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Chapter 1

 

 

Still spitting nails over my latest confrontation with the Greenville County building department, I came home to a five-foot-two, fourteen-year-old, pony-tailed problem on my front doorstep.

Cassie Heinz sat hugging her backpack on the trio of cinderblocks I used to step into my wreck of a home—an unrestored 1974 Vogue Motor Home. With my ruined left leg, I needed some help to heave myself up those 18 inches into the door, hence my makeshift front porch.

A string of bad luck and circumstances had rousted me from my happy home in the Excelsior district of San Francisco three months ago. Having been dumped back in the personal cesspool that is Northern California’s Greenville, I needed a place to live that wouldn’t eat too voraciously into my savings.

The acre of land outside Greenville city limits that Clement Watkins, my late, unlamented monster of a father, had bequeathed to me was dirt cheap, i.e., free. And when I went through the tax records, I discovered a bonus—an adjacent five acres of Watkins land that ran clear down to Pleasant Creek.

Unfortunately, I’d burned down the only structure on those rocky manzanita and blackberry-choked parcels. Destroying the old cabin had been my way of cleansing the past from my present. I would never have slept in that derelict pile of dry-rotted timbers anyway, it having been the setting for my many nightmares, both sleeping and waking. But had I known I’d end up back in Greenville, I might have preserved the front porch and bunked there.

I’m not the type to camp under a manzanita shrub and my shot-up leg would never have survived that kind of treatment anyway. So I had to dole out a few precious shekels on the motor home and the fee to deliver it. A water tank and the monthly water deliveries, plus the occasional visit from a septic pumper put a further dent in my finances. However, I had a fine view out my front door of the rubble of the cabin I had let the Greenville Fire Department burn down as an exercise for the rookies.

I pulled up as close to the Vogue as I could, then I levered myself out of my dirty beige Ford Escort. “I’m calling your uncle!” I shouted by way of greeting to the ponytailed blonde. Her uncle, Ken Heinz, was Greenville County’s sheriff, my former partner at SFPD and my occasional lover.

“I don’t care!” Cassie snarled back. “I won’t go home with him!”

In the last month, two or three times a week, Cassie had taken the school bus to the end of my road instead of to her Uncle Ken’s house. Sometimes I didn’t discover her squatting on my cinderblock porch until dinner time, and I had to feed her Pop Tarts and soda while we waited for Ken to arrive. At least today it was only 3:30, so I could skip the part about playing hostess.

“You can’t stay with me,” I told her as I limped toward the Vogue. “Hardly room enough for me.”

“Give me a blanket, I’ll just sleep outside,” she said with a stubborn thrust of her chin.

I eyed the stomach-baring red crop top Cassie wore, paired with a barely legal denim skirt. “You’ll freeze your ass off. And I’m guessing you don’t have a spare insulin cartridge in your backpack.”

Her gaze dropped for an instant, so I knew my guess had hit the mark. But then she stood up, blocking me from my own door.

A formidable barrier even though the top of Cassie’s black-streaked blond head came barely to my chin. Diagnosed with Type-1 diabetes three years ago then abandoned by her mother soon after, she had some sharp edges that rivaled the razor wire I had wrapped around myself.

Mixed up as Cassie was, she hated the uncle who took her in when her mother gave up on her. Her life only got more complicated a little over a year ago when a mass murderer had kidnapped her, and her uncle had helped to rescue her. I had been there too, and since she hated Ken, I was the one she focused on as her hero.

I wanted to whip out my cell and call Ken just like I had two days ago and four days before that. Minimize the time spent with a needy teenager who’d picked me, the most non-maternal woman ever born, to glom onto for support. Just because I wasn’t her uncle and I wasn’t her mother, and I never made fragile promises to her.

But I left my phone in my pocket. “Get out of my way and we’ll go inside.”

She smiled, her blue eyes lighting up for an instant. Then she remembered her surly teenager persona, and she gave me a half-hearted sneer.

But she moved aside, pulling her backpack out of my way. I stepped up onto the first cinderblock with my right foot, but lost my balance a little as I brought my left leg up beside it. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Cassie’s hands twitching as if she was about to reach out to steady me. She didn’t, not out of meanness, but because she had a certain amount of respect for people who do for themselves.

I hobbled into my euphemistically named kitchen and grabbed two bottles of water from the bar-sized fridge. I handed Cassie one and she slumped on the thinly padded bench behind my dinette table.

The most charitable thing you could say about the Vogue was that it was compact. There was seating with a view in the front end—the driver and passenger seats facing the broad windshield. Combo kitchen and eating area took up the middle—the propane fridge, one burner stove, tiny sink, bench with dinette table, a thin slice of counter opposite.

I’d replaced a lower cupboard with a filing cabinet, and that plus the printer-scanner on top of it constituted my office. The no-elbow-room toilet/shower was crammed next to the dinette.

My bedroom took up the back end. Enough elbow room surrounding the double bed for a little end table on one side and a laundry pile at its foot. Despite the cramped quarters, I toyed with the idea of locking myself in that bedroom to escape this raging hormonal teen.

