
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Deep End

By Ellie Hart

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2018 Ellie Hart

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.


The Deep End

Local veterinarian Dr. Giselle Cutler’s world
revolves around her profession, and Marta, the woman she loves.
She’s confident both will always be there to support her until her
cell phone rings in the middle of the night, and her once-stable
world begins to spin out of control. Her sister Tiffani is missing,
and all fingers point to fifteen year old Leif, Giselle’s nephew.
Life as she knows it is fading fast, and with it, the security that
family provides. As the true nature of each relationship is
revealed, Giselle begins to doubt her ability to keep – and deserve
– a lasting partnership. But Marta’s not giving up, and her support
is the lifeline that keeps Giselle from toppling over the edge as
they confront the dangers and dark secrets behind Tiffani’s
disappearance.
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Requiesce in pace


Morning, Day One

I am in bed, stretched out on my side of the
king-sized mattress, a pillow jammed down on my ears as hard as it
can go. My—what should I call her? Girlfriend sounds juvenile,
particularly since we’re both past forty, and partner sounds too
businesslike. My lover is sound asleep, her mouth slack with a
strange whistling sound coming from her nose. It’s like this most
nights. She sleeps and whistles, I don’t and fume. Still, a move to
the guest room, something that I’ve been threatening to do for
years, is too drastic to actually carry through.

We’d had a great evening in, playing hosts to three
other couples whose varied personalities make our life interesting.
Wine, women, and wit: that was the order of things last night, and
now Marta is dead to the world, whistling and sleeping the sleep of
the exhausted. And the tipsy. I can still smell the pungent merlot
on her breath. If I get close enough to her, I can almost taste
it.

I’m lying there, imaging clipping a giant clothespin
to her nose and getting some much-needed rest, when my cell phone
begins chirping. I move the pillow away from my ear, cracking open
one eye in time to see the thin silver iPhone shimmying its way to
the edge of the nightstand. Tempted to let it fall, to let its
noise jerk my beloved back from whatever dream she’s enjoying, I
catch it just as it begins sliding over the edge, heading toward
the oaken floor. I can replace a phone. Marta Perry? Not so
sure.

“Giselle Cutler here.” I do that half-whisper,
half-talk thing as I slide out from under the covers and head for
the hall. It’s more from habit than from good manners, believe me.
I’m a veterinarian, used to emergency calls at all times of the
night and day.

“Gigi? It’s James.”

I can hear an odd sniveling sound coming from his end
of the line. James Granger is my brother-in-law, my younger
sister’s husband and father to my only nephew and godson. I’ve
never been that close to James, but he’s good to my sis and to
Leif, my gangly, nerdy nephew. And he’s not given to calling me in
the middle of the night.

“What’s up?”

Another sniff in my ear. Is he crying?

“Tiff’s gone.” His voice is thick with tears. “I
didn’t want to call you, but she’s been gone since Leif left for
school this morning.”

“Wait, James.” I head downstairs, taking care to miss
the fifth riser from the bottom, the one that makes an ungodly
screech when stepped on. “Can you hold on for a minute?”

If I’m going to handle a family crisis at dark
thirty, I need tea. I turn right at the bottom of the stairs and
walk into the kitchen, its newly remodeled elegance illuminated by
a string of lights draped along the center of the counter. I make a
beeline for the mammoth stainless steel fridge, the pièce de
résistance, Marta’s pride and joy. She’s the cook in this house,
and she’s finally gotten the gourmet kitchen she’s wanted for at
least the past decade.

I grab the glass carafe of iced peach tea and set it
on the counter. No caffeine, so if this ends up being a tempest in
a teapot, a fight between spouses, I can at least get back to sleep
without adding a caffeine buzz to the whistling noises from Marta’s
side of the bed.

“All right, James,” I say as I slide onto one of the
new counter stools. “Tell me about it. You say Tiff’s not
there?”

Right now I’m working with the assumption that “gone”
means “not in the vicinity” and not the euphemism for “dead.” My
brother-in-law is not given to beating around the conversational
bush and prides himself on being a straight talker. As I wait for
his reply, I drink straight from the carafe. I relish the feel of
the cool liquid in my mouth, the taste of slightly sweet fruit. And
I enjoy feeling wicked, like a ten-year-old sneaking cookies before
dinner. If Marta ever catches me not using a glass, I’m toast.

