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For my good friend, author Christopher Smith, who encouraged me to catch up with Laura Cardinal and find out what she’s doing now – thanks, Chris!
 
  















1: The Crime Scene





Laura Cardinal was just finishing up breakfast when she got the call.


Her sergeant, Jerry Grimes, said, “You like Madera Canyon?”


Of course she liked Madera Canyon. Madera Canyon was situated in the Santa Rita Mountains, a beautiful area south of Tucson, oak woodland, wild turkeys, cozy cabins, great hiking, and lots of birds. But Laura knew that Jerry wasn't inviting her to a picnic.


Laura Cardinal was a homicide cop.


Matt looked at her from across the breakfast nook, a question in his eyes.


She nodded.


He nodded back, got up from the table and motioned toward the back door. Going to feed the horses. Laura's fiancé was the philosophical type. One, he didn't resent the time-sucking nature of her job, having been a fire fighter with the Tucson Fire Department for eleven years, and two, he could keep himself entertained—one of the many traits they shared.


Jerry said, “I called Anthony and he'll meet you there. You know the parking lot at the top? The trailhead to Baldy?”


“Which one?” There were three parking lots terraced down the hill.


“The top one—near the restroom. Google Map it.”


“As we speak,” Laura said, scrolling through her phone. “What happened?”


“There's a guy in a car. Shot in the head. A group of hikers were on their way to the trailhead when one went back to her car to get something. She spotted him and they called it in. A ranger there secured the scene. Ran the plate—the car is a rental, rented to a Sean Perrin, of Las Vegas, Nevada.”


Laura watched Matt walking out to the pipe corrals. Their two horses were peering over the fence snorting and nickering. Breakfast!


If only everyone could be so easily pleased.


It looked like her breakfast would be a homemade muffin on the fly and coffee in a to-go cup. She had a row of to-go cups on the top shelf of the dish cupboard. “What about Pima County Sheriff's?” she asked. As a criminal investigator with the Arizona Department of Public Safety—Arizona’s state law enforcement agency—Laura was often called out to assist other jurisdictions in their homicide investigations.


“That part of the canyon is Santa Cruz County and Coronado Forest. Santa Cruz is the one asking for the assist. They're short-handed, what with the border troubles and you know the furloughs just came down. They knew they could use us so they asked.”


Saturday Morning going down. Going, going, gone.


She should have hated working on her day off, but a part of her was already on the case. Already anticipating what she would find, already wondering how a guy from Nevada got himself shot in one of the prettiest places in southern Arizona.
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She drove into the Madera Canyon Recreation Area just before nine a.m. First thing she saw as she passed the Madera Canyon Cabins on the right was the colorful dragonfly streamer hanging from the rustic wood sign.


This morning, she'd awakened to Matt kissing the dragonfly tattoo above her shoulder blade. It was safe to say he really liked her dragonfly tattoo.


Amazingly, considering her previous track record, Matt had been admiring her dragonfly tattoo for three-and-a-half years. Her love life had been like riding a bicycle—she'd had several tries, bit the dust a whole bunch of times, but finally she was riding like a pro.


She loved the feeling. But even after all this time, Laura wondered if this was a dream. The love stories she'd written for herself over the years had always ended badly, so it amazed her that love could actually be easy and fun.


She was just beginning to trust that.


The road wound through the canyon. The shadows were deep, the grass catching the sun like spun gold, the oaks dark but glittering where the sun touched their upturned leaves. Deep blue sky. Laura felt sorry for the poor soul who'd passed away and missed a day like this. She drove past a few cute little four-wheel drive vehicles, people walking along the road in shorts, lots of birders in hiking gear and carrying walking sticks.


Laura drove slowly, taking photos of the vehicles and the people she encountered.


At the top she drove up past the first parking lot level, then the second. The road to the top terrace was sealed off by yellow tape. A U.S. Forest Service truck and two Santa Cruz County SUVs were parked alongside the road leading up to the higher tier. A deputy with a clipboard stood in front of the crime scene tape.


The public restroom was just inside the entrance to the lot to the left of the parking spaces that faced the rocky, oak-covered hill. Two spaces away from the restroom was a newer model silver Mercedes. One look at the license plate told her it was a rental.


Laura pushed the tail of her lightweight jacket to the side so the deputy could see her shield. She introduced herself.

“We’re going to have to move the crime scene tape much farther out,” she told the deputy, whose nameplate read RICKEL. She motioned to the trailhead and the road leading into the picnic ground adjoining the parking lot. “There are so many ways the killer could have come in here—or left.”

“Sounds good. ” Rickel was a carrot-top with freckles.


Laura nodded to the trailhead. “Someone could have come down from there and surprised the victim. We're going to have to rope off the area and look at footprints.”


It would be an enormous undertaking. And she’d have to do it all herself until her partner arrived. The fewer people traipsing around a crime scene, the better.


Laura donned latex gloves. She used to keep her hands under her arms, a habit she developed to make sure she didn't touch anything, back before everyone had access to latex. But the advent of unlimited space on the new cameras allowed her to document everything, and so now she kept her hands free. Now she photographed everything.


The blacktop was recently resurfaced. There were some tire marks here and there from general use. The Mercedes was parked nose-in to a concrete curb.


Laura started way out from the Mercedes, looking down at the parking lot. It was clean, no debris, no trash. From there, she proceeded to the restroom and checked both of them out. Photographed the interiors, made a note that the trash would have to be emptied and gone through.


She eye-balled the flurry of footprints, most of them partials, covered up by other footprints, and photographed them. Photographed the weeds, grass, leaves, and bushes on the trail. Called out, “Has anyone been up this trail since you got here?”


The deputy yelled, “No!”


Laura was aware of the people down below, gathered beyond the tape.


Finally she zeroed in on the car and its occupant.


The man's head had snapped backward, and he'd slumped back so that his left shoulder was propped precariously against the seatback. His head had come to rest in an impossible position if he'd been alive, canted back by gravity, the column of the neck propping it up. The shoulder harness had kept him in that position and rigor had sealed the deal. The rest of his body had collapsed against the seat in an artless, sack-of-potatoes way.


The bullet came from a small caliber weapon—a .22. He'd been shot efficiently, in the triangle between the eyes and the bridge of the nose. One puncture from the gunshot and plenty of stippling—


Shot at close range. Maybe from a foot away, through the open window.


In your face.


“Whoever you are,” Laura said to the killer. “You knew what you were doing.”


All signs pointed to a hit. An execution. Efficient, economical, bloodless, no overt evidence, except for what ballistics would have to offer and possibly shoe prints if they could see them, and of course threads, hair, skin—whatever they could vacuum up.


She thought he might have been waiting for someone.


Either that, or he was foolish enough to buzz down his window and talk to a stranger who ended up killing him.


Time of death had yet to be established, but Laura thought he was probably killed some time in the night. Sunglasses on the dash. He hadn't been wearing them, which meant it was probably dark at the time he was shot. The bare legs poking out of his hiking shorts were darker than the rest of his body, shading down from flesh color above the knee to brick red and finally to deep purple at the ankles. Hypostasis. The heart stopped pumping, and blood sank down to the lowest point. Knees bent, right foot stretched a little closer to the accelerator.


A bee zoomed past. It was getting warm already. An insect bit her ankle.


Two other things soon became apparent: the victim still had his wallet, and if he'd had a cell phone, it was gone now.
  















2: The Victim




In the wallet was a DL and several credit cards. Also the receipt from the car, rented from Enterprise Rent-A-Car in Flagstaff two weeks ago.


Presumably, the renter was Sean Perrin, forty-five, blue and brown, five-foot-nine, no glasses.


This trued up with the man in the car.


Just then Anthony Lake showed up.


“So what's kicking?” Anthony asked, then answered for himself. “Not that guy.”


Cop humor.


He leaned over and peered in. “Efficient.” Straightened, rubbed his shiny bald head. Anthony was in his early forties, a string bean of a guy, tall and pale because he avoided the sun. “Let me guess, a .22?” he asked, cocking his head. “Perfect kill shot. His eyes are closed. Looks to me like a hit.”


Laura pointed out, “His eyes are just shut. Not squeezed shut.”


Anthony nodded to the wallet. “Where's he from?”


“Vegas.”


Anthony stepped back. “Nice wheels, for a rental.” He removed his sunglasses and polished them with a handkerchief he carried for that purpose. “I can see it—he's on the run, big trouble in Sin City, he lights out for the boonies, ditches his own car along the way. Scary stuff going on in Vegas. You remember that shootout by those pimps who were supposed to be rappers a while back? Big collision on the Strip and boom! That was one hell of an explosion. Maybe that's the kind of thing we have here. This guy thought he got away, but it always catches up with you.”


“Let's take a look at the rest of his receipts,” Laura said, trying not to smile. Anthony was a good cop, it was just that he saw every homicide through two lenses—what they could piece together to make a case, and how he could use it in one of the screenplays he liked to write in his spare time. Fortunately, the case always came first.


Very carefully, she teased out each receipt from the wallet with tweezers and photographed them one by one, including a receipt from Madera Canyon Cabins.


So Sean Perrin had stayed here in the canyon. He had not driven up here for just the day. That narrowed it down. Otherwise he could have come in from Tucson, or Nogales, or Green Valley, or some other place. That meant that he had interacted with someone here, if only the person who ran the credit card and gave him the key to his cabin.


He could have been planning to meet someone at the trailhead.


Anthony had sketched out a possible scenario, describing it like he was pitching a script.


He even framed the scene with his hands.


“Maybe the guy was parked here—waiting for someone? He fell asleep? And boom! Somebody just shot him point blank. What do you think?”


“You think it was the person he was waiting for?”


“Don't know. Probably. But what if he was waiting for someone and somebody just came by and popped him? For the hell of it? Could be an either/or kind of situation.”


“Both of them make good theories. But why?” Laura reached into her pocket and unscrewed a small can of lip balm, rubbed it on her lips. Arizona was beautiful in the spring, but dry.


Anthony shrugged. “That's the million-dollar question.”
  















3: The Madera Canyon Cabins




Anthony went up in the DPS helicopter to survey the crime scene. He would be looking for anyone who might be hiding and could be seen from above. Viewing the terrain from a height would give him a perspective they did not have right now. It might shake loose an idea or two.


Probably for his next screenplay.


Laura saw the crime techs out. She oversaw the transfer of the body to the M.E.'s van, and after that, the transport of the car to a flatbed truck headed for Tucson, then followed them down the canyon road. She turned off at Madera Canyon Cabins.


There were a lot of ways to describe the cabins scattered near the road. Quaint. Rustic. Americana. Charming.


Growing up, Laura used to come with her parents to Madera Canyon, but only for the day. She always looked longingly at the cabins, wishing they would stay there just once. It was like a little wonderland, like the houses you might see on the North Pole, especially the one time they'd come out around Christmas. They drove back in the evening and the Christmas lights had come on—all blue.


Set back a little from the road, with wild grass and low fieldstone walls and oaks and bird feeders and walnut trees, the little glade seemed enchanted. Amazing that it had not changed one iota in all these years.


Last October Laura and Matt had stayed here for a couple of days, shutting out the madness of the world. Shutting out the manic quality to the teeming streets and freeways, the strip malls and chain stores and restaurants and traffic they encountered every day in their jobs.


Laura parked on the lane into the property and headed for the sign marked OFFICE, past the colorful dragonfly. A breeze blew through, shuffling the oak leaves like cards.


Seven small cabins and a house belonging to whoever ran the place. The porches were recessed in shadow at this time of morning.


Time to learn more about Sean Perrin.
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Laura recognized the woman in the office. Broad muffin face, dark black hair falling into a pageboy, bangs, squarish frame glasses. She wore a T-shirt with the Madera Canyon Cabins logo—a cabin in the woods. She moved in flurries—clearly rattled. She’d been crying.


“Are you with the Sheriff’s?” she said, unable to take her eyes from the shield on Laura's belt.


Laura introduced herself. “Is there a place we can talk?” She nodded at an older couple looking at knick-knacks on the gift shelf.


The woman's eyes grew large. She put her hand to her mouth. “So it's true?” She whisked around, tramped over to a closed door, threw it open, and motioned Laura inside.
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What Laura got was gossip, which was useful, but often unreliable. It would take time to unravel. The woman who ran the cabins, Barbara Sheehey, insisted on moving around the small office. The space was cramped—a cheap desk, a couple of cheap chairs. Old double-doored steel cupboard. This was the back room where nobody came. No pine-finished floors or cheery curtains in here. Just a sliding glass door out to a washer/dryer. Sheehey opened boxes containing woodsy knick-knacks for the shelves in the front room and kept from looking at Laura.

