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      Blood smeared the mattress where Bibi O’Dell had fallen after she’d been shot. Given her occupation, hooker, and her drug of choice, meth, I wasn’t surprised when she told me to go stuff myself after I asked who’d pulled the trigger.

      “C’mon, Bibi, can you at least give me a hint?” I watched as the paramedics struggled to lift her from the mattress to their gurney. She was a hefty woman, weighing in at close to three hundred and fifty pounds of unhelpful dead weight.

      Bibi slapped one of the men on the hand. “You watch where you’re puttin’ those hands, or I’m gonna charge you for my services.”

      I’ve known Bibi for almost five years, and I’ve arrested her more times than I’d care to count. I reached in, grabbed one enormous leg, and hefted it onto the gurney. Unfortunately, not much of the rest of her made it that far. “Why can’t you be a skeleton-like all the rest of the meth users?”

      Bibi paused mid-complaint and fixed her bulging fish eyes on me. “You callin’ me fat, Detective Wolfe?”

      “Not at all. I’m saying if you were a competent meth user, your leg wouldn’t weigh more than I do.”

      Bibi shifted her gaze to one of the paramedics. “She callin’ me fat.”

      I moved to her midsection and wiggled my gloved hands under her until they were smashed beneath her butt. “All right, everybody, on three.” All six of us heaved her onto the gurney, and I quickly retrieved my hands.

      Bibi held out her hand, palm up. “That’ll be fifteen dollars.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Excuse me?”

      “Fifteen dollars for services rendered. You can’t put your hands on my butt and not expect to pay for my services. I’ll sue your ass for lack of payment. Me’n your captain are on a first-name basis, you know. Just let me call him, then see what happens, uh-huh.”

      I looked around at my sergeant, Kate Brannigan, who raised her hands and grinned. “Don’t get me in the middle of this; it’s your problem, not mine.”

      Unfortunately, my captain probably was on a first-name basis with Bibi. I slid my thumb under the cuff of my glove to peel it off, then reached into my pocket and pulled out two crumpled bills, a ten and a five. Bibi would be out of commission for a while, and I really couldn’t begrudge her the money. I grinned as I handed her the bills, then pulled off the second glove.

      Kate laughed as she peeled off her own gloves and took one last look around the room, making sure we’d collected all the evidence we might need if the case ever went to court.

      I followed the gurney out into the living room and threw the gloves onto a pile of overstuffed black trash bags. Nearby, a cat lay sprawled on a sofa, his green eyes lazily tracking my movement.

      “What’d you see, fellah?” I walked over and ran my fingers through his fur while he rolled onto his side and batted me with his paw. Kate’s cell phone rang, and I watched as she slid it out of her pocket and stepped outside. The cat batted my hand one last time, then flipped off the sofa and hit all four living room walls before racing full-tilt into the kitchen. He did a few circuits around the countertops and finally landed next to a sink loaded with plates full of rotting food.

      When I followed him in, he sprang from the counter onto the refrigerator, then disappeared back into the living room. I walked to the refrigerator and opened the door. Putrid air spilled out, and I held my breath long enough to look inside. A carton of curdled milk, some old carrots, stale bread, and an open can of beans were the only items on the otherwise bare shelves. I quickly shut the door and followed the cat, holding my breath until I was out of the kitchen and back in the living room.

      Kate returned, trailed by Jack Dougherty, a patrol sergeant on the Southside. Jack came over and held out his hand. “Hey Alex, I haven’t seen you since Bonnie’s last softball game. Where’ve you been?”

      Bonnie is Jack’s 7-year-old daughter, and I’m Alexandra Wolfe, a detective in the Special Crimes Unit of the Tucson Police Department. I nodded towards Kate. “If my sergeant’d give me some time off, I’d have you guys over for a barbeque or something, but no….”

      Kate walked into the kitchen and said over her shoulder, “I’m actually doing the world a favor, Alex.” She scrunched her nose at Jack. “Have you ever tasted her cooking?”

      Jack reached up to scratch beneath his thinning hair. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Kate finished her inspection of the kitchen and pulled a notebook out of her pocket. “Anyway, Alex, I need you to talk to the neighbors, see if they saw or heard anything unusual last night. See if you can find out if Bibi is actually living here with the Michas or if she was just here to work. If she was working, I want to know if the Micha’s little girl was here too.” She scribbled something in her notes, and I grinned at Jack as I headed out the door. He threw me one of his little-boy smiles before he turned to follow Kate into the bedroom.

      The Micha’s house was one of two built inside a rectangular fenced yard. I stood on the porch and watched the ambulance pull away with Bibi before I walked around the weeds and knocked on the door to the second house.

      Peeling paint on old houses has always fascinated me, and while I waited for someone to open the door, I played with the jagged pieces of old paint clinging to the door jam. The surrounding boards were loose, so I jiggled one up and down and ended up pulling out an old nail that had worked its way clear of its mooring. Just as the nail screeched free, the door opened a tiny amount, allowing an ancient woman to peer out at me through the crack. Her eyes immediately focused on the nail, which I quickly tried to hide in the palm of my hand. She opened the door a little wider and held out her hand like a schoolteacher asking a recalcitrant student for their wad of gum. I handed it to her, and she took it with a short shake of her head. Balancing her weight on the doorknob, she stepped out onto the front stoop, leaned down to aim the point of the nail at the now vacant hole, and wiggled it back into place.

      “Um, sorry about that.” I pointed to the nail. “I wasn’t really paying attention.”

      Wrinkles lined her face, but her smile radiated warmth and old-world charm. “That’s fine, Dear, I understand. Can I help you?” She stood bright-eyed and erect, hands clasped in front and shaking a little from age, which I guessed to be somewhere in the late eighties.

