. Time to get back on the road. Up ahead the semi pulled away, behind it the first car, then Derrick. I looked away, checking my mirrors.
CRASH! The violent impact shook through the pavement. A wave of mixed emotions flooded my soul as I watched ahead. The crumpled driver’s side of Derrick’s vehicle toppled, then flipped up to the sky, right there in front of me. He’d pulled out in front of an oncoming car, apparently without checking for traffic. No way he survived the crash. I crept forward, rolled down the passenger window, and took a few snapshots with the camera on my phone. It was over. Fate had decided how Derrick Andrews had to die in the game.
Earlier that Day
While checking the appointment log for the Inclusivity Tattoo Shop where I was in residence as an artist, I noticed a new entry on my schedule. “Who booked this client?” I asked the room.
“Which one, Curtis?” Sandra answered. “I wrote in an appointment that came in through email.”
The name had to be wrong. I wasn’t ready. My four-thirty tattoo was the nightmare I’d stayed up all night to avoid. I’d actually been avoiding him for three weeks. “I need a few minutes,” I announced and went out the back to the alley.
Taking some deep breaths, I sat down on the back stoop of the tattoo shop. Troubled beyond belief, I opened my phone to my recent text messages. Indecision lingered, I hovered my finger between two numbers, my lover Cameron, and the man blackmailing me to kill. The appointment was for Derrick Andrews, my target in a game of Kiss, Marry, Kill. I was being blackmailed to kill Derrick because Simon said so. I knew I’d be killed if I failed to take my turn in the game.
I chose carefully, and texted Cameron at home. “Can you come to the shop?”
“Is it busy?” Cameron texted back.
“A little. He did it. I don’t know how, but it’s time to play the game. Hurry,” I texted back, knowing I could be vulnerable with Cameron. I’d told him everything from the first packet that had arrived in the mail to letting him read every text. He was my rock.
We lived on fourteenth and Indiana, just two blocks south of the shop. Cameron was by my side in under ten minutes. I was nearly in tears when he got there.
“How did this happen? Did you text him?” Cameron asked.
“It was an email appointment, and no I didn’t text him to come in.” I chewed on the nubs of fingernails I had left and rested my head on Cameron’s shoulder. “I haven’t decided how I was going to do it. I don’t know how I can take another man’s life. I can’t play God.”
“Hey, look at me.” Cameron slapped my cheek, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Simon is killing this man, not you. This isn’t on you.” He held my hands in his. “What did we decide together?”
“Three bottles. Give him one and his keys. Let fate decide,” I answered.
“Curtis, are you out here?” Sandra peeked out the back door. “Your three o’clock is ready. Should I put her in your station?”
“He’ll be right in,” Cameron answered. She went inside and he finished his pep talk. “Listen to me. Text Simon right now and tell him your plan. Tell him this is the closest you’re getting to murder. Make your point strong.”
I understood what I had to do and texted Simon exactly what Cameron told me to say. The phone was silent. He didn’t respond. I showed my phone to Cameron. “Now what?”
“Go inside. Tattoo if you can. If not, rebook everyone, but you got this.”
He was right. I pushed up, shook off the nerves and went back inside. My three o’clock got the jitters on her own. I had over an hour to stare at the door and wait for the victim of an innocent game to arrive.
Time moved slowly and I scrubbed down every inch of every surface in my station. At four o’clock there was a walk-in searching the books. I made myself busy and approached. “Looking for something special?” I asked.
“Do you have stars?” she asked.
Judging by her height and weight, she was a senior at the high school nearby. “We do, but you have to be eighteen or older to get a tattoo. Do you have ID?”
“Can you just draw something on me?” she asked, then pointed in the book. “Like this comet, can you draw it on my thigh?” She smiled and winked.
“First of all, I’m gay,” I clutched my chest, then reached down to close the book. “Second, no art is given without payment. It’ll cost you seventy-five for my time.”
“Ugh.” She hopped up. “My friend said you were cool within the community. I’m a lesbian,” she said with a snarky tone.