Upset, but who wouldn’t be?

They got the basics out of the way. Sean Perrin had been there almost two weeks. He had the middle cabin across the parking area.

“I thought there was something wrong with him,” Sheehey said. “And I’m not alone.”

“Something wrong with him?”

She swiped at her bangs. “He made me nervous, is all.”

“Nervous?”

“I dunno. Maybe I’m wrong about that. But I can tell you he was full of sh—excuse me, full of it.”

“About what?”

Hands flapping in the air. “Oh, I dunno. Everything? You could tell he thought he was God’s gift. Always boasting about something.”

“Like what?”

“His wife, his two kids. They were perfect. His wife was a model with Ford Modeling Agency. Well, why didn’t he bring them on vacation with him? He left them in Vegas.”

“Is that why he was here? On vacation?”

“He said birding, but I never even saw him with binoculars. He just didn’t look or act like a birder. They’re a special breed.”

“How else was he . . . full of it?”

“I didn’t talk to him that much, thank God, I’m too busy working, you wouldn’t believe what a drain this place is on one person, but Cody—my son—seems to think he dropped out of Heaven.”

“What did Cody say about him?”

“Oh, God, what didn’t he say? All sorts of stories.” She waved them away along with a horsefly that zoomed in through the hole in the window screen. “I can’t remember half the stuff Cody’s been telling me. I have work to do. My husband died two years ago and saddled me with this place and yes, it’s a living, but it’s such a drain!”

“Can I talk to Cody?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out! It’s summer vacation, so he’s around.” She paused. “I just heard from Terry Barnett, he’s the ranger here with the Forest Service? So maybe Cody knows already.” She paused, touched her mouth again. “It’s gonna hit him like a ton of bricks.”

“You haven’t talked to him?”

“I just heard myself.”

“So they were good friends?”

“He filled Cody’s head with all sorts of stuff. Cody liked him—like hero worship.” Her face crumpled. “This is going to be so hard on him. Especially now, after Jack died.”
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As Laura left the cabins office, the helicopter flew overhead. She squinted against the sun and waved.

She’d been up in helicopters looking down on crime scenes dozens of times, but was perfectly happy to let Anthony take over. The way the thing banked always sent a thrill of fear into her belly, and she guessed it always would. Anthony, on the other hand, looked at a helicopter ride the way her flat-coated black retriever, Jake, looked at car rides. He couldn’t get enough of them.

Yellow crime scene tape had already been strung around Perrin’s cabin and blocked off half the parking lot. Additionally, yellow tape had been sealed across the door. A Forest Service ranger named Dolan had parked his truck just outside the tape—she could hear reports on his radio. He was the responding officer, and would block entry to the scene.

Laura talked to him for a minute, told him she wanted to catch people first and get their accounts, and leave Perrin’s cabin for later.

She didn’t have to go far to find Cody. The boy was sitting on the low post and rail fence that fronted the road, throwing pebbles into the gravel parking lot.

His mother said he was eleven years old. He was big for his age, chunky like his mother. He wallowed in an oversize “Zombies Ate My Homework” tee—Xtra Large—and polyester sports shorts—like basketball shorts. Completing the ensemble were new athletic shoes.

His complexion was mottled strawberry and cream—like her partner Anthony, he didn’t seem to tan. Black curly hair, a broad face like his mother.

He was wiping his face and sniffling.

Laura said, “Hey.”

He swiped at his nose and looked at her. “Who are you?”

“I’m Detective Laura Cardinal. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Yeah, well.”

“Mind if I sit? My feet are tired.” She motioned to the post and rail fence.

“Free country,” he said. He threw more gravel, picking it out of one cupped hand and flinging it.

Laura sat. She stared at the quaint, rustic cabins. Must have been built in the twenties, her guess. As she recalled, they didn’t even have satellite TV here. She sat and listened to the pinging of gravel on gravel. Got down, got herself some gravel, and started throwing it herself.

“What are trying to do? Pretend you’re just like me to get me on your side?”

Smart kid.

Laura swiveled her head to look at him. He looked straight ahead, but she knew he was aware of her scrutiny.

“I’m going to level with you,” she said. “I’m here to find out who killed Sean Perrin, but I need help. I need cooperation or we might never know who did it. You were friends, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, you might know stuff nobody else knows, okay? If you were any kind of friends at all—”

“We were friends. Good friends!”

“Then maybe you can help me find out who did this.”

He stared straight ahead. “You’re scamming me. You’re just trying to get me to—”

“What? Talk about him?”

“Yeah.”

“Is there a problem with that?”

She saw a tear shine his eye, spill down his cheek. He shoved his fist to his eye and swiped hard. “Shit!”

Looked at her defiantly.

Laura said, “‘Shit’ is right.”

He slid off the fence. “I’m going for a walk.”

She remained where she was. He started walking along the road. Got about twenty yards from her and turned back to look at her. “You coming?”
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Later, Laura would realize that that was the moment she hit the Mother Lode.

Or more accurately, she’d put together the first section of the jigsaw puzzle that was Sean Perrin.
  















4: Sean Perrin 101




Laura liked jigsaw puzzles. They framed her thinking in an entirely different way. If she was trying to work out a seemingly unsolvable problem on a case, she would pick out a jigsaw puzzle and set up the card table on their screened-in porch.

The jigsaw puzzle took her mind off the subject at hand. Just thinking about something else allowed her mind to range free. Her long-deceased mentor, Frank Entwistle, had told her that sometimes you had to step away from a case and let it work on the subconscious.

When she worked a jigsaw puzzle, her brain was busy concentrating on the mechanics of fitting one piece to another. She’d work on one section, putting together several of the more obvious pieces, until that section played out. Then she’d look around for other pieces that might connect, and start a whole new section. Eventually they would inch toward each other until she zeroed in on the last piece.

By not thinking about her job, she let her mind rest. And often, her mind broke through barriers and she would end up with a revelation.




[image: Image]




Cody and Laura took a trail to Madera Creek down below the cabins. Once he started talking, he couldn’t stop.

Sean Perrin had spent a lot of time hanging out with Cody.

He was former military—Special Forces. He showed Cody some interesting fight moves—what Sean called “basic stuff”—and told him stories about firefights in the Korengal Valley, and the time most of his platoon was wiped out.

He had a Bronze Star and a Purple Heart.

After the military Sean worked for a defense contractor, but quit when he realized how dirty that business was.

Sean told Cody his own son’s name was Cody, but he was a lot younger.

“What about his daughter? What was her name?”

“Tabitha—Tabby for short. His wife’s name’s Gina. Are they coming out here?”

“I don’t know. We haven’t yet contacted the next of kin. Did Sean mention anyone he had a problem with? From around here?”

“He said he was estranged from his sister in Tucson. That means they didn’t talk, right?”

“Do you know her name?”

He shrugged. “He just called her ‘Miss Priss.’”

They’d find her.

“What else can you tell me about him?”

Cody was picking his way from boulder to boulder, every once in a while tossing sticks into the creek.

“He lived in Las Vegas. He worked for a . . . I dunno, I forget. A bank? He said he was a . . . ” He screwed up his forehead. “financial consultant.”

“Anything you can remember about that?”

“He said . . . he said he got fired because he flagged an account, something about a well-connected mob guy. He said he was on the run.”

“On the run?”

“He said he had to leave his family behind because he might put them in danger. From the mob guy.”

Laura said, “Did he have a phone?”

“Oh, yeah. A Galaxy S III. Don’t you guys have it?”




[image: Image]




Laura knocked on the other doors, but judging from the number of cars in the lot—hers, the Forest Service ranger’s truck, and Barbara Sheehey’s station wagon—most of the guests were out.

The place was quiet. Just the occasional blurt of the radio in the ranger truck. She talked to the ranger, David Bolings, in the mellow sunlight, as he ate a sandwich he’d gotten from the Subway in Continental.

Small talk, mostly, but she did learn this. Bolings wasn’t first at the scene, but he’d arrived shortly thereafter.

“So I high-tailed down here as soon as we found out it was a secondary crime scene,” he said.

“Anyone coming and going?”

“Not since I been here. Quiet as a tomb, except for the boy.”

“You know the Sheeheys well?”

“Pretty much. The kid’s pretty cool. Mrs. Sheehey has a temper, but she’s got it rough taking care of this place by herself, so who can blame her?”

“Have you met any of the other guests?”

“The birders. Just to say hi to. Oh, and I’ve noticed the girl.”

“The girl?”

“Maybe not a girl. She looks like she’s in her early twenties. I guess that would be out of girl territory?”

Laura ignored that. “Ever talk to her?”

“No. She’s been here for a week or so. A looker. Don’t tell my wife I said that.” Wink.

Okay, he didn’t wink, but he might as well have.

“Did they all leave?”

Bolings shrugged. “No idea. You want me to go in with you?” He nodded toward Perrin’s cabin.

“No, thanks.”

The fewer people in a crime scene, the better.

He looked a little put out. “Okay, then. Just give me a holler if you need me.” And he went back to his sandwich.
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For the second time today, Laura donned gloves and booties. She stepped onto the porch and into the deep shade. Cool, almost chilly. Even though it was very warm in the sun.

It was like moving into another sphere.

She thought of it as the victim’s place to go to ground, to be himself. His home, or the place where he stayed if he was on the road. Where he kicked off his shoes, where he slept, where he showered, where he watched TV.

This was a venue that always changed from circumstance to circumstance, but in one respect it remained the same. It now belonged to her. She owned it. She owned whatever she could learn from this secondary crime scene, and she would try like hell to make no mistakes. A bell, once rung, reverberates.

This was where the majority of her successful homicide investigations really started.

With the victim’s den.
  















5: Frank Entwistle’s Ghost




The room was paneled with an oak or pine veneer, and dark. The cream-colored curtains—cheap and nubbly—turned the outside sunlight into a garish orange glow that seeped around the edges and gleamed off the walls.


The bed was unmade and a suitcase sat on a folding luggage rack near the bathroom. A robe hung on the bathroom door.


Laura was looking at the suitcase when she felt the room temperature change. One moment it was warm, and the next, cold enough to raise goosebumps.


Her eye went to the mirror on the bathroom door. More specifically, to the reflection in the mirror on the bathroom door.


A man sat on the edge of the bed.


The last time Laura saw Frank Entwistle she’d suggested he read up on ghosts to get an idea of how they conducted themselves, since he seemed to do such a slovenly job of it.


He looked old and tired. Like a deflated balloon in his Sansabelt slacks circa 1989. Cheap button-down shirt, blazer, Hush Puppies loafers, a Daffy Duck tie.


Lately Frank had taken to wearing cartoon character ties. The first time she’d seen him in one, she thought it had been due to indigestion brought on by some pork ribs.


But it turned out to be a trend.


“Scare you?” he said.


“That ship sailed a long time ago.”


“Thought you could benefit from my encyclopedic knowledge and razor-sharp instincts, kiddo. That’s why I’m here.”


“You know what I think?” Laura said. “You miss it.”


“I’m dead. I don’t miss anything.”


Laura said, “I missed you—can you believe that?”


“Sure I believe it. Just didn’t think you’d want me showing up, since you finally got a man. Thought it might embarrass you if I showed up at the wrong time.”


A considerate ghost. Go figure. An old-fashioned, considerate ghost. Laura felt as if she’d stepped into a Mad Men episode, if the characters in Mad Men wore cheap clothes.


Frank said, “Does he know about me?”


“Oh, yeah.”


“He doesn’t think you’re crazy?”


Laura thought about it. “No. I think we’re beyond that. He knows I’m crazy.”


Frank smiled at that, then rubbed his tired-looking face. “Probably should keep it that way. I just wondered what you thought about this guy. Perrin.”


“I’m not sure. The boy who lives here said he was in Special Forces.”


“You really think that?”


“I don’t know. Why? You don’t?”


“Don’t just go with what’s in here,” Frank said, touching a ghostly finger to his forehead. He pressed his finger to his bellied-out Sansabelts. “You gotta go with what’s in here.”


“In your pants?”


“Jesus, you’re getting a mouth on you. Your gut. Do you give your new partner that kind of crap?”


“I’ve changed.”