“She’s gone, Gigi.” More sniffing and the sound of
something rustling. Maybe a tissue? I hope so, because it’s
starting to get on my sleep-deprived nerves.

I take another drink. “James, did the two of you have
a fight or something?”

It’s possible, I think. While most see James and Tiff
as the quintessential loving couple, he a well-paid member of a
local charity board and she a stay-at-home mom, they’re still
human. And my sister isn’t perfect. She can get mad at the littlest
things. Of course, she also gets over it quickly as well. If she
has the capacity to stay mad at someone for any length of time,
I’ve never seen it. Not enough to be away for an entire day without
checking in.

“No. Absolutely not.” He’s indignant now, sounding
more like his old self: assured, confident, in charge. “She’s just
what I said. She’s missing.”

“Actually,” I say because I can’t help it and I’m
tired, “you said she’s gone. Which is it?”

“Missing. She’s missing.”

 

* * *

 

Marta is her typical self when I shake her gently
awake. She manages to go from dead to the world to wide awake in
nothing flat. I’m counting on that when I hand her a mug of coffee.
I’ll need her functioning at full speed so she can help me
think.

“Since you’re bringing me coffee without me even
asking, I’m going to assume there’s a reason, right?” She lifts her
face for a quick kiss before sipping the aromatic Jamaican Blue
blend we’re both currently enamored of. “Spit it out, woman.”

“James called,” I begin, and I give her a brief
rundown of the facts as I know them. Leif last saw Tiffani as she
got into her car and backed out of the driveway. She hasn’t been
seen since. End of story.

“Wait,” says Marta, carefully setting the mug down on
her nightstand and patting the side of the bed. “Let me get this
straight. Your sister, Mrs. Prim and Proper, actually left her son
alone and took off.” She shakes her head. “That doesn’t sound like
her, Gij.”

“Well, he is fifteen, Marta.” I sink down on
the bed and cross my legs against hers. “It’s not like he can’t
take care of himself.”

“There’s fifteen in a normal house, Gij, and then
there’s Leif.”

“Tiff’s just an involved mom, that’s all,” I say, but
I can see what Marta means.

She gives me a look that says it all, and I find
myself grudgingly agreeing with her silent assessment. If nothing
else, Tiff is the textbook example of today’s helicopter parent,
constantly hovering over Leif’s shoulder and never letting down the
perfect mom façade she’s carefully constructed since he was a
newborn. Leaving him alone, even at his age, is inconceivable. How
the poor kid will ever manage to get a love life is beyond me.

“Fine,” I say, leaning over to grab her coffee,
taking a sip. “I’ve been awake since before dawn even thought about
cracking.”

“And whose fault is that?” she asks sweetly, taking
the mug out of my hands.

If I give her the answer her question deserves, I
might end up in the guest room after all. Instead, I smile back at
her, shaking my head.

“I know, I know. You told me to turn off my cell. Can
I help it if I forgot?” It was my night off the rotation for
emergency calls, and that’s why I’d agreed to the late-night party.
Habit had me putting the phone within reach, though, ready to
answer the call if a canine or cat needed me.

Marta reaches over to pat my face lightly, brushing
her fingers down the side of my neck. I close my eyes for a moment,
enjoying their smooth coolness against my skin. With everything I
needed to get done today, who knew when we’d have another quiet
moment to ourselves?

“Duty calls, love.” Marta withdraws her hand and
swings her long legs out of bed. My eyes pop open at her words, and
I frown. I don’t want to move, much less make a call to book an
airline ticket. She’s right as usual, though. Things to do, places
to go, people to see.

And Leif needs me.

“You can have the shower first while I call Lou and
ask her to hold down the fort, okay?” Marta says over her shoulder
as I fall back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling fan turning
lazily above me. Fine, I think. At least that’s one less person
I’ll need to handle.

Dr. Louise Grafton, my partner at the vet practice,
loves to talk. Give the woman any subject and she can go to town,
whipping up a conversation from thin air. I grin as I hear Marta on
the phone with her, already being deterred from her original
purpose. Better her than me.

James and I had finally concluded I would fly out
first thing today, or at least on the first available flight, since
it is the weekend. I am slightly irritated he has assumed I can
just pick up and go on a whim, that my medical practice, albeit for
the pawed and furred patient, is less important than his charity
work. It all boils down to Leif, though, and I am more than willing
to inconvenience myself for him.

