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Dedication

To my husband, Curtis, for suggesting the writing
prompt for this short story:

“I’ve always been good at crossword puzzles.”

Love ya, Curt!


“Just as dogs love to chew bones,
the mind loves to get its teeth into problems. That’s why it does
crossword puzzles and builds atom bombs.”

~ Eckhart Tolle


Cross Word

 


“I’ve always been good at
crossword puzzles.” A Grinch-like grin
crawled across his face. “But that’s not all I’m good
at.”

Wearing knit winter gloves, he folded the paper into
thirds, the same knit gloves he used to load the paper into the
laser printer. For good measure, he wore a medical grade mask. With
the ever-advancing technologies related to DNA analysis, he
couldn’t risk a droplet of saliva from a cough or sneeze hitting
the paper.

But the riskiest element of the letter was yet to
come: placing it on the windshield of Detective Driver’s vehicle at
the Willowdale Police Department without being seen by
eyewitnesses, including cops, or recorded on security cameras. But
he had a knack for evading detection, especially when committing
deeds far worse than delivering a letter.

 


 


SIX MONTHS EARLIER.

Chief Cross stood in uniform at the podium in the
foyer of the Willowdale Police Department. Images of what he had
seen and smelled could never be unseen. Or unsmelled.

The stench and gore of bloody strips of flesh,
shaved from her body, and strewn throughout her home like confetti
shreds. Would they ever recover all the pieces?

He squared his broad shoulders and sucked in a deep
breath before updating the press on Mary Whittle’s case. “It’s been
a month since the murder, and I know you’ve been eager for an
update. I wish I had more to share. But since this is an ongoing
investigation, I can only tell you our detectives are working the
case day and night. I stand before you this morning to promise you
this…” he shook his fist in the air as he spoke, “we will find this
twisted monster and bring him, or her, to justice.”

 


•••

 


SIX MONTHS LATER.

I’m Delaney Driver, but I prefer Del. I’m a seasoned
detective with the Willowdale Police Department. The first female
officer in WPD to be promoted to detective. And even after eight
years, remain the only female in the Major Crimes Unit.

Clint Wilson is my partner. The
pencil necked dweeb is a greenie. Five months on the job. The
Chief’s nephew. Mediocre patrol officer, at best. Wouldn’t have
been promoted had he not had connections. Wouldn’t have been hired
as a sworn officer without those connections, either. There’s
something off about him. Beyond weird. Maybe even creepy. And I don’t get
creeped easily.

But I tolerate him. I have no choice. Besides, the
way I look at, he might be promoted to lieutenant over me someday
and end up my boss. So I better at least pretend to like him.

Enough about Wilson.

When I say I don’t get creeped easily, maybe this
will explain why. I’m just shy of six feet tall.My muscular build
is the envy of some men. As is my attitude. Some say I have a
Godzilla-sized chip on my shoulder. Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t.
Might depend on the day or the person calling me a dyke.

Regardless, I don’t take shit from anyone. I carry a
full-size Glock .45 on my right hip and my gold detective’s badge
on my left. Only a lucky few have seen the fire-breathing crouching
cheetah in full color on my back.

Cheetahs are agile, fast, sophisticated hunters, and
merciless when they take down their prey. That’s how I view
offenders; former predators that are now my prey. It’s my job to
take them down. As for the fire, it’s a symbol of my firearm. When
I pull the trigger, she breathes fire “and hell follows” to
paraphrase the Bible.

I style my black hair like Joan Jett’s edgy shag in
the ‘80s. I have dark brown eyes that can pierce to the soul. Or so
I’ve been told. Following Steve Jobs’ lead, I wear the same thing
to work every day. I have a closet full of black blazers, white
blouses, and black pants. Never need to fuss about what to
wear.

I’m forty-three and unattached at the moment. I’ve
been dating Belinda in Dispatch off and on. Neither of us is in a
rush to commit. But enough about me.