“Changed?”


“I’m more confident now. I know what I’m doing.”


“Then why do you need me?”


“Hey, I’m not the one who—”


“I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to bounce things off me. But hey, if I’m not appreciated, I can go.”


And he faded away.


Laura stared at the spot where her former partner and mentor sat last. The bed was messy, but no messier for having Frank sit there. He was gone, except for a trace of his godawful cologne.


What had he asked her?


What do you think of Perrin?


Simple question. Who else would she be thinking about?
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Laura started at the outside of the room and worked her way toward the center, taking photos of everything. She looked but didn’t touch; the unmade bed, the toothbrush on the clamshell sink in the bathroom, a squib of toothpaste in the sink. Toilet seat up. She took note: how long had he been married? Not long enough to adopt the habit a lot of married men did. Or was he just a rebel?


She smiled at that.


Was that how you proved you were a rebel in modern society?


She looked at the clothes jumbled in the suitcase.


Hiking clothes on a chair. Medium-expensive, she thought.


No Samsung Galaxy S III phone.

They would subpoena Sean Perrin’s phone records, which would give them access to every call he made or received. Even if the killer removed the SIM card or turned the GPS off and the phone was lying in a landfill somewhere, the calls would still be listed up to that point. They might not find everything, but it was a good place to start.

Anthony had already put a call in to the Las Vegas Metro PD to get the ball rolling. It would take a few days, but they would get the information in the long run.


Three framed photographs sat on a side table; a beautiful woman and two beautiful children.


Absolutely beautiful children. A stunning woman. Model-stunning. They could have been in Lands' End ads.


The photos were sunny. The faces were happy. Healthy. Scrubbed faces, American as Madison Avenue could make them. But they still looked like real people.


He’d caught them unawares, almost. Like he’d said, “Hey! Look here!” and his wife had turned to look at him. A quick smile.


The kids on the grass, watching ducks in a lake. Beautiful, beautiful kids. A boy and a girl.


Sean Perrin had quite a family, and quite a resume. Special Forces. Financial consultant. Whistleblower.


Maybe that was the key. He’d crossed the wrong person and now he was on the run.


He’d told Barbara Sheehey that he was married to a Ford model from LA. He’d told Cody Sheehey he had an estranged sister in Tucson.


His car was a rental.


Lots of undercurrents there. Lots of things that stood out, and piqued her interest.


Laura thought he’d been sitting in his car in the hours between eight and eleven, although she’d need confirmation on that from the M.E. She thought he was there after dark, because it would be more likely no one else would be there.


He’d sat there in the car and for some reason, closed his eyes. And then someone came along and shot him execution-style.


Laura said to the empty room, “Whoever you were running from, looks like they caught you.”
  















6: The Canvass




Fresh from his helicopter adventure, Anthony joined Laura at the cabin. Laura stood back and watched him look at the contents of the room. She wanted to see what caught his eye.


He went for the luggage.


“Nice clothes. Not too expensive, but nice.” He looked at Tess. “His watch was a knockoff made to look expensive. You know where he worked?”


“Mrs. Sheehey’s son, Cody, said he was a financial advisor.”


“In Vegas?” He answered for himself. “Probably. You want me to do that part? See where he worked and what was going on with him?”


Laura knew he liked that aspect of police work best. Back at the squad bay, kicked back in his swiveling chair, on the phone. Romancing people into telling him their darkest secrets.


“He has a sister in Tucson,” Laura said. “Apparently they’re estranged. We’re gonna have to run her down, too.”


Anthony had his phone out, checked it. “Shoot, no cell phone service.” He pocketed his phone. “I’ll go back to the farm and see what I can find. Insurance card, stuff he had to enter for Enterprise.”


“Why’d he rent a car?” Laura asked. “Why not drive his own?”


“Got me. You want me to help you here?”


“I’ve got it covered.” She believed in people doing what they did best. Anthony was good at everything, but he excelled at data collecting and doing his legwork back at the squad bay. She suspected that in down times, he was coming up with movie pitches and treatment ideas, but he was the best talker she’d ever seen on the phone. He could tease answers out of anybody. In person, though, he came off as overbearing. He towered over people, and some folks—most of them older—were intimidated by his bald head. This, she knew, was the reason he often adopted a porkpie hat. It made him look slightly goofy, but it took away the edge.


Just then tires crunched on gravel.


They went to the open doorway. A young woman dressed in skimpy running shorts and a clingy top emerged from a metallic yellow Ford Focus hatchback. She bent gracefully into the back for a bag of groceries, and stepped up onto the low porch to her cabin.


Anthony said, “On second thought, maybe I should stick around and give you a hand.”
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Her name was Madison Neville.


Laura couldn’t ever remember looking that good. She felt a moment of regret, and then layered it over with her sterling career as a homicide detective, her superior sharpshooting skills, her interrogation chops, and her fiancé of three-and-a-half years.


Anthony stood back from the girl, porkpie hat cocked over one eye, looking casual, but Laura could tell he was in love.


“Sean? He’s dead? Really?” Madison asked after setting her groceries down on the small table in the pocket kitchenette. She stared at them both, her eyes like amethyst jewels.


“Did you know him to talk to?” Laura asked her.


“Yeah. I thought he was pretty nice.” From the look on her face, she might as well have said, “for an old guy.”


Embarrassed that they might think there was anything romantic between this twenty-something girl and a forty-three-year-old man?


At the age of thirty-seven, forty-three didn’t seem as old to Laura as it used to.

Normal.

Laura would never know for sure. She was going on instinct and the experience of seeing countless death scenes. But she was pretty sure Sean Perrin hadn’t seen it coming.

Literally.
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Back at the squad bay, Laura got on the phone and spent a couple of hours calling motels in Winslow. She’d winnowed down the motels to within walking distance of the McDonald's at 1616 North Park Drive.

From Google Maps, she was able to see the area from above and also from Street View. The land looked as if it had been cleared for building, and new stores were going up near an old neighborhood. There were several motels in the neighborhood—an Econo Lodge, a Quality Inn, and a Motel 6.

Laura called the Winslow PD, identified herself, and talked to the desk sergeant there. She asked if there had been any shootings at the motels on Park near the interchange approximately two weeks ago.

“No shootings near the main drag.”

“None near the McDonald's on Park?”

“Not in the last two weeks.”

“How about before that?”

She could tell he was looking. “I’ll have to get back to you. Can you describe what you’re looking for?”

From the mouth of a congenital liar, Laura thought. “We have a homicide victim here in southern Arizona, a white male forty-three years old, name: Sean Perrin.” She described him and the story he’d told Terry Delmonte—the woman who was with him, his trip to the McDonald's for breakfast, his discovery of the woman dead in the room. “We believe he was driving a 2006 Dodge Viper Red Clearcoat.” She read off the VIN number.

“You say he’s a homicide victim? Anything else we should know about him?”

“He’s a mystery to us,” Laura said. “But he was shot once in the head at close range with a .22. No evidence at the scene. Shot in his car.”

“Sounds like a hit.”

“Which is why I’m following this lead.”

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire? Can you describe this woman?”

“This is a guess, but she’s probably between the ages of twenty and forty. She would be a resident of Las Vegas. The name I was given was ‘Aurora’. She might have gone by another name. The last name, but not sure: Tattaglia.”

Laura knew the name was a shot in the dark. She was on shifting sands here. She thought about elaborating, but realized she’d only dig herself in deeper.

“So you’re sure he said McDonald's?”

“Yes.”

“There’s only one of ’em here. I’ll check and see if there’s a homicide in a motel, but I don’t recall anything like this.”

Laura thought: all you can do is try.
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She got a call back the next morning.

“No record of anyone shot to death in any of the motels near the McDonald's,” the desk sergeant, Manny Contreras, told her. “But there was a death that fits your time frame. A woman died of an overdose at the Meteorite Inn.”

“The Meteorite Inn?”

“Yeah, it’s an old motel, kind of off the beaten track, but if they were hiding out as you say . . . ”

“A drug overdose? You sure?”

“To tell the truth, at first it did look like a homicide. She must have flailed around some, hit her head against the bed board and also on the chest of drawers. Turned out it was a drug overdose. Ketamine and PCP in her system, which fits with what we found.”

“How old was she?”

“Mid-to-late twenties, but she looked older than that. Her name was Aurora Johnson. She had a Las Vegas DL and one hell of a rap sheet,” he added. “She was a prostitute.”
  














11: Running Down the Road




Laura and Anthony hit the road early the next morning. Early for Anthony was eight a.m.

Laura picked him up at his home, which was kind of on the way, and they hit Phoenix on Interstate 10 just in time for rush hour.

It was mid-afternoon by the time they pulled in to Winslow. The police department was situated along old Interstate 40, a white cube of a building on a one-way street.

It wasn’t far from the Meteorite Inn on State Route 99. They drove by there first.

The land around here looked like tanned deer hide. There were railroad tracks nearby, and a road that zigged, then zagged, and stuck like a postage stamp in the right angle was the motel. The side to the street was a jigsaw of colored rocks, most of them dark brown, some muddy yellow, pink, blue, red—all natural rock colors from the area. Wafers of flagstone were stacked at the base. Someone had put real care into this, but the result was ugly. And old.

“It’s a long way from McDonald's,” Laura said.

Anthony nodded. “You just maybe think we’re on a wild goose chase?”

“Probably. But a woman did die here.”

“The Meteorite Inn. Looks like it was hit by a meteorite. If a guy stood on this corner, the girl in the flatbed Ford would’ve driven right by. I’ll bet people rent by the month.”

Laura looked at the old motel. There was a cluttered look to some of the rooms—doors open, old cars outside. It did look like people were camped out there. “You think they were hiding out?”

“Could be. You can’t get more out of the way than this.”

“But the woman died from a drug overdose. Maybe he wasn’t running from anything at all in Vegas. Maybe he just met the woman here and paid her for sex.”

“It’s a theory,” Anthony said. Hands on hips, he stared out at the bleak side of Winslow.

“But that would be a coincidence,” Laura said.

“Yeah—and I know how much you don’t like coincidences.”

“Coincidences are rare. Besides,” she said. “Sean Perrin was killed by a pro.”
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They met with Greg Wyland, the detective who investigated Aurora Johnson's death at the Meteorite Inn. Wyland was tall like Anthony, so the two of them towered over Laura, even though she was pretty tall, herself. Wyland looked boyish, with a pale blonde buzz cut and startling blue eyes.

He showed them the file.

Aurora Johnson did have a sheet—prostitution busts and drugs.

The crime scene photos were shocking. There was blood everywhere, mostly from Johnson running into things, like the dresser where she ended up, head smashed into the bottom drawer.

 “Ketamine and PCP,” Laura muttered, looking at the sheet. Anthony leaned over her.

Even dead, Aurora Johnson was a beautiful young woman. She was twenty-four years old. She looked like she might be a mixture of Hispanic, African American, and perhaps Asian. In one of the close-up shots, Laura noticed a tattoo on her forearm: a bullet. Just the black silhouette, but it was unmistakable. “Did LVMPD send a photo of her?” Laura asked.

“Yeah.” He pulled it up on his desktop.

It was the first time Laura had seen a mug shot that was actually flattering.

“Jesus,” Anthony said. “She’s a knockout.”

Even the cloth they used to drape under her chin looked elegant.

Aurora Johnson had been arrested for possession of drugs twice and prostitution three times.

Laura said, “All these arrests were from two years ago or earlier. Since then, nothing.”

“Somebody looking out for her?” Anthony asked.

 “Cedric Williams,” Wyland said. “A.K.A. WMD.”

“His name is ‘WMD?”

“No, A.K.A. WMD. Supposedly he’s a rapper.”

Laura knew that rappers in Vegas were pimps in actuality. Like the guy in Vegas who was shot and killed on the Strip awhile back, blowing up a taxi in the process.

Anthony said, “Stands for ‘also known as’?”

Wyland shrugged. “That would be my guess. She definitely had protection—my contact at LVMPD said she was A.K.A.’s bottom girl.”

Laura knew that a “bottom girl” was the Most Valuable Player in the pimp-hooker world. She was trained to run the business, make sure the girls did what they were told, groomed to perfection and schooled to be a high-level prostitute worthy of the high rollers who wanted the best. “So what’s she doing dying of a drug overdose in a dump like the Meteorite Inn?”