My cell vibrated in the back pocket of my jeans. Cassie’s head swung up. “Is that Uncle Ken?”

“You’ve been here three seconds,” I said, slipping out the phone. “How could I have texted him already?”

She had those magic thumbs that all teens seemed to have, so she could probably have texted out the Constitution in less than three seconds. I tapped the cell’s screen to read the message. The unfamiliar phone number had a San Francisco area code.

Cnt gt u outa my mind. Msg me.

A teardrop-shaped emoji followed the text of the message. What the hell? A prank text? Some drunk guy who’d dialed me by mistake? And what was that emoji supposed to mean?

It wasn’t as if my cell was unlisted. It was on my pitiful excuse for a website—nothing but a home page listing my services—skip-trace, infidelity investigation, insurance fraud. A former miscreant named Darren, now an IT director at some hotshot startup, had set it up for me as a favor.

But Darren had converted my email and cell number to a jpeg so it couldn’t be picked up by bots. People stumbling across the website could find it, but otherwise I tended to give my number out only to friends and clients.

Whatever. I deleted the message and blocked the number.

My left calf had started knotting up, so I leaned on the Formica counter opposite Cassie and switched my weight to my right foot. “What’s your uncle done this time?” I asked.

She unscrewed the water bottle lid. “He says I have to go to summer school.”

I took a swig of water. “Why not go to summer school? What else would you do? Sprain your thumbs texting all day?”

Cassie got a crafty look on her face. “I could help you.”

“Did you get a private investigator’s license while I wasn’t looking?”

Another scowl. “I could do office stuff. The things you’re always complaining about.”

She was right about me hating the paperwork. I’ve lost a few clients when I procrastinated about getting a contract emailed to them.

Not that Cassie was the solution. I swept my arm around, encompassing the junky interior of the Vogue. “Where would you work? Not to mention I don’t have the income to hire even a part-timer.”

I’d been in survival mode since I’d arrived in Greenville. I took the odd adultery surveillance gigs down in Sacramento, supplementing those cases doing skip traces for the county’s department of child support services. I had a nest egg, but it was spoken for. If I spent that, I’d never get out of Greenville.

“I’d work for you for free,” Cassie said. “Just for the experience.” She let her teen scorn slip, ill-considered hope creeping into her eyes.

I could see what was going on here, and I had to put a damn stop to it. It would be crueler to let her think she could depend on me.

I set a hard edge to my voice. “I don’t want you here, Cassie. You’re not my problem.” I swiped my cell on again. “I’m calling your uncle.”

She flung the open bottle against the opposite wall, and on its journey, water sprayed the legs of my jeans. As she stormed out the door with her backpack, the bottle rolled, spilling the rest of its contents into the stained carpet. I picked up the near-empty and tossed it in the sink.

Meanwhile, Cassie slammed the door in my face. That and my gimp leg gave her a good-sized head start by the time I made it outside. I expected her to turn left and run back up my driveway to the road. But instead she’d turned right and was cutting a path through the boulders that filled the spaces between the thick manzanita shrubs and occasional pines.

About a hundred feet through that rough going, you could turn right and plow through the stubborn red branches of the manzanita and prickly star thistle to reach Pleasant Creek Road. But from the crashing sound I was hearing, Cassie wasn’t going that way. Instead she was headed toward the freakishly steep hillside that led down to the creek itself.

“Cassie!” I yelled, but she just kept on crashing in the wrong direction. I had no choice but to follow.

As I stumbled along on the uneven ground, tracing Cassie’s path, I called Ken’s cell. The screen said dialing for a long time. Then with a boop, it hung up.

I growled, slowing to try texting. Just as I got the text app open, my feet got tangled and I tripped. The phone went flying. I struggled to my feet, jeans torn at the knee.

It took me precious seconds to find the phone, a new diagonal crack in the screen joining its brethren in an almost perfect X. I shoved the phone in my back pocket, deciding to focus on my footing. I could always call Ken after I’d caught up with Cassie and tied her to a tree.

The girl’s blond head bobbed briefly into view as she started to descend. Then she disappeared down the hillside.

“Cassie!” I shouted again.

She ignored me. I heard tumbling rocks, her cry of Shit! then as I scrambled toward the edge of the cliff, I listened with my heart in my throat for the sound of her again. The crunch of brush assured me she was moving again.

I started down the hillside, imagining twisted ankles and bashed heads, both mine and Cassie’s if we took a wrong step. I couldn’t see her, but could still hear her, her sneakers slapping on boulders and grinding through gravel. I thought she might be at the creek bed by now and relatively safe.

And then she screamed.

I put on some speed, all but falling down the hillside from boulder to tree to boulder. My left leg burned and my chest started to ache as I struggled for air.

Finally I spotted Cassie maybe ten yards below me. She was standing there, ten feet from the edge of the roaring, snow-fed creek, looking up at the bridge, to all appearances unharmed. Her shell-shocked gaze met mine as I dropped to the rock-studded floor of the ravine, jarring my left calf yet again.

