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Dedication
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Prologue
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I can’t believe I’m standing here with a gun in my hand. And it’s pointed at his chest. My heart’s pounding in such a pronounced manner you’d think I had just run five miles. But there’s anger mixed with the adrenalin coursing through my system.

If someone told me four months ago I’d be facing a life or death situation, I would have gotten them a nice cup of tea and tried to find some way to calm them down before the ambulance arrived to carry them away. Danger is not my forte. I don’t live for danger. I live vicariously, documenting the courage and exploits of others. The scariest thing I have ever done is eat yogurt after the expiration date.

But now here I stand, gripping a weapon and praying I won’t have to use it as he narrows the gap between us. Yet, despite my hammering heart, I realize there is no way this ends neatly. There is too much at stake. I’ve already had a visit with Death tonight, and it wasn’t pleasant. Can I take the shot? Or will he rip it away from me and kill me with my own gun? 

How could this be happening to me?
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Chapter One
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It seems sudden death always brings us together. Amid the noise and confusion, I sensed his presence. Over there, behind the blinding flashes of colored light. Despite the pulsating crowd of spectators, despite the noise and the confusion, I saw him.

And he saw me.

He stood impassively, muscular chest straining to be contained inside his jacket. Even the sleeves were stretched to capacity. There was a scowl on his face. Perhaps it was a look of disgust, or maybe defiance. His eyes narrowed when they registered my own. If I had been expecting any acknowledgement, I was going to be disappointed. He turned his back on me and disappeared behind the lights.

I turned away, shaking my head.

* * * *
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It was three days later before he agreed to see me. Despite the appointment I made, he kept me waiting fifteen minutes. At last the door opened. He waved me inside, closing off the escape route firmly behind me. There was that awkward moment when neither one of us knew exactly what to do. Finally, with a snort that could have either been disgust or laughter, he drew me close for a bear hug.

“You look good, Jamie.”

“You too, Bert. Still working out?”

“Every chance I get. How’s Vera?”

I tensed at the mention of her name. With his arm still around me, I had no doubt that he could feel it.

“She’s good.”

“Still with that psychiatrist?”

I shook my head. “No way, that was a year ago. She’s two beyond that. First there was a lawyer, now a stockbroker.”

“Sounds like crooks to me, just fancier versions.” He waved me to a chair in front of his desk.

“I still think you were her favorite, although it may have been a close race between you and the plastic surgeon.” He snorted again and shook his head.

Sometimes it’s hard for me to think of Bert as my father. Technically, he was, or is, my stepfather. He was my mother’s third husband. The first, Peter Richmond, was an artist. His sculptures still decorate several local galleries and museums. He had just been hitting his stride, having done a number of successful commercial projects, when a fall from scaffolding suddenly ended his career. That his life also ended then seemed secondary to my mother. I was seven at the time. 

She has progressed her way through a number of romances and marriages, trying to find the right combination of husband—lover. Bert married her when I was thirteen. She divorced him when I was twenty. She was currently on her seventh husband. I’d lost count of the boyfriends in between or during the other marriages. I’d never say it to her face, but she has developed a severe Mrs. Robinson complex. Her last three lovers were half her age.

Albert “Bert” Nowalski dressed more like a businessman than a police captain. And maybe, nowadays, that’s what was necessary. His tailored suit, freshly pressed, probably cost more than two weeks’ pay. He favored Italian shoes that were always gleaming with polish, and starched white shirts so crisp they looked brand new. He still wore the expensive Swiss watch Vera had given him as a wedding present. If you hinted that he was sentimental, he’d counter that it was merely an excellent timepiece that fit well. Bert always kept his hair short, in a crew cut style that was barely more than stubble. His piercing gray eyes never missed a trick, something I’d learned the hard way during my teenage years.

“Why were you hanging out at that crime scene Friday night? I thought you’d given up the police beat for something more normal.” He settled into the chair behind his desk.

After several years working for one of the local daily papers, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I’d started out with society and fashion, then gradually worked my way into where my real interest lies. Crime. I covered everything from the scenes, to arraignments and to trials. Along the way, I had a scare or two; this made me want to work on my own terms. Now, I write features that appeal to me and sell them to magazines all over the country. Sometimes, I can put a new slant on the same article and sell it to half a dozen different ‘specialty’ magazines. This allows me time to set my own schedule and to work on what I really want to do—write mysteries. 