They went back to the motel with Wyland. Perrin and Johnson had stayed in room 10, right near the backside of a bar and facing a Dumpster.

“This was over two weeks ago,” Wyland said, after coming out with the key to the room. “The place has been cleaned up.”

“Probably not all that much,” Anthony said. He covered his eyes against the lowering sun and stared at the room down at the end. “I can picture this. Fade In: a fleabag motel on the edge of town.”

Wyland glanced at Laura.

“Anthony writes screenplays in his spare time.”

“This would be a good setting for a zombie movie,” Wyland said helpfully.

The room had not been repainted, but the walls had been scrubbed. There were some dark reddish stains in the carpet, but the carpet was multicolored and they were hard to see.

“It doesn’t look bad now it’s dried,” Wyland said.

“But you don’t suspect homicide?” Laura asked.

Det. Wyland shrugged. “The coroner said she had enough drugs in her system to kill her. All the flailing was consistent with that. Hard to believe, I know, but he’d seen it before.”

Laura wondered who’d come up with the cocktail like that. Was it Aurora Johnson herself, or someone else?

Sean Perrin?

It was possible.

Sean Perrin was a liar, after all. But the story he told, coming back with breakfast for himself and the woman he was on the run with, made sense. If he’d come back and seen her dead, looking bloody and beaten, he might have run. He said he was on the run with Aurora Johnson. He might have thought the people chasing them had caught up with them.

If there were people chasing them.

Aurora Johnson was Cedric Williams’ bottom girl. She would have been valuable in many ways. And she would have known a lot about his business.

Maybe for once in his life, Sean Perrin had told the truth—at least about running away with Johnson.

As they parted ways with Wyland, Laura glanced around and saw a Mexican place that advertised breakfast down the block.

If Perrin was a congenital liar, he could have easily substituted the McDonald's for another restaurant. Why he’d lie about that, she couldn’t fathom. Maybe just out of habit.

Who knew what labyrinth his thinking process ran through?

They tried that place, but no one remembered Sean Perrin from two weeks ago. Why would they? Unless he engaged one of the servers in conversation and started lying.

“There’s another one,” Anthony said. “Way down there, see?”

This place, Arturo’s, boasted breakfasts Mexican and American style. A sign board out front proclaimed, Yes We Have Menudo!

Laura glanced up and down the street at all the bars. “Good place for it,” she said.

They had the photo blown up from his drivers license, and had shown it many times.

But this time, they hit paydirt.

The server, a skinny young girl with startling turquoise eyes, said the man had tipped her big, which was why she remembered him. He flirted with her, too.

“Not in a bad way,” she said. “He was friendly.”

“Did he eat here?”

“Yes, he did. But he also bought some food for his girlfriend.”

“His girlfriend? Can you remember exactly what he said?”

She thought for a moment. “He said she liked to sleep in, but they had to get on the road and he wanted to wake her up. He ordered coffee and a breakfast burrito to go.”

“Did he now?” Anthony smiled his most charming smile. “Did he say anything else?”

“He said he had insomnia. He’d been up most of the night walking around.” She thought some more. “Oh, and he was on his way to a car race in Phoenix.”

“What kind of race?”

“NASCAR.”

“In Phoenix?”

“Yes. He said he was a driver. He even gave me his autograph on a menu.”

“Do you have it here?”

“It’s at home.”

“You said he was up all night?”

“That’s what he said.”

Laura stared out the plate glass windows stretching across the front. Aurora might have been off drugs when she worked for Cedric Williams, but she’d obviously wasted no time getting back in the groove. At least that’s how it looked right now.

As they walked outside, Anthony said, “My sister’s boyfriend watches NASCAR. He goes to Phoenix every year. In March.”

“Might as well put a sign on the door to that motel room.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“‘Sean Perrin Was Here.’”
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They’d asked for Detective Wyland to copy them on the police report, as well as the coroner’s findings. He told them he’d send all the information by email. They were on the road to Flagstaff by four in the afternoon, and it was almost dark by the time they reached Enterprise Rent-A-Car.

There was no red Dodge Viper in the parking lot, as expected.

The person at the desk was not the person who rented the car to Sean Perrin. The transaction itself was dry and offered no new information, except to corroborate that Perrin had indeed rented the car.

“Who managed the transaction?” Laura asked.

The young man looked down at the signature. “That was Colin. Colin Ferry.”

“We’d like his phone number.”

“I dunno . . . ”

“Hey, we’re cops. You want to call the manager and ask?”

“Nuh-uh. Colin’s the manager. I guess it’s all right.” He wrote down the number.

“Thanks,” Laura and Anthony said at the same time.

Looked at each other. Only three months on the job together and they were beginning to click.

They walked outside under the sodium arc lights and checked the parking lot. No red Viper.

“You think he ditched it around here?” Anthony said.

“Probably.”

“Impound.”

“They’re closed. We’ll have to call tomorrow.”

Laura punched in the number for Colin Ferry—no rest for the weary.

He lived not ten minutes from where they were. They drove to his apartment—a place that tried to look tropical and upscale but came across as a little desperate, and knocked on his door.

Colin was tall and heavy, kind of like a redwood tree. Or a hippo. Or a redwood tree that had mated with a hippo. His jaw was broad, almost like mandibles. He had just come back from a swim, judging from his wet swim shorts and the towel around his neck. He stood out on the landing, shivering a little in the towel over his shoulders.

But he didn’t complain about it.

They stood in a little knot, because his wife had just managed to get their newborn to sleep and he wanted to keep things quiet. Standing under the light above the door, moths flying patterns around them, crowded into the broad leaves of a banana tree from one story down, Colin described the man and woman who had signed for the car.

“He looked like your average middle class guy on vacation. Shorts, T-shirt. I see them all the time. Tired and kind of crabby. I would have forgot him if it wasn’t for the woman. Jesus, she was a knockout.”

“Can you describe her?”

He did, in great detail, down to the top that showed off her midriff and the skinny jeans.

“Anything about them that bothered you?”

“Not really . . . ”

“Don’t be afraid to think outside the box. Anything that struck you? Good or bad?”

“Other than how hot she was? I wasn’t looking at the man.”

“Anything? Did they mention where they were going?”

“No. I will say he was in the pain in the ass category.”

“How so?”

“We went out to look at the car, you know, for him to look it over and check for scratches, paint, that kind of thing. He was the type who spent, like, an hour going over the car. Must’ve took a hundred photos with his phone. I’m talking like even a speck on the paint. The undercarriage, too. His girlfriend or wife or whatever, she looked annoyed.”

“Looked annoyed?”

“Stood there with her arms folded. Sighed a lot. Rolled her eyes.” He had a slight smile on his face, reminiscing. “I think she was flirting with me.”

Lucky new mother inside to have such a supportive husband, Laura thought.

“Anything else?”

“Just that he was full of shit.”

“Oh?”

“He went on and on about the Mercedes, like he was some expert. A know-it-all.”

“Like?”

“He said he owned a Mercedes just like it, said it was what the big guys in Vegas drove, ‘you know what I mean?’ Wink-wink. Like he was some kind of player. Hinted he was some big Vegas honcho or something.”

“Big Vegas honcho?”

“Like, you know, the mafia. That’s what he was hinting at.”

Laura said to Anthony, “If he felt bad about Aurora Johnson, he didn’t let it stop him from showing off.”

“You know what?” Anthony said. “He’d make a good character in a movie.” 
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They found a motel that DPS could afford (just this side of crappy) and caught a quick dinner in the coffee shop before going their separate ways, and met up the next morning. By then Laura had called around and found the red Dodge Viper in an impound lot.

They went by and were allowed in to the yard to take a look.

No signs of violence. The car was messy in back, fast food bags and some junk, which Laura and Anthony photographed and documented. There was a receipt on the floor from a Sonic in Kingman.

“Did that guy only eat fast food?” Anthony said.

“There’s the Heineken.”

“A lot of Heineken.”

Nine empties on the floorboard in back. The car smelled of it.

“Maybe it was Aurora?”

Anthony shrugged.

Laura didn’t recall the yeasty smell of beer in Perrin’s room. She made a note to ask if he drank beer. There had been no empties in his room back at the Madera Canyon Cabins, but Terry Delmonte cleaned his room while he was gone. Perrin hadn’t been found dead in his car until eight in the morning, and it might not have filtered back to the people at Madera Cabins until later.

They went through the glove compartment and trunk, sealed everything in them into evidence bags. All ordinary stuff, but you never knew. Anthony ordered a flatbed truck to transport the car down to the yard at the Department of Public Safety in Phoenix.

“Now what?’

A lot of receipts pointed to Kingman, which was on the way from Vegas.

Laura watched as the traffic whizzed by on I-17. “What do you think?”

Anthony shot invisible cuffs and threw invisible craps. “We’re goin’ to Vegas, Baby!”
  














12: Two Liars




The detective Laura had talked to on the phone was out of the office, but his partner, Stephen LeMer, met with them. He was a large black man with a shaved head and a gold loop earring in one ear. Laura had been surrounded by tall men and was beginning to feel small. He gave Laura and Anthony the basics, then led them to another section of the LVMPD and introduced them to Doreen McGill, who worked Vice. Doreen was short, plump and motherly in a gauzy paisley top that clung to her like a mist—but looks could fool you. She had a mind like an X-ACTO Knife, and was very familiar with Aurora Johnson.

Immediately, the picture changed.

“Aurora Johnson and Cedric Williams had a falling-out six months ago. She tried to steal some money and he canned her.”

“He canned his best prostitute?”

“Where’d you get that?”

“I heard she was his ‘bottom girl.’”

“She was one of his prostitutes a long time ago, but she wasn’t any good. He was friends and business partners with her brother so he hired her to work in their shop.”

“Shop?”

“High Fidelity Audio Systems. SISTMZ on the license plate of his Jaguar XJL. He has a few legitimate businesses—the shop she worked in installed audio systems in cars. High end stuff. She had a head for numbers so she worked the books. Unfortunately, she also had a head for drugs. He tried her as one of his girls, because face it, she had looks to die for, but she just didn’t have the right stuff.”

She launched into how he kept his prostitutes in line.

“These guys, they use the carrot and the stick. Shit, they’d use an iron on you if you didn’t please them. Cords, whips, chains, you wouldn’t believe it. Slavery, pure and simple. These girls may look like a million dollars, they may act like they came out of charm school, they drive Mercedes and dress in designer clothes, but they’re slaves nonetheless. It’s all about control. Build ‘em up, knock ‘em down. Manipulation. They’re just like any other commodity, but I gotta tell you, you need a real cruel streak to be a pimp in this town. The more sadistic, the better, as far as they’re concerned. Cedric brands his girls with a bullet tat on the inside of their forearms.”

Laura thought: like Aurora had.

“Williams is particularly vicious, but he knew with her that just cutting her loose was gonna be worse than any beating or slicing he could do to her. From what I hear, she was needy. Beautiful—an absolute knockout a couple of years ago—but she went downhill fast. He knew that treating her like he didn’t want her would hurt her more than anything else. Demoting her to accountant. No more fancy cars, no more glamorous nightlife or shopping sprees at Nordstrom. She was the lowest of the low—she couldn’t cut it, and whatever friends she had probably dissed her to her face. My feeling is, if she latched on to another guy and took off, he wouldn’t cry himself a river. He’d already destroyed her in every other way.

“You want to talk to him?”

“We do.”
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Cedric Williams A.K.A. WMD looked pretty much the way she thought he’d look. There was the shaved head, the earring, the mustache and the hennaed goatee—two thin lines of fire ants trickling down either side of his mouth, looping down to net his jaw. Very GQ. His suit was a cross between tan and buff in color, his shirt cream-colored. The kerchief folded to a perfect triangle in his suit pocket was pastel salmon. Diamond-encrusted rings, a watch that had to cost in the tens of thousands. Yet it was understated enough not to be ostentatious.

He led them down a short hallway past a supply room that looked as ugly as any auto supply room—fluorescent lighting, rows and rows of parts, the smell of rubber and grease. They reached a closed door at the end of the hallway. He slid a card in the door alarm and they stepped into a wonderland. The first thing Laura noticed was a fountain in the center of the room. The place looked a little like Caesar’s Palace if Caesar’s Palace had a low ceiling. There were statues and palm trees growing in pots, and a desk that you could command the Starship Enterprise from.

“Plush,” Anthony said. Laura knew he was seeing a stage set for one of his screenplays.

