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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      It was another warm summer night in El Paso, Texas. A limousine approached and stopped at the front door of a Mexican restaurant. A man got out of the back door. Then another.

      The second man’s head jolted from the impact of a bullet no one heard. His body fell forward into the alarmed group. Blood and brain matter spackled most of them. Several bodies went down. One man hid behind granite covered pillar at the side of the front doors. Two lifted a body off the ground and ran toward the entrance hollering warnings. They dragged him into the building. It was hard to tell if he were dead or not. It didn’t matter, and the shooter took another shot at him but only got him in the back of the leg.

      “Fuck.” He chambered another.

      “Jose!” yelled the injured man, in a combination of anguish and anger. He tried to get to Jose but his bodyguards prevented his advance. They lifted him and carried him into the restaurant, to the back dining room, a more secured area further back. It was their job to ensure the sniper that took out yet another member of the Muñoz family didn’t have another chance to kill him too.

      Two hundred yards away, the man who pulled the trigger waited only minutely, ninety-nine percent sure the head of the family wouldn’t step back out. He quickly disassembled his weapon, packed it into it’s case and sauntered from his vantage point on the top floor of a parking garage down the street from the dining establishment. Donned in all black on a moonless but clear night, shoulder blade length blond hair lifting in the light breeze, he went completely unnoticed down the switchback stairs to his car parked on the ground level at the bottom of the steps. Eventually he navigated his way out of town and headed West on Highway 10. It was going to be more than a day before he got home.

      Four hundred miles into his trip, he had to laugh as he exited Interstate Forty. The offramp sent him toward Muñoz Boulevard just south of the Arizona border. He continued into Salt Lake City where he stopped for the night. That was as close to half the distance as he could get and be in a major city.

      He dropped his luggage off at a hotel, returned the rental car and took a taxi back to the hotel. Once settled in a decent room he called a number he had memorized.

      “Agent Dexter, FBI.”

      “Good morning, agent.”

      “Who’s dead now?” Dexter asked plainly. He knew the voice from previous conversations.

      “Someone you had a problem finding.”

      “Maybe we didn’t want him found yet,” Dexter stated.

      The triggerman didn’t let the conversation last much longer. “Nice talking, Agent Dexter.”
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CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting in the psychiatrist’s office in Seattle, Larry had just begun talking when a call to his phone interrupted the conversation. It was Tamara.

      “Hey baby,” he answered. “You’re not on your way are you? This is my week.”

      “No. She’s not.” A woman’s voice, but not Tamara’s responded.

      “Who is this?” Larry demanded.

      “That doesn’t matter, Larry. What does matter is that you’re number one on her list.”

      Before he could respond, the line went silent. His mind reeled at the familiar comment. The words bounced around his cranium, triggering horrific memories that started the last time he’d heard a similar phrase. Heard it from Peter, the crazed drug dealer who stalked Tamara, killing most of her friends simply because she refused to date him.

      Larry wondered why a strange woman would be saying those same words to him. His eyes shifted crazily around in their sockets. The psychiatrist picked up on his sudden panic. Larry called Tamara’s phone. There was no answer. He looked at the woman in the comfortable chair.

      “Please tell me I’m dreaming, Doctor.” The shrink shook her head. “Say the words.” Larry demanded in a higher tone.

      “This is not a dream, Larry. What’s going on?”

      “Something’s wrong. These are the kind of dreams I have.”

      “I can assure you, you’re not dreaming, Larry. Why are you asking?”

      Larry stood and walked around the room. Everything was as it had always been. He looked out the window. His department issued Dodge Charger was there. He looked back at the psychiatrist. She was still the same woman. Nothing to indicate he was dreaming. Fear disfigured his face into something that appeared inhuman.

      “What the hell is going on, Larry?” the doctor asked, seeing the grotesque expression.

      “I don’t…know but…it’s not…good.” Larry spoke in chunks, unable to breathe. He ran out of the office, to his car, jumped quickly behind the wheel, illuminated the red lights behind the grill, turned the siren on and raced home. He violated all traffic rules and ignored almost every safe driving tactic. He forced a multitude of other vehicles to drastically deviate from their intended paths to avoid imminent collisions. He’d developed rather good driving skills over the years as a police officer and detective. Shutting off the siren prior to getting there, he made it to the house in good time.

      His door was open before he forced the transmission into park, forcing the car to come to an abrupt, grinding halt.