      “Yes, Ma’am, I’m Detective Wolfe, from the Tucson Police Department.”

      “Yes, Dear, I saw the badge on your belt. And that big gun. It’s a Glock, isn’t it?” She pointed to the Glock .40 I wore in a holster on my hip.

      I blinked stupidly and fiddled with my badge. “Well, yeah, it’s a Glock.”

      “I thought so. I used to help my husband clean his guns. I just love the banana smell of the gun oil, don’t you?”

      I stared at her. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Her gaze traveled down to my legs, “You have some of my paint on your trousers, you know.”

      “Oh, um, sorry again.” I grabbed the flake as I mumbled my apologies. The chip crumbled, and I watched the tiny pieces float to the porch. “Anything else?” I looked up at her and waited to hear about spinach caught in my teeth or gum stuck in my hair.

      “No, Dear. You have a wonderful day now.” With that, she went back into the house and closed the door.

      “Alex, have you gotten anything yet?” Kate walked towards me with her cell phone up to her ear. “Casey’s on her way. She wants to know if the neighbors saw anything so she can have some ammo when she tries to talk to Bibi again.”

      “Yeah, I was talking to Mrs.….” I fumbled for my notebook and shuffled through the pages as though looking for a name. “Look, give me a few minutes, then I’ll come over to give you an update, okay?”

      Kate nodded and pointed to her watch, telling me to hurry it up.

      I gave her the thumbs up and knocked again, quickly stuffing my hands into my pockets while I waited for the door to open. When no one answered, I knocked louder, then pushed the doorbell, listening intently for the shuffle of old lady feet. I impatiently watched a spider walk around a web that was suspended between the porch light and the side of the house. When she started on her second round, I raised my hand to knock one more time. I stopped short when I heard a toilet flush inside.

      “Oh, just great.” I tried to escape down the steps, but the door opened, and the old woman peered out.

      “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Dear. I had to have a bowel movement, and at my age, when nature actually tries to work like it knows it should, I never argue.” She raised white eyebrows and blinked as though this was a normal daily conversation she’d have with a perfect stranger.

      I crossed my arms and wondered how I could transition from that opening to the aggravated assault of a hooker next door.

      “Um, yes, Ma’am.” I shuffled my feet as I ran through a litany of possible sentences, none of which quite fit as a segue between proper bowel behavior and the bloody bedroom.

      “Can I help you, Dear?” The old woman smiled and nodded slightly as though trying to encourage a small child.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” I felt brilliant repeating that every few seconds. I finally pointed to the ugly green shack. “I was wondering how well you know your neighbors over there?”

      “Oh, the Micha’s? What a lovely family. I rent to them, you know.” She beamed as though she’d bestowed a mansion on the little family. Her loosely braided hair was wrapped around her head several times, and the combination of snow-white hair over sapphire eyes was incredible.

      “Have you talked to them lately? Or seen anyone talking to them?” I stood there with my pen poised, hoping she’d say “no” so I could go on to the next house in the neighborhood.

      “Of course, Dear. Reina used to come over every day for tea and cookies. She hasn’t been here in a few weeks, though. I imagine it’s because she and her uncle and his friends are taking tea together now that he’s moved in with Ms. Micha and Reina. Is that all you needed, Dear?” She started back into her home, and I glanced over to where Kate was standing in front of Reina’s house.

      I put my foot up against the door so the woman couldn’t disappear inside again. “Um, could I come in for a minute?” I needed to ask about the uncle, but I didn’t want to scare her by pushing my way in. “For some tea, I mean. It is teatime, isn’t it?”

      Her face brightened into a ball of sunshine, and she motioned me into her tiny living room. “Oh my...yes, of course, it is. Where are my manners? I would love to have you for some tea.”

      I stepped inside, and she pointed to a couch nestled in a little alcove to the side of the room. “Please, take a seat there by the window while I put on a kettle of water.” She slowly stepped to the sink and held a cat-shaped kettle under the faucet. The cat’s head tilted back while the water gushed down its throat. She put the kettle on the stove and shuffled over to a tray that held a pink china teapot and several small teacups. Her hands trembled as she carried the tray back to the kitchen and set it on the tiny kitchen table.

      I studied the room while she set up the tray. A beautiful cherry-wood side-table held a picture of a handsome man in a World War II uniform. The soldier stood next to two children who were leaning up against his legs. Under the table, an antique Indian rug lay on the floor in front of a cloth-covered sofa.

      I sat as instructed and watched the old woman as she moved around the kitchen gathering sugar and spoons and various other teatime paraphernalia. The water was taking forever to boil, and I got up and paced to an old spinet piano, impatiently pressing one of the yellowed keys.

      “Do you play, Dear?” My hostess finally shuffled towards the couch with the tray of tea and cookies.

      “No, Ma’am.” I went back over to sit on the couch. The teacup felt warm as I took it from her, and I waited for her to take her chair. When she’d finally settled, I figured I could ask my questions without seeming rude. “You said Reina used to come over for tea until her uncle came. Reina’s the seven-year-old who lives there?”

      She sipped her tea and nodded. “She is, and we always have a wonderful time when she visits.”

      “Have you met her uncle?”

      “We’ve not been properly introduced, no, but I have waved to him once or twice. He seems like a nice young man.” She thought a minute, then said, “He’s never actually waved back, but Reina does. She is such a sweet little girl.” She looked at me over the rim of her cup. “Do you think Reina might start coming back for tea anytime soon?” She sounded so wistful that I didn’t quite know what to say.

      “Mrs.—actually, I’ve never gotten your name.” I balanced the teacup on my knee so I had my hands free to write her name in my notebook.

      “Mrs. Highland, Dear. My husband was Horace Highland of the Cincinnati Highlands. Have you heard of them?”