Cedric Williams sat down behind his desk and nodded for them to sit. The chairs were gorgeous like the rest of the place, and comfortable besides.

“You want to know about Aurora?” He picked up a gold letter opener and ran it around in his fingers. His manicure was perfect. Laura didn’t bother with manicures, but she knew it was perfect anyway.

“That girl is a sad case. I told her she had a problem, but she didn’t listen to me.” He shook his head, his face a monument to regret. “But she couldn’t kick it.”

“She did your books?”

“She had the title, but I kept her around mostly because she was hot. People come here, they like something good to look at.” He smoothed his goatee, looked thoughtful. Laura suspected he did this a lot. “Where you find her?”

“In Arizona.”

“Arizona? Went to see Delmar, then, that it?”

“Delmar?”

“She had herself what you’d call a hot and heavy relationship. Before she came out here. That was a long time ago.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Five, six maybe? I bet she got homesick. How she doing?”

“She’s dead.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” His smile turned upside down. Laura could tell it was just for show. Aurora didn’t mean anything to him, and he was letting her know that. He added, “Now that’s a shame.”

“Aren’t you curious what happened to her?”

He shrugged, and Laura couldn’t help but be impressed by the cut of the shoulders on that suit. “I would guess she came to a bad end.”

“She did.”

He sat back in his expensive leather chair, tapping the tip of the letter opener against the expensive wood of his desk. He looked thoughtful. “How did she shuffle off this mortal coil?” he asked.

“Violently.”

His eyes widened, but his face remained immobile. “Someone killed her?”

“You think someone wanted to kill her?”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. Girl could get under your skin. I bet you know the kind. Who was she with again?”

“I didn’t say she was with anybody.”

“I bet I know. It was that white guy, am I right?”

“White guy?”

“After she quit here, I ran into her on the Strip—she was with this white guy, looked like a pussy faggot to me, you know what I mean? She said he was an accountant.” Shook his head sadly. “Man, what a suckup. He wanted to impress me. Maybe she told him stories about some of the good times. Looked to me like he was comparing shoe sizes, right there. You know what I’m sayin’?” His smile suddenly went away, and his face was hard. “She messed up, that’s all you need to know. An’ now look where she’s at. Six feet under.”
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Laura called Detective Greg Wyland in Winslow. “Do you know of anyone named Delmar, last name unknown. He might have been a friend of Aurora Johnson’s—the reason she went to Winslow.”

“That name sounds familiar. Let me check my records and get back to you.”

It didn’t take long. “Delmar Jones was a small-time drug dealer who got himself killed eight months ago.”

“How did he die? Was it a drug deal?”

“Nope. It was an accidental death. He was drunk and on a ton of drugs and walked right into the path of a train coming through.”

“You’re sure it was an accident?”

“The guy who investigated is pretty damn sure.”

Good enough for her.

From Cedric’s palatial office they plied the other side of the street—Sean Perrin’s place of work. He was an accountant for a swimming pool supply company. He had nothing to do with the casinos.

They spoke to the manager Ahmad Zohar, a soft-looking man who appeared to be in shock. “I couldn’t believe when he left. He didn’t say anything, just didn’t come in one day. I called his house, I called his cell. It was like he vanished.”


“He never let you know why?”


“A couple of days later he called. He said he was ‘on the run’. He was always talking that way about stuff—his nickname around here was Secret Agent Man—but this time he did sound scared.”


“Did he say anything else?”


“Said he was helping ‘a damsel in distress’. Yeah, I know. But that’s how he talked some times. Kind of . . . courtly. He told a lot of stories. So he’s really dead? Maybe he actually was on the run.”


“Did he say anything else?”


“No, except he gave me the place to send his last paycheck to. In Arizona.” He dug through the files. “Ah, here it is. 14509 Candelaria Way, Tucson, Arizona.”


Laura looked at Anthony. “You think this is his sister’s house?”


“Could be.”


“So maybe he planned to go see her after all.”


Laura asked Mr. Zohar if Sean Perrin had ever mentioned a sister.


“Yeah, he told me she was loaded.”


“Loaded?”


“He told me she had a lot of money and a deadbeat husband.”


“Anything else?”


“He said he was worried because he tried to kill her once.”


“The husband?”


“Yeah. On a cruise, he said. Poisoned her food.”


Anthony cleared his throat. Laura knew what he was thinking: Another lie from Sean Perrin. Considering the problems cruise ships had been having of late, it was far more likely Ruby would have succumbed to a bad case of food poisoning.


“Did he say why?” Laura asked.


“I got the impression the husband didn’t want to wait around for her to die so he could inherit all her money.”


Laura pictured Ruby Ballantine at her store on 4th Avenue. She didn’t look rich to her. She wore clothes you’d buy at Kohl's. Laura knew, because she bought at Kohl's.


“Yeah,” Mr. Zohar was saying. “I would’ve loved to get a load of a sister of his. He said she was very athletic. If she looks anything like his wife and children . . . Are they all right?”


“Yes,” Laura deadpanned. She assumed they were alive and well, but of course they weren’t his wife and they weren’t his children. No need to tell Mr. Zohar that. She did ask, “Did you ever meet them?”


“Sadly, no. But I saw photos.”


Oh, yes. The photos. Laura smiled and thanked him.
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From the look of his apartment, Sean Perrin seemed to be living on a very frayed edge. Most of the other residents were college students living in their first home away from home. The place dated to the seventies, hanging on by its fingernails to the forgotten part of town, several blocks from the Strip. The area was a jumble of pawn stores, dollar stores, and auto repair shops.

His place was neat but worn. There were the photos the sister claimed were from Huffpo, in cheap frames. He did have a nice TV and sound system, and a queen-sized bed. The carpet was not shag exactly but it was old-fashioned and cheap. If you were going to name it, the color would be “Dirty Tan”.

It was hard to believe, but his papers were neatly kept in files. Unfortunately, it was all run-of-the-mill stuff-—rent, cable, Internet, etcetera. The laptop LVMP had taken was still awaiting its turn at Forensics. The whole apartment was generic and had the look and feel of an old motel room. Even the bedspread was in motel colors—floral print, the teal and green variety, with a matching bolster. Again—circa 1970s Best Western.

They went through everything, although there wasn’t much of it.

“I wish to God we had his phone,” Laura muttered.

“No shit. This place looks like Mannix lived here.”

Whatever inner life Sean Perrin had, he’d shared with people in terms of lies and exaggerations and stories. But he hadn’t bothered to lie to himself.

“If this was a Sherlock Holmes novel,” Laura muttered, “It would be called, The Strange Case of the Generic Man.”

Anthony stared at the white popcorn ceiling. “Poor son-of-a-bitch. You see it all the time in this town. What a downward spiral. Even his ‘bottom girl’ was on a race to the bottom.”

“Someone came after him, though. He was running from something.”

The answer, she thought, wasn’t at work. And it appeared he had not known Aurora Johnson for very long. Whether it was chivalry or a need to impress someone, he’d gone off on a jaunt with Aurora Johnson, and she’d ended up dead of an overdose.

But who would follow him all the way to Arizona just to take his life?

And who would do such a bang-up job of it?

That hit showed real talent.

Anthony said, “Maybe it was a gambling debt.”

“If it was,” Laura said, “It would have to be a big one.”
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They spent the next day and a half showing his picture to the croupiers and bouncers and managers of the casinos.

Many knew him to look at, but as a gambler he didn’t ring any bells. One floor man remembered him working the quarter slot machines.

“High roller,” Anthony muttered as they walked out of the air-conditioned but shabby Sultan Casino and into the blasting heat of a May afternoon in Vegas. The casino was one of the last remaining stragglers from the seventies.

“So what do we have?” Laura asked.

“What it looks like is he met Johnson somehow—maybe she turned tricks on the side, who knows?—and she asked him for help.”

“You mean, help me skip town, honey, the mafia is after me.”

Anthony shrugged. “He fancied himself a player. Swashbuckling was right up his alley.”

Laura covered her eyes and squinted against the lowering sun. As usual, Vegas was teeming with tourists. “So he tries to help the damsel, and when he goes out for a walk in the wee hours of the morning, she’s doing God knows what.”

“Yeah, only God does know what. PCP and Ketamine.”

“So he thinks what she told him was true—that her boss was after her, that she really was his bottom girl and he knew how that went—”

“Only this time, it wasn’t like that. ‘Cause she wasn’t a bottom girl, just a low-rent accountant like him—”

“Two liars.”

“Yeah, they were made for each other.”
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They drove back to Tucson, both of them too tired and deflated to talk much. Laura checked her phone. No messages. No silver bullet that would solve this case.

“Now I know how those oil men felt in the olden days,” Anthony said as if reading her mind. “Drill drill drill, and all we get is a dry hole.”

“True,” Laura said. "Mr. Big Shot wasn’t big—all he was, was shot.”

The shooting didn’t make sense. Why was he shot execution-style? Who was he meeting at the trailhead?

It was impossible to say whether or not he closed his eyes out of terror or maybe just to enjoy the cool mountain air in his little piece of paradise. His face looked relaxed, there had been just the hint of a smile on his face. Laura had studied the crime scene photos and again came back to that small smile.

Technically, forensically, it didn’t mean a thing.

Everything stopped immediately when the bullet entered his brain. The point of entry made sure of that, even though the bullet itself would have ricocheted all over.

As they drove in silence, Laura tried to put herself in Sean Perrin’s position. He was sitting in his car somewhere between eight and eleven at night—their best estimate. Was he sitting there just enjoying the night, or was he meeting someone? And if he was meeting someone, who would that be?

“He must have heard them walking up to the car,” Laura said to Anthony. “Unless he was just closing his eyes and taking it all in, and they sneaked up on him. Right?”

“Yeah.”

“If he was meeting someone, what might he be meeting them for?”

“A lot of things. Maybe he was going for a moonlight hike. Maybe he was meeting someone to buy drugs. But maybe he was just hanging out enjoying the evening and someone just walked up and popped him.”

“What? For fun?”

He shrugged.

“Or it was a pro.”

“It sure looked like it. But these days, you can learn anything on the Internet. Where to kill someone, what the best weapon is. Seems to me everybody on God’s Green Earth knows that contract killers like a .22. After CSI and NCIS and all those shows you could ask the man on the street and he’d tell you all about how those small caliber bullets ricochet all over inside the skull.”

“And no shell casings.”

“Yeah, one shot, perfectly-placed. Easy to pick up. Or maybe go whole hog and use a revolver.”

“His eyes were closed.”

“You know with the shock, his eyes could have closed when he was hit.”

She said, “I think he was meeting someone.”

“Which means it was either someone followed him to Tucson, met him there or was waiting for him. Maybe he pissed off someone in Madera Canyon.”

“Could be.”

“Or there was bad blood with his sister.”

“Could be.”

“Yeah,” Anthony said. “We are inundated with ‘could-bes.’”
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It was late at night by the time Anthony dropped her off in the DPS parking lot and she headed home. It had been a long drive, and she was tired. The trip to Winslow and Las Vegas was a wild goose chase. They’d thrown snake eyes.

Perrin had lied about everything, and it all amounted to nothing.

She aimed her car down the freeway in the direction of the Rincon Mountains. The moon was full, hanging in the sky over the black hump of mountain range. She turned onto Houghton Road, hit the dirt road leading to the few scattered houses in the foothills, and parked outside.

Matt came outside to greet her.

She was hot, tired, her back—which was long—ached, and she felt soiled and shopworn. But Matt pulled her into his arms and for a moment everything was forgotten. All the failures, all the near-misses, all the disappointment. She felt tears come to her eyes. She felt such gratitude she had this man to come home to.

So happy.

He didn’t care that she was dirty. He kissed her as if she were Sleeping Beauty in the bower of roses, stroked her wind-snarled hair with love, kissed her deeply and in such a way she couldn’t wait for them to reach the bedroom.
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The next morning they got up early and went for a ride. It was still cool, before sunup, and there was a light wind as they rode up onto the ridge. The sky warmed to peach and then deep blue, the mesquite and saguaros snaring the rocks in shadow.

They sat still in their shadows on the ridge and watched the sunlight steal across the Tucson valley below.

“You’re no closer?” Matt asked.

“Nope.”

“Nothing in Winslow? In Vegas? Nothing you’re missing?”

“Nope.”

“You’re sure?”

“I can’t imagine what it would be. The whole trip was a dead end.”