I looked up and down either side of the ten-foot wide creek. No attackers prowling along the bank. No dead Bambis rotting alongside the water that might have shocked that scream from her. No mountain lions crouching in the willows and blackberry brambles that had choked out the manzanita.

Her mouth hung open in horror as she turned to gape up at the bridge again. I followed her line-of-sight to the overpass forty feet above us. 

With the sun glaring in my eyes, I couldn’t tell at first what that sad, man-sized pendulum was. Then I shaded my brow with my hand and saw it was a boy hanging there, his body suspended by a jury-rigged harness fashioned out of red and black rope. The harness had been tied to one of the bridge railing’s pillars. A graffiti tag dripped in red paint on the solid concrete railing to his right, so badly scrawled, I couldn’t make it out. To either side of him, several older tags had been painted over with white.

The boy’s arms dangled limply, his head lolled to one side. And now I registered the red and black rope tangled around his neck.

He rotated slightly and even from that distance, I could see his face, the milky eyes, the protruding tongue. He was dead.

Cassie screamed again.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

After dialing 911—the call went through after only two failed attempts—I found an easier path up the hillside, and half-hauled a resisting Cassie up it to wait for the cavalry to arrive. She’d started shaking, her face chalk-white and her breathing so unsteady I thought she’d drop any second. Considering her diabetes, I had no damned idea what this kind of shock could do to her.

I forced her to sit on the walkway, leaning her against the concrete bridge rail. The pillars the boy had tied his rope to were only about six inches tall, and the rest of the four-and-a-half-foot railing that they supported was solid. So it was easy to position myself to block her view of where the ropes had been tied. No body or ropes in sight—maybe she could convince herself she hadn’t seen what she’d seen.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I—I—I kn-know him,” she stuttered. “Fr-from school. Z-zach St-stinson. He w-was a senior l-last year.”

“And you were an eight-grader.” Greenville’s only upper grade school still combined junior and senior high, like it did back in the Dark Ages when I attended. “How’d you get to know a senior?”

Her gaze slid away. “Everyone knew him. He was popular.”

I could hear sirens approaching. I twisted around to look at where the ropes were tied. Two super-sized cans of spray paint sat on the walkway, one upright, one tipped over on its side. 

When I turned back, Cassie was trying to see. I shifted into her line of sight again. “Was he a tagger?” I asked Cassie.

She sucked in a long breath. “Used to be. He told me he wasn’t anymore.”

“When did you talk to him last?” I asked.

She still wouldn’t look at me. “I don’t know.”

“When, Cassie?” I pushed.

She flounced around a little, but finally offered up, “A week ago. He gave me a ride home from school.” Her blue eyes went wide. “Don’t tell Uncle Ken.”

“I have to. He’ll want to know what you know about him. What was he? Nineteen?”

She wiggled her shoulders, which I took to mean a yes. She addressed the pavement between her toes. “We never did anything.” 

I wondered what “anything” meant these days in the world of teens. Did sexting count? Kissing? Oral sex?

Any of the above and Ken would go ballistic. If the poor kid hadn’t accidentally hung himself, Ken might have finished him off anyway once he found out about all the “not anything” Zach had been doing with Cassie.

EMS arrived with lights flashing, Reggie driving, P.K. beside him. I knew the EMTs from Emil’s in town where we were all big fans of the café’s fatty breakfasts.

Right on the heels of EMS, a fire engine pulled up. A couple of minutes after that, I caught glimpses of a Crown Vic with Greenville County Sheriff insignia whipping through the trees on Pleasant Creek Road. As the Ford reached the bridge and the emergency rigs blocked my view of it, my heart kicked into high speed. Ken didn’t usually drive the sedan, but I hadn’t made out the driver yet. Could be him.

Then the Crown Vic rolled into sight again across the road from me and Cassie, and I made out that it was Deputy Alex Farrell behind the wheel. I let out a puff of air at the temporary reprieve. Beside me, Cassie did the same.

Alex parked the cruiser at the far end of the bridge, straddling both lanes to block any approaching cars. Not much traffic this far from town, but better to keep any lookie-loos off the bridge. He unfolded his lanky body from the Crown Vic and ambled toward us.

The arrival of the uncomplicated Kid Deputy further distracted Cassie from what was going on twenty feet along the bridge rail from us. One of the fire fighters—Chris Jackson from his nametag—had donned a safety harness. Another—Gavin Harvey—used a winch to unspool cable from a roll on the back of the engine and snapped the cable on to the harness. Chris hoisted himself up on the concrete rail, and with Gavin operating the winch, Chris went over and down, out of sight.

As Alex reached us, the coroner’s van pulled in behind the fire engine. Alex nodded toward Cassie. “How’re you doing?”

She still looked pasty white. “F-fine.”

“Not fine,” I said. “I think the EMTs ought to take a look at her.”

“I’m-I’m okay.” She was staring at the approaching coroner, Ankur Madala. I’d shared breakfasts with the slender, gentle man at the counter at Emil’s Café on Main Street. In a tidy dark suit, Ankur leaned over the bridge rail where Chris had gone over. I sure as hell didn’t want Cassie watching that body come up.

