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It should have happened at night, in a secluded corner of a dimly lit parking lot. Instead, it occurred at one twenty-five in the afternoon. Farin knew the time because she had peeked through the car window, glancing at the clock in her Volvopurportedly one of the safest cars on the road. Farin was a bug on safety. A fat lot of good that was doing her now.


It wasnt fair because she had done everything right. She had parked in an open area across the street from the playground, for Gods sakes! There were people in plain view. For instance, there was a man walking a brown pit bull on a leash, the duo strolling down one of the sunlit paths that led up into the mountains. And over to the left, there was a lady in a denim jacket reading the paper. There were kids on the play equipment: a gaggle of toddlers climbing the jungle gym, preschoolers on the slides and wobbly walk-bridge, babies in the infant swings. Mothers were with them, keeping a watchful eye over their charges. Not watching her, of course. Scads of people, but none who could help because at the moment, she had a gun in her back.


Farin said, Just please dont hurt my bab


You shut up! You say one more word, you are dead! The voice was male. Look straight ahead!


Farin obeyed.


The disembodied voice went on. You turn around, you are dead. You do not look at me. Understand?



Farin nodded yes, keeping her eyes down. His voice was in the medium to high range. Slightly clipped, perhaps accented.


Immediately, Tara started crying. With shaking hands, Farin clutched her daughter to her chest, and cooed into her seashell ear. Instinctively, she brought her purse over Taras back, drawing her coat over handbag and child. Farin hoped that if the man did shoot, she and the purse would be the protective bread in the Tara sandwich, the bullet having to penetrate another surface before it could


The guns nozzle dug into her backbone. She bit her lip to prevent herself from crying out.


Drop your purse! the voice commanded.


Immediately, Farin did as ordered. She heard him rooting through her handbag, doing this single-handedly because the gun was still pressing into her kidneys.


Please let this be a simple purse snatching! She heard a jangle of metal. Her keys? Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the passenger door to her station wagon had been opened. Again, she felt the press of the gun.


Go in. From passengers side! You do it or I shoot your baby!


At the mention of her baby, Farin lost all resolve. Tears poured down from her eyes. Hugging her child, she walked around the front of the car, thoughts of escape cut short by the metal at her tailbone. She paused at the sight of the open door.


Go on! he barked. Do it now!


With Tara at her bosom, she bent down until she found her footing. Then she slid into her passengers seat.


Move across! he snapped.


Farin tried to figure out how to do this. The car had bucket seats and there was a console between them. With clumsy, halted motions, and still holding Tara, she lifted her butt over the leather-cushioned wall, and into the drivers seat, both now scrunched behind the wheel. Again, Tara started to cry.


You shut her up! he barked.


Shes a baby! Farin wanted to shout. Shes scared! Instead, she began to rock her, singing softly into her ear. He was right beside her, the gun now in her rib cage.


Dont look at him, Farin reminded herself. Dont look, dont look, dont look!


Staring straight ahead. But she could tell that the gun had shifted to Taras head.


Think, Farin! Think!


But nothing came into her hapless brain, not a thought, not a clue. Fear had penetrated every pore of her being as her heart banged hard against her breastbone. Her chest was tight; her breathing was labored. Within seconds, Farin felt her head go light, along with that ominous darkening of her vision. Sparkles popped through her brainthat awful sensation of floating to nothingness.


No, she hadnt been shot. She was going to pass out!


Dont pass out, you fool. You cant afford


His voice brought her back to reality.


You give me the girl! Then you drive!


Tara was still on her lap, little hands grabbing Farins blouse. Once Tara was out of her grip, Farin knew they both were helpless unless she did something.


Farin knew she had to move. Without warning, she pivoted around, using the solid weight of her shoulder bone to slam it against his gun-toting hand. Although the sudden move didnt dislodge the gun from his grip, it did push his hand away, giving Farin about a second to spring into action.


This time, the console was her friend. Because now he had to get over it to do something to her. She jerked down on the door handle, then kicked open the metal barrier to the max. Still holding Tara, Farin bolted from her seat, and attempted to run away.


But her shoe caught and she tripped, falling toward the pebbly road.


What a klutz!


Thinking as she plunged downward: Break the fall with your hip, cover Tara, then kick


She contorted, managing to land on her hip and shoulder, scraping her right cheek on the unforgiving, rocky asphalt. Immediately, she rolled on top of Tara. Finding her vocal cords, she let out a scream worthy of the best B horror movies.


A deep male voice shouting, Whats going on over there?


Even from her poor vantage point, Farin thought that the shout might belong to the man with the brown pit bull.


Several popping sounds.


Oh God, she thought, hes shooting at me!


Farin prepared for the worstthe sting, the pain, the writhing and horror, or whatever was to comebecause shed never been shot.


But nothing penetrated her body.


Instead, the popping turned out to be her cars engine. Within moments, the Volvos tires screeched as they peeled rubber. One of the back radials smashed over her left foot and ankle as the car blasted from its launch pad.


Now came the pain! It burst into her head and made her sob. Loud, but it didnt drown out Taras piercing cries.


Oh God! My baby is hurt! She called out, Somebody help me! Her foot and ankle were pulverized, but agony also stabbed her entire lower bodyspecifically legs and hips. Her stomach was a bucking storm, her face felt as if attacked by a raging hive of bees. She could hardly breathe. She felt as if she were having a heart attack. At least, she could wiggle the toes on her right foot so she knew she wasnt paralyzed.


While moaning back excruciating sobs of anguish, she could see the man with the brown pit bull running toward her. He was yelling for help, that Farin could tell. The pit bull was barking wildlymenacingly. It was pulling against the restraints. Suddenly, the dog broke loose from its owner, galloping toward them at full speed!


Lunging toward them!


A huge leap into the air!


The final touch! She was going to be eaten alive!


The dog was within inches of her face.


She passed out just as the pit bull started to lick her tearstained cheek.






The husband was pissed, trying to make Decker go away by throwing him dirty looks. Not that Decker blamed the guy. Nor did Decker, or his twenty-five years of experience, take it personally. Part of the job with a capital J.


Look at her! he exclaimed. Shes in pain


Jason, Im okay


No, youre not okay! Jason interrupted. Youre a wreck. You and Tara have gone through hell! Anger had made him red-faced. Suddenly, his lower lip quivered. You need your rest, Farin!


He was about an inch away from breaking down. Decker understood the feeling firsthand, the helplessness that clouded and infuriated. Men were supposed to protect their families. When they couldnt, the guilt washed over them like a tidal wave.


Truth be told, Farin Henley was a mess. The woman had deep lacerations on her left cheek, probably down her entire body as well. Her left leg was in a thigh-high cast. Not that the leg was broken, the docs had told Decker. But her ankle had sustained multiple fractures. The more the leg was immobilized, the better the ankle would heal.