“So the woman told your guy she was on the run and people were after her, and that’s why he took her along?”

“About the size of it.”

“What about the boyfriend? The one she wanted to meet with?”

“We don’t know for sure, but he might have met her there after Perrin went out for a walk.”

“He must have walked a long time.”

“Yes. At least a couple of hours.” She thought about it. “Maybe he saw something.”

“Saw something? Like a criminal act?”

“Maybe. Or had a run-in with someone.”

“In Winslow?”

“I know, it’s a stretch. But it’s possible.”

“Enough so whoever it was would follow him all the way to Madera Canyon?”

Laura shook her head. “That does seem far-fetched.”

Still, when they got back, she called the Winslow PD and left a message for Detective Greg Wyland. She doubted anything would come of it.
  














13: Legwork




Laura drove directly to Madera Canyon. Time for another round of interviews.

Anthony would be in court today, testifying in another homicide case. The autopsy results would be coming today, too. He promised to email them to her phone.

Which meant she’d have to drive down to the mouth of the canyon to get them.

She was feeling in a lousy mood. They were no closer to finding out who shot Sean Perrin than they were a week ago. Time had a way of getting away from you. If an arrest wasn’t made within two days, it became much more of an uphill climb. They’d spent four full days in Winslow and Las Vegas, and now it was time to concentrate on the people in the canyon.

She started with Barbara Sheehey.

She followed Barbara as she went to make beds in a cabin after the people checked out.

“Did Mr. Perrin give you the impression he was scared of anything?”

“Scared? Him? He was too busy using the soft soap on everybody to do that. Would you hold that side?” she added, nodding to the sheet.

Laura did, stretching the corner over the mattress.

“So he didn’t seem to have anything on his mind? Nothing he was worried about?”

“Nope. Although he said his father was dying, and that’s why he came out here. I mentioned that, didn’t I?”

Laura felt something inside her go still. She tried to remember what the sister, Ruby Ballantine said, but couldn’t.

She thought Ruby said he wasn’t going to bother to come. Or he didn’t reply. Something like that. “Was he close to his father?”

“I don’t think he liked him very much. Just the impression I got, like he felt it was his duty as a son to come out and see him before he died.”

“Did he go see him?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t seem to leave this canyon from the moment he got here.” She added hastily, “Of course I wouldn’t know, since I don’t keep track of my guests’ comings and goings.”

“Did he mention his sister?”

“I don’t think so. Mostly he was talking about how rich his father was. Of course with him, it couldn’t just be that he was well-off. His dad had to be in the Forbes Top 100.”

“Did he say how his father made his money?” Laura asked.

“He said, venture capitalist. I don’t know what that is, do you?”

Laura knew, vaguely. “I think it’s someone with capital who will help a promising business get its start. Or infuse money into a business that’s not doing well.”

“Oh, yeah. And then they fire a bunch of people and put the company in bankruptcy?”

“Could be.”

“Sounds like the father was as big a liar as his son. Doing something like that where working people are involved.” She launched into a story about her uncle’s job in Wisconsin, and how the company first busted the union and then closed the plant.

Laura thought about the plain woman who ran the tiny shop on 4th Avenue. The place had been little bigger than a closet. Her clothes weren’t fashionable, either. But then you couldn’t pigeonhole what rich looked like.

“He told me his father owned a baseball team.”

“Can you remember which one?”

“Nope. I didn’t believe a word of it. Said he had a private jet, too.”

Laura thought that Sean Perrin could have taken advantage of that private jet when he was on the run with Aurora Johnson.

Even though apparently, Aurora wasn’t on the run at all.

Laura was getting frustrated. She tried to keep it out of her voice. “Was there anything he said that you believed?”

Barbara Sheehey folded her arms. “I’m sure I’ll think of something.”
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Laura found Cody washing down the wooden deck. He seemed a little brighter today—a little more used to the idea that his friend Sean Perrin was gone.


“So did you track down the guy who killed him?” Cody asked.


“Not yet. I could still use your help.”


“Is the guy who killed him, like, an untouchable? One of those gangsters who  of@uesscortthaabouthimewsilenlW savomatudsFinq9WowYeah, wowJesusWpickjawoffloor said,Wbbspeak intns?imakgt filmUh-huhAbautiotpsycho.n! knowIselktha? Sofia Vergarabperft!Hcreendy writn. said,Okay, soow dotilook? Skd Sean Per, r?Yeah. It fits. Hnteeoonlhiks elsralkofim. Nss,fss. Easy PeasyagMaybyeimwhiks,nd,tird,fthimcharm. Nbody arou...Sspopim.uabout ituabouhis eyesshutjusthi smile acornimouth. Notsoehiausint,bcauslooksbiv,but it bolstwhasuskewPictuticq9sayh surprishim. Wgetre, scomout restroomgunbhidback. As says‘Closeyes,baby. I got surpris Okay, sothasprobably wahappenWhasthe motive?”

Laura said, “She’s friends on Facebook with Ruby Ballantine.”

“It looks like a professional hit,” Anthony said. “Maybe Ruby hired her.”

“Dumb dumb dumb.”

“What?”

“‘Friending’ Alex Williams,” Laura said. 
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First thing they did was go back to see Joel Strickland.

“What do you want now?” he said. “I’m busy.”

“Just a couple more things,” Laura said. “Was there any reason you and your wife split up?”

“Plenty of reasons.”

“Could you elaborate?”

He sighed, pushed his laptop away. “I didn’t like being her cover.”

“Cover?”

“Ruby is gay.”

Tell me something I don’t know. “You married her knowing that?”

“No, I found out about it later.”

“She wasn’t honest with you.”

“Nope. But I wasn’t honest with her, either.” He rubbed his neck. “I’m going to be honest here. I liked her a lot, we got along well, good sex—at least I thought it was good sex, at least for me—and yes, my business could have used an infusion of cash at the time we got serious about each other. I thought that might be possible. But it turned out we were mismatched from the beginning. We had an argument the first month we were married, and she told me she had a lover—a woman. I hung on for a while after that, mostly because she kept leading me on as far as helping finance my company. She’s still doing it. We decided it was better if I moved out, but we both had reasons to stay married. She kept holding the bait over my head, and I was a good cover for her.”

“Why did she need cover?” Anthony asked. “Gay’s the new black.”

Laura gave him a look, but he ignored it.

“Because of her father. He was virulently anti-homosexual. She could have her store assistants or friends—whoever she was seeing at the time—and he never suspected a thing.” His face turned hard. “I don’t know what I was thinking. She used me, dangling that bait all the time, and I never got anything out of it. But that’s going to change.”

Anthony said, “What about Sean? Would he have inherited the estate?”

"Hard to tell. Ruby was the one who nursed the father and stuck with him. Sean didn’t seem to care about the money. He was too busy living in his own little world. But if her father ever found out about her love life, who knows what he would do?”

“Do you know who she’s seeing?”

“No, but she did tell me she was beautiful and young.”

“She didn’t give a name?”

He thought for a minute. “Seems to me it began with an ‘A’. Amy or Alice or something like that.”

“Alex?”

“Could be. I don’t know, and I don’t care. What I’m trying to do now is extricate myself. I’m going to cut bait while I still have some dignity left.”
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“Lovers,” Anthony said.

“Scheming lovers.”

“Makes sense to me. Big Sis lures her brother here where it will be easy to kill him, and Alex does the dirty deed.”

“I was thinking she might have been a hired assassin.”

“Maybe,” Anthony said. “Or a hired assassin with benefits.”
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They now had Alex Williams’s driver’s license. From there Laura was able to access her address. Unfortunately, like most people her age, Alex Williams didn’t have a landline, just a cell phone.

Anthony prepared a warrant to access her cell phone records, even though at the moment they had no way of determining which carrier she used. His motto was Be Prepared. Just in case the Heavens opened and all that info started pouring in.

“More likely,” he muttered, “We’ll have to pry that information out with an escargot fork.”

“You eat escargot?” Laura asked.

“One of my favorite things.”

“Yuck.”

“It’s an acquired taste. Just ask us one-percenters.”

What little evidence they had against Williams was circumstantial and insufficient. Yes, they had her Facebook friendship with Ruby Ballantine, and Joel Strickland’s claim that Ruby and Alex were lovers (which would be filed under “hearsay”), and the fact that Alex had given Laura a phony name and directed her to call a nonexistent friend. None of this rose to probable cause; it wasn’t even close.

But Laura was sure that the calls made to Sean Perrin during his stay at the Madera Canyon Cabins were from Alex Williams.

As Anthony said, who wouldn’t want to go on a moonlight hike with a knockout like that?

She called her partner. “Maybe it’s time for us to rattle Alex’s cage a little.”

“I dunno. If we’re right about her, she’s pure psychopath.” He thought about it. “But if that’s the case, it wouldn’t matter one way or another.”

“She won’t be shaken,” Laura agreed. “But I bet she’d show us what’s behind her mask.”

“Yeah, because she knows we can’t touch her.” He thought about it. “But at least we’ll know who and what we’re really dealing with.”
  














18: The Lion in Her Den




Alex Williams lived in Tanforan Pointe, an apartment complex in midtown not far from the University of Arizona, where Williams was currently enrolled as a geology major. Beyond that, there were few public records. She’d been born in Las Cruces, New Mexico. She was married for approximately two years to a Nathan James Williams, whereabouts currently unknown. Her birthdate was May 2, 1988. She drove a late model metallic yellow Ford Focus hatchback. And apparently, she was gay. Or at least bisexual.

Or maybe just predatory.

“Who do you think is the brains of this outfit?” Laura asked as they drove past the apartments on Euclid, rounded the block and came at the apartments from the other side.

“Ruby’s got the money. And she’s older, so she might be the straw boss on this cattle drive.”

“But Alex is such a good liar.”

Anthony nodded. “If you look like a sociopath, if you talk like a sociopath—”

“You may just be a sociopath,” they finished in unison.

“I’m guessing they cooked it up together. I wonder what happened first, though, the chicken or the egg? Were they attracted to each other and became lovers and then decided to off Sean? Or . . . ”

“Did they meet somehow because Ruby was looking for a partner? Or a patsy?”

“I don’t think Alex could ever be described as a patsy,” Laura said. “Not the way she lies. My mother had a saying about obnoxious couples: ‘They’d spoil another couple.’ Maybe that’s the case here.”

“Guess we’ll find out,” Anthony said.

The apartments were located on a sleepy stretch of Euclid Avenue —a labyrinth of beige stucco boxes stacked three stories high. Pocket patios, plenty of palm trees, the glitter of a swimming pool through wrought iron fencing—the definition of generic student apartments in a sunbelt city.

The lot was less than half-full. That was because final exams were over at the U. of A., and students were moving out, if they weren’t gone already. There were lots of units just coming empty. Alex’s Ford Focus was in a covered parking area.

“Looks like she’s home. There’s 14C.” Laura nodded toward the apartment and then looked back at the Google satellite map just to make sure.

They parked and got out—and were blasted by the heat. Tucson was a good-sized city now, with plenty of roads and buildings that attracted the sun’s rays. The city was a heat island.

Laura positioned herself to the left side of the door. Anthony knocked and stepped back so his weight was on his left leg. Hand down by his side.

They waited. Laura’s hand also hovered near her weapon. Just in case.

Anthony knocked again.

The door opened. Alex Williams looked like your typical college student, in short shorts and a skimpy top. Barefoot, hair caught up in a barrette that looked like chopsticks, glasses pushed up on the top of her head. “Hi there.”

Hard not to look at that model-perfect body.

“Can we talk to you?”

She opened the door wider. “Oh, sure. Come in!”

She showed no surprise that they were here on her doorstep. No surprise that they had found her under the name Alex Williams. She looked friendly . . . and helpful.

She led them into a neat, spare-looking living room. No knick-knacks, just the furniture the place came with. There was a MacBook Pro on the dinette table and a big textbook—geology, Laura thought.

The graduate student at work.

She motioned them to the couch and said, “Did you find out who killed Sean?”

“Not yet,” Anthony said, sitting down. It was a cheap apartment couch and he sank into it.

Laura perched on the edge beside him, hoping to avoid the quicksand.

The girl’s brows knitted together. “I was hoping the furniture wasn’t so crappy. . .” She pulled a chair from the dinette table, sat down on it, and hooked her bare feet around the legs. “ . . . . But, you know.” She shrugged. “So how can I help you?” She leaned forward, earnest and attentive and not the least bit surprised they were here.