      “No, Ma’am, I haven’t. Mrs. Highland, could you describe Reina’s uncle to me?”

      Kate chose that second to walk by the window, and she did a double take at our little tea party. She caught my eyes, and her eyebrows rose up into her shaggy bangs before she shook her head and disappeared from the window.

      Mrs. Highland put one finger up to her saggy cheek. “Well, let me see...my Horace was five feet eleven inches tall, and when he walked into the door at the Micha’s home, he would hit his head on the light fixture to the right of the door. He always told me he was going to raise that light fixture so he wouldn’t hit his head. One time he hit it so hard I had to take him to the doctor to get stitches.” She reached down to straighten the picture of the soldier so lovingly displayed on the coffee table.

      I stared at her, wondering where this was going and hoping I could pull her back to Reina’s uncle.

      She squinted at the wall behind me, trying to see something that wasn’t actually there. “Now, Dear, when Reina’s uncle went into the house, he walked right under that fixture. His hair brushed the bottom, and he didn’t even have to duck. That’s how tall he is.”

      A slow smile spread across my face as I studied the old woman. Mrs. Highland had more smarts than I was giving her credit for. Excited that I might have a credible witness, I reeled off all the other questions I was hoping she’d be able to answer.

      “How about the color of his hair? Did he wear it long or short? And was he fat? Thin? Anything else you can think of?”

      She chuckled. “Slow down, Dear. I’m 92 years old, you know. I haven’t gotten to be this age by rushing through the details of my life. Here, have another cookie.”

      I snuck a quick look at the window and saw Kate and Jack peeking in, stupid grins on their faces. “Um, no, thank you. They’re great, though.”

      “Let’s see, where was I? Horace was five feet eleven inches tall with the most handsome full head of brown hair you would ever want to see on a man. I would cut his hair every Sunday after church. He would sit out on the front porch there, where your friends are waiting for you.” She pointed out the front window towards Kate and Jack, who quickly ducked out of sight. “I would bring out the scissors and clip his hair so that he was the most handsome man in Tucson.

      “Now, Reina’s uncle could stand to have his hair trimmed by someone who loves him. It’s completely black, and he puts it up into a ponytail. If he were a girl, people would say she had beautiful, thick, black hair. Sometimes he even braids it.” She stopped and took a sip of her tea. “He’s a young man, but his friends are all different ages, and they come and don’t really stay very long. He looks too young to really be Reina’s uncle...about twenty, I’d say.” She picked up a cookie and dipped it into her tea. “Do you have children, Dear?”

      “Uh, no...no kids. So, the uncle looks about twenty? Do you know what his name is?”

      “No, Dear. As I said, we were never properly introduced.”

      Kate chose that minute to knock on the door. Mrs. Highland put the rest of the cookie on her saucer and began to push herself up out of the chair.

      I jumped up and went for the door. “I’ll get it. I think it’s my sergeant who’s been waiting for me to give her some information.” I opened the door on a very bemused-looking group. Kate stood in front of the door with her hands on her hips. Jack and my partner, Casey, stood off to one side. I hadn’t realized I’d been in the house long enough for Casey to drive from the hospital to the scene.

      Kate moved slightly so she could see Mrs. Highland, who was walking towards a cupboard in her kitchen. “We thought you were probably getting some important information since you’ve been talking so long.” Kate stretched out the last three words to make sure I wouldn’t miss her point.

      Mrs. Highland called across the room, “Invite them in, Dear. There’s plenty of tea for everyone, and I can open another bag of cookies.”

      I walked over to where she was standing in the kitchen. “I don’t think they have the time to stay, Mrs. Highland, but I’ve really enjoyed talking with you. If I have any more questions, could I come back to see you?”

      “Of course, Dear. I’ve had a wonderful time.” She paused. “Is there anything wrong at the Micha’s? I couldn’t help but notice the ambulance earlier in the day, but I didn’t want to intrude.”

      That was a tough question. The little girl, Reina, might be fine physically, but if she’d witnessed the shooting, who knew how messed up she was emotionally? I hedged a little. “Well, a woman was hurt, and Reina’s in the hospital with some minor injuries from a dresser accidentally falling on her, but I’m sure she’ll be fine in a little while.”

      Worry lines deepened on her forehead, but innate good manners kept her from asking anymore. She nodded once. “Well then, would you please let Reina know I miss seeing her for tea? She brightens up an old woman’s day so.” She smiled and pushed a strand of loose hair back into one of her braids.

      I thought about all of the blood in the little bedroom and the sad little house next door. “I’ll tell her, Mrs. Highland, and I’ll be sure to tell her you’d like to see her again.” I went back to the group at the door, and we all walked out. I gently pulled the door shut behind me, and the four of us walked out towards our cars.

      Casey leaned up against her Ford Taurus. “You didn’t tell her Bibi’d been shot, did you?” Bibi’d had the misfortune of being the third hooker in a month to turn a trick and get shot for her troubles.

      “No, I didn’t think she needed to hear the details. How’re Bibi and Reina doing?”

      Casey’d just taken a drink from a bottle of water, and when she couldn’t answer right away, I turned to Kate, who was checking a pad where she’d written a set of notes to herself. Kate was a handsome, middle-aged woman whom most men and quite a few women followed with their eyes whenever she crossed a room. She combined a blonde ponytail and stylish make-up with a bad-ass temper that took everyone by surprise.

      Kate glanced up at Casey, who reached into her back pocket and took out her notebook. Casey sighed and started briefing us on what she’d learned. “Let’s see. The dresser fell on top of Reina, the little girl who lives here, and the corner hit her stomach pretty hard. The doctor wants to keep her in the hospital a while to make sure she doesn’t have any internal injuries. I wasn’t able to talk to her, and her mother—” She flipped through her notebook until she found what she was looking for. “Susanna Micha is her mother. She refuses to say anything, so I’ll go back later today or tomorrow.”