      He threw the front door open. It slammed hard against a bulletin board hanging on the wall. His first view was into the living room. On the couch against the opposite wall sat Tamara. Well…what used to be her. A body slumped and motionless. Blood and gray pus flowed slowly from her eyes, ears and mouth.

      “NOOOOO!!” he screamed loudly from the deepest reaches of his body. He dropped to his knees. He couldn’t breathe. He tried to but his lungs refused to accept air. His mouth opened in vain. His chest heaved in aching thrusts, forcing air only one direction: out. The constriction of his throat denied anything from entering. His entire body lurched in agony. He fell forward, supporting his weight with straightened arms, staring at the floor. His stomach rejected the lunch he’d had with her only a few short hours earlier. It wasn’t a one time event. Even empty, his gut purged green bile that hung from between his lips in slowly descending strands. Still unable to inhale, he’d never felt so much pain. Spitting out the burning contents of his mouth, he realized he was breathing again. Tears began to flood out.

      He forced himself upright, and once again, upon seeing her face covered in viscous matter that ran onto her blouse and down to her lap, released a shrill cry of heart broken agony that lasted until his lungs were depleted of air. He grabbed a handful of hair on both sides of his head and pulled violently, twisting it viciously from side to side and screaming at the top of his lungs.

      His involuntary bodily reaction wasn’t solely caused by the grotesque figure before him, but more in infinite anger of the finality of her death. The death of their relationship. The death of her parenthood.

      “Oh fuck! PAULY?” he called out, suddenly trembling in terror. He heard nothing. He called again. Again silence. He should have heard something from the infant. Larry got to his feet. He ran to the nursery to find an empty crib. He went to the master bedroom. Pauly wasn’t there either. He hurriedly checked the third bedroom. He frantically searched the whole house finding no sign of his stepson. The last place he checked was the master bathroom. All he found there was an early pregnancy test. He froze in the doorway. His knees weakened. His stomach released a loud burst of gas. The top half of his body moved toward it. His feet wouldn’t come off the ground though. Was this in fact a vicious nightmare?

      Every emotion he felt was a conflict. He needed to know if she were pregnant but at the very same time he didn’t want to, ever. He couldn’t decide the lesser of the two evils. Never knowing and always wondering, or knowing and always wishing. His only hope was that she wasn’t pregnant and there was only one way to know for sure. He forced his feet to move. He approached the sink and leaned over the device to look into the small indicator window. He immediately wished he hadn’t. Wiping his hand down his face, he forced himself to look again. He saw it correctly the first time. He stared at it for longer than planned. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. He felt an overwhelming need to cry but no more tears came.

      Sadness abandoned him. Reality set in. Anger took over…in a big way.  Next to the bed was a small dresser. The lamp on top of it was the first item to fly across the room. Then the digital clock. It left a dent in the wall next to the bathroom door. The three drawers were next in line. One at a time he yanked them by the handles and hurled them in no specific direction. He didn’t even look to see where they went. The contents scattered through the air and fell to the carpet. He lifted the emptied end table and threw it at the drape covered sliding glass door. He heard the inner pane fracture. That wasn’t enough.

      He stormed to the door. Taking hold of an end of the curtain, he pulled on it hard enough to rip one end of the rod out of the sheetrock. White dust cascaded to the floor. The dislocated end dropped in a forty-five degree angle. There was a matching table on the other side of the bed, but not for long. His rage made quick work of that in almost the same manner as the first. When the second stripped miniature dresser collided with the sliding-glass door, it went through. The burst of breaking glass made a loud announcement. It still wasn’t enough.

      Tamara had a chair in front of her mirrored makeup table. It was soon propelled at the other side of the door, ricocheting to the floor. Larry swept the contents off the table top with one, all clearing swing of his arm. He reached to the back and broke the wood framed, metal bolted mirror panel off. That too, he sent to his current target which satisfyingly shattered both panes of glass and landed in the driveway, just in front of his open car door. The few drawers of the make up table were soon in the driveway as well. One landed on the hood of the white Charger. The table itself wasn’t too heavy for him but it was too big to get a decent hold of. In a berserk frenzy he looked for something he could easily lift. He saw and grabbed the floor lamp. Lifting it into the air, inadvertently yanking the cord from the wall, he swung it like an axe. He brought the heavy base down onto the table repeatedly, splintering it into pieces. Once there wasn’t anything left of the makeup table, he spun like an olympic track and field athlete. Two times around with a mournful howl that could be heard down the street, he released the lamp. It sailed across the room, heavy end first, through the open bathroom door and right into the mirror above the sink. Shards of silver glass of all sizes and shapes bounced off the wall in every direction. Hundreds of pieces scattered through the air, bounced off the wall and shower doors, then landed on the vanity and tile floor, creating a concert that sounded like a thousand wind chimes blown by a strong wind. Some of the pieces made it through the open doorway, littering the carpeted floor. The lamp dropped and teetered like a see-saw but never fell. Momentarily satisfied with the destruction, he stood warily, catching his breath.