It’s not even noon on this
beautiful fall Friday, and Clint and I have been summoned to
another crime scene. A woman hanging in her garage. Is it suicide
or murder? Well, that is the question we’ll have to answer.
Rather, I’ll have
to answer and give Clint credit for assisting in the investigation.
He’ll meet me at the scene. When we drive separately, he often
arrives first. Stands leaning against the side of his vehicle, arms
crossed, a goofy-ass smirk on his face. Akin to winning a
meaningless board game. I ignore him. But sometimes, can’t resist.
Call him Johnny on the
Spot. He beams. Takes my sarcasm as a
compliment.

Over the past six months,
Willowdale has had three bizarre murders
that remain open cases and seem unrelated. I say
seem unrelated, because
the vics, although all female, didn’t know each other. Didn’t fall
within a certain age group or have similar physical
characteristics. And the method the killer used to murder each woman is different.

Of course, different, could be the perp’s MO.
If that’s true, and my gut tells me it is, we’re dealing with a
twisted serial killer; one more twisted than the usual deranged
serial killer.

Worse yet, at each scene, our killer—or killers—left
no prints. No DNA. And murdered these women in areas without
security cameras. Quite a feat, especially these days, with the
plethora of recording devices in businesses and homes. Hell, even
cell phones record the damnedest things.

In other words, we don’t have shit, and that pisses
me off. I’m missing something…

“What the fuck is this?” Some
prick left a folded white paper tucked under the windshield wiper
of my unmarked black Ford Taurus. People think rules or laws don’t
apply to them. Or signs like the big red and black
No Handbills metal sign
posted at every entry into the WPD parking.

I rip the paper off my windshield and climb behind
the wheel. Instead of wadding it up and tossing it into the
backseat, as I would with any other piece of trash, I unfold
it.

It’s a typed letter. Triple-spaced. Bold font.
Large, eighteen point type. Maybe twenty-four.

One look and I realize this isn’t a cheesy
advertisement for some fake going out of business spa sale. The
hairs on the back of my neck jump to full attention and my gut
tells me it’s evidence. Shit. I handled the paper without gloves. I
shrug it off. Won’t matter if I’m the only one who ever reads
this.

 


I’ve always been good at Cross word puzzles. How
about you, Detective Driver?

 


My heart lurches into overdrive. I hear the beats
drumming in my ears.

 


Can you solve the clues and figure out my identity
before seventeen hundred hours tomorrow?

 


A threat? A challenge? A prank? Whoever wrote this
tells time with a 24-hour clock.

 


Nine letters. To carve an object by repeatedly
slicing slivers.


Three letters. Soggy land.

 


Six letters. One who cuts and serves meat.

 


Five letters. To hang.

 


Hang? Wait one fuckin’ minute. My eyes remain
fixated on the words “to hang” in the letter in my hand as I call
dispatch. “Hey, it’s Del,” I say, keeping my voice calm, although
my insides are about to explode if my suspicion is confirmed. And
I’m almost certain it will be. “Do you have a name for the
residents on the possible suicide I’m headed to?”

A flurry of keystrokes. “Lynch. Dustin and Morgan
Lynch.”

Holy fuck. “Thanks.”

My eyes wander to the letter’s postscripts.

 


P.S. Three letters. A weapon that shoots
projectiles.

 


P.P.S. Six letters. A golf club with a large
head.

 


 


LATER THAT NIGHT.

Seated in the leather reclining massage chair in my
living room, Cagney purring on my lap, I think about our three
unsolved murders, four now, including today’s.

By the way, Cagney is an
eighteen-pound Cheetoh, a cross between a
Bengal cat and Ocicat. The breed is so new, it’s not yet recognized
by the Cat Fanciers Association or any other breed registry.
Nonetheless, the spotted markings on her sleek coat are striking
and she’s every bit as intelligent as she is elegant. In my books, she’s a rock star.

Back to the Crossword Killer, as I’m calling him,
which gives me pause. In the note, crossword is written as two
words with Cross capitalized. Misspelling crossword might be just
that. But capitalizing Cross could be significant. Could Chief
Cross be a target? Could the killer’s name be Cross?

I tuck
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