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It made perfect sense once all the pieces were snapped into place. Not that it mattered now. CC understood all too clearly that in the very near future she would be dead. If not dead, teetering very close to the edge of death. Hell of a time to find out she’d been right all along. She found it hard to be smug. Self-satisfaction failed to mesh with the act of digging her own grave.

She trembled ever so slightly each time the shovel crunched against the earth. She paused for a moment to brush the sweat from her brow.

“Keep digging.” Her companion stressed the point by aiming the 9mm at CC’s body.

“Maybe I’m not in a hurry.” CC couldn’t resist taunting her captor.

Her impertinence was answered by a loud click of the gun’s hammer being cocked. The click echoed through the dark woods.  “Haste does make waste,” CC quipped in a valiant effort to mask the fear coursing through her body.

Boldly she gripped the handle of the shovel before thrusting it into the dirt. “Although,” she slowly began toying with the dirt. “I must say shooting me down like a dog and ditching my body in the woods lacks a certain finesse. I kind of expected more out of you.”

“You have only yourself to blame, Detective,” was the answer, followed by a cruel chuckle. “If you hadn’t been such a know-it-all pain in the ass, your ending would have been far more creative. In fact, you would have enjoyed a little more time on this earth. But you just had to figure everything out and shoot your big mouth off.  Personally, I prefer a more inventive approach to these matters. But in times of need, a good old-fashioned shoot ’em and ditch ’em always works. If it makes you feel better, I promise to be more creative when I take care of your little friend.”

“Don’t!” CC jerked the shovel up.

“Don’t what?” The barrel of the gun gleamed in the moonlight.

The taunting laughter did nothing to abate the anger that was choking CC.  Being mocked only spurred on her ire.

“Need I remind you, Detective?” The taunting voice cut through CC’s soul. “At this very moment, you are in the middle of fucking nowhere. You’re digging a ditch that in all likelihood will become your final resting place. You are in no position to be making idle threats. Face facts. You’re a bit late to make good on any of your promises.”

The harsh reality of the words was like a sharp blow. CC’s shoulders slumped. She was defeated. ‘Not the way I thought I’d go out.’ She lowered the shovel and stared at the tiny mound of dirt. It wasn’t her own demise that troubled her. No, what truly broke her heart was that she had failed Jamie. Now the love of her life was left vulnerable to a psycho. She would have broken down and cried if not for the knowledge that she would give the twisted freak some sort of sick thrill.

Her lips curled into a defiant sneer. “I have never met anyone so perfectly suited for their profession.”

“Thank you.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“I know.”

CC wasn’t certain, but she could have sworn she heard a hint of sympathy. She wondered if perhaps all was not lost. She decided to give it one last shot.

“I guess I just don’t understand how someone so intelligent becomes a murderer.” CC struggled to make her words sound sincere.

“Killer,” came the stern response. “Or assassin if you prefer. Why should my intelligence surprise you? After all, Simon Fisher was a smart boy.”

“Not smart enough.” After all these years, just the mention of his name set CC on edge. “Lucky is more like it. That slimy little creep should have been locked up long before I ever heard his name.” Her little tirade was greeted by a wry chuckle. CC was encouraged by the response. “Unlike you, that shit-for-brains made a long list of mistakes.”

“Now, now, Detective. Give yourself some credit. You alone got him. Hell, you got him to confess. You were the one who locked him away, making the world safe and sound for dykey little blondes.”

“Until you came along,” CC said.

“Circumstances beyond your control. If he wasn’t a stinking rich little bugger none of this would have happened, and we’d never be having this conversation. Sadly for you and yours, I’m a consummate professional. Which is why it truly is a pity Fisher is just as rich as he is crazy. I mean since my services come at such a high price tag.”

“Worth every penny, I’m sure.” CC prayed that she sounded sincere. She felt she had the opening she so desperately needed. Then maybe, just maybe, Deputy Dumb Ass might pull her head out of her butt. If that happened, there might just be a happy ending after all. CC took a calming breath before playing her last card. “You know if it wasn’t for that one mistake.”

“What mistake?”

That slight hint of panic in her captor’s voice gave her a glimmer of hope. The sight of the gun wavering made her heart beat just a little faster. She didn’t allow herself to feel happy, not just yet. At that moment, she just prayed her ploy would work.

She heard a snicker. “Oh, I get it. A stalling tactic? Kind of lame coming from you.” The cruel laughter that followed shredded her hopes. Dread didn’t even come close to what she was feeling.

Then the laughter stopped. “You know what, Detective?” the voice said in a cooing tone. “You deserve to have your say. After all, no one, and I mean no one, has ever gotten this close to me. Put your little shovel down for a moment, and tell me how you solved the great mystery. Must be a hollow victory knowing that the final proof that you were right will be proven by your death. Still, as I said, you’ve outdone all the others. Tell me all about me. Just remember to keep your feet and grubby little hands inside that ditch or I will shoot you right between your baby blues.”

“Fair enough.” CC dropped the shovel to the ground. Her aching hands were the only part of her that felt any sense of relief.

“I really do want to know how you figured it out. Tell me, what was my mistake?”

“You don’t know?” CC said. “Well, okay then. Your plan on the surface was brilliant. I’ll give you that. You know how I got involved. The funeral and then the beach, but what sealed it for me were the bees and the keys.”
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Things had been set in motion long before CC found herself being held at gunpoint. On a chilly night in September, her wife had just come in from work. Jamie, a doctor, worked the late shift in the emergency room at Boylston General hospital. CC also worked the late shift, but as a homicide detective with the Boylston Village Hills Police Department.

Despite their demanding jobs, they led a quiet life. Most of the time. Sometimes life was anything but quiet. CC had no idea just how unsettled their lives were about to become. She returned from work, finished packing her travel bag, and set it by the front door.

“I hate that you have to go and do this,” Jamie said when CC found her pacing around their bedroom.

“James,” CC softly murmured the pet name she had given her wife almost two decades ago. “I know you hate this part of our lives. I’ll be on the first flight back.” She wrapped Jamie in a warm embrace.

Jamie pressed her body tightly against CC’s. “I wish we could stay like this forever,” she said with a heavy sigh. “How much time do we have before Stevie comes to take you to the airport?”