      Convinced he definitely wasn’t dreaming, he felt suddenly heavy. His legs gave out, failing to hold him erect. He fell to his knees, sat back on his heels, dropped his head, chin on chest and cried uncontrollably. Loudly and without shame, he bawled angrily at the senseless loss. He held the back of his head with his hands, elbows pointed at his knees. His upper body rocked forward and back. Eyes wide open with rage, he saw them reflected back in a piece of mirrored glass from the bathroom. He stopped and looked. All he could see were his eyes. He saw something in them he’d never seen before. Pure, unrelenting, undeniable hatred. Hatred beyond absolute hatred toward the person capable of doing such a monstrous, callous thing. Not only to another human being, but to Tamara. What had she done to anybody? What was he going to do without her? He didn’t think he could go on alone after losing her a second time.

      He reached for his gun. It wasn’t there. He’d left it in the car when he went to the psychiatrist’s office. Swallowing hard he stood and walked through the broken glass door that led to a narrow deck. Down the two steps to the driveway and to his car, the red and blue lights still flashing. He sat in the driver’s seat, leaned across the car and took his Glock nine-millimeter out of the glove box. For no reason other than habit he released the clip. It was full. He pulled the slide back. There was one in the chamber. He locked the slide open and stared at the bullet.
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CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      With a foot on the floor board of his Dodge, and one on the ground, Larry became mesmerized. He fell into a state of silence. His sight blurred into obscurity as vague and random thoughts sped through his mind in no sense of order or organization. He was so confused by the jumbled mess his subconscious was throwing at him he began talking to himself, trying to speak the thoughts as they came to him, but he couldn’t keep up.

      So absorbed was he, he didn’t hear a car pull into the driveway. It was Simone Baliesteri, fellow police officer and mother to Larry’s niece, Charlize. She was there for a scheduled play date with Pauly.

      As Simone got closer, she was able to see the destruction of the sliding glass door. She approached apprehensively. Upon seeing Larry in his car, she pulled along side and stopped when their windows lined up. First thing she observed was the gun in Larry’s hand and the dangerous movements he was making. She didn’t hesitate a fraction of a second to back away. She was instantly worried. She instinctually knew something definitely bad had happened but she couldn’t imagine what. Getting her car and daughter a safe distance away she got out and moved quickly but cautiously to his side of his car. She stopped at the pillar between the front and back door. Larry was mumbling something incoherent, but not slurred at all. The sounds were very clear and concise, however they weren’t words at all. It was as if he’d created his own language. More concerning to her than his self created vocabulary was the motions of his right hand. That hand held the gun. The slide still locked back, his finger on the trigger. With each and every new one syllable spoke, he moved the gun, pointing it in different directions. In no apparent pattern, the barrel pointed at the roof, then the floor. Then the windshield, then the steering wheel. Then his knee, then his temple. On and on he uttered nonsense and jerkily repositioned the weapon.

      Simone was at a loss. She didn’t want to startle him for fear that a sudden movement could cause his finger to pull back on the trigger. She’d positioned herself in the only safe place to ensure she didn’t catch a bullet. She knew she wasn’t on the correct side of him to safely get control of the gun but getting in the passenger door wasn’t an option either. All she could do was call to him in an un-alarming tone and hope that he’d eventually hear her.

      “Larry,” she said, just above a whisper, still standing behind his left shoulder. She saw no reaction. Got no response. “Larry,” she called again, only slightly louder. His head ticked in her direction. His movements and gibberish continued. She spoke a little louder the following time. He showed no response of any kind. She sent a quick text to a dispatcher she knew was on duty then tried to reach Larry again. “I need you to talk to me. You know who I am.”

      He stopped briefly. “Si - mone.”