I’ve done features on acrobats, gourmet chefs, successful businesswomen, construction workers, motorcycle riding nuns and a judge who was blind and used a guide dog to help him navigate his way, even in the courtroom. There have been stories about new rock bands, musical prodigies under the age of ten and a dyslexic spelling bee champ. Now, it was time for something new. I’d hoped that my relationship with Bert, whatever that currently was, would give me the inside track.

“It was just force of habit. I was driving by and saw the lights. Guess I’m still a reporter at heart. If there was enough for a complete story, I could have covered it and sold the effort to my old editor.”

“So why didn’t you follow it up?” Bert asked.

“By the time I asked a few questions, I realized two other stringers had beaten me to the punch. They must have heard the calls on the scanner. I gave mine up when I wanted to focus on features.”

"Good for you. I never liked the idea of you digging into the crime beat.”

“You meet some of the most interesting people that way,” I said with a smile. 

"Too bad some of those ‘interesting people’ are lacking in table manners.” Bert rocked slowly in his chair. He was as comfortable in his surroundings as I am at home. “So, why are you here, Jay? You want to take one of your many stepfathers out to lunch?”

"Technically, I only have two steps: you and Renaldo. And I wouldn’t waste the price of a Whopper on him.”

Bert snorted his laugh again. “Renaldo. There’s a joker I hadn’t thought about in years. Wasn’t he selling time shares or something?”

I nodded. “Last we heard from him, he was working on the ocean in South Carolina. Right before the hurricane ripped through.”

“I recall when you were fifteen and went through a phase where you were going to be a vegetarian. That lasted until I was grilling steaks.” He grinned at the memory and gave his head a slow shake. “Level with me, Taffy Ass. Why are you here?”

“Taffy ass? I haven’t heard that in years. I keep hoping you’d forgotten that by now.”

“Not on your life. That was one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.”

Maybe to him, but to me, it was one of my most embarrassing moments ever. It happened when I was sixteen. There was a dance at school and I had gone with a group of kids. It wasn’t an official date. But Nicky Valenti had been very attentive that night. He bought me a Coke and a slice of pizza. We shared a few slow dances. Nicky was a senior. All the girls thought he was charming, with a sly smile and soulful brown eyes. I was junior. He had borrowed the keys to a friend’s car.

On the way out to the parking lot to ‘look at the stars’, he’d bought me a few pieces of taffy. I was young. I was naïve. I slid them into the back pocket of my jeans. After an hour of passionate kissing in the backseat of the car, we returned to the dance. The taffy had melted through my pocket, staining my jeans, my underwear and my bottom. My face was as red as my hair when I tried to explain it away to Vera. Bert didn’t believe a word of the story I came up with that night, and had tagged me taffy ass. He only used it in private and always with impeccable timing.

I couldn’t con him. He was far too sharp to accept anything but the truth. “I’m working on a mystery. I finally sold a book. It’ll be published in the spring.” 

A wide smile split his face. “That’s great! Why didn’t you tell me?”

I blushed at his enthusiasm. “I don’t want to jinx it. Until I see the actual book in my hands, I keep thinking something will go wrong. Like a bad blind date.”

.Jay, I’ve told you a hundred times, you’ve got talent. I said that back when you were working on the paper in high school.”

Bert always encouraged me. It’s nice to see some things never change. 

“They offered me an advance on a second book, and I want one of my key characters to be a patrol officer. I’d like to ride a shift or two with a uniformed trooper." 

"The state police force is not in the habit of allowing civilians to patrol with a trooper. Your presence could interfere with the performance of his duties." Bert was trying hard to keep the twinkle out of his eye. For a moment, he almost had me fooled. 

"Surely there must be exceptions to every policy, Captain, even in police work." I tried to think of something to bargain with.

He chuckled and stopped rocking. "Don’t get formal on me, little girl. Remember, I’m the one who caught you climbing up the trellis after curfew when you first discovered boys.”

“Hey, I was fifteen. And that’s ancient history, like a dozen years ago.”

The twinkle was definitely there. “Sixteen. But who’s counting. Anyway, I didn't say we wouldn't allow it. I'm just not so sure it would be a good idea. Things are a little tense among the troopers, with the governor spouting off about budget reform for the new fiscal year."