“Yes, Inclusivity Tattoo Shop is LGBTQ supportive, but we—“ The bell to the front door jingle jangled. My mouth dropped open. Derrick Andrews was early.
“You what?” the teen girl asked.
“You can make an appointment at the desk.” I half pointed over my shoulder and walked away. “I’m Curtis.” I offered a hand to Derrick to shake.
“Hey, I’m so excited to meet you.” His handshake was firm and manly. “Can’t believe I won this contest. Free tattoo for nothing. How lucky am I?” He took a good look around the shop. “Can you do traditional?”
“Of course, step on back,” I ushered him to my station and gave him an album to look at. “I’ll give you a few minutes.”
Attempting to walk at a normal speed, I rushed to the back door and barged outside. “Aaaahhh!” I was mid-scream when a glimpse of a passerby came into view. I covered my mouth, then turned to vomit in the grass. Whoever was out there, left in a hurry. I spat out all my nerves, took a deep breath and righted myself.
“You got this. Make it through the next hour with him. No chit chat. Don’t back out.” I paced and talked myself into the act. “It’s your life or his. You want to live a long life with Cameron. Give him the tattoo, the bottle, and walk away.”
“You ready?” I asked, returning to Derrick. He’d picked out a rose with a sword. “Good choice. I’ll get it drawn up. Want some water?” I offered, taking a cold bottle out of the mini-fridge.
“No, thanks,” he refused.
Wrong answer. It was vital that he felt free to take the water. “It’s better for the skin if you hydrate. Please.” I pushed the bottle into his hand, then left to the drawing table.
While I was copying the design to the transfer sheet, I got a text on my phone. It read, “Hope he showed up, so we can get this over with.”
The text was from the number I’d saved in my phone as belonging to my blackmailer, Simon. I answered, “He’s here. I’m choosing not to use the special ink you sent.”
“You’ll use the poison, I hope.” Simon answered. “Don’t back out. I’ll need proof tonight that you’ve taken your turn.”
“How will I get that? I’m not doing it in the shop,” I texted.
“Follow him. Make sure he gets into an accident. Send me pictures, when it’s done.” His text was clear and the conversation was over.
An hour later I was walking Derrick out to his vehicle. He had trouble walking. I wondered if I’d already given him the spiked bottle of water by mistake. “Do you have far to drive?” I asked.
“This tattoo took a lot out of me.” He slurred his speech as he spoke. “And it looks like rain. Maybe I should wait out the storm.”
“No you don’t want to get stuck in traffic.” We came up to a red Range Rover and Derrick fumbled in his pocket for the car keys. “Is this you?”
“For sure.” He squinted my way. “Thanks. For a gay guy you did a decent man’s tattoo.” He slapped his forearm where the clear bandages covered the fresh ink.
“Come back for your next one,” I said, almost hurling all over him. “Here, take another bottle of water for the road. Stay hydrated.” I put on a smile and stepped up on the curb.
Derrick backed out of the spot and it should’ve been over, but that last text from Simon was dead serious. I hurried around to my car and caught up to the unmistakable red truck. I hoped we would miss the bulk of the storm during the drive. When it did start, I didn’t worry for my safety, but for my ability to take a clear enough picture for Simon’s proof.




Chapter Two


September 2018 
Traffic lights were on my side, so I stopped in Sunshine Liquors before my regular Thursday night meeting. “Any takers this week?” I asked, counting the pamphlets in the plastic holder. There were still plenty in there.
The shop owner, Raj muted the television with him behind a plexiglass divider. He nodded. “No, Mr. Dennis. We did collect a few quarters for your Thanksgiving dinner fund.” He tipped a jar forward to show the minuscule contents.
“It’s a start. The ladies over there make good coffee.” I thumbed over my shoulder, pointing to my next destination across the street. On Thursday evenings, I met with a small group of supportive Al-Anon members. I didn’t always make it and blamed the sporadic attendance on my career as a detective. Truth was, all the confessing got repetitive.