“Half hour.” CC shrugged. “I’m meeting her over at her place.  Whatcha’ got in mind, Doc?” she added, trying to turn the mood into a playful moment. She wanted to leave Jamie with a sense of security. She shivered from the feel of Jamie’s hands running up along her sides. “Emma,” she said to Jamie who was tugging CC’s shirt out of her jeans.

“She’s sound asleep at Stevie’s. I’m going over to their side of the house while Stevie is shuttling you to Logan.”

Buying the old Victorian house and converting it into two separate homes had worked out well for the unusual family. Stevie, CC’s younger sister, had built-in babysitters for her daughter, Emma, while CC and Jamie had privacy. Most importantly, the close-knit family could stay close without tripping over one another.

CC released a soft moan. Jamie had a way of completely distracting her. After all these years, she still drives me insane, she couldn’t help thinking when she felt the feathery touch of Jamie’s lips caress her shoulders. She was baffled as to how quickly her blouse and bra ended up on the floor.

“How did my clothes end up down there?”

“Shh.” Jamie flicked her tongue against CC’s nipple. “You’re leaving town, and I need to make certain that you don’t forget me.”

“With any luck, I’ll be gone less then twenty-four hours.”

“An eternity.” Jamie captured CC’s nipple between her lips.

CC caught the look in Jamie’s eyes. It was a mix of desire and impatience. She knew it would be foolish to argue. She laced her fingers through Jamie’s hair and pressed her closer. CC struggled to stand, giving into the feel of Jamie capturing her erect nipple between her lips. Jamie suckled her harder.

It was so easy for CC to give in to Jamie’s desires. From the first time to that moment, the passion between them only grew stronger.

CC whimpered in protest when Jamie’s attention was drawn away from her breast. She was about to voice her objection when she felt Jamie’s mouth delightfully move down her body. She released a throaty groan. Jamie blazed a trail down CC’s taut body. In the back of her mind, she realized they didn’t have that much time. When she felt the button on her jeans being released, she couldn’t care less if she missed her flight.

CC balanced herself, while Jamie tugged her jeans down her thighs. She murmured softly when Jamie placed feathery kisses across her abdomen.

“Baby,” she pleaded.

She parted her legs, allowing Jamie to lower her panties. She shivered when Jamie’s warm breath caressed her bare thighs. Jamie parted her with her tongue. CC reached down and pressed Jamie closer. CC trembled from the feel of Jamie eagerly licking her wetness. She cried out when Jamie suckled her clit between her lips. CC tried to speak and beg for more. She just couldn’t form the words. Instead she gave into the delightful feel of her wife suckling her engorged clit.

Jamie held her captive, wasting no time before plunging two fingers deep inside CC’s warm wet center. She took her harder. CC fought to stay standing as her body quivered. Her knees began to buckle. Jamie feasted upon her harder. CC struggled to hold on. She cried out and gave in to the passion as she collapsed onto the bedroom floor. Her body shook while Jamie held her in a tender embrace.

CC began to caress Jamie’s body, only to have her hands stilled. “We don’t have time,” Jamie said. “You need to wash up again.”

“And whose fault is that, spoilsport?” CC managed to choke out the words from her raw throat. She struggled to her feet. “I left my bag over by the door, so you could repack it.”

“I’m not going to repack your . . . ” Jamie’s objection faded. “Okay, I am. You know me all too well. You just don’t know how to pack. I’ll meet you at Stevie’s.” She gave CC a quick kiss.

“I love you,” CC said with smile.

She took a quick shower and chose a new outfit that would be comfortable for the cross-country trek. She made her way downstairs, resetting the alarms along the way. She paused in the kitchen and noticed the chess set that was set up in the corner by the breakfast nook. For a moment, she studied the Disney characters that the chess set was composed of. She and her seven-year-old-niece, Emma, had an ongoing game.

She smiled at the move Emma had made. “Very clever.”

They had bought the chess set at the Disney store, and Emma proved to be a quick study. Secretly, CC wanted the heroes characters, but since Emma chose them, she didn’t want to appear childish in front of the second grader.

CC thought for a moment before moving Jafar, one of her bishops. She captured a Dalmatian, which was one of Emma’s pawns. Then she made her way over to the other side of the house to meet up with her sister.

Deep in her heart she wanted to stay. She wasn’t looking forward to this trip.

*   *  *
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The flight to the opposite coast was not only uneventful, it bordered on tedious. The only high point was replaying the memory of Jamie kneeling before her. CC did love the way her wife gave her a proper send off, she just hated the reason for her departure. On paper, taking a trip to California every few years sounded like a dream come true. These trips were by no means a vacation. She flew to the opposite side of the country whenever Dr. Simon Fisher was being evaluated. The good doctor was incarcerated in a maximum-security, federal mental hospital for the criminally insane. Detective Caitlin Calloway was the reason why.

A few years back, little Simon was well on his way to becoming a full-fledged doctor when a little matter of his being a serial killer got in the way. His quarry was small, blonde, athletic types who reminded him of his high school sweetheart. He fell hard for these women, most of whom failed to notice him and, as luck would have it, turned out to be lesbians. It helped CC’s efforts to put him away for what she hoped was forever when she managed to get Simon to confess to where he hid his high school sweetheart’s body.

Dr. Amelia Richards, an FBI shrink who helped put him away, described Simon as a serial killer with only one victim. He was killing the love of his life over and over again. His girlfriend, Janie, had gone off to college and fallen in love with another woman. Unable to deal with the rejection, Simon killed her.

Fisher went on with his life, leaving a trail of bodies along the way. He only made one mistake. His mistake was choosing to complete his medical training in Boylston Village Hills, Massachusetts, a small town that was part of the city of Boston. There he crossed paths with Dr. Jamie Jameson who was a petite blonde with an athletic build and the love of Detective Caitlin Calloway’s life. When Simon tried to kill her girlfriend, CC took it very personally. In the decade that followed, Jamie and CC married and Simon spent twenty-three hours a day wandering around a glass-enclosed cell. He would have had a little more freedom if he hadn’t tried to escape on a number of occasions.

It pleased CC that Simon’s arrogance hadn’t waned. It kept him locked up tighter than ever. She and Jamie feared the day some idiot would declare that Simon was no longer crazy and set him free. Granted, if that unlikely event ever happened, she had a backup plan. For now, she had to go before the board and explain that Simon Fisher was a whack job. He was always nuts, and no matter how many drugs or hours of therapy he endured, he would remain a psycho who should never be allowed to walk the streets. Alas, there were laws that needed to be complied with.