Anthony said, “I was wondering . . . could you clear up why you called yourself Madison Neville?”

Her face turned suddenly grave. “I was worried my ex would find me. That’s why I changed back to my maiden name.”

“He wouldn’t find you under the name ‘Madison Neville?’”

“I know. Pretty dumb, huh? But I wasn’t thinking straight. I just wanted to get away from him.”

“Did you change it back officially?”

“Nope.”

“Do you know where your ex is now?”

“Nuh-uh. I have no idea.” She looked confused and sad at the same time.

Quite a show she was putting on. But Laura sensed Williams, Neville—whoever she was—didn’t give a rat’s ass whether they believed her or not. She gave Laura the impression that she knew she’d already won this round and she was not the least bit worried about what she said.

Anthony took the lead. He went over Sean’s movements—the ones Alex knew about.

“Was he interested in you?”

“Oh, he flirted with me. But I wasn’t interested.”

“Did you spend much time together?”

“No more than I did with any other guest. All that lying—it’s fun for a while, and then it gets boring.”

“Go on any hikes together?”

“Hikes?” She looked confused. “Why would I go hiking with him?”

Laura asked if she could use the bathroom.

“Go ahead,” Williams said. “It’s on the left.”

Laura looked at the bedroom, which was neat and somehow generic. She looked at the bathroom. Also neat and generic. She flushed the toilet, turned the faucet on and off.

She came back and stopped by the waist-high bookcase. It was crammed with books.

There were a few textbooks, some paperbacks—and a volume Laura recognized because she had it herself: Vernon Geberth’s Practical Homicide Investigation.

“I have that!” Laura said.

Alex looked up. “Oh, you do? I guess you would. That belonged to Nate. My ex. He wanted to be a homicide cop.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. He made it through the Academy but as far as I know he never made detective.”

Laura would track down Nathan Williams and find out if that were true. She was beginning to suspect everything that came out of this girl’s mouth was a lie.

Anthony asked, “You’re majoring in geology?”

“Actually, the degree I’m working on is geochemistry. That’s the reason why I was staying at Madera Canyon in the first place.”

“I thought you said you were trying to get away from your ex-husband.”

“Yeah, that, too. Not everything is either-or.”

She actually pouted.

Anthony ignored the remark and the pout. “What’s in Madera Canyon?”

“I’m writing my thesis on the geochemistry of the Santa Rita Mountains. I’ve been collecting water samples from the watershed, trying to find out how much the leaching from the mines around there has affected the water chemistry over the last century and a half.”

It was all Greek to Laura. She could tell Anthony was having a hard time trying to follow that, too.

The girl went on about metamorphic core samples and geochemical watersheds until finally Anthony stopped her. “Do you own a firearm?”

“What? No! I’m scared to death of them!”

“So if we were to get a search warrant, we wouldn’t find a firearm?”

The mask fell away. “You’d have to have P.C. first, and frankly, I’m not seeing it.”

P.C. Probable cause. Either the girl was watching too many cop shows, or she’d been dipping into hubby’s Practical Homicide.

“Your friend Sean was shot with a .22,” Anthony said. “Do you know of anyone who has a .22, either a revolver or semiautomatic pistol?”

She held his eye. “No, I don’t.”

Laura said, “Can you tell me the nature of your relationship with Ruby Ballantine?”

“We’re together.”

“Together?”

“Let me spell it out for you. We’re lovers. We love each other.”

“So you knew Sean Perrin through Ruby?”

“Ruby asked me to keep an eye on him. She was worried about him.”

“Worried?”

“Yes. She heard he was in Madera Canyon and he wouldn’t come see us.”

 “Did Sean know you knew his sister?”

“Ruby didn’t want him to know. She’s touchy about that. He didn’t know she was gay.”

Laura nodded. Pretty neat. She guessed that everything was pretty neat in Alex World. “You lied to me.”

“No, I gave you one of my names.”

“And your friend in Continental?”

“What about her?”

“Her name was Alex Williams, too?”

The girl smiled. “Is it illegal to have two names? Or make stuff up? I know you’re a cop and everything but what are you going to do? Are you going to arrest me for lying? Is that what the government is doing these days?”

Laura matched her smile with one of her own. “Of course not. I just want to know why you were playing that game with me.”

“Because I felt like it.” She opened the door and escorted them out.

She remained there in front of her apartment as they walked down the steps and threaded past the caged pool and under the palm fronds and out to the car. At the car, they looked back.

Williams remained where she was, still smiling. And then she waved.
  














19: Down and Out and Out of Leads




Laura and Anthony continued to work the case whenever leads came in—most of them dead ends. Laura was convinced that Alex Williams and Ruby Ballantine were responsible for Sean Perrin’s death.

There were more pressing homicide cases, important ones that the powers that be wanted worked, and there weren’t enough hours in the day. Still, Laura would often drive out on West Speedway and look at the house on the hill. She took the case home on weekends and tried to push it forward, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried every angle, but other than surveilling the two women, there was little she could do—and she didn’t have time for that.

Laura had been here before. She was dead sure Ruby Ballantine and Alex Williams were involved in Sean Perrin’s death, but there was no way to prove it.

She kept the file on her computer and went back to it once in a while. Nothing changed.

Five months after she and Anthony stopped actively working on the case, Arthur Ferris Ballantine, Ruby Ballantine’s father, passed away.

Laura and Anthony attended the graveside ceremony at Evergreen Cemetery on Oracle Road.

It was a small knot of people, and from their ages, Laura guessed that they were mostly friends of Ruby. Alex Williams was there, looking carefree.

Ruby looked distracted. It seemed to Laura that Ruby spent a lot of her time looking around for Alex, who seemed to work the crowd like a bumble bee. She was popular with the small gathering, and so easy on the eye.

Ruby seemed a little lost, as if she didn’t quite know what to do with herself. Laura was watching Ruby when Alex talked to the preacher. The preacher bent his head to listen to Alex and there was an expression of yearning on Ruby’s face. Alex looked in her direction and Ruby looked away.

For her part, Alex spent little time with her lover. She was too busy enjoying her position as co-hostess—if you could call a funeral something you’d host.

The coffin was lowered and the prayers were said as an electric mower droned in the background.

Laura watched Ruby and Alex at the gravesite. Alex’s expression betrayed nothing, even though she recognized Laura. A normal person might feel strange, having lied to a detective about her identity. But Alex didn’t care.

Once, while in a conversation with a friend of Ruby’s father, Laura caught Alex’s eye. Alex smiled at her as if she were an old friend.

Ruby seemed a little out of it, acknowledging words of sympathy, but oddly detached. In shock?

She didn’t act like someone whose plans had come together with the efficiency of a Swiss watch.

Maybe Alex hadn’t told Ruby about her stay in Madera Canyon.

Maybe Ruby didn’t know about Alex’s involvement in her brother’s death. Maybe Alex had been freelancing.
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Laura didn’t know why she’d want to take one last crack at Alex Williams. Maybe just to remind Williams that she knew. Maybe it was hubris.

Or maybe it was just a warning to Alex that she wasn’t about to give up on this case.

Williams was alone for a moment and Laura took the opportunity to waylay her.

“I am so sorry for your loss,” Laura said.

“Thanks.”

“Of course, it was more of a gain than a loss, wasn’t it?”

Alex’s smile turned rigid. “I think we’re done here.” She turned away.

Laura put her hand on the girl’s arm and Alex spun around to face her. “You may be done,” Laura said. “But I’m not.”

Alex smiled. “Oh, I’d say we’re done. If you’re the best they’ve got, I’m home free, aren’t I?”

She turned on her high heel and walked away. 
  














20: Second Saturday




One evening in September, everything changed.

It was Second Saturday again. Laura and Anthony had moved on to other cases. Many of them were easy to put to bed—domestics that turned deadly, a drive-by shooting, a fight outside a bar that escalated into a fatal stabbing. No real solving, Sherlock Holmes style, to be done. Just brutishness spilling over. Whether it was jealousy, or alcohol, or drugs, or stupidity, or defiance—these killings made up the warp and woof of her job. And sometimes it got to the point where the plain stupidity of it wore on her like an emory board on a fingernail, wearing down her empathy and (sometimes) diminishing her skills—just a little bit.

She had to recommit from time to time. Realize that these stories, while sordid and low and depressing, involved real people. People who had lost their lives, sometimes for the stupidest of reasons. People left behind whose lives would never be the same.

So many pointless deaths. So much abject stupidity. So much gratuitous cruelty. She had to remember to fight for the victims. She had to remember to help the people left behind, even when they themselves were mean and low and cruel.

There were the heartbreakers, too. Like a boy who shot his little brother with the rifle he got for his birthday. And a child who went missing—just disappeared one day—and was never seen again.

She was ready for a Second Saturday, ready for a few carefree moments with Matt.

So they ate at one of the open-air restaurants. The evening air was cool—September was a furnace during the day but nice when the sun dropped down below the horizon.

There were a lot of people out. Mostly kids from the U. of A. or kids from just about anywhere, both sides of 4th Avenue streaming with people. It was a fair-like atmosphere that Laura loved. Matt’s partner, Dave, held down the fort at Tucson Fire Supply, doing demonstrations on fire safety. Dave had spelled him so they could enjoy dinner at Delectables.

Laura had the Sean Perrin case on her mind. They’d walked past All Souls Shoppe earlier—maybe that was why. But the fact that there seemed to be no way to nail Ruby Ballantine and her lover worked on Laura.

 
It was nice out here, making small talk. They’d grown into a couple so long ago, but it still seemed miraculous to Laura that relationships hadn’t been what she’d thought them to be at all. That the best ones were easy. The best relationships were the ones where love was mutual, where they gave to each other and didn’t think so much about taking. Sure there were arguments, bound to be. But they loved to be together. There was no teeter-totter as there had been with her former husband (in which he was usually up and she was down).


It had ceased to be a revelation a long time ago. But every once in a while, on a perfect evening like this, she remembered to be grateful.


She watched the crowd funnel along the streets. Lots of kids, most of the young men dressed in dark colors. A stream of them. The beautiful evening, the cool air, the good food, a glass of wine. And Matt . . .


Then her eye caught one of the people shouldering his way through the street. She recognized him, sort of. Where had she seen him before?


He was in dark clothes but he was no kid. He was bigger, bulkier. He wore a navy sweatshirt with a hoodie.


She knew him.


She knew, too, that she’d met him in the course of her job.


“Hey, hey, whad’ya know? No telling who you’ll meet on the street.”


Laura glanced at the next table, which had just been cleared. Frank Entwistle sat in one of the iron chairs, his ill-fitting Sansabelts pooched out in his lap. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, you gotta trust your instincts, kiddo. And you know what I say about coincidence.”


There are no coincidences. “You mean the guy in the hoodie?” Laura looked from Frank to the sidewalk. Hoodie Man had stopped to talk to someone. Laura squinted, trying to see in the gathering dusk. “He looks like . . . ”


“Who looks like who?” Matt said. “Laura?”


Laura looked at him.


“Who are you talking to? Is that your ghost?”


It sounded like Matt was speaking to her from underwater. Laura looked back at the table. Frank Entwistle was gone. She wished he wouldn’t blindside her like that.


“Is he here now?”


Laura shook her head and looked for the man. She spotted him working his way through the throng. When he stopped and turned toward a street musician playing a saxophone, Laura got a glimpse of his face—just a pale orb in the dark.


Couldn’t place him. But the alarm bells were clanging now.


Something was wrong, something was out of place. Her cop instincts kicked in.


Frank knew.


“Matt—I’ll be back, okay?”


She got up and went out through the wrought-iron gate. She kept with the crowd. She could see the man bobbing up ahead like a cork on a stream. One of many corks. He turned his head and looked at something across the avenue. She saw just a wedge of face, pale in the streetlight, which had just blinked on.


She knew him. From where?


Then it came to her: Joel Strickland.
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Back at their table, Matt looked at her quizzically. “What was that all about?”


“Just some guy I recognized.”


“Who?”


She sat. “It’s the husband, you remember, the ex-husband or estranged husband of Ruby Ballantine?”


He knitted his brow. “I remember you telling me about him. Construction, right?”


“I just saw him.”


“And?”


Laura rubbed her forehead. The feeling was visceral. There was no explanation, except for her cop’s instincts. She said, “Remember, I thought Ruby Ballantine and Alex Williams killed Sean Perrin, but I couldn’t prove it, right?”