I knew what he meant. The latest political savior had some unorthodox ideas on attempting to balance the state's budget. Radical changes in the number of state troopers were only one of the methods currently being considered.

"What are you suggesting, Bert?"

"Best time for you to witness would be a daylight watch. Things aren't nearly as hectic as when the sun goes down."

I leaned forward, trying to read his expression. Nothing. Even as a kid, I could never gain any insight from his face. "If it's all the same to you, I'd much rather take an evening shift."

Bert shook his head and closed his eyes. "You're not going to make this easy for me, are you, Jay?"

"C'mon, Bert, have a heart. I’m talking about one shift, in the evening, with a regular trooper. Eight hours and I'm out of your hair. And I’ll never mention to Vera that I saw you, or how good you look." It was a shot, but I knew deep down that he still cared about Vera, despite her numerous faults.

He paused, studying me with those cool eyes. I wish I could get a sense of what was going on behind them, but Bert still wouldn’t give anything away. He’d tell me just enough when he was ready, and not before. At length, he slowly shook his head as if clearing his thoughts.

"Such flattery. You’re a piece of work, Jamie Rae.” He rocked again. “But I’d find it more amusing if you did mention it to your mother.”

I hooked a thumb toward the rocking chair. "Nerves?"

He nodded once. "My therapist recommended it. Claims the relaxing motion of rocking could help me deal with the stress of the job. It ain't all traffic tickets and parades, you know."

I pounced on his comment. "No, I don't know. I only know the parts from the cases I’ve covered, which usually involved detectives. Which is precisely why I want, no, make that why I need to do this. So I can find out. It will make my story more realistic if I can show some of the real incidents that happen to a cop on patrol. Authentic background information is what I need for this book."

“Is there anyone not writing the Great American Novel?”

“Writing it is one thing. Getting it published is something else. C’mon, Bert. Say yes and I’ll be your Valentine.”

The face splitting smile returned. “I remember the first time you pulled that.”

I came around the desk and planted a kiss on his cheek. “And who always sends you a card on Valentine’s Day?”

“You do.”

“And Christmas, Father’s Day and your birthday?”

“You do.”

“And who’s your favorite stepdaughter?”

“You’re my only stepdaughter.”

“Doesn’t that make me your favorite?”

“I guess it does.”

“So you’ll set it up?”

"Oh, all right,” he said with just a hint of disgust. “I’ll see to it. But if anything goes sour during the night, I'm giving the trooper specific orders to dump your taffy ass at the post."

“So are we clear? Any problems and they drop you at the post. Understood?”

I stood erect and snapped off a salute. "Understood."

Bert rose to escort me out to the lobby. I pulled a tissue out of my purse and carefully wiped the lipstick off his cheek. Bert was always fast on his feet, able to identify a problem and come up with a solution before I’d even finished speaking. I got the impression that I'd been snookered. He stopped me just outside his office, gently squeezing my elbow. “Why couldn’t you do something safe, like teaching or modeling?”

I looked down at my chest. "I couldn't make it as a model. I'm lacking a few of the essentials.”

“Bull. Legs like those could sell stockings. Hell, even I'd buy a pair." He gave me another brief hug then turned to go back to work.

“They call it hose now, Bert, pantyhose.”

“Hey, I’m an old-fashioned guy. Besides, stockings sound a whole lot sexier than hose.”

* * * *
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Some people ask me why I choose to live in Michigan. There's a preconceived notion that all great writers must live in Los Angeles or New York. But I was born and raised here, and have grown to love the changing seasons and the cultural melting pot the Detroit area has to offer. There's a three-block section in downtown known as Greektown, where the best lamb in the country is served. There are Italian areas, Polish, Arab, Indian, Thai, Korean and Jewish. Even Japanese restaurants have sprung up lately.

Fall in southeastern Michigan always inspires me. It’s my favorite season. The leaves change color and cover the yards everywhere with whirling patterns of red, orange and gold. The air turns cool and crisp. People are actually friendly toward one another. Apple orchards flourish, pumping out oceans of cider and caramel apples by the truckload. There’s nothing like a freshly picked apple with the caramel still warm and covered with chopped nuts. It’s a culinary bit of heaven. To celebrate my arrangement with Bert, I stopped at an orchard for a quart of cider and two caramel apples. Lunch, Michigan style. Then it was home to my waiting keyboard.