CC and a list of others who had helped lock up Simon would say their bit. The prison shrinks would say their bit, and of course, Simon’s lawyer, who was usually new to his case, would say his bit.

Two things worked in CC’s favor. Simon would never admit to killing anyone. He claimed that CC had framed him in an effort to steal his girlfriend. The doctors and lawyers would point out that Jamie was never his girlfriend. Dr. Jamie Jameson was now CC’s wife. All nice and legal, thanks to the laws in Massachusetts. Simon’s stoic demeanor would quickly unravel, and he’d start ranting like a complete lunatic. His lawyers would claim CC baited him. The panel would only hear Simon’s insane ranting. Detective Brooks and CC would feel vindicated then grab dinner. She could set her watch by it.

CC went through the process of entering the secure facility for the mandatory hearing. Once inside, she took a moment to collect her thoughts. Seeing Fisher was never easy. The only good thing about looking into his beady little eyes every few years was the knowledge that he was locked up.

“Detective,” an uneasy voice said from behind her.

A long time ago, Caitlin had learned there wasn’t a polite way to greet someone who had lost their child to senseless violence.

Richard Jensen blamed her for not sending Simon to prison instead of getting the little psycho locked up in a federal loony bin. He wanted Simon to pay for his daughter’s life with his own.

“I can’t believe we have to go through this again.” His words were quiet, yet CC could feel the pain behind them. She had to agree. She wanted Simon locked up somewhere dark and for someone to lose the key.

“I know.” It was the only thing she could think of saying.

“My wife passed on coming this time. It takes too much out of her. Seeing that smug little bastard sitting there acting as if he’s the victim.”

“My wife feels the same.” CC struggled with the words. “She stayed in Boston.”

“Look, Detective Calloway. I know I’ve said things in the past. I understand you did the best you could to get him off the streets. I was angry. Hell, I’m still angry.”

“Mr. Jensen, you have a right to be angry. At me for not getting enough evidence to lock him up. At him for doing this. At the cops here and in all those other cities for not stopping him sooner. Please trust me that if for some bizarre reason he gets out of here, he won’t get away.”

“Why didn’t we see it? Why did I trust him with my daughter? Why didn’t she trust us enough to tell us that Simon wasn’t the nice boy we thought he was? Why didn’t she tell us she was gay? We would have kept loving her.”

“Tough stuff to deal with when you’re so young.” CC tried to comfort him.

“How did your parents deal with it?”

“They threw me out of the house. It was complicated.”

“Shame on them,” he said. “At least they know that you’re alive. Shame on them.” He turned away and entered the room where Simon’s review was to be held.

CC wasn’t surprised that he chose to sit alone in the back corner. Richard Jensen would more than likely spend the rest of his life searching for answers.

She tried to make herself comfortable in the hard plastic chairs that had been provided. Brooks took a seat next to her. He was a big man, his graying hair thinning despite his attempts to cover it up. She did notice he was looking much fitter than he had in the past.

“Always thought it was a shame they didn’t send the little shit to Pelican Bay.” Brooks snorted with disdain.

“You’re looking well,” CC said.

“Quit drinking and smoking.” He smirked. “I even took up jogging.”

“All of your bad habits at once.” She was impressed. Brooks lived to chain-smoke. “Couldn’t have been easy.”

“Easier than I thought. After you caught the little snot bag, my life got a whole lot easier. Even seeing my kids on a regular basis.”

“Good for you.”

“Life’s been so good, I’ve turned in my papers.”

“No,” CC whispered so she wouldn’t disturb the proceedings. “Must be going around. My partner’s doing the same.”

“Max? You’ve been together a long time.”

“I rode with him when I was a rookie and for a while after that, until he got his gold shield. Then when I got mine, he asked to partner with me. He’s been by my side forever. I think our last case got to him.”

”How’s life treating you? Enjoying married life?”

“Can’t complain.” CC fought against the blush that crept up along her neck.

“I see Jamie passed on attending again,” he said softly.

“It’s too hard on her. The whole thing brings back too much pain. Besides, we have a new house that needs everything fixed. Apparently, despite my butch exterior, I suck with power tools.”

“Another myth destroyed. There’s Malcolm.” He nodded towards Simon’s father.

“I can’t imagine how hard this is on him,” CC noted.

“At least he isn’t in denial like the old lady.” Brooks jerked his thumb to the opposite side of the room where Simon’s mother was seated.

CC groaned. “She’s never going to see the light. Didn’t you know we framed her baby boy? All those women who look exactly like his high school sweetheart turning up dead is just a coincidence. We must have planted Janie’s body under the boathouse. No other explanation. Do we really need to be here?”

“They need you here.” Brooks’ tone was stern. “One look at you and Simon gets antsy. Then when you explain that you and Dr. Jameson are happily married, he’ll show the board just how loony toons he truly is. God help us if he ever gets out. Still have that backup plan?”

“Florida and Texas. Three bodies not listed in the original plea agreement. They happen to fall in two states that will fry him before he gets a chance to lie his way out of it. Texas won the coin toss on who gets first crack at him. If he ever steps outside of this place, there will be a Ranger waiting on the steps.”

CC hadn’t hesitated to offer the information to the out-of state authorities. Simon Fisher was off the streets. The burning question was for how long? The day he entered the mental facility, she ran his DNA profile. When she got three hits on cold cases, she called the locals and let them know.

She did feel bitter that she had been forced to settle. The Jensen family wasn’t the only family of victims that were less than pleased that she had only managed to get Simon locked up in a hospital instead of prison. They all wanted vengeance.

“There’s Janie’s father,” Brooks whispered.

“I saw him earlier,” CC answered, mindful to keep her voice low. “Don’t know how he holds it together. I know I shouldn’t have, but I promised him there was no way Simon was going to walk. It’s a promise I plan on keeping.”

“I always liked your style, Calloway. Now blow Fisher a kiss and set him off so we can get dinner.”

“Not that much longer,” CC said with a snicker. “I’m next.”

While waiting to be called, CC couldn’t help noticing that Simon’s father seemed relieved, while Simon’s mother appeared to be annoyed. She smirked when she noticed that Simon was doing everything in his power not to look at her. His new lawyer was a tall blonde who didn’t ask many questions but did keep up a soft murmuring to herself that CC couldn’t help but notice.