      “Yup. It’s me. You going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “No,” he said blandly then returned to his previous antics. However, this time the words were English, and the sentences made sense. He pronounced every word and syllable individually. “We - made - love - this - morn - ing.” As before, he moved the gun with each utterance. Simone had to remain behind him. He continued. “I - brought - her - lunch - to - day.” He turned his head to look at the obliterated sliding glass door. “We - made - love - a - gain.” He twisted his upper body and extending his right arm, pointed the gun toward the bedroom. “Right - in - there.”

      “Right in there?” Simone asked slowly. Larry nodded. Simone looked into the bedroom. She could see there was as much destruction inside as there was out. A knot formed in her stomach. She was genuinely concerned. Her gut feeling was that he’d killed Tamara. That didn’t make any sense at all. She had to go with that suspicion though. She could have reached across him and taken hold of the gun but she chose not to. She asked him if he would hand it to her.

      Lowering it to his side and out of sight, he said, “I’m going to need it.” His speech came more fluidly.

      “Where is Tamara, Larry?” she asked uneasily.

      He pointed his weapon at and looked forward out the windshield.

      “Is she in the living room?” she asked. He nodded. She asked the next question with major trepidation. “Is she okay?”

      He didn’t move anything but his mouth. “She’s…sitting on the couch.”

      “Good. Can I go talk to her?”

      “You can’t go in there, Simone.” His monotone, slow speech concerned her.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a crime scene.”

      “Is she hurt, Larry? Does she need help?”

      “She’s sitting on the couch,” he repeated.

      Simone didn’t know what to do. Or say. She was terrified for a multitude of reasons. The slide and hammer were still back. She couldn’t see Larry’s face. She didn’t know if Tamara was actually dead. She suspected that he might be contemplating suicide. Her stomach ached thinking Tamara could still be alive and might need help but she couldn’t get to her. She could feel herself trembling. She needed to get the gun from Larry so she could check on Tamara. That necessity took over.

      “Larry, I really, really need you to very carefully hand me your gun.” Her voice was quivering. “Will you please . . .”

      Before she could continue, he turned his head to her. She was still behind him but she could see his puzzled look. “I’m not the one that killed her, Simone.” He spoke the words so softly she had to strain to hear them.

      Despite the low tone, she heard them very clearly. She sighed heavily with a huge exhale out her mouth. Her body relaxed from her defensive stance but her emotions waned between relief and grief. She believed he didn’t kill her but then knew for sure Tamara was dead.

      “Are you sure it was murder?”

      Larry placed both feet on the ground. He set the gun in his lap, barrel inadvertently pointing at Simone. She stepped quickly away from the car, requesting that he at least holster his weapon.

      He looked in his lap. “Oh shit!” He apologized as he repositioned the gun, made it safe and returned it to the shoulder holster.

      Feeling immensely safer, Simone squatted in front of him and placed her hands on his knees. “Please tell me you weren’t thinking about doing yourself, Larry.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking, Simone.” He looked around the driveway and at the house. “I think I might have done this,” he said, looking at the shattered door.

      “Judging by your hands, I’d say so.”

      He looked at them. He nodded. Then he remembered. He lowered his head and started to cry. “She might have been pregnant,” he forced out through tears.

      Simone didn’t know what to say. Then right at that instant she suddenly thought about Pauly. “Pauly! Where’s Pauly?”

      Larry lifted his head and widened his eyes. “Oh fuck. I was looking for him but then. . .I never found him.” His eyes appeared to bounce around their sockets. “I think whoever. . .” he couldn’t say the words yet, “. . .took Pauly too.”

      “We need to look again, Larry. He could be hiding somewhere.”

      “He’s not old enough to know to hide, Simone. He’d be crying.”

      The sound of multiple speeding cars arriving caught their attention. An unmarked detective’s car and two patrol units drove into the driveway. Larry looked at Simone.

      “I kept it off the air,” she assured him, as she stood.
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      Soon, Detective Moretz, Larry’s partner, joined them alongside the car. He greeted them. “Baliesteri. Gus.” He’d started calling Larry, Gus, short for his last name Gustavson. The partnership only made sense since they’d gone through the week of Peter’s rampage together.

      Larry stood and wiped the wetness from his face. Moretz scanned the scene around him.

      “Anybody in there?” he asked, indicating the bedroom.