Two nights after our meeting he called me.

"Everything's arranged. Be at the station Friday by three o'clock."

"Friday night?" I hadn't expected to hear from him so soon.

"What's the matter? Got a date?" Bert taunted. "You wanted action, you'll get it. Friday's the busiest night on patrol."

"That's exactly what I want. Three o'clock is fine with me. Will you be there?"

"Sergeant Malone will be expecting you. You're his problem from roll call through the end of watch. And Jamie..."

"Yes?"

"Remember what I said, you stubborn redhead. If things get squirrelly...”

“My taffy ass will be dumped at the station."

"Just so long as we understand each other. No matter what anyone says, you’re still my daughter. I don’t care how old you are. And don’t bother with that bull about being a stepdaughter."

I felt something catch in my throat. That was the first time he’d ever come right out with a statement like that. “I love you, Bert.”

“Be good, Jamie.”

It was almost as if he expected something bad to happen.
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Chapter Two
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I slept late Friday and rushed about doing some errands. A pair of butterflies the size of Rhode Island did the mambo inside my stomach. Research can be exciting. I've traveled with a circus and walked the high wire (with a harness) during my last feature. Now, those memories seemed like a leisurely stroll compared to what lay ahead. Visions of high-speed chases, bullets flying, and sirens wailing all kept jumping through my mind. Was this really necessary? Maybe I could just hang out at a donut shop and eavesdrop on the conversations. But that would be cheating my audience as well as myself. I wanted this adventure. 

On my way to the station I punched up the news channel on the car radio. I didn't like what I heard.

"Repeating the top story. Governor Aikens has announced his plan to cut    staffing to the state police by twenty-eight percent next year. Despite protests from angry citizens and the troopers' union, the proposal has passed the state house. Layoffs will begin in January with the new fiscal year." 

No wonder the governor had picked up the nickname Axman. He'd already cut spending to support the arts, welfare, and unemployment. What a guy.

Parking behind the building, I tried to stop wondering how the cutbacks would affect the department and concentrate on my research. The troopers would have heard the news as well. My hopes of riding with a friendly cop who could give me plenty of insight into his daily routine might have vanished with the chop of the governor's cleaver.

Inside, I found Sergeant Malone to be a wiry man with frozen cobalt in his blue eyes, and a nose that had been broken more than once. I guessed him to be about five feet eleven inches tall, a good four inches above my own height. I also guessed he was about forty. Malone's hair was jet black and worn considerably longer than Bert's. He greeted me with genuine warmth and ushered me into a private office for a brief conversation.

"The captain left a message for you, Miss Richmond." He handed over a letter- sized envelope with the state emblem in the corner. I opened it and scanned the paper.

"What's this?"

"Standard release form. The department is willing to let you accompany a trooper during his patrol, but only if you waive any claims against the state, should anything happen to you during the evening. It’s the normal procedure." Malone had a deep, gentle voice, almost sympathetic.

"What the hell." I signed the form, handing it back.

Malone returned the form to the envelope and placed it in a wire basket on his desk. I noticed how easily he handled the paperwork, and also the size of his hands. They looked strong.

"Now you’re official.”

I smiled softly. "What's the plan for the evening?"

He rested a hip against the edge of his desk. "The men don't know about you yet. It's easier to spring it on them without any warning. If we'd mentioned it earlier, there would be one of two scenarios. Either they'd all want you to ride with them, or they'd be trying to palm you off on a greenie."

"What's a greenie?"

Malone smiled. It was warm and low key and made his eyes dance. "Rookie. We've got two, fresh out of the academy, but they don't patrol alone." The smile faded. "If you heard the governor's latest budget announcement, you can figure those rookies won’t be around for very long."

I nodded. "How many men do you expect to lose?"

"All told, maybe six. Most of our officers are veterans, seven years or more. It's the young guys who will get the axe. That's the shame, because when the older ones retire, who's going to be experienced enough to replace them?"

"Too bad the governor can't order a twenty-eight percent reduction in crime, to match his budget cuts," I said.

"Dream on." Malone took my elbow and guided me toward the door. "What do we call you?"