When CC’s turn came, the federal prosecutor had her recount the events that led up to Simon’s arrest and confession. There really wasn’t much to ask. Most of CC’s testimony hinged on Simon’s confession. How he talked as if Janie was still alive and then revealed where he had hidden her body. On the advice of his extremely stunned and angry counsel, Simon took a deal.

“I don’t have any questions for Detective Calloway,” the new lawyer said. “As I have previously stated, persons who knew Dr. Fisher in the outside world have no bearing on this hearing. We are here to determine whether or not his treatment has been successful. Detective Calloway’s presence at these proceedings only serves one purpose and that is to agitate my client.”

“Point taken, again,” one of the board members said with a hint of boredom. He addressed the prosecutor “Mr. Burkhart?”

“I have only one last thing to ask Detective Calloway.”

“Go on.”

“Detective, are you married?”

“Yes.” CC said.

“Objection.”

CC squirmed uncomfortably in the witness chair. Each time she announced that she was involved with Jamie and later married her, the little snot went ballistic. Most of the attendees found it entertaining. There was the notable exception of Simon and the poor bastard who was representing him. All in all, it usually wrapped things up fairly quickly.

“Despite what Ms. Cockburn thinks, this question is pertinent,” Burkhart said. “Dr. Fisher’s stability is the central question. In the past, his response to Detective Calloway’s personal life has given us a clearer view of Dr. Fisher’s state of mind.”

While the lawyers and the panel jockeyed back and forth, CC sat there not really paying attention. All she could think of was what an unfortunate last name Simon’s lawyer had been stuck with. She was also pondering if she was working pro bono since this was the first time she had spoken during the hearing. While the other witnesses testified, she sat next to Simon scribbling on a notepad and humming Hey, Diddle, Diddle.  CC wondered whether Malcolm finally locked Simon out of his trust fund, or had Ms. Cockburn simply drawn the short straw at the firm?

“I think Mr. Burkhart has a valid point,” one of the members of the board said. CC recognized him from previous hearings. The guy always seemed to enjoy watching Simon go off the deep end. “Detective Calloway, you may answer the question.”

“Yes.”

“And who are you married to?”

“Dr. Jamie Jameson.”

“Lying bitch!” Simon jumped from his chair and almost knocked the table and his attorney over.

Order was called for, but it was useless. Simon ranted on about how CC was a lying dyke who framed him in a futile effort to steal his girlfriend. It further bolstered the prosecutor’s case when Simon kept confusing Jamie’s name with Janie’s. Poor Janie Jensen, whose only mistake had been being Simon’s first girlfriend and subsequently his first victim. The hearing wrapped up fairly quickly after Simon had to be restrained and medicated.

“Well, he’s off for a healthy dose of Haldol and a four-point restraint.”

CC shrugged when she rejoined Brooks. “Lawyer doesn’t look too upset.”

“Probably the best he could afford. I heard Malcolm cut off Simon’s trust fund.”

“Oh.” CC nodded thoughtfully. “I thought she pissed off her boss and this was her punishment. Know a good seafood place?”

“I’m in the mood for steak.”

After a relaxing dinner, CC kept her word and was on the first available flight back to Boston. She didn’t get home until well after three in the morning. Still, leaving the drama behind her and crawling into bed with the love of her life was well worth the lack of sleep.

*   *  *
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While CC was on the West Coast ruining Simon Fisher’s day, her wife Jamie was back home. She stood in the yard pretending to rake. Normally, she enjoyed her time outside, pruning and planting. It reminded her of the times she spent with her mother and grandmother back in Maryland.

When CC, Jamie, and Stevie purchased the house, they had discussed hiring a landscaper. Thankfully Stevie shared Jamie’s interest in getting out into the fresh air and trying to do a little manual labor. For Jamie it was perfect, spending time with her sister-in-law or alone, outside enjoying the day. Since she worked the late shift at the hospital, she had all day long to go out and get dirty.

That day, Jamie was far too occupied with what was happening on the other side of the country. They had good lives, except for the constant reminder of what happened when Simon entered the scene. The only good to come out of the whole fiasco was that she and CC were reunited. But she felt that would have happened without all the psycho drama and bloodshed.

“Hey there.” Stevie’s voice disrupted her troubling thoughts. The lanky brunette pointed to the patch of ground that Jamie had raked so hard she had begun to turn the soil. “I think you got that spot.”

“Crap.”

“It will be okay.”

“I know.” Jamie tried to sound confident. She just couldn’t shake the feeling that one day it was all going to unravel. “Come join me? I know playing on your computer pays the bills, but it’s too nice to be stuck inside.”

“Maybe later.” Stevie hesitated. “Can you do me a favor? I have a client meeting in the morning. Can you drop Emma off at school?”

“No problem,” Jamie absently agreed, her mind still three thousand miles away. “Another client meeting? Been doing a lot more of those.”

“No choice.” Stevie grimaced. “The economy isn’t very cooperative these days. If I lose another client, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep up.”

“Don’t worry. We’re ahead on the mortgage, thanks to your Uncle Mac. That was quite some envelope he slipped us after we got married.”

“Uncle Mac is good that way.” Stevie beamed. “Enough about money. You’re right, it is far too nice to be hiding indoors.”

Stevie dashed inside leaving Jamie alone with her thoughts. Jamie finally smiled when Stevie raced outside and grabbed a bag of mulch. “I was thinking we need a splash of color along the walkway,” Stevie said.

“Look, it’s Misty,” Stevie whispered while tugging on her gardening gloves. She nodded toward the mail carrier who was making her way towards their house. “Morning!” she excitedly greeted the woman.

Jamie rolled her eyes wondering what Stevie liked best about their new home, the size, the yard, or the sexy mail lady? Jamie offered her good morning before stepping away. She preferred not to watch Stevie act all goofy around Misty. Jamie couldn’t understand it. Normally, her sister-in-law was confident and easygoing with everyone she met. Around Misty for some reason, Stevie got positively silly.

“Why don’t you just ask her out?” Jamie said after Misty had made her way to the next house.

“And if she says no? We’d never get our mail.”

“Good point.”

“What is this?”