“Yes.”


“But I saw him right now—Strickland.” She paused. It didn’t look right. He was here, near All Souls Shoppe. Maybe he was seeing Ruby again. Maybe they had parted amicably. There were all sorts of reasons for her to think that, but it still bothered her.


Wrong place. Wrong time.


Matt leaned forward. “You think, what? That he had something to do with Sean Perrin’s death?”


“I don’t know.”


“What do you want to do about it?”


Laura looked at her half-eaten plate, her glass of wine half-full.


“I guess, nothing.”


But it had ruined the moment.
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Later they went by Matt’s shop. His partner, Dave, was just about to close up, and they stayed around talking for a while. The people on the streets had turned to a few separate knots of friends talking, but the crowd had dissipated and before you knew it the streets were empty.


As they stepped out onto the sidewalk, Laura said, “Let’s go check out All Souls Shoppe.”


“Why?”


“I’d kind of like to check on Ruby.”


“What’s going on? Is this about her ex?”


“I don’t know.”


He shrugged. “Always trust a cop.”


“Always,” Laura said.


“Always and forever,” he intoned.


“Always and forever.”


They walked up the street. The store was closed now, but when Laura peered through the windows she could see a light on way in back.

All Souls was on a corner.

Laura said, “Let’s walk around to the alley—see if she’s in back.”


They followed the street to Hoff Avenue, the narrow strip of asphalt that ran behind the 4th Avenue stores and served as an alley. Mission cactus about eight feet tall corralled the dirt lot behind Ruby’s shop.


A car was parked diagonally to the store, driver’s door open, lights on, engine running.


For a second, Laura thought it was Ruby’s car, that she was in the process of packing up her car and closing up shop, but then she spotted a charcoal-gray Armada parked up against a small adobe outbuilding that matched the store. She’d seen the Armada before and knew it belonged to Ruby.


The running car was an old beater from the eighties—Plymouth Horizon with a temporary license sticker in the window. The car’s windows were dirty but she could see someone sitting in the driver's seat. Someone wearing a hooded sweatshirt.


It took her a split second to grasp the significance. She pulled her weapon and started toward the car just as two shots rapped out, one almost on top of the other.


The door burst open, slamming against the side of the building, and a man ran outside. Laura glimpsed a woman lying on the floor just before the door banged shut.


Ruby?


The man headed for the car.

No—not a man.


Laura didn’t know how she knew—maybe it was the way the figure moved, maybe it was the shape—but everything said woman.


All in black, balaclava covering the face.


The car engine revved. Laura saw the figure running to the car, saw the driver turning his head to face her, the hood pulled tight by the drawstring at his chin. His face pale in the gloom.

The car clunked into reverse and slalomed backward, the running figure trying to open the passenger side door, scrambling to catch up. Still in reverse, the car swerved in a wide arc—Laura was in its path. She dove behind the Dumpster at the edge of the lot.

 Where was Matt?

She looked around and saw him crouched behind a tall row of mission cactus that lined the dirt parking lot. He sat on his heels, phone to his ear and gun resting on his knee.

Laura yelled, “Police! Stop! Do it now—”

The reverse lights came back on and the car sped backwards, fishtailing as it came. Laura darted to the opposite side as the car rammed into the side of the Dumpster. Dust rose up, choking her. Through the scrim she saw the brake lights go off as the car ground gears and then shot back the way it had come. Meanwhile the woman was still running after the passenger door, which swung back and forth, almost knocking her away. The car shuddered to a stop, the engine revving. The woman scrambled for the passenger side and launched herself in, trying but failing to pull the door closed behind her. Laura, standing foursquare and straight-armed, squeezed off a shot between the thuds of her heartbeat—blowing out the back window. The car took off again, this time swerving for the lot exit and taking out half a large cactus. Laura aimed, fired, and yelled. “Stop! Police!”

She could hear sirens.

The car managed to straighten out and peeled away, wheels churning up more dust. Laura fired off another shot but it went wide.

“Laura! You okay?” Matt.

“Check on Ruby!” Laura shouted.

She ran down the alley, following the Plymouth as it bumped over potholes and swerved to avoid another Dumpster. She was almost out of range, but did manage to set for a second and get off a shot at the tires.

Expecting a miss.

But the left rear tire blew, and the Plymouth jounced onto the cross street just as another car shot by.

A blare of horns and shriek of tires, manic high-pitched screaming, and then Laura saw the car run into another car parked at the curb and suddenly it was airborne, tipping end over end, smacking down on its roof in the street with a shrieking clash of metal.

Laura’s arms were still out in front of her, a death grip on her SIG. Her heart going a thousand miles a minute. The sight of the car going end over end like a domino blotted out everything else.

She heard the loud whoop of sirens ending, and more sirens in the distance. Trotted to the cross street. Her legs were shaking just a little, but her hand was curled hard around her SIG.

The police were already out of their cars, guns drawn and moving around the Plymouth. One of them looked in her direction and she pointed to her badge.

It took a moment for her throat to gain purchase, otherwise she’d just squeak instead of talk. “Laura Cardinal—detective—DPS—there’s a woman down—All Souls Shoppe! We need an ambulance. Now!”

A cop car peeled away and turned into the alley as two more black and whites pulled up. She could hear them working the radio. She looked at the officer nearest the Plymouth, his gun now holstered.

“Dead?” she asked. Although she knew. Joel Strickland’s head and part of his torso had gone through the windshield.

She walked over and peered in.

Alex Williams was jammed up under the dash like an accordion. She looked dead, too.

Laura said, “Should have worn your seatbelt.”
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By the time she made it back to All Souls Shoppe, the ambulance was just pulling out. Siren going—a good sign. Matt was there, covered in blood. He’d staunched Ruby’s wound with a towel. Laura watched the ambulance bump away down the alley. “You think she’s going to make it?”

“I don’t know. I think so.”

He took a step toward her. The blood coating his chest and arm was black in the moonlight—shiny and slick.

But Laura didn’t care. She went to him and pressed herself to his chest and held him tight. They stayed that way for a good long while.
  














21: When Good Things Happen to Bad People




Both Williams and Strickland were dead. Ruby, however, survived. The short trip to University Medical Center and UMC’s trauma surgeons made the difference. It would be some time before Laura and Anthony could interview her—she had a long road ahead.


It had been a long night that rolled into the early morning. Laura was questioned at the scene by TPD SIU and turned her duty weapon over to them as required. Soon after, DPS SIU arrived, debriefed her, and issued her a replacement weapon. Laura was placed on paid leave. There would be an administrative investigation. She would see a psychologist in two days. This was all standard procedure, but that didn’t make her feel any better.

Laura was positive Ruby had no part in Sean’s murder. It was far more likely that Ruby had been used by both Strickland and Williams. The two of them had conspired to kill her before she could remove Strickland from her will.


Turned out that Alex Williams had a safe deposit box, which she’d kept under the name Madison Neville. The number and location had been among her personal effects. There was one lone possession inside the safe deposit box; a Ruger LCR-22 revolver, one shot fired. Apparently, Alex couldn’t part with the one keepsake that could have implicated her.


That was a moot point now.

Laura had no sympathy for Williams. She wished she could dredge up some, but she couldn’t. She thought about the cold-blooded way Alex shot Sean Perrin. How she’d tried to kill Ruby Ballantine.


Laura didn’t feel vengeful, though. She just felt . . . tired.


So many homicides, most of them sordid, ugly, and small. The reasons people took a life were so often mundane. Violence came first to solve their problems.


Williams was a schemer. She had planned everything and executed well. But there was nothing inside her but a void. At the moment when Laura got to her, when she saw Williams crammed up against the dash, Laura had thought of it as a cheap nightlight going out.


Money and violence.


Sometimes it sickened Laura so much she wanted to march in to the office and hand over her badge and her weapon and find something else to do.


But she didn’t.


She’d made a promise to Sean Perrin that she would find his killer, and she did. That was the reward. That was what kept her going.


Sometimes it was a gift to the people left behind. A gift to the one who died. And other times, it was just plain vengeance.
  














Epilogue




Fall stayed around for a long time, and turned into Indian Summer.


One night, Laura couldn’t sleep. She’d been having nightmares, mostly of the shootout and the chase down Hoff Avenue. She opened the sliding glass door and walked out onto the terrace. From where she was, she could look out at the lights of the city sprawled out far below in the Tucson valley. She was surprised how many lights were on at two in the morning.


A cool wind rattled the palm tree above.


She saw a shape on the path down by the horse corrals.


Frank Entwistle.


Or maybe it was nothing at all.


He was just a shape, insubstantial, maybe just the side of the water tank up against a mesquite tree.


But she heard his voice, as if he were right beside her.


“Looks like we’ve come to the end of the line, Kiddo.”


She could see him now, looking as unhealthy in death as he did in life, his face red, his jowls sagging above his open-necked shirt.


“End of the line?” Laura didn’t believe him. He had been with her all this time. Years. He had always been her sounding board, always been with her.


“When you was a kid,” he said. “I bet you got a bike for your birthday.”


“Didn’t everybody?”


“And if your parents was smart, the bike had training wheels.”


“Uh-huh. What are you getting at?”


But she knew.


“Kiddo, you don’t need me. You never needed me.” He looked down at the cigarette between his fingers, the cherry glowing red in the dark.


“I know that,” Laura said.


“But you keep holdin’ on.”


“Some would say you keep holding on.”


“It’s all in the way you look at it.” He squinted at her. He smelled of Tanqueray gin, cigarette smoke and fast food hamburgers. “I may just be a figment of your imagination, but the fact is, you’re not taking credit. I don’t know why that is. Maybe you need a psychiatrist to help you out.”


“I’m perfectly fine.”


“Uh-huh. At least your love life got straightened out.” He threw the cigarette on the dirt and toed it out. “I just wanted to say. You don’t need me. You need to take credit for the work you do, Kiddo.


“I do.”


“No you don’t. You’re a strong gal, and you don’t need anyone between you and what you can do. You don’t need no cheerleader and you don’t need no help from me.”


He started to fade. Laura realized at that moment that she didn’t want things to change. Maybe she didn’t need him to help her, maybe she didn’t need training wheels, but she needed him. Not as her mentor, but as her friend.


“Frank, wait.”

He stood there, mid-shimmer—kind of like the old snowy picture on her grandfather’s TV set. She said, “What’s wrong with just your company?”

He materialized a little more. Some of that red color from his high blood pressure returned to his ghostly cheeks? 

“Company?” he asked.

“Yes, company. Why does it have to be either/or? Why do you have to do anything? Is that part of the contract?”

“Contract? I don’t have no effing contract. I just like to help out, is all.”

Laura spoke quickly, the words coming in a flood. “You say you’re a figment of my imagination. Maybe you are. But it’s my imagination. Which means you’re there for me, and I don’t want . . . I don’t want you to go.”

 “But what about your fiancé?”

“Apples and oranges. Unless you’re a peeper.”

He glared at her. “I ain’t no peeper! I got my standards. You ought know that. You oughta know me better!”

“Then what’s the problem?” Realizing she was stiff as a board, her fingernails digging into her balled fists. She didn’t want Frank to go. “I’d . . . miss you.”

He thrust out his palms, as if he were trying to ward off a punch.

“Okay, okay. It was just an idea. I don’t want to hang around where I’m not wanted—” He caught her look and added hastily, “And I guess you like me around. So’s okay. I’ll pop around once in a while.”

“Damn skippy you will.”

Laura realized she was speaking to air. He’d already skipped out. He liked to do that.


The cool desert wind rattled an ocotillo branch, rippled over the hairs on her arm. She shivered. All that was left was the trace of cigarette smoke.


She heard the sliding glass door and looked toward the dark house. The Love of Her Life—right in the here and now—stepped out onto the terrace. “Hey. You okay?” Matt asked.


Laura never saw herself as one who held on to the past, but it came home to her that that was exactly what she’d been doing. Right now, in this moment, she was looking at Matt, who was her future.


Frank knew. He’d tried, in his clumsy way, to tell her that.


You don’t need me anymore.


He was right. She didn’t need him. But she wanted him around.


And he’d promised her he’d show up from time to time.


“Lor?”


The breeze blew up between them, shuttling dirt and leaves across the terrace. Matt looked at her quizzically, waiting for an answer. “You okay?”


“Oh, yeah,” Laura said.


“I’m better than ever.”
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