      She dropped the hand holding the notebook to her side. “Bibi was shot twice, once in the shoulder and once in the leg, but we may have gotten lucky on this one. She has some really distinctive bite marks on her left breast that the two earlier victims didn’t have.”

      She took Kate’s left forearm in her right fingers. “It kind of looks like he bit her once like this.” She lightly pinched the arm with her hand in a horizontal position. “Then he turned his face ninety degrees and bit her again in the same place.” She turned her hand and pinched the arm again at a ninety-degree angle.

      Kate nodded. “I’ll give Dr. Neelan a call. He’s probably the only dental forensics doc who’ll drop what he’s doing and go to the hospital today to document the bites. My guess is Bibi won’t stay long once she needs her meth.” She turned to me. “She’s being just as stubborn as the earlier victims, refusing to tell us anything. Did you have a nice cup of tea?”

      Jack waited next to Kate, listening to our conversation. I always seemed to amuse him, and right now, he had his tongue in his cheek trying to hide his smile. I grinned right back at him. “Yes, I did, as a matter of fact. She’s a very nice old lady who happens to have a pretty good lead on who our shooter might be. She says the little girl, Reina, used to come have tea, until recently, when the girl’s ‘uncle’ moved in.”

      I walked over to the front porch of the Micha’s house and stood under the porch light. The top of my head was only a few inches from the bottom of the sconce. I turned and stood there, smiling out at them. Kate frowned and held out her hands, palms up, while Casey squinted at me with a strange look on her face.

      Casey finally asked, “Are you okay?”

      “The uncle, or the man who claims he’s her uncle, is about my height because he was able to walk under this light with only the top of his hair touching the bottom of the fixture.” I proudly put my hand between the top of my head and the fixture. “He’s got beautiful, thick, black hair that he wears in a ponytail, and she thinks he’s about 20 years old.”

      Kate blinked. “Beautiful, thick, black hair?”

      I walked back to the car. “Yup.”

      Kate grunted and turned to Casey. “Okay, I want you to go back to the hospital and try again to interview Reina’s mom. I know she’s not being cooperative but ask her about this so-called uncle. Alex, you continue to canvass the neighborhood. Talk to the neighbors, see if anyone heard the shots, or can maybe identify this guy. I’ll call the hospital, give them his general description, and ask the nurses to call me if he shows up. I’ll meet both of you back at the office later this afternoon.”

      Casey and I nodded and watched as Kate got into her car and left.

      Jack patted me on the back. “Hey, good seein’ you two again. I’m working midnights starting Monday, so call me sometime when you’re workin’ nights, and we can grab some dinner. See ya, Case.”

      We watched him walk back to his car. I waved as he drove out of the little compound. “Lunchtime.” I reached into my car and got a bottle of hand disinfectant. I squirted a little onto Casey’s hands and then poured some onto my own.

      Casey rubbed her hands together and put her foot on the bumper of the car to wipe her hands on her socks. “Yup.”

      The two of us always ate at the same little diner because we’d gotten tired of deciding where to eat every day. We took one last look around the property and headed off to lunch.
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      Casey was already seated when I walked into the Mom and Pop greasy spoon. Our friendship had begun ten years earlier when we'd helped each other get through the police academy. She has short, sometimes self-cut, dishwater blonde hair and scars on her face from a bad bout with teenage acne. She'd also inherited her mother's genes that said she could eat all day, every day, and not gain a single pound. She wears a size "A" cup, prefers it that way, and wouldn't wear make-up even if Mary Kay herself showed up at her front door every morning and offered to paint her up. The major differences between us are that I have brown hair instead of blonde, and I inherited my grandmother's size 36C chest.

      Marlene, our regular waitress, brought a glass of iced tea for me and a cup of coffee for Casey. She held out two menus. "You girls gonna eat today?"

      Just as I started to answer, Casey's cell phone rang with Kate's distinctive siren ring. She opened her phone and talked for a few minutes, her face growing cloudier by the minute. She caught my questioning glance and motioned for me to wait. I looked up at Marlene. "I think we're gonna need a rain check for lunch, Marlene. Thanks anyway."

      Marlene humphed and walked away grumbling, "Coulda’ saved me the trouble of bringing the drinks if I'd a known you was gonna leave as soon as you got here."

      After a few minutes, Casey snapped her phone shut. "Kate talked to one of the nurses a few minutes ago. A man matching the uncle's description is at the hospital right now talking to Reina's mom. We need to get there before he leaves and arrest his ass."

      “Arrest his ass for what? We don’t even know if he’s done anything yet.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll come up with something after we talk to him.”

      We went back out to our cars and I followed hers as she dodged in and out of heavy morning traffic, trying to make good speed to the hospital. When I caught a glimpse of a motor officer with a radar gun hiding behind some bushes along Speedway, I checked my speedometer and knew he'd caught me going about sixty in a thirty-five. He holstered the radar as I flew by and pulled in behind me on his brand new Harley. I could tell he didn't recognize my unmarked car, and when he switched on his lights and siren, I sped up just to mess with him.

      I glanced in my rearview mirror and smiled as I recognized the bushy mustache flowing out from under a red, bulbous nose. I rolled down my window, stuck out my left hand, and waved at him with one finger.

      He gunned his engine and pulled up beside me, angrily pointing his gloved hand towards the side of the road. I turned to grin at him and was rewarded by an unmistakable twitch of the mustache. He backed off, and Casey and I made it to the hospital in record-breaking time.

      My partner, who has the stamina of a Greek Olympian, figured taking the stairs would be quicker than waiting for the elevators, and I reluctantly followed her into the stairwell. At about the third flight, I started to grumble between breaths. "I don't know…why you insist on running…up five flights of stairs…when there's a perfectly good…elevator staring us in the face."