Even through the scrapes and scratches, Decker could tell that Farin was a cute woman. She had a round, pixie face framed with clipped, honey-colored hair. Big blue eyes, which were red-rimmed at the moment. She appeared to be in her late twenties. Husband Jason was probably around the same age. Light skin surrounding dark brown eyes. He had a head of thick brown hair that had been blow-dried. His black eyebrows were shaped in a perfect arch. His teeth gleamed white, although he had yet to smile. Medium height, but well built. Jason worked out.


Rather than a direct hit, Decker used the sideswipe approach. He looked down at the crib abutting Moms hospital bed, peering at the sleeping form. Taras porcelain complexion was marred with scratches, but the wounds appeared superficial. The baby was sucking in her slumber.


Decker said, What is she? About eighteen months?


Farin wiped her tears. Exactly.



Jason remained hostile. What is this? A pathetic attempt to gain rapport?


Jason! Farin scolded.


Are you going to catch this monster? Jason rolled his eyes. Probably not. You have no idea


We have an idea.


The room fell silent.


And? Jason asked expectantly.


Decker turned his attention to Farin. Did you see your assailants face, Mrs. Henley?


Farin licked her cracked lips, and shook her head no. He told me not to look. A hard swallow. He said hed shoot me if I did.


Jason said, You dont look surprised, Lieutenant.


Weve had other reported carjackings, Decker said. Most of them have been in daylight involving women with small children. The jackeror jackers because we think its a ringtells you not to look or hell shoot the kid.


Thats right! Farin exclaimed. He said hed shoot She lowered the volume to a whisper. He said hed shoot She pointed to Taras crib. What happened to the other women? Are they okay?


Theyre okay.


Well, thank God for that. Farin was quiet. Did I do the right thing, Lieutenant? By trying to escape?


You survived, Mrs. Henley. That means you did the right thing.


Did the other women escape like I did?


Decker ran his hands through his graying ginger locks. More silver than red at this point. What the hell! Rina loved him, and people rarely mistook Hannah for his granddaughter. Decker supposed he looked okay. Not young, but decent for a rugged, older guy. Theyre alive, he answered. Theyre ongoing cases. I cant tell you the specifics.


The specifics being the home invasions, the robberies, the beatings, and the rapes. The jackings had started two months ago, and had escalated in their violence. If the crimes continued unbridled, murder would be next. He had ten full-time Dees working the areaa joint effort between sex-crimes, CAPS, and GTA. With some luck, the crimes would stay in those three details, and leave Homicide out of the picture.


Jason squirmed. This asshole has my wifes purse. I already changed the locks and canceled the credit cards.


Thats good thinking.


Has Jason closed his eyes for just a second, then opened them. In the other cases, did any of thesethese people come back to the house?


No, Decker said.


Not yet, he thought.


Relief passed through Jasons eyes. He regarded his wife. See, I told you this guy is a coward. Crooks who prey on women are cowards. Just let him come to me. He isnt going to come back, Farin. And if he does, Im prepared for the SOB!


Prepared meaning a gun. A bad idea unless Jason knew how to handle a firearm under pressure. Few gun owners did. There was nothing Decker could do to stop this man from buying protection. And he understood the motivation. He just hoped Henley was smart enough to stow the gun away from the kid. Hed have to get Henley alone and mention a few gun safety rules.


Farin said, I keep thinking there was something I should have donesomething I should have noticed.


Decker shook his head. These guys are pros, Mrs. Henley. You did really well.


So what are you doing to catch them? Jason demanded to know.


Talking to people like your wifehoping they can furnish us with some important details.


You just said the creeps ordered the women not to look.


Maybe one of them managed to sneak a glance.


So you have nothing. Basically, youre sitting on your derriere until someone does your work for you.


Jason! Farin scolded. Im sorry, Lieutenant



You dont have to apologize for my behavior, Jason interrupted. He turned to Decker. What are you doing about it?


Five women working undercover, Decker thought. And it aint easy, bud, because we cant use babies as decoys. Weve got to use dolls or dogs or other undercovers dressed up like elderly. Something to make these motherfuckers think theyve got a mark.


I wish I could tell you more, Mr. Henley. Decker spoke calmly. But I cant.


Probably doing nothing.


Decker didnt answer him. To Farin, he said, Are you up for walking me through the ordeal?


Yes.


Are you sure? Jason asked.


Im sure.


Decker looked at Jason. Do you want to hear this?


Of course, I want to hear it.


Itll make you mad.


Im already mad! Jason snapped. Im furious! ImIm He stopped talking and rubbed his forehead. Do you have an aspirin on you? Id ask the nurse, but the hospital charges five bucks per tablet.


Decker took out an ever-present bottle of Advil from his coat pocket and tossed it to him. Will this do?


Jason popped two pills in his mouth and tossed them back. Thanks.


No problem. Decker pulled out his notebook and said to Farin, Take it slowly.


Farin nodded.


Pencil poised, Decker said, Fire when ready. He grimaced. Sorry. Bad choice of words.


Farin smiled. Thats okay.


A bad choice of words that Decker had used with the five other carjacking victims. It had gotten a smile out of all of them, and it brought a smile to Farin, as well. Batting one thousand in the smile department. Too bad his solve rate wasnt nearly as impressive.
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Cindy wasnt the first cop to show on the scene, but she was the first female officer. By the time she and her partner, Graham Beaudry, were curbside, there was already a sizable gathering in front of the house. The group was confined to the sidewalk area, the lawn having been roped off by yellow crime scene tape. Items ejected from the dwelling lay on the ground, mostly womans clothing strewn across the desiccated grass like an impromptu garage sale. Within seconds, a toaster came flying out the open window. Crash landing, it spilled its coiled guts over the sidewalk.


The masses cheered.


Great, Cindy thought. Giving the jerks encouragement.


Immediately, the couple launched into screams, most of them female and shrill. The sounds cut through the stilted midmorning air like a siren.


The original complaint had come through the RTO as a domestic dispute, the cases most despised in the department because of their propensity to turn violent. Three other cruisers had already arrived, including Sergeant Troppers black-and-white. So itd be Sarge whod call the shots.


The urban neighborhood consisted of postwar Vet-bill housing. The homes were one-storied, stucco jobs that held three bedrooms and two baths on the inside, plus a yard big enough for a swing set. The area was predominately Hispanic; lots of Hollywood was. And what wasnt Hispanic was some other ethnicity surfing the lower third of the socioeconomic strata. Some richer Caucasians lived in the district, inhabiting the private hillsides or the secluded canyons. But these whites werent the screamingly wealthy. Those of the rarefied resided in the more posh West Hollywood (its own city) or Beverly Hills (also its own city) or the Westside section of L.A., which was patrolled by LAPD. But the elite might as well have had their own city with all the mansions being stashed behind private gates patrolled by rent-a-cop security guards.