“Have the EMTs check your blood sugar at least,” I suggested.

When she didn’t answer, I poked her, and she sucked in a breath. “Okay. Sure.”

I helped her to her feet, then went up on tiptoes to murmur in Alex’s ear. “Keep her on the far side of the EMS rig. Out of sight of...” I tipped my head toward the railing.

He nodded, then walked Cassie over. She was probably fine, had gotten better at checking her blood sugar and using her insulin pump. When I first met her a year ago, she was careless about the impact diabetes had on her health. The kidnapping, when she’d nearly died of hypoglycemia, had been a come-to-Jesus moment for her.

I spotted another sheriff’s department vehicle gunning up Pleasant Creek Road, this one a Ford Explorer. When it got close enough that the glare cleared from the windshield, I knew my stay of execution was over.

I’d been playing hot potato with Ken for the last three months, ever since I’d taken up temporary residence in Greenville. Cassie had made it trickier when she turned up so often. For me to be rid of her, either Ken had to come for her or I had to schlep her to her house or the sheriff’s department. But I’d made sure that during the Cassie transfer I stayed in the Vogue if he picked her up or in my car if I was doing the transporting. Thus far I’d been successful in avoiding actual face-to-face with Ken.

But now I’d have to talk to him, and my stomach started up Olympic-level back flips in tandem with the rat-a-tat-tat of my heart. I considered bolting, even knowing my injured leg wouldn’t let me, wondering if I’d survive a dive over the railing and making a run for it.

Ken parked catawampus behind the coroner’s van, blocking traffic from the other end of the bridge. He disappeared as he walked along the far side of the EMS rig, and must have stopped to speak to Cassie. None of their usual yelling, or I would have heard it. He must have seen how fragile Cassie was.

Ken continued on toward me, looking too damned good in his khaki uniform. Alex was headed my way too, but Ken caught sight of his deputy and called out, “Take a look below.”

So Kid Deputy wouldn’t be a buffer between me and Ken. At the far end of the overpass where there was solid dirt on the other side of the rail, Alex scaled the barrier with all the athleticism I no longer possessed. I heard him sliding down the rocky incline to the bank of the creek below the still hanging body.

As Ken got closer, I leaned nonchalantly against the railing, releasing the weight on my throbbing left calf. My stomach had ceased its acrobatics and was now gripping itself into knots.

Ken planted himself in front of me, a look in his eyes that put a wall as thick as the concrete rail between us. “Talk to me.”

I gave him the rundown on how we found the body, just sticking to the facts, ma’am. “You saw the spray paint?” I asked.

“Yeah, an etching tool too.” He looked over his shoulder. The emergency crew was lowering a stretcher over the rail. “I’ve arrested Zach Stinson once or twice for tagging. Judge gave him community service. I thought he was done with it.”

“That’s what Cassie said. She knew him. From school,” I added hastily.

“A five year age difference between them, I don’t see them crossing paths at school.” Some kind of computation flashed behind his eyes. “Has she been seeing him?”

I hesitated, then figured he’d wring it out of her eventually. “She said he gave her a ride home a week ago.”

Now his eyes blazed. “Did he just drop her off? Or did he go in?”

“You’ll have to ask her. But if you tear her head off, she’ll clam up.”

“You telling me how to raise my niece?”

“I’m telling you what you already know,” I said.

Ken chewed over that. He put it aside, but I could see an interrogation in Cassie’s future.

We both turned as the body came up and over the railing on the stretcher, then settled to the pavement. Ankur pulled on a pair of blue latex gloves and went down on one knee beside the stretcher.

“He’s missing a shoe,” I said, noticing for the first time the boy wore only a sock on his right foot.

“Might have kicked it off when he was struggling to get loose.” Ken came up beside me, his shoulder brushing mine, and looked over the rail. “Don’t see a shoe. Suppose it could have ended up in the creek.”

“Maybe. But he wasn’t really hanging that close to the water.” I edged nonchalantly away to put a little more space between us. “So he got his neck tangled in the ropes?”

“I suppose,” Ken said.

“Pretty shitty harness he rigged.”

“Yeah,” Ken said, “that’s what’s weird. Before he became a juvenile delinquent, he was an Eagle Scout. I was his counselor for knots. That kid could tie a sheepshank or a figure-eight-double faster than you could tie your shoe.”

“Maybe he was out of practice,” I said.

“I don’t know,” Ken said. “Four months ago Zach stole the Hanging Guy from downtown and tied it to the flagpole at City Hall. Used the prettiest killick hitch you ever saw.”

The Hanging Guy was a representative of Greenville’s Gold Rush days when lawbreakers were regularly dispatched by hanging. It was a mannequin dressed in old timey clothes, suspended by a noose in front of the Jackson Inn, across Main Street and two doors up from Emil’s Café.

I spied Cassie peering around the back of the EMS rig, transfixed by the stretcher’s sad passenger. “Maybe you ought to take her home.”