      After what seemed like a Herculean effort on my part, we finally exited onto the fifth floor. I followed Casey to the waiting room and tried to control my breathing as I stationed myself next to her just inside the door.

      As we stood there, two sets of eyes instantly fastened on the badges and guns attached to our belts. They quickly registered the inconvenient fact that we were cops, and without hesitation, the mother and uncle sprang from the couch in unison with such precision, I had the absurd impression they were tethered at the waist.

      Understanding flashed across the uncle's face, and he looked frantically around the room for another exit. He fixed on us again; the cords on his neck stretched tight as he reached down and picked up a sharp-cornered coffee table.

      I had exactly one heartbeat to brace myself. A bellow came from behind the table and the mother took up her purse and fell in behind the uncle just as he charged straight for us.

      Casey took her heartbeat to push me sideways, and I watched as one blunt table leg caught her in the throat and a second speared her in the stomach. She'd shoved me just enough so that I was caught in the middle of all four legs and had just enough time to brace my shoulder against the table to soften some of the impact. The table dropped to the floor as the two attackers fled out into the hallway.

      When Casey slumped to the ground holding her neck, I knelt beside her to help. Her eyes blazed as she grabbed the front of my shirt and wheezed through gritted teeth, "Get those assholes!"

      I'd worked with her long enough to recognize that look. What she'd meant to say was, "If you waste one more second checking on me while they get away I will tear you limb from limb." Relieved that she was still among the cranky, I sprinted out into the empty hallway.

      The door to the stairwell clicked shut and I shoved against the exit bar and followed them onto the dimly lit landing. I took the stairs three at a time as two sets of feet pounded down the steps in front of me. I still had one flight to go when I heard a door slam open on the ground floor. By the time I reached the bottom, they'd completely disappeared.

      Getting back to Casey was foremost on my mind, so I grabbed the stair railing and started the long climb back to the fifth floor. She stood at the top of the stairs holding her neck, trying to follow me in case I needed help.

      I pushed her back into the hallway then steered her towards the elevator. "They're gone, and I'll be damned if I'm going up or down those friggin' stairs one more time. Come on, you're going down to get checked at the E.R. whether you want to or not."

      Her voice sounded raspy. "I'm fine." She tried to pull her arm out of my hand but I grabbed on tighter.

      "You're not fine until I say you're fine, so just shut up and walk." I knew she hated going to doctors as much as I did, but I was not a happy camper at the moment and didn't feel like arguing.

      We headed to the emergency room where one of our friends, Maddie Carmichael, greeted us as soon as we walked through the door. Maddie was a cheerful R.N. in her early thirties who stood five foot four and weighed about two hundred pounds. Her bright purple scrubs hung on her with the style of a tarp over a barrel, but her soft white skin was a wonderful contrast to her hazel eyes and spiked, orange-tinted hair.

      "Hey, guys. I wasn't expecting to see you today. You here for business or pleasure?" She grabbed me in a hug, then noticed Casey standing behind me holding her neck. Eyebrows lowered in concern, Maddie reached up to pull Casey’s hand down. A red, rectangular imprint of the tip of the table leg discolored the left side of her neck.

      I pointed to Casey's stomach. "She's got one on her stomach too, or at least on her ribs or something. I haven't seen that one yet."

      That earned me a glare from Casey and a worried look from Maddie. "All right, let's get you into an examining room and I'll let the doc know you're here. What happened, anyway?"

      Casey, always grumpy when she’s the center of attention, said, "I just got hit with a table and I don't need a doctor. I didn't want to come here in the first place. It's no big deal."

      She climbed up onto one of the beds and Maddie partially closed the privacy curtain while I looked around the room trying to find Marcos, our quirky, bi-sexual, sometimes drinking partner whom I hadn't talked to in a while. "Where's Marcos?"

      A loud, friendly voice called out from behind another curtain. "I'm here, Darlin'. Be out in a sec."

      Maddie shook her head. "He's re-inserting a catheter tube into a guy who keeps pulling it out. I'd bet the guy would stop messing with it if he knew how much Marcos enjoys putting it in." She grinned as Casey wrinkled her nose and I stepped away from his cubicle.

      Marcos came out from behind the curtain, arms outstretched and ready for a hug. "How you been, Alex? I haven't seen you in weeks!"

      I quickly stepped back. "Get those filthy hands away from me or I'll have to hurt you in places you aren't gonna enjoy!"

      Marcos belly laughed. "I always use protection, Darlin'. You don't need to worry about that. Besides, I'd love you to hurt me any way your little heart desires." He licked his lips and shuddered.

      Maddie laughed on her way to find the doctor for Casey.

      I stepped further away from him. "Marcos, yuck! You are disgusting!"

      He smiled at Casey, who watched the whole exchange with a wry look on her face. "Casey, are you going to sit there and let her insult me that way?" He turned back and slowly undressed me with his incredible Latin eyes.

      My stomach did a weird little flip and I felt the blood rise in my cheeks. Marcos was a tall, lean, 28 year old god, with light-brown skin and a handsome, chiseled face. His chestnut, shoulder-length hair combined with his dark chocolate eyes always raised my internal temperature about ten degrees.

      Casey coughed out a raspy semi-laugh. "Marcos, I think Alex would prefer someone who doesn't have to take a daily dose of antibiotics just in case, if you know what I mean."

      "Ouch! I really resent your implications, Case."

      Maddie called out from across the room, "You mean you resemble her implications, Casanova. Alex has a little more class than to be with someone who ruts with anything that has two legs and a head." She thought a second. "Well, actually, I really shouldn't limit it to two legs, should I?"