The water is warm as it sluices down my back. If the
kitchen is Marta’s territory, the bathroom is mine. I designed the
shower for maximum relaxation, its curved glass wall separating it
from a deep Roman tub. I like the two showerheads angled just
right, one on my back and the other on my midriff, each sending
jets of pulsing water out to soothe my taut muscles.

“You know, Gij, if you stay in here long enough,
you’ll end up all wrinkly like Miss Fema.”

I keep my eyes closed against the spray as Marta
slips into the shower behind me, a smile on my lips. Ofema Lewis,
our sometimes housekeeper, is as dark as a prune and just as
wrinkled. She runs this place like a precise military operation,
which shouldn’t surprise us. Miss Fema was a career army nurse, and
she treats Marta and me as though we are interns under her
care.

“If I stay in here long enough, Tiff will come home
and I won’t need to go anywhere.” I turn around to face Marta,
drawing her closer to me under the water. “She probably got tired
of James and his stick up the butt attitude and went to a spa.
She’s probably doing the whole let your hair down routine right
now.”

“Without letting Leif know where she is?” Marta leans
in, fitting herself against me and tilting her head back to get her
hair wet. “I can’t see her doing that, not even to teach James a
lesson.” She lifts both arms and runs her fingers through her
cropped hair, its color as black as a panther’s coat. “Hand me the
shampoo, please.”

We finish showering, only getting sidetracked once
when she turns me around to soap my back, and are drying off in
bath sheets when my cell begins its crazy dance along the top of
the granite counter. I manage to answer before it goes to voice
mail.

“Giselle Cutler.”

“Aunt G? It’s me, Leif.”

His voice is a shadow of itself, and his words wobble
across the line as he says my name. I am instantly on high alert,
all irritation at James gone as I focus on my godson.

“Leif? Are you all right?” I look at Marta, my eyes
wide. In the mirror, I see I look like some of the feral cats
brought into the practice, my face reflecting the anxiety building
in me. “Is anyone there with you?” James, I recall, tends to work
six days a week.

“Yeah. No.” He drops the words into my ear, his voice
barely audible now.

“Leif, listen to me. Are you listening?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Where is your dad?”

I can almost hear the shrug coming across the line.
“At work, I guess.”

Of course he is. Nothing comes between James and his
precious board work, not even the weekend. He lives for being
needed, just not by his family.

“Did he leave someone there with you?” I try to
phrase the question so it doesn’t sound like I think he needs a
babysitter at his advanced age.

“No, but Sara came over.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Sara is Leif’s age and
has lived across the street for the past year or so. She is as
nerdy as he is, and in past conversations, Tiff had laughed when
she’d described their friendship to me.

“Two peas in a pod, Gigi, absolutely two peas in a
pod. I’ve never seen two kids more fascinated with computers than
they are. I’m afraid that Leif is not going to follow in James’s
philanthropic footsteps.” She’d said that as though it was a good
thing, and I’d silently agreed with her.

“Good,” I tell him. If nothing else, they can stay
busy redesigning the universe or whatever it is they do online. “I
plan on being there by tonight, okay?”

“Did my dad tell you to come?” He’s suspicious now,
probably assuming James and I think he can’t function without an
adult about the place. And that’s not far from the truth. My sister
has built such a hedge around Leif, I’m not sure he knows how to
make himself something to eat.

“No, I offered. What’s the matter, kiddo? Too big to
hang out with your favorite auntie?”

“You’re my only aunt,” he says, but now I can
hear amusement in his voice. “Fine. And I promise I’ll be okay
until you or dad gets here.” His sudden astuteness throws me off.
He is growing up too quickly, and his ability to understand
conversational nuances is troubling. With as much protection as
he’s had in his life, he shouldn’t be able to read between the
lines with such accuracy.

I hear a higher, lighter voice in the background, and
I assume Sara is nearby, waiting for Leif to end the call. We say
our good-byes as he assures me again that he is all right and I
tell him that I’ll be there in time for dinner.

“How’d he take it?” Marta holds out one hand for my
towel, the other hand draped with a pair of panties and matching
bra. I make the exchange, blowing a kiss in her direction as I head
for the bedroom and our walk-in closet.