“A card.” Jamie noted the obvious as she began to clean up and put away her gardening tools. It was getting late. She needed to start getting ready for work. She grunted when Stevie thrust the card at her. Jamie’s eyes widened when she looked at it. “Who sent it?”

“No return address.” Stevie scrunched up her face. “No signature.”

“A Father’s Day card,” Jamie said. “Definitely the wrong house.”
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Chapter 2
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The following morning began a tad too early for CC’s tastes. The sounds of giggling disrupted her sleep, and she tried to hide under her pillow. The hysterical giggling continued. “Argh!” She reached for her lover. She needed Jamie to make the annoying giggling stop before CC was forced to shoot something.

“Coffee?” She slapped the empty mattress. Still nowhere near a conscious state, she kept slapping the spot where Jamie should be sleeping. After several moments of grasping at empty air, it finally occurred to her that Jamie was not nestled beside her. When CC had arrived home a few short hours ago, Jamie was fast asleep. She had snuggled up against her wife and listened to the sweet murmuring sounds she made as she slept. Now in the stark light of day she wearily lifted her head.

“No Jamie.” She smacked her lips. Her eyes finally blinked open.

“Aunty Caitlin?” her niece, Emma, screeched from downstairs.

A loud “Sssh,” quickly followed Emma’s piercing shrill. “Yeah, that’ll work.” Defeated, CC climbed out of bed, scowled, and descended the staircase.

“Coffee,” she said, unaware of the angry glare Jamie was sporting.

“Auntie Caitlin!” Emma squealed and jumped off of her chair. The impish seven-year-old darted across the kitchen and attached herself to CC’s leg before Jamie could intervene.

“Peanut?” CC tried to sound joyous.

“Don’t,” Jamie said before CC could reach down and scoop Emma up in her arms. “You’re not awake yet.”

Somewhere in the back of her mind, CC recalled being half-asleep and injuring her back while picking up Emma. The injury hadn’t been serious, damaging her pride more than her back.

“Coffee?” she repeated hopefully. In her foggy mind, it seemed like a reasonable request.

“Counter,” Jamie said and sighed.

CC moved directly towards the coffeemaker perched on the counter. She was unaware that Emma remained attached to her leg. The youngster failed to loosen her grasp as CC poured her coffee. She paused for a moment to inhale the delectable aroma, took her first sip, and felt the world righting itself. A second sip encouraged her to look down at the child clinging to her.


“Peanut?” She was suddenly curious as to why a small child was latched onto her. “Why?” She directed the question towards her wife.


“I love these morning chats,” Jamie said wryly. CC simply sipped her coffee. “Stevie had a meeting with a client.”

“Feed me,” Emma sweetly pleaded.

“Want some coffee?”

“Yes!”

“No,” Jamie said sternly. Somewhere in the midst of her fog, CC knew Jamie was right and that for some reason it was bad to offer a seven-year-old a cup of coffee.

“Cereal?” CC slowly lifted Emma up and placed her back in her chair.

“Yes!” Emma once again said gleefully.

“No,” Jamie said.

“What?” CC frowned. “We have boxes of the crap.”

“And according to your sister, that’s just what it is.”

“Cocoa Krispies, please?” Emma was not above begging. “Fruit Loops?”

“Uh, no.” CC was forced to decline. “There’s way too much sugar in those.”

“Which is why Stevie doesn’t want Emma eating cereal here,” Jamie explained.

“Can’t blame her for that.” CC had to agree. Nothing but high-octane sugar-laden junk lurked in the cupboard.

“Hey.” Jamie defended her actions. “I buy the kind that I like, since you don’t eat the stuff. Besides, they’re full of vitamins and calcium. It says so right on the box.” She held up a box of one of her favorite breakfast treats.

“And apparently they’re also magically delicious.” CC groaned. “Where is it you went to med school?”

“Cook for your niece. I need to take my shower.”

“I can handle it.” CC watched Jamie stomp off. “So, fruit?”

“I don’t like fruit.”

“Eggs?”

“I don’t like eggs.”

“Oatmeal?”

“I don’t like oatmeal.”

“You liked it last week.”

Emma sat there with her little arms folded across her chest. “Man, you are so much like your mother. Fine, how about French toast?” She was quickly running out of options.

“Yes, please.”

“Cool.” CC blew out a breath in relief.

“With caramelized bananas and a dusting of confectionary sugar,” Emma said with authority.

“Someone’s been watching the Food Network with Auntie Jamie.” CC began to prepare a simple version of French toast.

“You’re getting basic toast dipped in egg batter, Wolfgang.”

“Boring.” Emma sighed dramatically. “And I like Cat Cora.”

“Something else you got from Aunt Jamie.”

“Can’t wait until she’s a teenager,” Jamie said and chuckled

upon entering the kitchen. “Want me to take over?”

“No thanks, James.” CC smiled. “The coffee’s kicking in. Sorry I wasn’t swift on the uptake.”

“Auntie Caitlin won’t caramelize bananas for us,” Emma said

and scowled.

“Ogre.” Jamie snickered.

“She shouldn’t be able to pronounce half those things much less request them for breakfast.” CC placed a simple breakfast in front of the little critic.

“I’m not the o ne who lets her watch Court TV,” Jamie said.

“It’s not called that anymore. And I only let her watch because I was on it. She wanted to know what I did.”

“Yes, letting a seven-year-old know what you do at your job is brilliant.”

CC looked over at her wife and tried to figure out just what she had done to tick her off? The tension was rolling off Jamie’s body. Then it hit her. Jamie wasn’t mad at her. She was upset by where CC had been. The trip was an ugly reminder that, someday, Simon could be free.

“It went okay.”

“So you said when you called.” Jamie’s response was gruff. “Sorry.” She shook her head. “It’s not you, it’s—”

“I know.”

CC set down her coffee mug and wrapped her arms around the woman she loved. She rested her head against Jamie’s. She released a terse sigh when she felt Jamie’s tension easing. CC had learned a long time ago sometimes the best thing to do was say nothing. She held her wife, enjoying the feel of her body pressed  against her own. If they had been alone, things might have progressed further. Yet, with Emma sitting at the kitchen table, just holding Jamie was more than enough.

“Need me to stay home?” she asked when Jamie stepped out of her embrace. She was filled with a sense of relief when Jamie smiled up at her.

“No, I got my new kids starting today, but thank you.”