“Julie’s on her way,” Ken said. “She’ll take care of it.”

Julie was Julie Sweetzer, or as I called her, Miss Sweet-as-Pie. Last I heard, she was a civilian admin for the sheriff’s department.

“You two finally an item?” I asked, figuring to needle him a bit.

A flush crept up Ken’s throat. “Why shouldn’t we be?”

I didn’t have a quick answer for that, not when his question stole the breath clear from my lungs. “You’re her boss,” I finally offered up.

“Not anymore,” he said. “She transferred over to the courthouse. Works for Judge Velez.”

As if her mention had conjured her, an immaculate light blue Prius arrived, adding to the vehicles crowding the bridge. The hybrid rolled silently to a stop and out popped Julie, as pristine as her car in a long-sleeved white blouse and black slacks. I had a coffee stain on my gray Henley in the vicinity of my belly button and my brown Dockers were ragged at the hems. Julie’s blond hair hung to her shoulders in an artfully styled coif, my spiky cut was probably half-plastered to my head with sweat.

And I was damn sure her wrists and forearms weren’t dotted with the scars of cigarette and matchstick burns like mine were.

Julie trotted in our direction. I knew the moment she spotted me, because her footsteps fumbled and her pretty mouth bent in a frown.

She recovered quickly, beaming at Ken. “Should I take Cassie home? Or take her to my place?” That little emphasis seemed to imply that Ken was familiar with her place and all its accoutrements.

The flush rose to Ken’s cheeks. “Take her home. I’ll be there soon.”

Disappointment wisped across Julie’s face, then her brilliant smile returned. “I can make dinner for you and Cassie. I know you like my chili.”

Ken glanced my way as if begging for salvation. So maybe they weren’t so lovey-dovey after all.

I threw him a lifeline. “There was that thing you needed my help with.”

A moment’s blank stare, then he nodded. “Right. Julie, maybe another night.”

Behind Ken’s back, Miss Sweet-as-Pie gave me one last evil look, then flounced off. I had to admit she had a good butt, much more alluring than my own cheekless derriere.

I returned my focus to the body. Ankur was checking the pockets of Zach’s jeans.

“Wallet?” Ken asked. “Cell phone?”

Ankur brandished a nylon Velcro-closure wallet pulled from Zach’s back pocket, but no cell phone. “Could it have fallen?” I asked. I looked over the railing, but between the height, and the myriad nooks and crannies the rocks made, I couldn’t see anything cell-phone-like.

Ken produced an evidence bag for the wallet. Meanwhile Ankur leaned in close to the body, nudging aside the rope around the dead boy’s neck. He took picture after picture with a digital camera, hmmming and huhing the same way he did when addressing his scrambled eggs and hash browns at Emil’s.

Ankur looked over at Ken, his dark eyes bright with some kind of realization. But before Ankur could speak, Alex called from down below. “Sheriff!” The rush of the creek swallowed whatever else he said.

“Say again?” Ken shouted.

Alex moved a few steps closer, pitched his voice louder, bits and pieces drifting up to us. “...homeless camp...downstream...”

“Damn,” Ken muttered. “Give me a minute, Dr. Madala.”

He took off toward the nearest end of the bridge and levered himself up and over the rail where there hillside had come up to meet the level the road. He’d made it to the bottom and was moving off with Alex when I caught a flash of red moving through the willows off in the distance.

“Ken!” I shouted.

Between the roar of the creek and the distance between us, he didn’t hear me. He just kept walking, catching up with Alex. The two of them dived into the thicket of willow that came right up to the edge of the creek.

He’d never hear me yelling. I speed-dialed Ken’s phone from my call log and the screen displayed dialing for several seconds before losing the call. I tried two more times with the same results.

The only way to warn Ken was to climb down, and damn it all to hell, it was going to hurt. If I got my hands on whoever was playing hide-and-seek out there, I might just hurt them too.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

I groaned and hobbled toward the end of the bridge, my left leg frozen from the last half-hour’s immobility. I didn’t even consider trying to scale the rail like Ken and Alex had. I went around it, making my way along the wing of chain link fence the county had put up to discourage interloping. I clutched the end of the fence until I got my footing, working out a rocky stair step descent.

By the time I reached the bottom, Ken and Alex were out of sight. If that flash of red had spelled danger, they could be lying wounded or dead amongst the willows. Even so, I plowed ahead, alternating yelling out “Ken!” and trying his cell.

I was nearly to the thicket of willows when my call finally went through. I heard the faint jangle of his cell.

He picked up after a couple of rings, and I gasped out, “Someone in the woods. Saw them go by from the bridge.”

“If they were here, they’re gone now,” Ken said. “Whoever it was left a camp behind. I can hear you, so you’re not far from us.” 

I hung up and dove in between the willow limbs, serpentining through the brush as quick as my lame leg would let me. I squeezed my skinny butt between green budding blackberry vines and broke into a clearing to join Ken and Alex. They stood beside a makeshift shelter fashioned out of a blue tarp with its corners anchored to the willows about four feet above the ground. Under the plastic tarp, a grungy black sleeping bag had been spread out.