“May I suggest, Mr Dennis,” Raj started. The bell at the door rang, notifying a customer entering. “All twelve ounce local brands are half off this week,” he announced to the new customer, then returned to a normal tone. “Mr. Dennis, if you just let them bring in their own drinks, more guys will attend your meetings.”
“I appreciate that, brother.” I patted the counter nearest where Raj stood on the other side. “It is an AA meeting. We support with our eyes open. No alcohol.” Raj shrugged. The conversation lulled, so I turned to the door.
“How is your friend, Mr. Dennis?” Raj asked before I left. Joe had lived in the apartments on Fiftieth Street and had been a regular in Raj’s store before he entered the Mission for Improvement living facility.
“Joe’s still fighting and flirting with the nurses,” I answered.
“He’s a rascal. Tell him Raj says, hi.”
“I will. This was one of his favorite liquor stores.” I waved and left, leaving an extra stack of the pamphlets for Raj, just in case.
Across the street, the usual suspects were out front of the strip mall location. No affiliation or markings were on the windows. It simply had the scheduled meeting times posted on the door. “Lester, Brian, Courtney, how the hell are you guys?” I shook hands with Brian, while Courtney glared my direction.
“And gal.” She huffed, but offered a hug. “Why are you still coming here?” she asked. “She’s not your wife anymore. What do you get out of this?”
“Free coffee,” I guessed since Courtney didn’t sound like she wanted a real answer.
“Ha!” Lester guffawed.
“I still have Joe to worry about and I still care for Carrie.” I paused for a moment, then shared, “She’s been diagnosed with breast cancer.”
“Damn, buddy. Save that revelation for the meeting.” Lester opened the door and the four of us filed in to take our seats in the circle.
I’d started attending the Al-Anon meetings for friends and family members with alcoholic loved ones while I struggled with my decision to divorce Carrie. At that point in our marriage she spent more time with Joe at the bars than she did waiting for me to come home after a a long hard day at the precinct. I couldn’t really blame her, I worked too hard back then. I was eager to solve big cases and impress the captain. If I knew back then what I realized a year later maybe we’d survived the troubles. I learned it didn’t matter how many bad guys you put away, they spawned and multiplied at an astronomical rate. They can’t all be caught.
The usual introductions rolled around the room. I added Carrie and her upcoming surgery to the list of prayers needed. Next on the agenda were encouraging stories. Brian led the group by announcing his mother-in-law hadn’t drank in three days. His caveat for not celebrating her sobriety was that she’d been hospitalized from a tumble down the front steps.
In the back of my mind, I recalled an incident during my uniform days when I answered an emergency call at Brian’s address. Both his wife and mother-in-law had black eyes. We had no proof that he beat them and they wouldn’t press charges. The sound of his voice infuriated me, but just like one doesn’t choose to be an alcoholic, Al-Anon doesn’t turn away relatives in need of support. Even abusive partners. The prayer chain just silently added men like Brian to the list.
A few more in the circle shared, then Edith started on how she suffered as a child on the farm. Her sagas no matter where they ended, they always started with her hiding in the shed at age six. I was almost nodding off when Courtney nudged me in the side.
“It’s time to stand,” she whispered.
Chair legs rattled. We all got to our feet and cheered for another week of sobriety. Lester led the closing prayer and the meeting was adjourned. The few men in attendance wandered over to the coffee and donuts table.
“It was nice seeing you again, detective.” Edith locked on, crossing the circle to start a conversation.
Panicking before the woman who would most certainly talk my ear off for the next twenty minutes, I shoved my hand in my pocket, turned the ringer of my phone back on, and prayed for a notification alert. It was silent.
“Oh, I have to take this. Police business.” I shook my phone and hustled over to a corner of the room. I glanced down and sure enough there was a missed call alert on the screen. “Huh, unknown number. Who could that have been?”
Not many people had my personal number. If I did give it out, I added that person to my contact list. Before listening to the message, I thought back over who would’ve had to reach me outside of the office. The only person that came to mind was Dr. Pollard. Worried that Carrie had taken a turn for the worse, I sat down in an available chair and pushed play on the message.