As Cindy got out of the car, she felt her lungs sting. It was turning into a smoggy day in the basin, the glaze hanging over the mountains like a wash of rust. She and Graham joined the others, Beaudry doing his famous duck waddle. Graham was low-waisted and had overly developed thighs to boot. It made him a slow runner, something that Cindy had learned the hard way. Once when they had been giving chase to a street mugger, she had left him in the dust.


But Beaudry had his good points. He treated her respectfully, but that was probably in deference to her high-ranking lieutenant father.


Megaphone in hand, Sergeant Tropper nodded to both of them. Sarge was around her fathers age, probably older. Mid-fifties, about six feet with a dense build. His head sprouted uneven strands of fine gray hair combed to the side, trying to hide a smooth, bald pate. His jaw was square, its thickness exaggerated by bulging muscle. His eyes were fixed and cold. Today, Tropper was riding with Rob Brown, who took them aside and filled them in.


A pair of real sweethearts. She says shes got a gun aimed at her husbands balls. He aint denying it.


Cindy looked around. Shouldnt we clear the area?


That isnt the big picture right now, Officer Decker. Therere kids inside. Mamacita starts shooting, weve got real problems.


How old are they? Cindy asked.


Seven and nine. Brown popped a stick of gum into his mouth. Sarge is figuring out the next move.



Cant you talk her down? Beaudry said.


Not so far, Brown said. She is pissed! He looked at his watch. Three-fucking-fifty-two in the afternoon. Couldnah waited for the four oclock shift.


Decker!


Cindy turned and saw Tropper beckoning her with a crooked finger; then he handed her the megaphone. Were pretty sure she has a gun. If she uses it, it would be bad.


Very bad, Cindy agreed.


I want you to talk to her, woman to woman. Keep her distracted. The rest of us are going in to rescue the kids.


Her eyes darted between Sarge and the amplifier. What if she hears you coming in?


You just make sure she doesnt. Just keep her engaged in conversation. Keep the tongues wagging. That shouldnt be so hard to do. Heres a chance for you to use some of your fancy college psychology training.


Sarges lips gave way to a smirk, showing straight but stained teeth. But underneath the sarcasm, Cindy could tell he was tense. At college, she had studied postgraduate criminology, not psychology. But now was not the time to correct him.


What are their names, sir?


Ojeda, Sarge answered, overenunciating. Luis and Estella Ojeda. Then he walked away to confer with the others.


She stood alone, megaphone in hand. Left out of the raid even though she was far slicker on her feet than Beaudry. Then she told herself to be charitable. Perhapsjust perhapsTropper really did feel she was the only one who could handle this woman. The situation was far too dangerous to be a simple rite of rookie passage. Even so, win or lose, she knew she was going to be judged.


Maybe Tropper wants you to garner some firsthand experience. Hmm. Did he even know what garner meant?


As much as she tried to be one of the gang, deep down, she was an elitist snob. You can take the girl out of the IviesSarge was gesticulatinggiving her the go sign. Confidence, she told herself. Show em how its done, college girl. Depressing the button on the megaphone, she said, Hey, Estella! You know you have some clothes out here?


No response. Sarge was making frantic motions that said, Keep talking, keep talking.


Cindy said, Looks like pretty good stuff


Eeez sheet! Estella yelled out from inside. All de clozzes is sheet! He give all de nice clozzes to his puta!


Luis said, screaming, I no have puta! She es crazy!


He es liar!


She es crazy!


I kill him!


Es true, Luis shouted. She kill me. I no move cause she kill me. She es crazy woman!


Cindy spoke calmly. Do you have a gun, Estella?


She have a big gun! Luis answered. She es crazy woman! Loca en la cabeza!


Luis wasnt helping his case. Cindy said, Come on out, Estella. Well talk about it.


I no talk no more times, Estella answered. He talk. All he essays es lies!


What next, Decker? Say something! Again, Cindy depressed the button. Hey, whered you get that little red dress, Estella? Over at Pay-off? I saw one just like it in the store window. I thought it was real cute. Youve got good taste.


A moment. Then Estella said, You buy it?


Nah, I didnt buy it.


Why you no buy it?


Im a redhead, Cindy said. You gotta have dark hair for that number. You have dark hair, Estella?


I have dark hair, Estella answered. A pause. Some peoples es in my house!


No, Im outside, Cindy said.


No, I hear peoples in my house!


Nah, were all outside! Quickly, Cindy said, You know, Estella, there are lots of people looking at your terrific clothes. Youve got great taste. You ever think of doing a yard sale? You could make some real money.



The clozzes is sheeet!


No, theyre not shit. Im telling you, you have good taste. Cindy resisted the temptation to look at her watch. She knew she hadnt been talking for more than a minute, though it felt like hours. I like that slinky little purple dress. You must look dynamite in it.


Porple no good for redheads, Estella answered.


Yeah, youre right about that, Cindy said. I also like the green satin blouse. Greens good for redheads.


You like it, you take it. I no need no clozzes after I kill him.


Cindy said, Im telling you, Estella, you could make some real money with these clothes.


A long pause. Then Estella said, How much you thin?


Hundred bucks


I no care! He gives all de money to de puta!


I don have puta! Luis screamed. She es crazy!


The womans voice was laced with frenzy. I no crazy!


Cindy butted in. Estella, come out here and well talk about it. From the corner of her eye, she saw Sarge leading the kids into one of the cruisers. Thank goodness for that! But her job was far from finished. Ill help you pick up the clothes


You arress her! Luis shouted. You put her crazy ass in jail!


Cindy said, Luis, shut the hell up!


I shut him up for you


No, no, no, Estella. Come on out. Well talk


I no move, Missy Redhead. I move, he take de gun. He estrong man. I no move. I no go no place. He move, and I shoot hole in his cojones.


I no move, I no move, Luis said. Estella, mi amor. Te quiero mucho. Tu sabes que tu ests mi corazn!


Estella was quiet and that was scary. Sarge suddenly materialized at Cindys side. Tell her well send a couple of men into the house. Tell her theyll handcuff him. That way, he cant hurt her if she moves. He cant take the gun away. And well be there to protect her.



Cindy nodded, and told the woman the plan. Estella was less than convinced of its workability. I no wan no menses in de house. De menses no listen to de womans never! I hate de menses!


How about if I come in? Cindy blurted out.


What? Sarge whispered. Retract that immediately!


Cindy took her finger off the button. Why?


Because shes a loose cannon, Decker. Take it back or Ill charge you with insubordination.