“Ah, new doctors.” CC nodded. “Well, scaring the bejesus out of the residents always puts a spring in your step.” CC was joking, but she understood the added tension this day caused. Simon had been one of Jamie’s students. At first she handled him the same way she handled all of her residents during their rotation. When it became clear that Simon had what everyone assumed was a crush on her, she made it clear that she wasn’t interested. That’s when the stalking began, and bodies started showing up. The hardest part of everything that had happened all those years ago was the tragic events had reunited Jamie and CC and would always be remembered.

“Maybe you should stay home.”

“You need me to?”

“No,” Jamie answered with a soft smile. “You just look beat.”

“Nah. I’m okay. It’s not like I’m going to do anything at work. I swear ever since Max decided to put in his paperwork, my work is limited to counting paper clips and watching him read about boats.”

“Boats?”

“Yeah, he’s decided that since he’s moving to Florida, he needs a boat. Started out as a small motorboat, and now he’s looking at yachts.”

“I know you’re bored,” Jamie carefully began to say. “But I’m

not about to complain that you’re out of harm’s way for the next few months.”

“Peace and quiet. You’d think I’d enjoy it.” CC kissed Jamie on her cheek and turned. She was horrified when she spied her precious niece. “What is she wearing?” She wasn’t at all pleased to hear her wife snickering behind her.

“It’s my new baseball cap,” Emma boasted while sucking down her breakfast.

“It’s an Orioles hat.”

“Auntie Jamie gave it to me. Do you like it?”

“Uh, sure.” CC was unable to believe what she was seeing. “James? It’s an Orioles hat.”

“I know.”

“But this is Boston.”

“And the Orioles are my hometown team.”

“I know. But, seriously, the other kids will pick on her.”

“Oh, please. They don’t even pick on little Jorge, who wears a Yankees hat.”

“That’s just wrong.”

“Caitlin. Emma, likes her hat. I know you’re a die-hard Red Sox fan. If your season tickets hadn’t clued me in, your collection of fifty some odd T-shirts would have tipped me off. I on the other hand was raised in Maryland.”

“We aren’t even married in Maryland.”

“Not yet. Emma, do you like your new hat?”

“Yes! It has orange and black.”

“Fine.” CC reluctantly caved in. “Change is good, I guess.”

Jamie rolled her eyes.

“What? I’m agreeing.” CC stole another cup of coffee. She knew Jamie didn’t believe her. CC was already formulating a plan to get rid of the hat.

“Oh, before I forget, this came yesterday.” Jamie handed her a Ziploc bag with a greeting card sealed inside. “Probably nothing, but I thought you’d like to see it.”

“Happy Father’s Day.” CC stared at it feeling completely confused. “Trying to tell me something?”

“It came for Stevie yesterday. No return address and no signature,” Jamie said. “Just the card.”

“I’ll have one of the lab guys take a look.” CC was still trying to understand the meaning behind the card. “Just in case any of our new neighbors aren’t as friendly as they pretend to be.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Emma, I took one of your Dalmatians,” CC said. She knew she shouldn’t boast. She was trying to teach Emma the importance of the game and how to be a gracious winner or loser. Plus she understood that learning the basic strategy of a chess match could be very beneficial for her niece’s learning skills. The days of allowing Emma to win had passed not long after she grasped the concept of chess. CC hoped that by understanding the game, Emma would be more prepared in life.

“I know.” Emma cleared her plate from the table. “Check.”

“Huh?”

“Check.”

Her almost bored tone irked CC just a little.

“I’m ready.” The imp shouldered her backpack.

CC flinched with pain when she stubbed her toe while trying to race over to the chessboard. She stared at the board, dumbfounded by what she was looking at. “Good move,” she finally managed to say. “Poison Pawn. I walked right into it.”

“You let her?” Jamie asked.

“No, don’t need to anymore. The kid is almost outplaying me.”

“She’s seven. How old was Stevie when she started to outplay you?”

“She isn’t outplaying me.” CC struggled to keep her voice low. “Stevie started outplaying me when she was about fifteen.”

“You taught me the move,” Emma said, alerting them that she could hear them. “I don’t want to be late. Sandy Holliston promised she was bringing something wicked cool for show-and-tell.”

“Great. She’s sassy and smarter than we are.” Jamie cringed. “Again, can’t wait till she’s a teenager.”

*   *  *
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While CC was doing her best to wrap up breakfast and infuse more coffee into her weary body, Deputy Val Brown strode into a Connecticut police station dragging a sorry excuse for a human being behind her.

“Deputy Val Brown, US Marshal,” she announced and flashed her badge. “I believe you lost something.” She shoved Tommy Bigalow forward. “Turned up down in DC.”

“Heard you caught him,” the desk sergeant said and chuckled. “Bigalow, you pain in the ass. Next time we’ll let them keep you.”

“No, thanks.” Brown handed the sergeant the paperwork. “We have enough criminals in the capital.”

“Most of them were elected.”

“No kidding.” Val snickered as she handed over Tommy along with his paperwork. “He’s all yours. I just need to check in with the local field office.”

“Hey, I’m hungry,” Bigalow whined.

“Shut up.” Val smacked him on the back of the head. “Tommy, my boy, when you stop stealing little old ladies’ pension checks, you can dictate when you eat. In the meantime, pipe down, you little pissant.”

After having placed Tommy safely behind bars for at least another six months, she hoped, Val made her way over to the local US Marshal’s field office to drop off the last of the paperwork. She was looking forward to heading back to DC. More importantly, she was looking forward to a little downtime, alone in her cabin in Virginia. Just her, the peace and quiet, maybe a nice bottle of wine, and if she got lonely, she knew a bar where she could find companionship.

She shed the standard-issue black blazer, revealing her well- toned body. Mentally, she was counting down the time it would take to get back to DC. If she did it right, the trip would take less than ten hours. Checking out, another half an hour tops, and she’d be on the road.

She handed over the paperwork ready to beat feet out of the stuffy office when it happened. An agent was complaining about someone at the Boston field office not listening to a request for a BOLO. She tried not to pay attention. She had plans. Plans that, for the first time in her life, meant she could just kick back and chill. Then she heard them mention the fugitive was a child molester. She became slightly interested, yet still cautioned herself not to get involved. Related to a cop. Okay, slightly more interested. Then she heard the name Caitlin Calloway, and before she could stop herself, she opened her mouth and did the one thing that always led to trouble. She volunteered.
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Chapter 3
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CC made a couple of quick stops downtown, including a visit to one of her favorite forensic geeks, Dr. Corey McDowell. She gave Corey the odd greeting card after explaining that it had nothing to do with a case. She threw in a bribe of chocolate frosted cupcakes. That and a promise not to tell his wife he wasn’t sticking to his diet. Her bribes made him agree to run a few tests on the Father’s Day card. Once she completed her errands, she made her way over to the station. 