      Larry shook his head only slightly. “Tamara’s in the living room.” He swallowed hard. “Sitting on the couch.” He paused. “She’s . . .” He stopped. “I can’t . . .” He stopped again. “And Pauly’s gone.”

      “Gone, gone?” Moretz asked. Simone explained the facts and their suspicions.

      “Fuck, Larry. Fuck.” Moretz knew not to apologize. “Give me your picture of him Larry. Right now.” Larry didn’t hesitate. Moretz called the patrol officers to him. He handed one the picture and instructed him to get an A.P.B. and BOLO out right away. The other he instructed to search the perimeter of the house to make sure Pauly hadn’t gotten out, reminding him to keep in mind that this was a crime scene.

      Moretz looked at his partner. “I have to go inside now, Larry.” Larry nodded. Moretz looked at the front of the house. “Did you go in the front door?” Larry nodded. “Did you touch or move anything?”

      “Not in the front room.”

      “Not even Tamara?”

      Larry shook his head minutely. In a shaky voice he said, “I couldn’t.”

      “You’re sure no one is in there?” Moretz asked.

      “If there had been I think I’d be dead too,” Larry reported.

      Moretz headed toward the house. Larry’s eyes followed. The closer Moretz got to the open front door, the more Larry cringed. He knew what was in store for his partner.

      When Moretz stepped into the doorway, his body language spoke for itself. His knees weakened enough for him to need to grab the door frame to support his weight. He inadvertently staggered two steps backward. He turned and looked back at Larry.

      Larry’s vivid memory of the ghastly sight returned. It was as if he were looking at Tamara through Moretz’ eyes. Larry lurched forward and vomited again.

      Simone jumped back to avoid it. She looked to Moretz. His horrified facial expression validated Larry’s actions. She couldn’t imagine the scene.

      Larry looked at her looking at Moretz. He observed her horrified expression, brought about only by seeing Moretz’ reaction. “I wouldn’t do that to anybody. You really thought I killed her didn’t you?” he accused. She didn’t have to respond verbally. “That’s good objectivity, Baliesteri.” He watched her shake her head, likely not doubting herself, but feeling guilty to have been suspicious.

      “No, really,” he said, “I’m sure all the signs pointed that way at first and you didn’t let our personal friendship obscure your gut feelings. You’re going to make a good detective.”

      “Do I want to go in there?” she asked.

      “No,” Larry said. “But you have to.”

      “I’m not a dick yet,” she protested. His eyes were glossed over with a film of tears. She was pretty sure he was looking at her but it didn’t appear as though he was. He seemed to be somewhere far away.

      “This will make you or break you,” he said. Larry’s prompting was a little selfish. He didn’t want to be the only one to have to remember Tamara that way. “Your choice though. And I need her phone,” he added.

      She took a hesitant step toward the house. She looked at the front door. Moretz had gone in. After a deep breath, she started the journey. It went quicker than she thought it would.

      Larry watched her disappear inside the house as the two patrol officers walked into sight coming from the back yard. One went in and the other walked up to Larry to report that there were no signs of the infant.

      “We searched every square inch and nook and cranny, Detective. I’m really sorry.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Larry answered. He leaned back in the seat of his car. He wondered who the fuck would do something this malicious. His mind went into detective mode. His entire essence did. The other officer brought Tamara’s phone to Larry.

      The two were standing near Larry, not knowing what to do next. Larry looked at them. “Move your car,” he ordered.

      “I beg your pardon?” asked one.

      Larry repeated the command, then added, “Now.”

      “Yes sir.” The cop did as told. Larry couldn’t get out of the driveway fast enough. He nearly pushed the patrol car onto the street.

      He headed straight for the station. There he could access all the city’s street traffic cams. He had little time to waste. He knew that if a missing child wasn’t located in the first twenty-four hours, the chances of ever finding them diminished quickly. He knew if he located Pauly, he’d also have Tamara’s murderer.

      Larry wondered who would want Tamara dead. The only person that genuinely might have wanted her dead was Peter. But Peter was dead. Larry watched his brother, Ted, kill Peter from less than fifteen feet away. Then he remembered Jorgé, Peter’s right hand man.

      The last he’d heard about Jorgé was that he had been arrested at a gas station after the Harley Davidson he was chasing Larry on, ran out of gas. He got sent to prison. There was no way he’d be out on parole already. He could have hired somebody to do it though. But why would he have Tamara killed? She didn’t kill Peter. That was something Larry would have to look into.