Cindy knew he wouldnt do it. Her father wielded far too much power. She said, I guess I misunderstood you, sir. You said you were sending officers into the house. Im an officer, so I didnt understand the problem. As a matter of fact, I still dont.


It wasnt exactly what Tropper had said. Sarge had talked about sending men inside. Still, Sarge was stuck. She could claim discrimination. He swore under his breath.


You come in, Missy Redhead? Estella was asking.


Cindy looked at Tropper. What do I say, sir?


Troppers jaw was working a mile a minute. Tell her youll come in with several other officers


How about with just my partner


Decker, you want more of us than them. That way, Luis Ojeda doesnt even think about an overtake. Now shut up and do what I tell you to do!


His point was a good one. Depressing the button, Cindy said, Yeah, Ill come in, Estella. But Im bringing a couple of buddies with me. Just in case Luis tries something funny.


I no try nothin, Luis protested. She kill me.


Cindy said, Is that okay with you, Estella?


An elongated moment of silence. Then Estella said, You come in and put de hancuff on? You arress him?


Ill put the handcuffs on him, Estella. You got my word on that.


Hokay, the woman answered. You can come in, Missy Redhead.
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						She felt Troppers
					 breath on her neck, his presence so palpable it was as if he was giving her little shoves. Flanking him were Graham Beaudry and Rob Brown. Plenty of backup, but she was still point personthe first one out as well as the most vulnerable. They had decided that Estella must see her first. It showed that the police could be trusted. In the currently charged atmosphere of police corruption, every point scored by the good guy carried some weight. Cindys heart smashed against her chest. Yet, the fear invigorated instead of paralyzed.

				They had come into the house through the back doora safer move and less confrontational than front-door entries. The place was stuffy, the air moist and heavy.

				Cindy shouted, Were in the kitchen now, coming into the dining area. Dont move, Estella. We dont want any problem.

				Keep talking, Tropper whispered.

				She said, You dont want problems, and neither do we.

				No, I no like problems, Estella said.

				I no like problems, too, Luis agreed.

				As Cindy stepped behind the dinette set, she could see Estellas red-shirted back hunched over, a swath of black hair resting over her shoulders like epaulettes. The woman had a shotgun jammed between her husbands legs.

				Cindy stretched her neck far enough to make out Luiss face. Drenched in sweat, his skin looked like steaming milk-laced coffee. A small man with small bones, he possessed a narrow face, which was rather effeminate except for a sparse mustache and a plug of hair between his lower lip and his chin. Traces of acne roughened his cheeks. He resembled a petulant teenager rather than the father of two children.

				Leaning backward, she spoke to Tropper. I see them. Hes facing me, but shes got her back to us.

				Tropper gave a signal to the others, and the three men drew their weapons. Okay. You tell her that youre coming out in the open. Tell her were behind her with our weapons drawn. Tell both of them not to move.

				Dont move, Estella, Cindy said. Im right in back of your dinette set, but do not turn around. I dont want Luis to make a grab for the gun.

				No, I no move, Estella answered.

				Good. Suddenly, Cindy realized that droplets were running down her own forehead. Now, Im stepping out into the open so Luis can see me and my buddies. I want him to see that we have guns aimed at his face. So he doesnt try anything dumb. You see me, Luis?

				I see you

				She have red hair? Estella interrupted.

				S, she have red hair.

				Real or no real, Estella inquired.

				Es look real? Luis answered.

				It is real. Perspiration rolled down Cindys nose. You see our guns, Luis?

				I see.

				They work, Luis. They work really well and really fast. So dont do anything stupid.

				I no move.

				Sarge whispered, Tell her to remove the shotgun from his balls and lift it into the air. Tell her to move slowly. Then you take the gun; we take it from you. After that, you cuff her and the partys over.

				I cuff her?

				Yeah, Decker, you cuff her, Tropper barked. Shes the one with the barrel in his crotch. Whats the problem? Are you gonna do this or not?

				
				Yes, sir. Of course, sir. A one-second pause. Then Cindy said, Estella, I want you to take the gun and slowly, slowly lift it in the air

				I move, he take gun.

				He wont move now, Cindy said. We have three guns pointed at his face.

				I no move, I no move, Luis said frantically.

				But Estella was also agitated. I no move de gun. Why you no do what you say, Missy Redhead? You say you put hancuffs and arress him. Why you no do that?

				Tropper said, Keep telling her that hes not going to try anything, that weve got the guns pointed at him!

				Cindy hesitated. She sounds upset, sir. Why dont I just placate her, and do what I said I was going to do?

				Because, Decker, if you walk around to cuff Luis, youre in line with her shotgun barrel.

				
					Oh. Good point!

				Go get the gun, Tropper ordered. Go on! Start talking!

				Cindy wiped her face with her sleeve. Id like to do what you want, Estella, but if I handcuff him, Im right in front of your shotgun. Thats not going to work.

				Why? I no shoot you, jus Luis.

				You could shoot me accidentally. I know you wouldnt mean it, but its just not going to work.

				You lie to me! Estella hissed. You es liar jus like him!

				Estella, we have three revolvers aimed at Luiss face. Hes not going to move

				I no move, Luis concurred.

				Well, I no move, too, Estella said. Luis estrong. I move, he take de gun and shoot me.

				Cindy blurted out, How about if I come next to you, and I take the gun? Immediately, she heard Tropper swear, but didnt dare turn to face him. If you just stay still and dont move, I can do that. Ill take the gun

				Then Luis take gun from you.

				Im a very big woman, Estella. I could take Luis down in a minute.

				
				Luis said, She es bery beeeg, Estella! You give her de gun.

				
					Shut up, Luis! Cindy was thinking. Anything you say, shell do the opposite. Time moving in slo-mo, she waited for a response.

				Estella said, Luis is bery estrong

				So am I! Cindy said. Look, Ill talk so you can hear me, so you know Im not sneaking up on you. Then Ill tap your shoulder when Im right behind you

				I no sure Estella said. I no thin

				Ill talk you through it.

				Tropper was growling! This isnt what I ordered!

				But shes going to go for it, Sarge! Cindy persisted. This way Im not facing the barrel of her gun, and you three will be right behind me.

				One second passed, then two

				Please, Sergeant Tropper, Cindy whispered forcefully. I can disarm her

				Estella said, I no hear you. Wha you sayin? I getting mad.

				She looked at Troppers furious face, knowing he was trapped. If he didnt respond soon, the situation would escalate. His voice snapped like a leather whip. Do it! But tell her were right behind you!

				Cindy said, Okay, Estella, Im coming in. My buddies are going to be right behind me, so Luis can see them. Im starting now. Im taking a couple of steps forward. You hear me, dont you

				S, I hear you! Wha you thin? I no have ears?