      Marcos' mouth fell open as he cocked his hips coquettishly. "Maddie, whose side are you on anyway? I love Alex for her brains and her handcuffs, not necessarily in that order. Besides...." He looked me up and down again. "She really could hurt me in the most delicious ways."

      All the blood that had just gone to my cheeks drained into my nether regions and I wondered just how many diseases I might catch if I slept with him just once. I pushed that thought away and decided to sidetrack the conversation by pulling out my cell phone and calling Kate. When she answered, I said, "Do you want the good news or the bad news first?"

      "How about the good news."

      I thought a second. "Well, I guess there is no good news, so here goes. The uncle and the mother were in the waiting room, but when we walked in, he picked up a table and skewered Casey to the wall. We're in the E.R. now, and Maddie's going to get the doctor."

      "How badly is she hurt?"

      "I don't think too bad. He got her in the throat and the stomach, but she's as grumpy as ever."

      "I assume the uncle got away?" She didn't sound too pleased, and I really couldn't blame her.

      "Both he and the mother ran after they jammed us with the table. I took a second to check Casey and that gave 'em enough of a lead to get away."

      Maddie and the doctor walked over to Casey, and I told Kate we'd call her back after they checked her throat. All in all, the doctor said she was lucky. The table legs missed everything that might be considered vital. The worst problem she'd have was a sore throat and a badly bruised stomach.

      Casey's glare spoke volumes. "I told you so."

      Maddie and I exchanged knowing glances while Casey pushed herself off the bed. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. "C'mon, I'll get you home."

      Casey shrugged out from under me. "No, I'm fine. I've got a few interviews to do before I head back. I'll see you later this afternoon."

      There's no arguing with her when she's in a mood so I followed her out to the cars. "Call me if you need something, otherwise, I'll be back to the office late. I've got a score to settle with "Uncle" and now's as good a time as any to start." We parted ways, and I spent the rest of the day methodically searching for the man who had just become my "A" number one obsession for the week.
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      The next morning, Casey and I met at the diner. I loaded my iced tea with sweetener and stirred it with my straw. "So, what's new since yesterday? How's your throat?"

      She scowled while she poured about ten sugar packets into her coffee. "I told you yesterday, I'm fine. As far as what's new, I can't prove it, but that worthless piece of shit Doyle wrote all over the windows of my car."

      "Why would he do something stupid like that?"

      She sat back, resting her arm on the back of the booth. "Why is easy. Remember last month when I went to the substation and saw him putting that homeless guy's junk in the trash, and when I told him that shit needed to go into property so the guy could pick it up later, he told me to go do unnatural acts to my anatomy?"

      "Yeah, and when he didn't, you climbed into the trash, got the old man's stuff and put it into safekeeping. Granted, you're crazy, but I thought that was over and done with."

      Casey shook her head and watched as Marlene walked up to our table. I ordered a bagel with cream cheese and Casey ordered her usual: two eggs over easy, hash browns, and sourdough toast with apple butter. When Marlene walked back to the kitchen, Casey said, "Remember I told you Rick saw me putting that shit into the evidence locker and asked me why I was doing Doyle's job?"

      "Yeah, but Rick knows he's a slug. It shouldn't have surprised him any." Rick Anderson was Doyle's sergeant. He's been a cop since Nixon was president or thereabouts, and has a John Wayne attitude towards morality and fair play.

      "Well, Rick apparently confronted Doyle about it, and the long and the short of it is, Doyle ended up getting a letter of reprimand out of the whole thing. Now, Doyle and his buddies have been doing all kinds of juvenile shit to get back at me." She picked up a spoon and started slowly stirring her coffee. "Last Wednesday, someone poured black fingerprint powder into my briefcase—ruined everything. This morning they wrote ‘Lez bitch’ and other pleasant stuff all over my windows. Took me an hour to get it wiped off so I could drive."

      Marlene came and heated up the coffee. Casey grabbed six little crème cups, ripped the foil off the tops and poured them in. My bagel arrived, and I watched her take three packets of sugar and empty them into her mug. "And you're gonna tell Kate, right?"

      The last time someone ragged on one of her detectives, Kate went straight to the lieutenant and forced a full-scale investigation into the allegations. Turned out the guy who started the rumors ended up being fired for lying.

      Casey took a sip, then set the mug on the table and circled it with her hands. "Look what doing the right thing got me the first time—fingerprint powder and soaped windows. Nope, I'll take care of this shit on my own, but I guarantee Doyle won't like what hits him.” She smashed up her eggs and stirred in the hash browns. "So, what's new with you? How's your mamma?"

      My mom is the favorite topic at most of our breakfast meetings. Her main goal in life is to have grandkids, so about every month, she arranges to have me invited to one of her friends’ weekend get-togethers to meet my future husband. I hate going, but I hate the mother guilt even more. "You would not believe what happened at this weekend's fiasco." I sat back and sighed.

      Casey laughed and sat back as well. "I can hardly wait."

      "Okay, so I pull into the address listed on the invitation. It's this huge house with a front garden to die for. I ring the doorbell. Nobody answers so I let myself in. I honestly had no clue whose house this was. I see everyone out in the backyard, so I head out there." I paused long enough to take a bite of my bagel. "Know what was back there? They had a pool shaped like a Star of David."

      Casey stopped chewing. "A Star of David?"

      "I'm serious! It was a Star of David with little waterfalls flowing into each of the six points of the star. And get this—in the middle of the pool was a matching Star of David floating bar spouting tiny fountains of champagne from each of its points." I drew a Star of David with my finger on the table, and pointed to each of the points with little jabbing motions. "Each of the arms of the star held a bunch of different kinds of hors d'oeuvres."

      Marlene snorted. "You've got to be kidding me." She set the coffee pot on the table and stood there with one hand on her hip.