Once she entered the station, she was eager to start her day.

“Another shooting last night,” she said to her partner, hoping for some kind of reaction.

“Gangbanger.” He gave a grunt without bothering to look up from the brochure he was reading. “Leave it to the task force.”

“Yeah, just like all the others.” CC plopped down in her chair.

“Not my fault,” Max said, still enthralled with his brochure.

“The only ones killing each other these days are gangs. That isn’t our turf.”

“Nothing seems to be our turf lately,” she said with disdain.

It was wearing on her. CC was accustomed to being active. Max’s new lack of ambition was taking its toll on her. She got it. He was getting short. A permanent vacation was looming on the horizon. It didn’t make sense to get hurt now.

On the other hand, she was still on the job. But he was the senior officer. If he said they didn’t move, they didn’t move. For the first time in her life, Caitlin Calloway understood that remaining idle was far more exhausting than busting her ass was. She looked over at Max, who at that moment, was happily flipping through brochures, ads, leaflets, and what-not for new boats.

She glanced at the stack of files to her right. “What about—”

“Domestic, murder-suicide. Once the forensics were in, we closed it. You did the paperwork on it before you left. You should be happy. For the most part, there is peace and harmony looming over our fair city. Enjoy the serenity.”

“I’ll give you serenity,” she muttered under her breath.

“Don’t.” Max barely peered over the boating magazine he was reading. “Keep this up, and you’ll jinx us. Next thing you know, we’ll get caught up in something convoluted and dangerous.”

CC grunted. It wasn’t helping her cause that most of the homicides in the Boston area were gang related or domestic. Just her luck that murder was on the rise, and the majority of them were turned over to the gang task force.

Her gaze returned to the stack of files. It was paperwork. For the first time since she began her career, it was completed paperwork. The fact should have made her happy. It didn’t. She rolled her shoulders, prepared for another day of nothing.

“Jamie gave Emma an Orioles hat.”

“So?” Max shrugged.

“She has a perfectly good Sox hat.” CC tried to defend her discomfort. “Not one of those pink ones either. Bought it for her myself.”

“She can have more than one hat.” Max furrowed his brow. “Leave the kid alone.”

“It’s just,” CC tried to settle down. “Never mind. Go back to finding the perfect fishing boat.” Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a curvy blonde. “Mulligan.” She greeted the smiling woman.

“Calloway.” Leigh Mulligan nodded in return. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Hah!” CC couldn’t resist barking out. Max had the bad manners to chuckle. “What brings you up here, Detective?”

“I have this case.” Mulligan started to offer a file to CC. “I could use a second opinion. If you have a moment, I’d appreciate a little help.”

“Beats the hell out of sitting here watching my arse grow,” CC quipped before tossing a pencil at Max.

“Missing persons isn’t our territory,” Max said. “But if you’re that bored, give Mulligan a hand. Share some of those superior detective skills I taught you.”

“You taught me?” She snapped open the file. “The only thing you taught me is where to find the best donuts. Eighteen-year-old nanny, missing for nine days.”

“Au pair from the UK,” Mulligan said. “Annie Fraser. Employer claims she just up and quit.”

“You don’t believe them?”

“No, I think she’s dead.”

“Go on.”

“Here’s the time line. Annie Fraser got up, fed the two Stern children, boys, just before seven. She had them dressed and out the door just after eight. Took them to preschool. Went to the library. Picked up the kids just after one in the afternoon. Walked them to the park. Walked them home, gave them a snack, and had them down for a nap around three. Then, according to the lady of the house, Mrs. Natalie Stern, she quit and walked out. That was on the twenty-seventh. She hasn’t been seen or heard from since. None of it makes any sense,” Mulligan said. “This kid talked to her parents at least three times a week. Then all of a sudden nothing.”

“How does she usually get in touch with them?”

“Skype.”

“Simple, easy, and free.” CC mulled over the information.

Skype was a great way to communicate. All the girl needed to chat with her parents was a computer and an Internet connection. 

“Did she use the family computer or her own?”

“Her parents said she had a laptop,” Mulligan said. “They bought it for her before she left home so she could keep in touch with them. She also had a cell and a prepaid international calling card. But she mostly used Skype.”

“Where is the laptop?”

“I have no idea,” Mulligan said. “The family who hired her won’t let me check her room. The wife claims that Annie quit and she could care less where the little whore is.”

“Would that be a direct quote?” Max asked suddenly interested.

“Yes.”

“I can see why you’re concerned,” CC said. “Let me run this by the boss. If he’s okay with it, I’d like to check things out with you.”

“Thanks.”

She got up from her chair and cast a glance at Max, “Interested?”

“I’m busy.” He waved her off.

“Yeah, watching the clock ticking away must be exhausting.” CC charged over to Captain Rousseau’s office.

There was almost a spring in her step. She couldn’t believe how excited she was to finally have something to do. She had to remind herself that the case could turn into nothing. A teenager away from her family for the first time in a new city. Young Annie could have simply developed a case of wanderlust. But something about her employer’s reaction didn’t feel right. The most likely scenario was that the man of the house had crossed the line and the wife sent the girl packing. No need to bother with formalities when your marriage is at stake. Just kick the kid to the curb and be done with it.

CC’s own mother had done the same when she was all of fifteen. She didn’t hesitate throwing the teenager out on the streets when she discovered that she was gay. Then again it might have had more to do with CC’s constant accusations regarding her step-father’s depraved behavior.

Fortunately, Caitlin wasn’t a typical teenager. Unknown to her mother and stepfather, she already had two jobs and had rented a room. She had prepared herself for the day her so-called parents would exile her from her kid sister’s life.

“So what do you think?” she eagerly asked her commanding officer.

“I think it’s worth a look,” he said. “And a little fresh air wouldn’t kill you.”

“No kidding.”

“Yeah, about that.” He sounded hesitant. “Let me know how you like working with Mulligan.”