				Now Im taking a couple more steps. Luis is looking right at my buddiesat their guns. Is my voice getting closer?

				S, I hear you.

				Okay, Im right behind you now. Im going to tap your shoulder. Dont move

				I no move.

				Luis, you dont move, either

				I no move.

				Thats good. No one is going to move except me, Cindy said. Now Im putting my hand on your shoulder She touched the womans bony joint. Estella remained motionless. Thats my hand

				Hokay.

				Estella, listen carefully, okay?

				Hokay.

				I am going to bend down and put my arms around your waist, okay? Dont move

				I no move!

				Slowly, Cindy bent over, her chest touching the womans back, her head peering over Estellas red-clad shoulder. She slipped her arms around a trim middle and wiggled her fingers. You see my hands?

				I see.

				You see my fingers?

				S.

				Okay, Im going to take the gun from you now.

				Hokay.

				Dont move!

				I no move!

				Luis, if you move and I slip, you no have cojones. Do you understand me?

				I no move, I no move!

				Cindy had had the primary academy training with shotguns. But she hadnt done much private practice with them on the range, choosing to hone an expertise with her service Beretta. But she did know that shotguns werent warm and fuzzy firearms. They were hard to control, because they were heavy mothers. Estella was keeping hers stabilized by resting the stock in her lap. Her right hand was clenched around the pistol grip, the index finger inside the guard, resting on the trigger. Her left hand was underneath the slide handlethe pump. Both of her hands were shaking noticeably.

				Cindy spoke quietly. Dont move. Im going to touch your hands. She placed her palms over Estellas fingers. Her skin was hot and damp.

				You feel my hands?

				S.

				
				Dont move your body, okay?

				Hokay!

				Cindy began sliding her hands up and down the shotgun, feeling around for a stable, strong area to grip. It was difficult to find a spot because the wood and metal were wet and sticky from Estellas sweat. She hunted until she found a couple of semidry places that gave her leverage with the weapon. She grasped the gun, not talking until she was certain she had a strong hold on the weapon.

				Finally, she said, Take your hands away.

				I take my hans off?

				Yes, take your hands off the gun, but dont move your body.

				You have de gun?

				Yes, I have the gun. Ive got a good grip on it. Take your hands away.

				Hokay But still she didnt move. You est segura you have de gun?

				I have the gun. Cindy remained calm. I have a good hold on it. Take your hands away, but dont move your body.

				Hokay.

				As soon as Estellas fingers were off the weapon, Cindy stood up and lifted the shotgun high in the air. Instantly, Beaudry took the gun. Luis jumped up, wiping sweat from his face. He screamed, You arress that crazy bitch!

				Cuff her, Decker.

				Wha? Estella turned an irate face toward Cindy. She was a pretty woman with big black eyes, high cheekbones, smooth skin, and deep, full lips. Why the hell would Luis want someone else?

				More than that, what the hell did she see in him?

				Maybe he had a big

				Wha he say? Estella was screaming. You arress him! He have de puta!

				Cindy took out the handcuffs from her belt and, in one fluid motion, turned Estella around and brought the womans right arm against her back. She was seconds away from securing the left arm, but then Estella suddenly realized what was happening. Wrestling in Cindys grip, Estella started spewing out high-pitched Spanish, punctuating her tirade with curses and spit.

				Dont make this difficult

				You es una beetch! You eslying daughter of a put

				Lets not get personal. Cindy kneed her in the back of her legs just hard enough to get Estella to buckle. Once the womans legs were bent, it was a snap to bring her down, and lay her facedown on the floor. Again, using knees and elbows to restrain the writhing body, Cindy held Estellas right arm flat against her back and rooted about for the left one, which was trying to sock her in the face. Estella was no match for her in strength, but her resistancethe bucking and rollingmade Cindy sweat from exertion.

				Here was the big showdown, and it was mano a mano. Because none of the others were making even the slightest effort to help her. Instead, they were standing around, watching with amusement as she struggled. Luis was buoyant, a big smile on his ugly face.

				He said, You go to crcel, you estpida, loca

				Again, Estella spit in his direction. He the one with the puta! He go to jail! Why he no go to jail!

				Luis was doing a victory dance. Have fun wit de other beeeg ladies

				Graham, will you shut him up! Cindy snapped.

				To Luis, Beaudry said, Shut up!

				Finding the flaying arm, Cindy gripped it and shoved it against Estellas back. She snapped on the loose cuff, then held her manicled arms firmly, and brought Estella to her feet. She said, We cant send him to jail, Estella, because adultery isnt against the law. Otherwise politicians would have rap sheets a mile long.

				Luis made kissy noises at his wife. Struggling against Cindys hold, Estella tried to break away and kick him.

				Dont do that, Cindy said. Otherwise, Ill have to tie your feet

				I hope de matrona in de crcel is a beeeg woman

				
				You es un diablo with a pequeo pecker

				You arress her! Luis shouted. Slam her lardo ass in jail!

				I no have lardo ass! Estella screamed. Your whore have lardo ass, beeg, fat ass!

				Shut up! Both of you! Cindy broke in. Luis, youve got to come down to the station, you know.

				Wha? Luiss smiled waned. Me? Wha I do?

				Weve got to take your statement, Cindy said. Also, youre going to have to go to court and speak to a judge if you want to get your kids back. Otherwise, your kidsll end up in foster care.

				Me? Luiss face registered shock. I go do it?

				Yeah, you, buddy, Cindy said. Your wife cant do anything if shes in jail.

				Tropper was glaring at her. She looked back at him with innocent eyes, and tried to smile. It wasnt easy because she was still restraining Estella. I was just informing Mr. Ojeda of the procedure for securing his children, Sergeant. Thats assuming he wants them.

				Estella started foaming at the mouth. You send de children away, I curse you from mi cama de muerte! I speeet on you!

				No, no, Estella, Luis said gravely. I no send de children away! I tell de judge. Don worry.

				Ron Brown muttered, No way a judge is going to give you your kids back. Not with a shotgun in the house.

				I no shoot my kids! Luis was appalled. You take de gun. I no need it.

				Estella was crying. They take de kids away, Luis! You no let them

				They no take de kids!

				You can petition to get them back, sir, Cindy said. Or course, if your wifes in jail, youll be responsible for them. That means you stay home at night baby-sitting while your buddies are out having fun

				Decker growled Tropper.

				Not that Im trying to influence your decision to press charges, of course.

				
				Theyre not going to give them back the kids, anyway, Brown said. You need to be a responsible adult to raise kids.

				Maybe there are other relatives, Beaudry said.

				Her mother. Luis brightened.

				You really think her mothers gonna watch your kids after youve slammed her daughters butt in jail?