"Jamie will do. If you get real friendly, I'll let you call me Jay."

Malone led me to a large meeting room where the roll call would take place.

There was a lot of conversation going on as we entered. I sat at a long table next to the podium, and stared out at the troopers while Sergeant Malone went through the roll call. He informed them of their assignments, noted a series of burglaries occurring in Northville, and designated vehicles. Nobody mentioned the governor's announcement. I waited patiently, hands folded on the table before me. The evening shift was made up of two female officers, three black men, and four white men. Both women were white. I was glad I'd worn jeans and a sweater. This was neither the time nor the place for skirts and pantyhose.

Malone wrapped up his spiel then cast an eye about the room. The cops all shifted restlessly, eager to be on the road. 

"Kleinschmidt. Front and center. The rest of you hit the streets. And like the man used to say, ‘let's be careful out there’."

With a scuffling of chairs, the troopers left the conference room. Kleinschmidt waited until they were gone before coming forward. He was younger than most of the others. His body looked big but soft, as if he were out of condition. His hair was already receding rapidly toward the back of his skull.

"`Sup, Sarge?"

"This is Jamie Richmond," Malone said. "She's a reporter and an author. Tonight she's going to ride in your cruiser, observing your routine for research purposes. At no time is she allowed to interfere with the performance of your duties." 

Kleinschmidt's full moon face fell. "An observer? Ah, c'mon Sarge. How about letting her ride with Billings or Rothman?"

"I don't want the lady bored to death with fishing stories. She wants to observe a regular trooper during his shift. That's you. End of discussion."

Kleinschmidt opened his mouth to argue his case but one good look from Malone changed his mind. Disgusted, he looked directly at me for the first time. "Okay, lady, let's go." He mumbled so softly, I almost didn't hear him. Malone followed us out to the parking area. 

Kleinschmidt didn't offer to hold my door, which I appreciated. I was supposed to be an observer, not his date. He took a clipboard and filled in the upper half of a daily report. Name, badge number, rank, mileage on the car. He checked the lights, horn and emergency flasher. He shot a quick look at the tires. I glanced around for Malone. He was deep in conversation with a mechanic examining a patrol car. But his eyes met mine across the parking lot. He smiled another low-key flash of warmth. One of my butterflies did a back flip.

Kleinschmidt slid behind the wheel and keyed the engine. "Ready, lady?"

I checked my safety belt. "Ready."

He put the car in gear and headed toward the freeway.

Trooper Kleinschmidt didn't talk to me for the first hour. Our assigned quadrant was a seven-mile stretch of the interstate, south and east of the post. Two main highways intersect the area, making for a lot of activity, especially during the commute home. Mass transportation and Detroit are terms that shouldn’t be even remotely associated in the same sentence. Nearly everyone drives in the city. Carpooling is something people on the eastern seaboard might do. In Motown, it’s every man, woman and child for themselves. And each of them in a separate car.

We cruised back and forth, rotating from north to south at whatever whim struck Kleinschmidt. I listened to the chatter on the radio and watched him. The patrol car was old, five or six years at least. The radar unit was inoperable. He floated the big Chevy from one lane to another, pacing cars occasionally. Traffic was already thick, and it wasn't even five o'clock yet. Boooooorrrrrrrring. His silence was getting on my nerves.

"I'm sorry if having a passenger offends you." 

"Forget it, lady. My whole day has been going like this." Kleinschmidt cut the wheel and pulled alongside a delivery truck. He flashed his lights once, waiting until the driver reduced his speed. Then Kleinschmidt drove past and continued his patrol. The truck driver tooted his horn as we went by and I fought the urge to wave.

"No tickets?" I asked.

He shrugged. "It’s hardly worth the trouble unless they're going seventy-five or faster. Truckers usually play it safe, but sometimes they need a little reminder." Kleinschmidt moved his hat from the dashboard and placed it gingerly on the seat between us.

"How long have you been on the force, officer?"

"Trooper. Three years. Thanks to Governor Axman's plans, I don't think I'll get a fourth." His eyes flicked off the road for a second and he glanced at me. "What kind of things do you write?"

“Feature stories for newspapers and magazines. And I just sold a mystery novel. Tightrope Twist. Do you read mysteries, Trooper Kleinschmidt?"