“Yeah?”

“Just a thought. Max is leaving an open spot. As you may suspect, cutbacks are coming. He did me a real favor by turning in his papers.”

“Which would mean that there really isn’t an opening.”

“Yeah, there is,” he mumbled. “Andy.”

“Damn.”

“Not a word,” he said. “He’s had his chances. How many different ways can you tell a guy to sober up or get out?”

“True enough.” CC couldn’t help agreeing. Andy had long passed being a functioning alcoholic. A drunk with a gun wasn’t a good combination. “Does that mean I’ll be riding with Frank?”

“I haven’t decided.” He surprised CC with a smile. “You’re a very popular gal these days. Everyone wants Max’s chair.”

“Normally, I’m only popular during baseball season, thanks to my season tickets. What’s making me the hot chick all of a sudden?”

“You’re kidding right? You have the highest closure rate in the city.” He shook his head. “Hell you’ve banged up two serial killers. That Fisher idiot, and let’s not forget back when you were uniform you were the one who collared Jeffrey Charles West.”

“Geez.” She flinched. “That sick fuck. That was dumb luck, and you know it.”

“I hate when you act all humble. It usually means that you’re going to hit me up for something big or do something incredibly stupid.”

“Maybe I’ll do a little of both just to annoy you.”

“Out! Try to do something useful.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Mulligan! Let’s roll!” she shouted across the squad room.

“Where to first?”

“The employment agency. It’s getting late. I’d like a quick chat with them before they close for the night. Then we should swing over and have a chat with the Sterns.”

“I take it you’re driving?”

“You catch on quick.”
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Val made good time getting to Boston. The tip about Beaumont’s whereabouts sounded too good to be true. The caller wished to remain anonymous. Nothing new about that. Most people didn’t want criminals to know that they were the ones who ratted them out. If the tip wasn’t bogus, Beaumont would have arrived at 7:00 p.m. at the Peter Pan bus terminal located at South Station, Boston. By the time the tipster had called in, it was too late to catch the bus at one of its stops. They were going to try to catch the bus on its route. It all seemed a little iffy by the time Val entered the conversation. The best hope seemed to be to catch the runner when he got off the bus in Boston.

If the information was good, this would be a very quick and hopefully satisfying trip for Val. Which might calm her boss down. He was less than pleased when she phoned and tried to explain why she was putting her personal time on hold. If it weren’t for the words “child molester,” he probably would have told her to stay out of it.

Once she had the okay, she tried calling the Boston field office. After speaking to Deputy Finn of the Marshal Service, Val was less than happy. She got the distinct impression the man was doing nothing more than blowing smoke up her butt. Upon arriving in Boston, her suspicions were confirmed. Nothing had been done. No be-on-the-look-out alert, better known as a BOLO, was issued, the local cops hadn’t been notified, and not one person thought it prudent to swing by the bus terminal to check out the story. Finn’s attitude irked her. She knew his type. “I’m a man and I’ve been doing this longer so don’t tell me how to do my job.” She hated guys like Finn. No matter how wrong or pigheaded they acted, she had to work with them and deal with the fallout.

After trying to discuss the matter with Finn face-to-face, she was no longer upset. She was pissed off beyond belief. It was all she could do to keep from whipping out her stun gun and expressing her displeasure. She resisted the urge and politely excused herself from Finn’s office. She took a calming breath and reached for her cell phone.

“Tanner, it’s Val. Who do we know in Boston?” She listened to Tanner’s suggestion. “No I’m not looking to get laid,” she growled. “I need to step on some toes. I’ve got to get around an arrogant bureaucratic dipstick. Got a name?” She couldn’t help pumping her fist when Tanner supplied her with an all-too-familiar name. “Yeah, that’ll wake up the locals. No, I’ve got his number, back from when we did that little job together in Bogotá. Thanks, Tanner.” Val punched in the number. After jumping through several hoops, she reached her caller.

“Val? How the hell are you?”

“I’m fine, sir. Just hit a little problem in Boston,” she said. “I hate to bother you.”

“Knock off that ‘sir’ crap,” he scolded her playfully. “Just tell me what you need.”

“Just looking for a little interagency cooperation.”

*   *  *
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CC was humming as she navigated the streets of Boston. It felt good to be outside and doing something. She prayed that the girl would be found safe and sound. If it weren’t for the nagging feeling that something was amiss, she would have sent Mulligan on her way. The employment agency had little to offer. Mrs. Stern failed to contact them to inform them that Annie was no longer in their employment. Which in itself sent up a red flag. If Annie had just up and quit as the Sterns claimed, why wouldn’t they report her actions to her employer?

CC parked in front of the oversized monstrosity that was the residence of Natalie and J.M. Charles Stern. She quickly surmised that the Sterns were Village Hills people, the type that felt a need to distinguish which part of the city they lived in. CC couldn’t stomach snarky posers who lived to prove that they were better than everyone else.

“This should be interesting,” she muttered as they approached the front door.

“You again?” Mrs. Stern seemed surprised. “Now what?”

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Stern.” CC took the lead. Her tone was pleasant, masking her disdain.

Mrs. Stern was thin with signs of going to the gym on a semi-regular basis. Her fashionable yet still age-appropriate clothing matched her neatly coifed hair. Something about this woman immediately irked CC. It was the way she spoke, her lips never quite parting. It was very Wellesley or Vassar, very Village Hills. The cold, polite tone of someone who was quite certain they were better than you and most people walking the planet. Basically she was a snob. CC hated boorish people who assumed that the world truly did revolve around them.

“I’m Detective Calloway, and I believe you’ve already met Detective Mulligan.”

Mrs. Stern simply grunted in response. Not a guttural grunt, just an annoying throat clearing that informed the officers that they were wasting her precious time.

“I know you’re a busy woman,” CC said. “Ms. Fraser’s parents have been a nuisance. Detective Mulligan tried to explain that a girl that age is capable of anything.”

“That is what I have been trying to tell you people.” It hadn’t escaped CC the way Mrs. Stern stressed the words you people. It was a primitive maneuver to once again inform CC and Leigh that they were wasting her time. “The girl was a whore, spreading her legs for anyone.”

The unexpected harsh words were another tip-off that something was most definitely amiss in the Stern household. Mrs. Stern stood there, her thin arms folded tightly against her chest. CC studied her for a
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