				Decker, youve said enough!

				Cindy slammed her mouth shut. She couldnt understand why Tropper was taking it so personally when shed seen her colleagues talk other domestic cases out of pressing charges time and time again. Maybe it had something to do with a gun aimed at a pair of nuts.

				Estella was sobbing. They take de kids, Luis! They take de kids!

				Luiss sassy petulance had been replaced by panic. No, they no take de kids, Estella. He looked at Tropper. I no charge my wife! She no do nothin. You let her go! Then, we come down and get de kids.

				Tropper was swearing to himself. I dont believe this!

				Estella said, He say I no do nothin. You let me go!

				Its not that simple, Cindy said. Even if Luis doesnt press charges, Estella, weve still got to take you down to the station and book you for the illegal possession and negligent use of a firearm.

				Then wha? Luis asked.

				Cindy said, Shell wait in jail until her arraignment, which will be in maybe three, four hours. Then a judge will probably let her off on her own recognizance. Which means you wont have to pay any bail

				De judge don put her in jail?

				Cindy shrugged. I dont know what hell do. But well have to put her in jail until a judge sees her. Tropper was giving her the evil eye. She pretended not to see him. Usually illegal possession and negligent use of a firearm if its a first-time offense doesnt warrant jail time. But I dont know what a judge will decide. Its not up to me.

				If he says I go home, do we get de kids? Estella said, anxiously.

				
				No, Cindy said. Thats up to another judge

				But es better if there is a mother, yes? Luis asked.

				Probably.

				So I no put charges, Luis said. You let her go.

				Brown chuckled with amazement. She held a gun to his balls, and youre letting her off.

				He es hokay, Estella said.

				I hokay! Luis confirmed.

				Tropper said, Bring them down. Charge both of them with felony possession.

				Charge me? Luis said. I no do nothin.

				Yeah, yeah! Tropper turned Luis around and cuffed him. If youre telling me that you were both fooling around with the gun, the charges are possession and negligence against the both of you. That means you and your wife get slammed. Tropper paused. Unless you change your mind about charging your wife.

				No, I no change my mind!

				Then youre both under arrest, Tropper stated. You made your bed, buddy. Now you lie in it.

				Thats hokay, Estella said, nodding. He eslie in de bed, but only with me.

				Tropper rolled his eyes and propelled Luis forward. Lets go!

				As they stepped outside and onto the front porch, cheers and hoots from the neighborhood crowd greeted them. Estella had lowered her head as they walked to the cruisers, but Cindy noticed that Luis was smiling broadly. Probably would have waved if his hands hadnt been cuffed.

				His thirty seconds of fame. Thats Hollywood for you. Everyones a friggin star.
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Though Bellinis hadnt become Cindys second living room, at least it was comfortable. More than just a hard-core cop bar, it offered chops and sandwiches as well as salads and soups for the lighter fare. Cozy in size, the place had dim lighting, jazz music, and a big-screen TV, which, at the moment, was airing baseballGiantsPadres. The floors were pine-planked and worn, and the ceilings held acoustical tiles. A half-dozen tables sat in the center area while red-Naugahyde booths lined the left wall. The right side was dedicated to the bar, its mirrored wall reflecting a black counter, which spanned the length of the restaurant. Technically, the law mandated the eatery to be smoke-free. But the patrons skirted the issue by opening up the back door, claiming the area to be an extension of a nonexistent patio. A moot point because who was going to cite the owner when the law was puffing away?


As Beaudry came in, he waved to a few of his friends. Cindy waved just to feel like one of the gang. Ron Brown was sitting on one of the bar stools, but Tropper wasnt with him. In an eye blink, Cindy caught sight of someones back as he left the place. It could have been Sarge, but she wasnt sure. There were several others that she knew by name. Andy Lopez was an academy acquaintance. There was also Slick Rick Bederman and his partner, Sean Amory. Bederman was solidly built with dark eyes and thick, curly hair, his face, as always, stamped with arrogance. She had met him once at a partyhadnt liked the way he had looked at her. Amory was lighter in his coloring, but also projected tude. Beaudry must have caught her ambivalence. He said, Feel like being social?


Maybe later.


They ordered their beers, then took a booth, sipping for a few moments without talking. Beaudry was beating time to the music, fingertips drumming the table. It was soft jazz, the sax singing in a breathy voice which teased like foreplay.


Finally, Beaudry said, So you did all right today.


Thanks.


Chalk one up for the good guys.


Cindy said, Are we the good guys? You wouldnt know it by reading the papers.


Beaudry waved her off. This aint the first scandal and it wont be the last.


Thats too bad.


Yeah, I suppose. Beaudry picked up his mug. Still, Im not losing sleep over it. So youre sure youre okay with today?


Im okay with it. Cindy managed a smile. I doubt if Troppers okay with it. So hes pissed at me. Hes not the first, he wont be the last.


Beaudry raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.


What? Cindy asked. Youre gonna give me some advice?


If youre okay with it, Ive got nothing to offer.


So whyre you looking at me like that?


Like what?


Like Ive got herpes


Youre being touchy, Decker. Im not looking at you at all. And if I was looking at you, I wouldnt be thinking about herpes. Id be thinking that you look good in that black pantsuit outfit youre wearing. That it goes good with your hair, which looks pretty when its loose. He sipped beer. That wasnt a come-on. Ive got a marriage, and I want to make it last. Thats just an old-fashioned, blue-collar compliment, so dont go filing any sexual harassment complaints.


I look good tonight?


You look good tonight.


Thanks. Cindy took another sip of suds, then licked the foam off her lips. So you think I fucked up?


Nah, you didnt fuck up as far as the incident goes. You handled the situation pretty good. He looked around at nothing. Nah, you didnt fuck up with the situation.


But I fucked up with Tropper! Cindy tapped her toe. Do you think I fucked up with Tropper?


Not exactly


What does that


Wait, wait, wait! Beaudry held out his palms in a stop sign. Give me a sec, okay. You didnt fuck up with him, meaning that he isnt gonna make a federal case out of it. But you might think of doing something nice for him.


Like what? She sneered. Getting him coffee? One lump or two


Dont be a brat. Justthink about it.


She laughed. I havent been called a brat in a while.


But youve been called one before.


Oh yeah.


Its written all over your face, Decker. I am a brat. Not only a brat, but a snotty, educated brat.


Cindy maintained the smile, but the eyes dimmed. Thats how you see me?


No, thats not how I see you. Beaudry sighed. Its just that youre out there, Decker. Like today. You put yourselfout there. Right in the firing line. And when youre out there, people notice you. Like Tropper.


It worked.


Thats not the point.


Silly me, I thought it was.