“Cozy,” I said, eyeing the low dank cave of willows, poison oak, and blackberry. All the comforts of home surrounded the sleeping bag and its piss-poor tent. “Bathroom” at one corner consisting of a toilet seat set atop a five gallon white plastic drum. “Kitchen” cattycorner to it with a big metal coffee can and a jug of kerosene for cooking—if the user didn’t set fire to the woods while he was at it. Sleeping bag in the “bedroom” with a pile of stained clothes bundled up for a pillow. Empty yogurt containers, RC Cola cans, and Cheetos bags scattered everywhere.

“There’s the kid’s other shoe,” I pointed out, bending to see where it sat half tucked under the makeshift pillow.

Alex produced a folded up evidence bag from his utility belt, and with a latex glove transferred the shoe to the bag. “Do I take the rest of it?” Kid Deputy asked, nose wrinkling at the prospect of handling the foul-smelling possessions littering the clearing.

“This part of your property?” Ken asked me, a sweep of his arm encompassing the clearing.

I considered, trying to pull up a mental picture of the parcel map. “Think so. It’s widest along the stream and goes all the way to that big Ponderosa pine.” I could just see the trunk of the tree through the willows.

Most of the additional five acre chunk, a wide-bottomed flat triangle, was so steep and rocky it wasn’t good for much more than elbow room and firewood. When I first discovered I owned it, I tried to figure out my father’s angle in buying it. Like maybe there was some hidden gold mine tucked under the manzanita. But then I found out that ownership didn’t include mineral rights.

“If he’s on your property,” Ken nudged at the greasy sleeping bag with his foot, “he’s trespassing at a minimum. I can have Alex clear his stuff out.”

With a sigh, Alex tugged a second blue latex glove from his utility belt and started pulling it on.

“It’s not like I have plans for this scenic stretch of riverfront property,” I said. “And this guy probably just found the shoe after Zach knocked it off.”

“Even so, we’ll need to talk to him,” Ken said. “He might have seen what happened.”

“More likely that he’d come back if you leave his stuff,” I pointed out.

Ken nodded agreement. On a whim, I fished one of my business cards out of my back pocket and snagged Ken’s pen out of his shirt pocket. I pondered a few moments what message would be most non-threatening, but still enticing. I ended up scrawling the uninspired, Hey, get in touch, and dropped the card on the sleeping bag. Then we all hiked out of the thicket.

As we got closer to the bridge, I stopped to squint at the tag the boy had scrawled. “Any idea what that says?”

Ken shook his head. “I’ve seen photos of most of the tags from around the county, including the ones on that bridge that have been painted over. Most of the tags in the county are kid stuff, not gang related. That red one doesn’t match the style of any I’ve seen before.”

I studied the red globby mess. “If Zach used to tag, you’d think he could write this one without all the drips, even hanging from that harness. It looks like he had the can right up next to the concrete. Amateur city.”

“Maybe he was in a hurry.”

“Don’t know why,” I said. “Not like there are very many witnesses out here.”

Up ahead of us, Alex was already climbing out of the canyon, hand over hand like a monkey. As Ken and I walked along, I looked for the same route up I’d used with Cassie. My left calf felt like dead meat and I wondered if I ought to just sit and rest a while before hiking out.

Then one of the EMTs waved the safety harness above the bridge rail. He shouted down, “Need a ride up?” 

My pride shoved aside my common sense. I cut toward the nearest hillside and scrambled up the first couple of boulders. My left leg nearly gave way. I paused, as if scoping out the most efficient path, all the while wondering if I would have to spend the night right where I was.

Ken levered himself up past me then reached down. I stared at that offered hand, wishing I could ignore it. But there was no way, no how I would make it any farther without Ken’s help.

I grabbed hold and got my right foot safely on the next boulder. He let me heave myself up using my right leg, then took my hand again to assist the left, all but lifting my full weight up.

It was ugly, but I got to the top, and could walk on the flat stretch toward the RV without the left leg collapsing. Ken busied himself checking his phone rather than watch my struggle and I felt gratitude wash through me at his gesture.

“Shit,” he said eloquently just as the Vogue came into view through the manzanita. “Are you busy tonight?” It sounded like the entrée to a reluctant invitation.

“I am,” I said slowly, giving him an out. “Paperwork.” A report on an infidelity case, with all its gory details.

“Cassie just texted,” Ken said. “Julie’s invaded my kitchen and she’s looking for something to cook for me. If Cassie can tell her we already have dinner plans with you...”

He was pleading with me now and I could probably extract some concession from him to be redeemed at a later date. For instance, there were the coroner’s hmms and huhs. I might get an inside view of what was catching Ankur’s attention.

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll come by at seven.”

“Thanks.” He headed off through the manzanita and blackberry brambles, cutting a line toward Pleasant Creek Road.

I checked my phone for the time and saw I had a little over an hour before I’d have to leave. As I climbed back up into the RV, I had second thoughts about returning to the scene of the crime—Ken’s house—where we’d indulged in a bout of mattress wrestling last year.