His face softened for the first time. I could easily see him with a double chin in five years. "Call me Smitty. Sorry, I only read hunting magazines. Never been much of a bookworm."

I smiled. "Everybody's different. One thing I didn't ask Sgt. Malone, what do you do about dinner?"

"We get half an hour break for meals and two ten minute breaks for coffee. I usually don't stop until after nine. It makes the last part of the shift go by in a hurry. Okay with you, Miss Richmond?"

"Jamie. And nine o'clock is fine. Tonight's my treat. It's the least I can do, since you're stuck with me."

Smitty relaxed some more and rewarded me with an actual smile. "It's a deal."

It takes a certain type of person to be a cop. The majority of the population treats you like a rabid dog. Some show respect, but not many. People still have a hard time believing you're out there to help and protect them, not just to write tickets for speeding twenty miles an hour over the limit. A lot of people never think about it, me included.

Smitty stopped an old Mustang ten minutes later for an equipment failure. The front windshield was so badly cracked that I don't know how the kid could have possibly seen through it. Kleinschmidt gave him a ticket that would be waived if the car were repaired before the court date. He talked to the kid for a while about the vehicle in general and some bodywork the kid was going to do.

I'd gotten out of the car when he did, standing on the shoulder of the interstate. Cars and the occasional truck roared by. The backwash was enough to rock you in your tracks. I stayed out of the way, but got close enough to hear what was going on. In keeping with my role as an observer, I kept my mouth shut until we were back under way in the Chevy. 

"What about the speeding? He was going pretty fast when you pulled him over." 

"That's my call. The department gives us some leeway with traffic situations. He's just a kid. His record is clean. If I give him a verbal warning, it might be enough to slow him down a little. Besides, if I give him a break, he can afford to get that windshield fixed." Kleinschmidt didn't look at me as he continued down the road. He was more relaxed than when we'd left the post, but still all business.

Whenever Smitty left the car, his sunglasses remained behind and his hat was firmly in place. He approached each vehicle in the same manner, cautious, yet confident. Smitty turned as he walked, giving them only a profile of himself as he neared the driver's door. I asked him about it.

"Never boldly walk up to a car. It's a good way to get your head blown off. Anybody could be waiting there, with a gun in his hand, ready to kill you."

Ten minutes later he pulled over an old Camaro with expired license plates. Three large black women were squeezed inside. They kept sneaking looks out the rear window at me, trying to see what I was doing. Kleinschmidt came back to the unit, grumbling and shaking his head.

"What a mess. The driver has an expired license. Her sister, the front seat passenger, owns the car, but doesn't drive. The one in the back has no identification." Smitty stared at the car. All three women were now watching us.

"Do me a favor, Jamie."

"Sure."

"Stand right there and cross your arms, like you're mad at the world. Stare at them. Every once in a while, check your watch."

"Okay." I assumed the position he described.

"Perfect."

"What do you do now?" 

"Call it in. See what the dispatcher can come up with. This could take a while to sort out." Kleinschmidt studied the car again then jerked his head in my direction. 

I listened quietly while Smitty radioed in. He wasn't surprised when the results came back. Both sisters had warrants out for their arrests, stemming from the failure to appear in court. Now his job became even more difficult. While he was finishing up with the dispatcher, another patrol car pulled in behind us. A black trooper came over to join me at the hood. His nametag read Billings. He folded his arms across his chest and spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

"You, observer, what's going on?"

"Expired plates. Smitty's checking it out with the post." I caught myself talking out of the side of my own mouth. It seemed quite natural with my tough guy posturing. 

"They want me to search the vehicle," Smitty said as he climbed out of the cruiser. "Keep standing where you are, Jamie, and try to look pissed off. Care to join in, Leo?"

Billings undid the snap that held his weapon in place. "Most definitely. I'll stand guard while you do the routine."

I did as he requested. The women wiggled out of the car and stood by the rear bumper, alternately watching me and Trooper Billings while Smitty searched the interior. Eventually they seemed to ignore Billings all together. There was a lot of nervous shuffling back and forth, but the trio was more interested in watching me watch them than in Smitty's search. Fifteen minutes passed before Kleinschmidt exited their car. He called the dispatcher, relayed the information, and got further instructions. He conferred with Billings then approached the trio.