“Typical Leif,” I call over my shoulder. “Lost as a
goose without his mom. Sara’s there, though, so at least he’s not
by himself.”

I love our closet. I know that sounds silly, almost
shallow, but it’s true. In our early days together, just out of
college, we didn’t care where we lived as long as it was together.
The reality of student loans and setting up my veterinarian
practice drove all hopes of ever getting a house from our minds,
but little by little, we managed. Marta’s degree is in social work,
perfect for someone with a heart the size of Texas, and she’s never
lacked for work. My stability, or the lack thereof, dictated our
finances. Finding this house in a foreclosure sale was the answer,
and the closet clinched it for me. Almost as big as my college dorm
room, it held my collection of animal-print scrubs and Marta’s
designer suits with room to spare.

“Marta, can you get online and see about a flight,
pretty please? I’m thinking something around two or so.” I choose a
loose-fitting tee with a hi-lo hem and slip it over my head. The
material is soft and lies against my skin almost weightlessly. Also
wearing jeans and Crocs, I’ll travel in comfort for the three-hour
flight.

That’s the plan, at least. It is Saturday, after all.
Not the easiest time to find a quick way out of the Bay Area.

Marta wanders into our room and flops down on the
bed, her smartphone in hand. Her hair is still wet, seal-like in
its sleekness against her skull. She’s naked, unselfconscious in
the way I’ll never be, and I stand in the door of the closet to
admire the line of her back and hips.

“Here’s one, G. It’s a JetBlue at one fifty, gets
into Phoenix at four twenty by way of Sacramento.” She cranes her
neck around to look at me, eyebrows drawn together in thought. “Let
me know so I can book it.”

I nod. “Do it. I can get a car when I get there. You
know how I hate being dependent on someone else for
transportation.”

A few clicks on her phone, and Marta gives me a
triumphant smile. “Ta-da. It’s done. Hope you can handle the heat
when you get there. The current temp is one hundred.”

I shrug. It is what it is, weather-wise. Here in San
Leandro, not too far from the Pacific Ocean, the weather is only a
problem when the fog persists. September in Phoenix can still be
brutal, according to Tiff. Maybe I’ll take a swimsuit so Leif and I
can have some downtime together in their pool.

“Thanks,” I say to Marta, heading back into the
closet to finish packing. I really don’t know how long I’ll be
gone, but I’m assuming no longer than three days. That should be
time enough to either track my sister down or figure out why she’s
not home. Besides, Lou won’t be happy if I’m gone longer than
that.

Hindsight is twenty-twenty, of course.


Evening, Day One

I’ve made it to Phoenix, and I’m already cognizant of
the heat before I even leave the airport terminal. It’s a blanket
lying over the entire valley, tucked in carefully at the outskirts
of the metropolitan area so the heat cannot escape. How people live
here is a mystery to me. Tiff and I grew up in a small town not too
far from where I live now, and our native clime has not prepared me
for the 108-degree temperature on this mid-September weekend.
Doesn’t the weather god realize it’s almost fall?

I admire the art displays inside the airport as I
make my way to the rental car counters. The last time I came
through Sky Harbor Airport, it was a maze of construction and
chaos, dust and debris. Now it could pass as the lobby of a minor
museum or a grand hotel. If an airport could be called beautiful,
this one definitely is.

By the time I get up to the rental counter and begin
the transaction to claim my car, my smartphone says it is close to
five thirty. I’ve texted James to let him know I’m here, but so far
I’ve not heard anything back. I’m sure he’s too busy handing out
charity to those he doesn’t know instead of making sure his son and
wife are all right. I have to put that thought aside because it’s
causing my blood pressure to rise. We will have time enough for a
showdown after I reach their house.

“I’ll just need a signature here and here, and a few
initials on this page, please,” says the friendly woman behind the
counter. “Since you’re only going to be here for three days, I
won’t try to sell you the extra packages we normally offer our
guests.”

I smile back at her, grateful she’s noticed I’m not
really here, at least mentally. To be honest, if she had
offered extras, I would have taken them just to get on the road.
She’s lost out on a sale that she didn’t know she’d almost had, if
that makes sense.

I love driving in Phoenix and its many suburbs. It’s
so much less congested than the traffic around the Bay Area, and I
want to laugh when I hear folks complain about how bad it is on the
10 or the 60 or the 17. They need to check out the 205 and the
880.