Nothing like an infidelity report to distract me from that kind of temptation. The details of Mrs. Beaufort’s tête-à-tête with her brother-in-law would effectively extinguish any remaining girlish hopes for happily ever afters with any man, let alone Ken.

At the appointed hour, I showered and changed my jeans—the ones I’d been wearing had a bloody hole where I’d smacked my knee on a rock. Digging through my closet, I found a near-new long-sleeve T-shirt I’d scored last Thanksgiving at a walk to feed the hungry.

A bittersweet reminder, since a few days later, I’d found out my San Francisco apartment was going condo. Then in early December, I got another notice. The building in the Excelsior district where I leased space for Watkins Investigations would be razed due to impossible-to-retrofit earthquake vulnerability. I think some developer just wanted to get rich with a brand new, high rent building. Either way, the universe had spoken, and I had to leave San Francisco.

Spruced up, I drove a few miles down Highway 50, then pulled off to wend my way through a subdivision filled with cookie-cutter houses. Beyond that slice of suburbia was Ken’s home, an old two-story faux farmhouse on a couple acres. Massive black oaks shaded the front yard, and baby trees popped up through the leaf mulch where acorns had fallen. A narrow creek divided Ken’s property from the neighbors.

I parked the Escort out front and was about to climb out when my phone buzzed with a text. Y won’t u msg me?

It was another 415 number, just as unfamiliar as the first. Same weird little blob at the end. The sender must be trying to pull a prank on someone, but kept texting me by mistake. I deleted the new text as I had its brethren message and blocked the number.

Cassie answered the door. Despite her game smile, she still looked shaky from the afternoon’s shock. We trooped through the living room, past the same comfy sofas, old tube-style TV, and dusty knickknacks I’d last seen a year ago. We found Ken in the kitchen sautéing something on the stove.

A breakfast bar separated the kitchen from the dining room where a big, scarred trestle table nearly filled up the space. Stacks of mail, papers, and books had been shoved aside to clear seating for three.

The smell of onions and peppers hit me in a warm, fragrant wave. The sight of Ken was just as mouth-watering as the food. He’d changed into a faded black T-shirt and snug denim jeans, and my gaze went straight for his butt before I remembered minors were present.

“Steak fajitas,” Cassie announced. “One of the three things Uncle Ken knows how to cook without screwing it up.”

Ken waved a pair of tongs at his niece. “Set the table.”

She didn’t even scowl, just dodged around him for plates, forks, and plastic tumblers. She set them on the breakfast bar, sliding them across rather than tote them around. I took that as an invitation, transferring the place settings to the table.

We sat down to warm flour tortillas filled with seasoned strip steak, onions, and peppers topped with cheese and sour cream. The afternoon’s events had to be fresh on all our minds, but besides a request to pass the black beans or the bowl of strawberries, there wasn’t much conversation. Ken kept eyeing me though, and I got the distinct impression his invitation to dinner hadn’t just been to scare off Miss Sweet-as-Pie.

I expected Cassie to vanish after she cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, her usual modus operandi. But she lingered in the kitchen, fidgeting with a dish towel as her focus bounced from me to Ken and back again.

Ken kept frowning and I suspected he wanted to get me alone, and not for any touchie-feelie stuff. Finally he said to Cassie, “Go finish your homework.”

She strangled the dish towel in her hands. “I was going to dry the dishes.”

“They can dry on their own,” Ken said. “Homework’s more important.”

Still, Cassie stood there, as if her feet had grown roots. “I want to hang out with you guys.”

I heard the fragility in Cassie’s voice and knew I had to throw her a lifeline. “Go do your homework, then come back down for ice cream.” I was guessing there’d be some chocolate chip in the freezer—Ken’s favorite. If there wasn’t, I’d damn well go out and buy some for Cassie.

That must have satisfied her because Cassie tossed aside the towel and headed up to her room. Not one stomp on the stairs along the way. The kid really was shell-shocked.

I pulled one of the stools up to the breakfast bar and watched from the dining room as Ken filled the skillet to soak and gave a slapdash swipe of the Formica counter. He tossed the kitchen rag into the sink, then motioned me toward the living room.

He waited for me to sit on the sofa, then settled on the other end. He pitched his voice low. “I wanted to apologize for Cassie bugging you the way she has been.”

I shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

“I thought you deserved an explanation,” he said, scraping his fingers through his close-cropped sandy hair. “I think this is all because of Melinda.”

Melinda was Ken’s sister and Cassie’s mother. The one who’d abandoned her. “What’s she done now?”

“I thought she was really turning things around,” Ken said. “She got clean, and seemed to want to be part of Cassie’s life. But she went overboard, the way she does with everything.”

I knew drugs and men were a part of that everything. All the way back when Ken and I both served with the San Francisco Police Department, I’d get an earful on a regular basis from Ken, him ranting and raving over Melinda’s latest arrest or sleazeball encounter.