At this point, the women had a choice. Pay a large cash bond to Kleinschmidt, or go to jail. I've heard stories about women keeping rolls of cash tucked in their bras, but this was the first time I actually saw anyone who did it. All three women got into the act. They dug out more money than a Vegas pit boss in ten seconds. 

Kleinschmidt spent ten minutes doing the necessary paperwork for the cash bond and writing out tickets. Still using his best manners, he politely explained the situation.

"Okay ladies, here's the story. Your plates are expired, only one of you has a license, which is also expired, and you have no insurance. You have posted bond to allow you to remain free until your next court date. Here are the receipts. However, I suggest you do not drive this car until you have taken care of these infractions."

"How we gonna get home?" the driver asked.

"Call someone else for a ride. Or call a cab. It's your decision. I can't tell you what to do, but I suggest not driving this car."

She stamped her foot. "Shit."

Billings climbed into his cruiser and returned to his neighboring patrol area. Smitty waved me back into the car and we drove away. I looked over my shoulder to see the trio climbing back into the Camaro.

“They didn't even wait until you were out of sight," I said with a grin.

"Didn't think they would."

"What was all that about me standing there watching them?"

Smitty joined the flow of traffic before answering. "They kept asking about you, wondering why you were riding with me."

"Some people get a little weird when they meet a reporter," I said. 

Kleinschmidt nodded and slid the car into one of those restricted areas of the median, where he casually spun the Chevy in the opposite direction.

"I didn't tell them you were a reporter."

"What did you tell them?"

He shrugged and refused to even glance at me for a moment. "I said you were a narcotics cop. I told them you were riding with me until you got cleared from a shooting incident. Told them it probably wasn't your fault that pistol was locked on automatic." 
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Chapter Three
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It was dark by now, the late autumn sky pitch black. Even the stars and the moon were taking the night off. Smitty's attitude toward me softened after his stunt with the Camaro. He even grinned a few times and answered my questions openly, although briefly. Kleinschmidt was about to request a dinner break when the radio chirped to life.

"Twenty-one Brian. In pursuit of a red Mazda, headed west at Merriman. Traveling in excess of ninety miles per hour. Possible 54-2. Request assistance."

Smitty snagged the mike from the holder and keyed the button. "Twenty-one David two, responding E.T.A. thirty seconds."

"Roger, David two." 

"What's a 54-2?" I asked as we roared off.

"Drunk driver. Better than seventy percent of all shootings involve alcohol. It's a priority to assist another officer when that code is called."

I stopped talking and braced my feet against the floorboards. Smitty mashed down the accelerator. The Chevy raced along the road, sliding easily between the cars, blue lights twirling from the rooftop. My heart pounded frantically as if I were jogging alongside the car. My senses vibrated with excitement. I tried to absorb everything. The air in the Chevy no longer contained enough oxygen to suit me. In a flash, we had joined the high-speed chase.

I watched in amazement as three other patrol cars converged on the same spot. Somehow, one unit managed to get in front of the car while two others closed in from the sides. Smitty took the position directly behind the Mazda. The little red car swerved recklessly in an attempt to outmaneuver the police cars, but the troopers held their ground. With the speeder boxed in, they gradually reduced their speed until it was safe to force the car onto the shoulder of the freeway. My heart still thundered as if I'd run ten miles and my entire body was drenched with sweat.

"Wait here!" Smitty jumped out, the car not quite at a stop.

"Like hell," I muttered, scrambling out my door. He didn't look back, his attention focused on the sporty car. We had remained the unit directly behind the speeder and he had parked within a foot of the rear bumper. The other troopers moved in quickly.

To my surprise, and probably theirs, a young girl stepped from the driver's seat and promptly tumbled to the ground. She laughed and waved her arms about. "I surrender. Take me to your leader!" she shouted amid her giggles. It was hard to hear clearly with traffic whizzing by.

"Christ! She's wasted," one of the other troopers said.

Two of them moved to her sides and helped her stand. I got my first real good look at her. She was slender with an hourglass figure. Black hair cut in a ragged style, with bangs dangling in her eyes. She was wearing jeans, a short, tight leather jacket and a pair of leather boots that stopped just below her knee. The jacket was open. Judging by the size of her chest, I doubted if she could even zip it shut. The question of ‘silicone or saline’ jumped to mind. 
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