Beaudry wiped suds off his mouth with his sleeve. Listen, we dont have to be talking about this. We can talk about other stuff. You tell me your gossip, Ill tell you mine. Im just trying toyou know. Tell you like it is.



She averted her stare. Look, Graham, no offense, but Im not in the mood to be dissected.


Thats fair enough.


On the other hand, no sense being on the outs with Tropper. She stared at her beer. What should I do for him?


Beaudry looked around, then called her closer. She leaned in, elbows on the table.


He said, Tropper isnt a stupid man


I didnt say he


Just shut up and listen, okay? He lowered his voice. He isnt stupid, Cin. Hes got great street smarts. He knows how people operate.


He waited. Cindy said, Im listening.


If you ask him to recount an incident, hes crystal. He can recap from A to Z in perfect detail. The problem comes when he tries to write it down in a report. Hes a fish out of water. It takes him centuries to finish his forms. Writing confuses him. He gets things out of order


He cant sequence?


Something like that. Hes constantly rewriting his reports because the old ones are always messy-looking.


Why doesnt he just use Word? she asked. You knowcut and paste?


He has trouble with computers. The keyboard confuses him. Beaudry finished his first brew, held up a finger, signaling the waitress for a second. Computers probably arent your problem, right?


Not word processing.


And I dont imagine you have trouble with report writing, either.


I find it mind-numbing, but its not difficult. I did lots of papers in college. I usually outlined them before I wrote. You know, occasionally, Ill still outline a report if the incident was complicatedlots of people coming and going. You might suggest he try that.


I dont suggest anything to Tropper, and you shouldnt either. I think the Sarge got into the academy with a GED. So now you know why he sneers at you.



Beaudry locked eyes with her.


Its something you should be aware of, Cindy. The guys and gals youre working with are the salt of America. Lots of us are ex-military. Were G-workers who hate the nine-to-five, but still want a good pension. Youre from another planeta college brat who somehow wandered into law enforcement. Not only college, but a private college


Lets not forget an Ivy Leaguer.


See, thats what I mean! Beaudry pounded the table for emphasis.


Im sorry. She tried to stop smiling. It was just too tempting


Forget it.


Graham, I hear you. She poked her finger into the suds and licked it. You know, if the guys think I grew up rich, then theyre stupid. My father climbed through the ranks the hard way.


Which brings us to another point, Decker. You gotta stop talking about your father


Ah, cmon! Now youre getting personal!


Im just telling you for your own good.


Do I do anything right?


Not much.


Cindy looked away, biting her lip to control her rising temper.


Beaudry said, Every time we start shooting the bull, talking about the day, you say things like, Yeah, my father once had a case like that.


Im trying to relate.


It pisses people off. It makes them think that their experiences are nothin special. Everyone wants to feel special. You already feel special because youve got all this college. You gotta remember that the average Joe on the force is a high school graduate, maybe a couple of years at a junior college like me. If youre real smart, okay, you do a four-year state, then enter the academy with the idea of doing the gold.


Like my dad



Stop mentioning your dad. He isnt a legend, Decker, hes a pencil pusher.


For the first time, Cindy was genuinely offended. Thats crap, Beaudry! He was down in the trenches when the Order blew up.


Yeah, and a lot of people have said he could have handled that better.


Her face grew red with anger. What a truckload of bullshit! She whispered fiercely. He saved dozens of kids


But lots of adults were pulverized


He wasnt in charge, Graham. He wasnt calling the shots! She winced. Ah, screw it! Ive had enough.


Beaudry caught her arm before she got up. Im not criticizing your dad, Cindy. Just repeating what Ive heard. You gotta know these things. He let go of her. Otherwise, youre working blind.


She didnt answer, staring at the bottom of her empty glass. Beaudry said, Take a refill.


No, thanks, she said stiffly.


Within moments, a waitress appeared. She wore a low-cut red tank top, a petticoat-red miniskirt topped by a white, ruffled apron, and red heels. Her hair was short, blond, and sprayed stiff. She placed a glass of beer in front of Beaudry.


How about another for my partner, Jasmine, he said.


Im fine, thank you, Cindy said.


Under the table, Beaudry kicked her.


On the other hand, another would go down real smooth. Cindy gave the waitress her empty glass and a ten spot.


Jasmine smiled. Boss says that tonight its on the house. Just as long as you dont get greedy.


What did I do to rate?


Hes been watching you. You came three times this week. He wants to reward your loyalty.


Tell him thanks. Cindy forced herself to smile. Really. And keep the bread.


Jasmines smile turned into a grin. A cop with class. Be back in a minute.



When she was gone, Beaudry said, Tens a big tip.


Easy come, easy go.


He slid his glass across the table. Here, take mine.


No, thats okay. She slid it back.


He took a long swig. Youre pissed, Decker. You look like my wife did when I fucked up with her anniversary gift.


Im fine.


Beaudry waved her off. The gossip about your dad is sour grapes, Cin. The little guys getting back at the one whos made it. Any of us would love to be in Big Deckers shoes. But thats not the point. You keeping talking about Daddy, it looks like youre hanging on to his coattails. It also reminds the rank and file that they havent gotten as far. Not that your dad doesnt deserve it. His rep is a good one. But you gotta stop being so concerned about him and start being more concerned about yourself. Start thinking about what youve done lately.


Again, Cindy averted her glance. She reached across the table and took Beaudrys brew. So getting back to Tropperwhat do I do?


Tell him you have some free time and it makes you antsy. Ask him if he needs any favors.


Hell say no.


Course, hell say no. Then you say something about the pile of crap lying inside his in box. You say something like, Hey, Sarge. Lemme clear some of your paperwork. Im doing some of my own reports. Lemme type up a couple of your handwritten ones.


Hell see right through it.


Yeah, he will. Hell know youre trying to kiss ass. But I bet hell take you up on it. Hell act like its no big deal. Real casual. But hell remember it.


And thatll be that?


Thatll be that. Beaudry looked around the place. It was filling up by the minute. Ive got to get home to Sherri and the kids. Whats today?


Todays the twenty-first.


What day of the week?



Thursday.


Ahthats our chili night. Thats a good one. You drink up my beer. I want to save some room for the brewskis with my dinner. Chili and beer. Now theres a perfect marriage for you. If only men and women were chili and beer.





At that point, she probably should have cut her losses and gone home. Instead, Cindy surveyed the room for civil faces if not friendly ones. Beaudrys comments had left her disconcerted. She didnt want to play the role of the stand-alone, crusading against the world. The maverick made for fine fiction, but was a bitch in reality.


What she wanted was to blend in. What the hell was wrong with her?


Ah well, she sighed. She couldnt change the past, so she concentrated on the present. Andy Lopez and his partner, Tim Waters, were still at the bar. Andy seemed like a straight-up guy. Tim didnt impress her much. Conversation with them would be strictly lightweight.