My phone pings, indicating an incoming text message.
I press the button on the dashboard that allows the message to be
read aloud.

“Aunt Gigi, it’s Leif.” I chuckle when I hear the
computer voice enunciate his name as “leaf.” My godson is very
particular about the pronunciation: LAYfe. Siri needs to get with
the program.

“Dad’s home and he says to please not park in the
driveway in case he needs to get out of the garage.” I frown,
considering the request. It’s almost too casual in nature, as if
I’m swinging by for a visit and not for support. “Anyway, see ya in
a little while.”

Well, all right then. I will not park in his precious
driveway, although from what I remember, it’s large enough for a
tour bus. My brother-in-law’s charity work has been incredibly
lucrative, which is terribly ironic in my view. The house he and my
sister bought when Leif started school is a study in Frank Lloyd
Wright’s iconic style. From its perch on the side of Camelback
Mountain, you can see the entire valley spread out like a
multicolored patchwork quilt, and the view at nighttime is
absolutely magical.

I arrive at the house in good time. The sun hasn’t
set yet and is no longer directly in my rearview mirror. I’m
tempted to “accidentally” forget and park directly in the way of
the triple-width garage door, but I don’t. We’ll have to work
together as a team if we want to figure out what has happened to
Tiff, and playing a pissing game is not in Leif’s best
interest.

“Aunt Gigi!”

The front door bursts open, discharging my nephew and
a tanned, leggy girl in his wake. Sara, I assume, and I smile at
her from Leif’s embrace. She smiles shyly back, and I notice she’s
twisting her fingers together tightly as she waits for us to finish
our greeting.

“I hope you’re hungry. Sara’s mom sent over a ton of
food, didn’t she?” This comment is directed over his shoulder, and
Sara nods silently in agreement. I had no idea a teenage girl could
be so quiet.

“Sounds good, buddy. Let me get inside before I melt,
okay?” I give him one more squeeze before I disentangle myself.
Reaching into the back seat of the rental car, I grab my carry-on
bag, the only piece of luggage I’ve brought. I haven’t even
bothered to bring my laptop, instead depending on my smartphone to
keep me tethered to the social media world.

It’s at least forty degrees cooler inside the house.
I set my bag down on the entryway’s floor and slip off my Crocs.
Tiff doesn’t like shoes inside the house, and I want to be on her
good side when she comes back. I’m assuming she will, of course. I
can’t imagine her being gone from Leif, much less her house.

“Do you know what the police said?” I glance over at
Leif as I speak and notice the quick look he and Sara exchange.
“What?” I look at him more closely. He’s hiding something from me.
The twitch at the corners of his mouth is a dead giveaway, just as
it was with his mother. “Leif? What aren’t you saying?”

“He didn’t call them,” Leif mumbles.

“He didn’t call them?” I parrot his words, and I know
I sound just this side of idiotic. “Why in the world not?” I look
at Sara and notice she’s gone back to the finger twisting again.
“Sara, why did your mom send over food, then?”

She shrugs, her eyes fixed on Leif.

“Leif?” I turn back to him and see the color
beginning to creep into his face.

“Dad just told her mom had to fly out to take care of
a sick relative.” He gives an awkward half-smile. “Sara’s mom just
wanted to make sure we don’t starve while she’s gone, I guess.” He
almost sounds as though he believes this. I want to remind him I am
his mother’s only relative, and I am certainly not sick.

I want to find my harebrained brother-in-law and
shake some sense into him. What I need to do first, however, is
contact the police. If Tiff disappeared before Leif left for school
yesterday morning, she’s been gone for almost thirty-six hours.
Knowing my sister as I do, that’s a very long time to go without
checking in with James, much less her son.

Shaking my head, I slip my cell phone from my pocket.
I pull up the number screen and pause, one finger hovering over the
9. Maybe I should talk to Marta first, I think, get her viewpoint
on the situation. Without hesitation, I pull up my list of favorite
contacts and click on Marta’s name, tapping my foot impatiently
while I wait for her to pick up.

“Missing me already?” she says. I smile before
remembering the seriousness of this call. “It’s only been, what, a
few hours?”