It wasn’t the doctor. It was a male voice that spoke. He was calm and direct. “Officer Henson …” I pushed pause on the message. I recognized the voice from a previous recording that was made on my phone.
It’s Simon.
Looking around, I first identified everyone in the room. They were all regulars no newcomers. I then took the call outside. Stepping toward my car, I pushed play again on the message.
“… sorry we haven’t met in person. I do appreciate all the time and energy you’ve put into solving my game. Make no mistake the players deserve their fates. Stop investigating, you’re only hurting people. Poor Barbara and her mother. An invalid with no one to turn to now—because of you. Do me a favor, just so we can finish this, tell Josie to take her turn. Vindication will be mine!”
The message was over.
Detective instincts kicked in and I immediately called the number back. It was faint, but I heard a phone nearby ringing in sync with the call. I stomped toward the sound.
As the call rang, Courtney ducked down into her car and unplugged a phone charging. “Hello?” I heard in my ear and in person say.
“Courtney, it’s me. Don’t touch anything else. Place your phone on the hood” I ordered, stepping toward her, then hung up the line.
“What’s going on?” she questioned, but trusted me and carefully put the phone face down on the hood.
“Do you usually leave your car unlocked?” I asked, examining the scene. I pulled the woman away from her vehicle. “There’s no sign of tampering or theft.”
“Of course I do. I have nothing of value to steal. Why were you calling me?” Courtney asked. “And how did you get my number?”
“Don’t be alarmed, but a suspect I’m investigating called me from your phone during the meeting.”
“Suspect? For burglary?”
“Afraid not. He’s wanted for murder.”




Chapter Three


“I can’t feel my rear,” I said to Chelsey, shaking from my spot on the freezing curb of Sixteenth Street. 
“Sorry we didn’t get a bench, Josie. You know people stayed here all night last night for those spots,” she answered.
“Is this parade even that good?” I asked, sticking my hands under my rear to warm it up a little. The annual Fall Kickoff Parade down Sixteenth Street in the Plaza District launched off a much needed holiday prep shopping frenzy. Most retail locations relied on Black Friday for big sales numbers and profits, but the Plaza District’s clientele was different. With three blocks of quirky shops they made more money leading up to Halloween than they did the entire month of December. Hyping up a parade on the last Saturday in September was a marketing genius no-brainer of an idea.
“The shop owners go all out for today. Anna stuffed one hundred bags with discount coupons for Giving Hearts.” Anna was Chelsey’s partner. She sold her custom made t-shirts at the artist co-op. They were both my downstairs neighbors.
“Do you think we’ll catch anything good?” I asked, suddenly more excited to be at the parade.
“Maybe a free cone at Roxy’s. Fingers crossed I’ll get one of the bogo deals from Quartz Designs. I have my eye on a few centerpieces in there.”
“They’re turning the corner!” Someone in the crowd shouted.
Everyone around us stood. I was forced to my feet by Chelsey. In the distance a marching band in need of the practice played an upbeat tune. “It’s going to be twenty more minutes before they get down here.”
“I can’t wait!” Chelsey squealed. “I love parades!”
“So do I!” the woman on the other side of her yelled.
“I don’t,” I mumbled. “What’s the big deal? Especially, here in Oklahoma. It’s just a few convertibles and tractor trailers decorated with crepe paper.”
“Don’t be a sourpuss.” Chelsey knocked me sideways.
“Hey!” I stumbled off the curb and into the street. For the first time I saw what was heading our way. The parade leader was a man in a rainbow suit and glittered beard. He held his head high and marched proud, extending his staff up and down with the beat. Behind him were cheerleaders with pompoms. Beyond that was what could only be described as a cacophony of chaos.
The first float was being mobbed by the crowd. It was Roxy’s Ice Cream Social truck. They were supposed to be handing out samples, but none made their way past the front row of onlookers.
“Why are they fighting for ice cream when it’s forty degrees out?” I asked.
“Because it’s free,” a man passing behind me answered.
“Thank you!” I hollered to the fellow cynic.
As the parade moved down the street, the officers got better at controlling the crowd. By the time the float for
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