Gotta do better than that.


At one of the tables were Hayley Marx and Rhonda Nordich. About thirty, Hayley was a seven-year vet. She was tallat least five tenand had short blond hair and sharp brown eyes. Rhonda was a civilian who worked the front desk at the detectives squadroom. She was olderin her forties, maybe even fifties. She had deep, smoky skin and short kinky hair that was more salt than pepper. Cindy had exchanged pleasantries with Hayley, but had never spoken to Rhonda. But they seemed preferable to Lopez and Waters.


Beer in hand, she stood and ambled over. Hayley looked up, then went back to her white wine. Get a load off.


Thanks. Since the two women were across from each other, she was forced to sit beside one. She turned to Rhonda and held out her hand. Cindy Decker.


Rhonda Nordich. She shook Cindys hand. I worked with your father way back when.



In Foothills?


Yeah, in Foothills. Hes at Devonshire now, isnt he?


She nodded.


He was a nice guy. Rhonda chuckled and swirled her club soda. Probably still is. Why do you do that? Talk about a person you knew in the past like they was dead?


Cindy smiled. I dont know.


Well, say hi for me.


I will.


No one spoke. Everyone drank.


Hayley said, I see they got you partnered with Beaudry.


Yeah.


So what do you think?


Cindy was taken aback by the frankness of Marxs question. Hes a good guy.


Yeah?


Yeah. Why? Is there something I should know?


Hayley sipped her Chardonnay. Well, put it this way. He aint gonna qualify for the marathon.


Ohthat. Yeah, I already know about that.


About what? Rhonda asked.


Cindy said, Hes a little slow with his footwork.


Hayley said, You know, rumor has it that Slick Rick Bederman requested a transfer because of that. He was wrestling with a perp who had a knife. By the time Beaudry got there, the perp almost sliced an ear off. Im not saying Beaudrys not a good guy. Just telling you the pitfalls. So dont go thinking Im talking against him.


Not at all. Still, Cindy felt uncomfortable. I appreciate it. But Im okay with him.


Suit yourself. Hayley finished her glass of wine. Are you just drinking tonight or what?


Ive got nothing special on my roster.


Were going to have some grub. Youre welcome to join us.


Cindy smiled. Well, there is that two-day-old bowl of pasta in my fridge.



Hayley finally smiled. Thats pathetic.


Rhonda said, You young ones just dont cook anymore.


Cindy said, I can cook. A pause. I just choose not to


Uh-huh, Rhonda said.


Its a volitional thing, Cindy said.


Hayley said, Now, Rhonda, if youre dying to cook for us


After four kids, Ive had enough with feeding mouths. Only mouth I want to feed right now is my own.


Cindy said, Whats good here?


How hungry are you? Hayley asked. Sandwich hungry? Or steak or chop hungry?


More sandwich than chop.


Try the beef dip, Hayley said.


Maybe Ill have the beef dip, Rhonda said. Although I should have the turkey dip. Im watching the fat.


Turkey dips not as good as the beef dip. Hayley turned to Cindy. Its very dry.


Cindy said, You know, Rhonda, Ill have the beef dip, and we can split, if you want.


If youre having the beef dip, then maybe Ill have the tuna, Hayley said. You dont mind if I steal a little from youalthough tuna and beef dip dont exactly go together.


Well, its not steak and lobster, Cindy said.


Maybe Ill have the pastrami on rye, Hayley said. Do you like pastrami, Cindy?


I love pastrami.


Now Im not touching that! Rhonda said. Talk about fat.


Thats no good, Hayley said. If you want to split, Ro, Ill take something else. How about ham and cheese? She turned to Cindy. You like ham and cheese?


Not really. I dont eat ham. Im Jewish.


Oh Hayley thought for a moment. So youre kosher?



No, Im not kosher, I just dont eat ham. We never had it growing up. Although sometimes we did have bacon.


That doesnt make any sense.


I know. She shrugged.


Hayley said, So if I had a club, youd split that?


Yeah, Id split that.


And thats okay with you, Ro?


Whats in a club?


Turkey, bacon, and avocado.


Skip the avocado. Its not that I dont like avocado. She patted her sizable middle. It doesnt like me.


Hayley pouted. But thats the best part.


All right, so keep the avocado.


Cindy said, What are we ordering? Im confused.


Ill handle it. Hayley motioned Jasmine over. She said, A beef dip with extra onions and lots of gravy, French fries and slaw, a turkey dip with extra cranberries, mashed potatoes instead of stuffing, and slaw, and a club on toasted rye, half with avocado, half plain.


You want fries with that, Marx?


Yeah, you can give me fries.


Refill on the wine?


Yeah.


Another Miller Lite for you, hon?


Cindy thought a moment. Better make it a Diet Coke.


Why? Hayley asked. How many beers have you had?


I just finished number three. Im okay, but lets not tempt the booze fairy.


Im also on number three. Hayley made a face. Make mine a Diet Coke, too.


Got it. Jasmine looked over the order, then at Cindy. Which order is yours?


Why? Hayley asked.


Because hers is on the house.


Rhonda and Hayley started hooting.


Why? Cindy smiled. Whats so funny?



Hayley said, Doogle is at it again.


Who is Doogle?


The horny leprechaun who owns the place.


Jasmine said, Dont listen to them, honey. Theyre just jealous. Now whats your order?


What is my order? Cindy asked the others. The beef dip?


Whats the most expensive item we have? Rhonda asked.


The club.


Hers is the club.


Jasmine laughed. You guys! She turned and walked away.


Cindy said, Who is this Doogle?


A very little man. Hayley marked about two feet off the ground with her hand. Hits on all the women.


On cops?


On anything with a moo-moo, Rhonda said.


A moo-moo?


Hayley said, He could suck my pussy standing up if Id let him.


How tall is he?


Bout five three. Maybe fifty years old


He sounds perfect, Cindy said. Actually, he sounds like my last blind date.


Hes got money, Rhonda said.


Well, that part isnt bad.


Those types are always stingy, Hayley said. You know, I make it, I spend it. You lick my balls, and maybe Ill give you meter money.


Cindy laughed. Been there, done that.


Hayley laughed, too. Are we sounding drunk yet?


No, just plain bitter, Cindy said.


Uh-oh! Hayley said. Look who just walked in. Ole sleaze in a bottle. She gave him a little wave. Look out, hes coming our way.


Cindy turned around, then felt her skin go hot. She hoped they hadnt noticed, but knew they had. She was saddled with a near white complexion and that was a dead giveaway. She blushed whenever she became angry, embarrassed, or extremely aroused.


Or so she had been told.
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