      "I'm not kidding. And there were all these beautiful people in the pool and a bunch of others standing around on the deck. But that's not the best part. I'm trying to leave before someone mistakes me for the hired help, and this four-legged white blur runs past me with an 80 year old man in a red and blue Speedo crashing along behind her yelling obscenities."

      Both Casey and Marlene started laughing. The guys in the next booth turned to listen while I continued my story.

      "The old guy stops beside the pool to yell at the dog, and all the loose flesh on his legs starts wobbling around the Speedo." I shuddered as I wiggled my hands back and forth trying to simulate Jell-O. The two men were grinning, waiting for me to go on.

      "Well, Mr. Speedo was screaming for the dog to come, and you're not gonna believe this." I grinned at Casey. "That dog's tail was wagging so fast, she gathered herself, took one giant leap across the water, and landed square in the middle of the crackers and lox. That floating Star of David, the dog, the canapé, and the wine all sank down, down, down into the depths of the pool." I held my hand flat and tilted my fingers forward and down, showing the graceful descent of the beautiful petit fours.

      Marlene threw back her head and guffawed so loud all the other people in the diner turned to see what was happening.

      Casey, still chuckling, picked up her fork and loaded on some more food. "So what happened to the dog?" She was the proud mother of ten rescued dogs, seven cats, four birds, four goats, one pot bellied pig and a horse.

      "Well, Mr. Speedo stormed back into the house. By the look on his face, I couldn't tell if he was gonna get a gun or call the pound. I looked around for a pole so I could fish out the dog. I couldn't find anything, but that damned mutt was swimming around eating all the floating crackers. When she swam close to the edge, I stretched out my hand. She swung by to lick it and I grabbed her collar, pulled her out of the pool, dragged her to my Jeep, and left the perfect people to their perfect mess." I sat back and shrugged. "That's it. I now own a white hunting-type dog who is driving me absolutely crazy."

      Marlene finished wiping the tears from her face with a napkin and chuckled as she went back to work. The two guys at the next table shot me a couple of amused looks before returning to their lunch.

      Casey leaned forward. "You stole a dog?"

      I took a bite of the bagel. "Well, kinda, I guess. I think I rescued her, don't you?"

      She pulled her eyebrows in tight. "You're crazy! You stole a damn dog from some rich old guy in the foothills?"

      "Yeah...well it took me a day to figure out why no one called in to report her stolen. I'll bet they'd have paid me to take her if they'd known I was that stupid." I took another bite of bagel and wiped a smear of cream cheese off my lip. "This dog never, ever, stops licking. She lies at my feet and licks my legs; she climbs on the couch and licks my face and arms. She even licks the shower door when I'm hiding from her in my own bathroom! When I couldn't stand it anymore, I called Megan and asked her to find it a home." Megan was a friend of ours who ran her own dog-training academy.

      "Is she gonna take her?" Casey pushed her plate to the side.

      "No, she told me to bring her to the beginners’ class she has on Thursday nights."

      "Tonight then?" Casey checked her watch and signaled for the bill.

      "Oh shoot, I forgot it was Thursday. Yeah, tonight. I'll let you know what happens." I grabbed the bill and told Casey it was my turn to pay.

      She shrugged as she slid out of the booth. “Tell Megan I said hi.”

      I left enough money on the table to cover the bill and the tip, then followed Casey out to our cars. We both had a lot of follow up to do, so she headed east to finish some interviews while I went to the office to catch up on some long overdue paperwork.

      That evening, I pulled into the parking lot of a square, ugly building with a small red and blue neon sign flashing K-9 Academy. Dull, dirty white stucco adorned the walls, and yellow stains dotted the corners two feet from the ground where nervous, four-legged students had paused to relieve their anxieties. Tessa the Tongue jumped out of the Jeep as I coasted to a stop.

      Megan, my former childhood playmate, college roommate, and current hope for a normal dog-human relationship was propping open the door with a brick. "Hey! Don't let her jump out like that, you moron, she'll get killed."

      "And your point? Anything'd be better than life with a non-stop tongue."

      When Megan knelt down, Tessa ran to her and slobbered all over her hands and face. "What's up with you and this dog? Why would you take—no—steal a dog you don't even like?" Megan pushed Tessa away with little shoves, each shove getting gradually more pronounced with each tongue attack.

      "It was either me or the gas chamber. Sometimes I think it should've been the chamber."

      Megan stood up. "Oh really? Explain letting her sleep in your bed at night."

      Tessa came racing back and I bent to attach her leash. "I don't let her sleep on my bed; she licks me until I give up trying to keep her off."

      Megan pointed to my right eye, which tends to squint when I'm stretching the truth. I opened my eyes wide and she laughed.

      Without exception, from the time we were kids, my dogs have believed it was their canine right to bundle under my bedcovers at night. There were times during sleepovers when Megan had to take her 12-year-old self to sleep on the couch because there wasn't enough room for her in my bed.

      Megan stepped into the doorway, waving us into the classroom with a playful grin on her freckled face. She wore her unruly red hair in a ponytail, which always reminded me of a handful of hay tied into a loose, messy bundle. "I think, subconsciously, you needed someone to slobber all over you like what's-his-name used to do." She pushed one of her many stray hairs behind her ear. "Why else would you steal someone's dog and claim her as your own?"

      "I didn't steal her." I felt my right eye half-close. "Not exactly."

      I took stock of the other members of the class as I followed Megan into the room. There were seven dogs milling around sniffing various parts of human and dog anatomy. One woman begged her overweight tan Labrador to get off his belly and join the rest of the group. A rather large man held a leash hooked to a teacup Chihuahua. The dog stood as high as the top of the guy’s hiking boots. She gazed up at him adoringly and lifted a snarling lip whenever another dog tried to approach.