I move away from the front door and head for the
kitchen. I am conscious of two pairs of ears listening to my
conversation, and I have a feeling that I might not be too
complimentary toward James and his seemingly careless attitude
toward his wife’s disappearance. I mean, the man had the gall to
call me in the middle of the night, turn my world upside down, and
then proceed to act as though nothing is wrong. I not only need
Marta’s take on the situation, I need her calming influence.

I take a deep breath. “The police haven’t been
notified yet.”

“You’re shittin’ me, right?” Marta’s voice is filled
with amazement, and I can picture her rounded eyes and her mouth
hanging open in her fly-catching pose. “Why in the world not?”
Marta is not one for hiding how she feels about anything.

I shrug even though she can’t see me. “I literally
just walked in and found this out.” I hear the crackle of flames in
the background and can picture Marta sitting in front of our
fireplace, files from her work spread out around her. “I guess I’ll
be the one to call. Unless you think I should make James do it,” I
add, hoping she’ll agree.

“Absolutely not,” she says promptly. “You’re her
sister. You do it.”

“Fine,” I say resignedly. “I’ll call. Will you be up
for a while?”

“Will I be up for a while?” Marta repeats the
question and laughs the deep, rolling sound that always makes me
smile. “You should see the work I brought home tonight, Gij. You’d
think I was the only social worker in the entire county.” Her work
week is Tuesday through Saturday, but it can easily eat away at her
days off as well.

“Well, don’t work too late, okay?” I hear a noise
behind me and turn around in time to see James coming down the
stairs heading across to the kitchen. “Gotta run, babe. I’ll chat
at you later, okay?”

“Love you.”

“You sure made it here in record time.” James has
come into the kitchen and is leaning back against a granite
countertop, arms folded across his chest in a casual stance that
suddenly has me fuming. He’s acting as though I’m in Phoenix on a
visit, nothing more. “Was that Marta?”

I nod brusquely. I’m in no mood for small talk, and I
can tell he’s catching on to my current state of mind. I start to
speak but he raises both hands in front of him, a gesture almost of
supplication.

“Look, Gigi, I know I should’ve called the cops
already. I guess I keep thinking she’ll turn up and then get mad at
me for calling.” He lowers his hands, and I notice his eyes are
rimmed in red and his carefully tanned face seems to sag a bit from
exhaustion. Maybe I’ve misread him.

“I can do that, if you’d like me to,” I offer. “I
really think we need to report this as a missing person, James. If
she comes back, we’ll just have to deal with her. Actually,” I add
with a wry smile, “she’s the one who’ll have to deal with us,
right?”

“I’ll say.” Leif has joined us, Sara trailing on his
heels. “She’s got a lot to answer for, right, Dad?”

“Come here, champ,” says James, and he holds out one
arm toward his son. I wait for the typical awkward moment of
contact with a teen, but there isn’t any. Instead, Leif snuggles in
close to his dad’s side, slipping both arms around his middle.

Without warning, I can feel a lump forming in my
throat, and I have to look away to regain my emotional equilibrium.
At least one of us needs to remain focused at the moment. Sara, I
notice, looks unsure of herself. With a tiny pat on Leif’s arm, she
slips out of the kitchen. I hear the front door open and close as
she leaves.

“Do you think she’ll be back soon?” Leif asks. I see
a brief tightness in James’s jawline, but it disappears so quickly
I might have imagined it. “I mean, she didn’t even take her purse
or anything.” He cranes his neck to look up at his dad’s face. “Do
you think she’s okay, Dad?”

James drops a kiss on top of Leif’s head. “She’s
tough, son. You know your mom could survive in the desert if she
had to.”

I lift my eyebrows. That’s news to me. The Tiffani I
know needs electricity to run her flatiron and charge her phone.
Open desert wandering doesn’t fit her style. I say nothing though.
If that’s the way James wants to reassure his son, so be it.

I hold my phone aloft, eyebrows raised. James
nods.

Taking in a deep breath, I deliberately punch in
9-1-1 and lift the phone to my ear.

 

* * *

 

The officers that show up to the house are a study in
opposites. The younger of the two looks fresh out of the academy,
asking questions and writing our answers down in a battered spiral
notepad. His face shows traces of a recent bout with acne, the high
and tight haircut reminiscent of boot camp. His partner is silent
for the most part, and she sits beside him on the couch, her bright
eyes taking in everything and everyone. She is older by a couple of
decades, but of course the sun can do a job on one’s complexion.
She might be a lot younger
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