      Since the city owned the surveillance cameras, he had no problem getting access to all the footage. Looking through the directory he started reviewing the cameras closest to his neighborhood. The closest one was at a major intersection quite a few blocks away. He selected the time frames between the time he left the house from his lunch visit to shortly after he got the call from Tamara’s phone.

      He watched hours and hours of footage, in fast forward, looking for cars that drove both toward and away from the direction of his house within those selected hours. Being there was a major shopping mall and a multitude of fast food restaurants in that vicinity, there were way too many cars to pinpoint any one thing specifically suspicious.

      Then he decided to view the cameras at the on and off ramps to Interstate 5, the major north-south highway. There he had better luck. During the selected time frame, twenty-two cars that exited the freeway and turned in the direction of his neighborhood also returned from that direction and got back on the freeway in the direction from which they had come.

      After enhancing the image of each one to be able to see inside the vehicles, he was able to narrow down what he was looking for. Several of the returning cars had small children in carseats. The cameras couldn’t give him a good enough image of some of them, but he was able to rule out several based on the child’s size. That left twelve cars. He went back to the earlier footage, looking at the same twelve cars that exited earlier. Of those, only one car did not have a child in the back. It didn’t even have a carseat. A light brown BMW. A woman with blonde hair was driving. That was all he could see. He went back to where she got onto the freeway. He zoomed in only to find the car seat was covered with a blanket. His heart beat rapidly. He figured that had to be Pauly.

      Then he looked at the footage from the intersection again. He spotted the BMW head in the right direction. On the way back, it turned into a shopping mall. From what he could see, it parked in front of a Target store. The city didn’t own cameras on private property.

      He bolted out of the station. The sun had gone down. How long ago he had no idea. He sped to the department store. It was closed. He got the attention of the security officer who didn’t hesitate to allow Larry access to video footage. It didn’t take Larry long to spot the BMW drive in. When the blonde got out of the car she retrieved a baby from the back seat. As she approached the front doors Larry saw she was carrying Pauly. She did a good job of concealing her appearance. She wore a large floppy bonnet and oversized sunglasses.

      Larry followed her through the store. She bought a carseat and other baby needs. She paid for it all with cash and returned to her car, talking on the phone as she walked. She had to drive toward the building to get to the exit. He was able to get a look at the license plate.

      “Vermont?” he asked himself. “There’s only a few people I know in Vermont.”

      He told the security officer to make sure that footage got to the police station then headed out the door.

      He called dispatch to run the out-of-state plate. By the time he got there, he had the information. The name came back Wanda Ludvig.
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      “WANDA?” he shouted to himself. Larry’s head spun in circles. Wanda Ludvig was married to Larry’s best friend Paul. “What the flying hell?” It didn’t make any sense at all. He tried to rationalize that someone stole her car, but it didn’t add up. Why drive clear across the continent? Every possible scenario he came up with to eliminate Wanda as a suspect didn’t pan out. At the same time he couldn’t fathom why she would want him and Tamara dead. Or that she’d be capable of something so horrendous.

      He’d have to call Paul. He’d refrained from doing so for quite a while some months back. His last conversation with Paul was at his wedding to Wanda. Paul told Larry that he was going to need to spend some uninterrupted time with his wife, that she still hadn’t gotten completely over the gruesome death of her brother, William. He died horrifically at the hands of a psychotic man, named Peter, who unleashed a small group of viscous dogs upon him. There wasn’t much left of William’s body to be identified at the morgue.

      Larry sat in his car still parked outside the police station. His mind was suddenly flooded with facts he recalled from the not so distant past and conversations with Tamara about Wanda, both in private and at the psychiatrist’s. Larry deflated. It did all add up. But what happened after the wedding? There were too many questions bombarding him at once.

      Those needed to wait. His priority was to locate Wanda and at the very least get Pauly back. He ran into the station, put a BOLO on her car and an Amber Alert on Pauly, both in the Pacific Northwest and the New England area. He returned to the video cameras. He was able to follow her traveling east on Interstate 90. That would take her all the way to…well he wasn’t sure but definitely into Idaho. He looked at the time. She’d have easily crossed the border by now. Indeed she had. He lost his ability to follow her. He contacted Idaho State Police and was assured they would do everything they could and promised to let him know if and as soon as anything happened.