      As in all dog-obedience classes, the perfectly coifed poodle posed while her owner smoothed her ruffles and fluffed her fur. Her toenails were painted pink, and she wore a rhinestone collar studded with fake diamonds. She seemed friendly enough and actually wagged her tail when Tessa walked up and attacked with her tongue. The poodle's owner quickly pulled her dog away, giving me a contemptuous warning to keep my lower-class white trash away from her aristocracy.

      I shrugged an apology and walked to the other side of the room where a teenage girl stood with her canine partner. The dog was definitely...well…something. The best I can say is it had four legs, two ears, and a longhaired wiry coat with a practically hairless tail. It was the homeliest dog I'd ever seen in my life.

      As I stared at it, the girl sighed heavily. "I know, she's kinda strange, but so am I, so I guess we're pretty much meant for each other, you know?" She was a typical teenager with long, straight brown hair, brown eyes, and a Cover Girl complexion. She wore hip-hugger jeans with a red tank top, and red high-top sneakers with black stars on them.

      "What's her name?" I asked, wondering what something so odd looking could be called. Different names ran through my mind. Names like Rat-tail, Ratty, Fugly, and Buttugly.

      I laughed when she said, "Well, actually, I call her Maggie. It's short for Magnificent. She had to have something to brag about around the other dogs."

      Tessa chose that moment to take a long, wet swipe up my arm, leaving a sticky patch of goo running from my wrist to my elbow. I irritably wiped the spit off with my shirt. "Would you stop that?" I pointed to Maggie. "Are you sure she's a dog? She looks like the first landing force from some other planet." When I reached down to pet her, Maggie gently laid her head in the palm of my hand and I immediately fell in love. "Maybe we could trade dogs or something?" I held my leash out in hopes of a trade.

      The girl giggled as Megan walked by. "Don't even believe she wants to trade dogs. She's gonna learn to love Tessa if it kills me, or her." Megan raised her hands so Tessa couldn’t keep slobbering on them. "Alex, this is Amy. Amy, may I introduce you to the world's worst dog handler, Alexandra Wolfe."

      World's worst dog handler? That hurt. As I said, I've owned dogs most of my life, and there's been only one, well, maybe two, who have driven me absolutely crazy. I took a firmer grip on Tessa’s leash, determined to lick this problem, so to speak.

      "Okay everybody, form a circle around the room, and leave enough room between you and the next person so one dog doesn't bother the other." Megan walked around, positioning the handlers exactly where she wanted them.

      The woman with the poodle took a place in the circle as far away from Tessa and me as she could get. The chihuahua lined up next to her, and a black mini-pinscher stood next to him. I was beginning to feel like a pariah until Amy came to stand by me. I gave her a grateful look while I impatiently wiped doggy spit off my hand.

      Megan stood in the middle of the circle. "Take the end of the leash in your right hand, and the part of the leash attached to the collar in your left hand. Now move your dog so he or she is on your left side."

      Everyone obediently tried to do as they were told. Most of them moved to the right side of the dog instead of moving the dog to their left side. I dragged Tessa around to my left, put my hand on the leash as instructed, and was rewarded with slimy, slobbering kisses caressing my fingertips.

      "Stop it." I wiped my hand on my jeans, only to discover my pants were covered in dog slobber too. I found a dry spot on my chest and wiped until all the white foam had disappeared. Between Poodle Lady and the slobber, my temper was definitely rising.

      "Grab her leash, Alex." Megan walked around the circle, correcting people's leash etiquette.

      "I'm not grabbing the damn leash. It's too close to her damn tongue." I knew I sounded like a 10-year-old refusing to put her hands into dirty dishwater but at that point, I really didn’t care.

      Megan gave me her "Do it or you'll be sorry” look and I angrily reached down and grabbed the leash. Once more, I was tongued. That was it, the last straw of many, many straws. "Damn it, Megan! I don't want an obedient dog! I want a dry dog!" Everyone in the class stopped and stared.

      "I quit! I quit, and you can have the damn dog!" I dropped the leash and headed for the door, Tessa obediently following at my heels. "Get away from me you...you—" I looked up at the faces staring at me, glaring at me, judging me.

      The poodle lady wore a smug expression as she pointedly glanced down at her perfect princess sitting obediently by her side. I was already teetering on the edge, and the woman's snigger just pushed me right over. I stormed towards her ready to knock the smirk off her pointy little face. Megan jumped in between us, pointing to a chair by a desk. "Alex! Sit! Now!"

      "I said I quit!"

      Out of nowhere, I heard a soft voice say. "Here, Alex. Take Maggie for a while. I'll see if I can work with Tessa. Maybe we can do it together."

      I turned around to see Amy walking towards me holding out her leash. I glanced at Megan, who raised her eyebrows, giving me her ‘Whadya gonna do now?’ look. I looked back at Amy, who continued to hold out the leash. How is it a 15-year-old kid can make somebody feel about one inch tall? "All right, damn it, but I won't take her back." I felt the 10-year-old dishwasher emerging again.

      Amy's giggle was contagious and I smiled in spite of myself. Maggie and I walked back into the circle. I glanced back at Amy and saw Tessa staring at me with a bewildered expression on her face. She weakly wagged her tail a few times, then stuck out her tongue as if to give me a kiss. I rolled my eyes, sighed, and turned back to the center of the circle.

      Maggie performed perfectly. I wasn't even sure why she was in the class. She sat when I stopped, walked with her head even with my knee, and even lay down when I gave the command. I shot a smug look at Ms. Poodle whose dog had her head and chest on the ground with her hind end sticking up in the air.

      She in turn radiated contempt as she turned her eyes on Tessa, who licked Amy in the face each time she bent to put
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