Cassie’s daddy was one of the worst, an abusive druggie that had managed to stay out of prison just long enough to father a daughter. He’d been stabbed to death in a holding cell when Cassie was three.

Ken leaned forward, elbows on knees, and released a long sigh. “Melinda popped up here in early December, fresh from rehab. Pulled Cassie out of school for the rest of the month and half of January, kept her in a ratty apartment down in South Sacramento.”

“Cassie missed all that school?” I asked. “Melinda didn’t enroll her down there?”

“That would have required my sister to think ahead a little bit, something she’s never been good at.”

“So that’s why Cassie has to go to summer school?” 

“Yeah,” Ken said. “But that’s not the worst of it. Melinda filled Cassie’s head with a bunch of empty promises that they’d be moving to Los Angeles together.”

“You let Cassie go with her?” I asked. “Not judging, just surprised you would.”

“Shouldn’t have, I know. But Melinda really did seem different. I thought maybe the last stint in rehab had stuck.” He shook his head. “But then she let Cassie down as usual. Went out one night and never came back. Wouldn’t answer her phone, so Cassie had no way to get hold of her. Cassie called me the next morning to come pick her up.”

“So you’re still the bad guy for always being the one to rescue her from her mom, and I’m some kind of mom substitute?” I still couldn’t quite put the pieces together for that to make sense.

Ken looked at me sidelong. “Who else besides you would she go to?”

“Anyone else. Her homeroom teacher. Or Miss Sweet-as—” I cleared my throat. “Miss Sweetzer.”

A corner of Ken’s mouth curved up, then the half-smile faded. Another sidelong glance. “Did she ever call you?”

“Who? Cassie?” Surely he didn’t mean Miss Sweetzer.

“Melinda. Did she call you?”

I turned toward him, sitting cross-legged. “Why would she?”

“Because I gave her your cell number,” Ken said.

I thought about those two weird text messages. “Is she a 415 area code?”

“707.”

Then those probably weren’t Melinda’s texts. “Why the hell would you give her my number?”

“Because...” He crossed his arms over his middle, a sure sign that he felt either guilty or uncomfortable or both. “She’s had a rough life, and you...I thought you’d understand her. Better than I do.”

I wasn’t sure if I felt insulted by the comparison to Melinda—I sure as hell wouldn’t abandon my child the way she had—or flattered that he thought I could help. Especially considering he knew just how messed up I was.

“She never called me,” I told him. Just to be sure, I scrolled through my call log. Only a single 707 number.

When I showed it to Ken, he confirmed it wasn’t hers. “I guess Melinda will turn up eventually,” he said. “She always does.”

I gave his shoulder an awkward pat. “Someday Cassie’s going to see that you’re doing your best for her.”

“And pigs will fly.” He pushed to his feet and gave me a hand up. “Meant to mention, one of my deputies found Zach’s car a couple hours ago. Quite a ways down Pleasant Creek Road, hidden in the woods.”

“I suppose he wouldn’t want anyone to see his car if he was about to tag that bridge.”

“Just odd that he parked it so far away. There were other hiding places closer.” Ken yelled up the stairs. “Cassie! Ice cream!”

She came down and eyed us both. She wasn’t stupid. She had to know we’d been talking about her. But she also might not want to know exactly what was said, especially when the image of Zach’s dead body had to be so fresh in her mind.

We sat around the trestle table, Ken and me with scoops on a cone and Cassie’s in a dish. Half-way through her chocolate chip, tears started dripping down Cassie’s face, then with a gasp she started sobbing. Ken pulled her into his arms and let her cry herself out.

I can only be so hard-hearted. I’d been a motherless child myself after Mom died of cancer, leaving me at the tender mercies of my monster father. It was piss-poor what I could offer Cassie, but I had to give her something.

“Hey,” I said after Cassie wiped her eyes and blew her nose in a paper napkin. “Your uncle and I agreed that you could work for me after school.”

Cassie’s face lit like a dozen flaming candles. Ken stared at me like I was a raving idiot, and he looked ready to argue. My narrow-eyed glare derailed that impulse.

Whatever he’d first planned to say morphed into, “Homework has to get done first.”

“I can do that, easy,” Cassie said. “Can I start tomorrow?”

“I don’t work on Saturday,” I lied. I’d need the weekend to figure out what she could handle that wouldn’t violate the terms of my PI license.

“Okay, Monday then,” she said. “Thanks, Janelle. Thank you so much.”

We’d have to see how much she’d be thanking me after doing some of the drudge work I was likely to foist off on her. My stomach churning with second thoughts, I finished off my cone in three oversized bites and got up to go.

The jangle of Ken’s phone halted my exit. If it was only Miss Sweet-as-Pie calling to give the sheriff a verbal tucking in, I was out of there. But it could be something more interesting.

Based on the way Ken’s jaw twitched, I guessed that it was the latter. He confirmed it when he flicked a glance at Cassie.

“Do you happen to know,” he asked his niece, his voice flat and neutral, “was Zach left or right-handed?”

“Left,” Cassie said. “He told me it was such a pain in school because it was hard to find a leftie desk.”
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