      Larry leaned back in his chair and wondered if Wanda would stay on a major highway the whole time. For now, that part of it was out of his hands. He resolved that he had to call Paul.

      “Larry, Larry, Larry,” a voice said.

      Larry knew instantly it wasn’t Paul.

      “I was wondering when you’d call your best friend.” Larry kept quiet. “It shouldn’t take you long too figure out who I am.” Larry kept quiet. “You lied to me Larry.”

      Larry struggled to put a name to the only slightly familiar voice. He maintained his silence, betting the man would keep talking. He should have put money on it.

      “You told me the man Pedro shot was dead. That he had been your best friend for ten years.”

      “El Capitan!”

      “You’re going to find out my name is Salazar Muñoz. Why don’t you call me by my name?” Larry kept quiet. “Your friend always called me Sal. I never liked that but, he was good at what he did.” Larry remained silent “I’ll save you the trouble of asking,” Salazar said.

      Larry waited, expecting more but the line went dead. A few seconds later he got a text from Paul’s phone. It had an image. It was the “W” tattoo from Paul’s shoulder. The problem was, it wasn’t on Paul’s shoulder. It was just a patch of skin mounted to a flat piece of wood.

      “Oh fuck!” Staring at it, he assumed the worst. He’d learned from his brother Ted that Peter’s plan was to give Paul to, who he knew then as El Capitan, in exchange for Jorgé and save his own neck. That exchange never happened and because of it, resulted in the death of Peter. So how would Salazar Muñoz have found Paul?

      Knowing the kind of brutality Salazar was reportedly capable of, Larry slumped in his chair quite positive Paul was now dead too. And he was pretty sure it wasn’t a quick death. He didn’t know how he felt. His loss of focus blurred his vision. His blood boiled his insides. His heart battered his ribcage.

      “CAN THIS DAY GET ANY FUCKING WORSE?” He hollered as loud as his voice would allow, getting the attention of the few other people in the station. He had to talk to Wanda. That meant finding her by whatever means possible. He projected her direction of travel and assumed she would be going back to Vermont. That made sense. Where else would she have to go? Question was, was she smart enough to get rid of the car? Didn’t matter either way. He had to get there as soon as possible, before she did. Be there waiting for her when she drove up.

      That meant he had to go home and get some essentials. The last place on Earth he wanted to go.

      He called Simone to make sure Tamara had been removed from the house. She confirmed and offered to go there with him. He accepted and met her there. The sun was already out.

      They walked into his bedroom through the sliding glass door. He quickly packed a few things into a suitcase, filling Simone in on only some of what he’d learned since he saw her last.

      “Where you headed?” she asked.

      “Vermont.”

      “You really think she’s going to go there?”

      “Where else has she got to go?”

      “So you think she’s going to go home and tell Paul that she killed Tamara and kidnapped your son? That’ll go over well.”

      Larry looked at her wondering how much to tell her. “You know Pauly is Paul’s son?”

      “Of course.”

      “I think Wanda learned that.”

      “Before or after she…”

      Larry knew the rest of that question. “I think while she was here. Paul was never going to tell her.”

      “Then how would she learn about it?” Simone asked.

      “Tamara might have divulged it. Her mind didn’t always work right you know. I don’t know, maybe Wanda forced it out of her.” Then he remembered the index cards. He looked at Simone. “How did they take her away?” It was obvious Simone was confused. “Tamara. How did they take her away?”

      “Oh.” She cringed. “They had to take the couch.” She didn’t want to explain why.

      Larry took a deep breath and walked to the front room. He walked to the bulletin board. He could see right away there was a card missing. She might have taken it with her,” he said, mostly to himself.

      “There was an index card on the floor behind the couch,” Simone informed him.

      Larry turned to look. It wasn’t there.

      “Moretz bagged it as evidence,” Simone said. “No prints on it. In fact, no prints that didn’t belong here, at all. She must have been wearing gloves.”

      “She was,” he admitted. “Didn’t seem obvious at the time, but she was wearing some. I saw them in the video footage.”

      “So you think she took Pauly to bring him to Paul?”

      Larry shook his head minimally. “I think Paul’s dead.”

      “Nooo. Are you serious?”

      Larry could only nod.

      “Who? Why?”

      “Way too long of a story. I have to get to Vermont,” Larry said.

      “What about Tamara?”

      “What about her?”

      Simone hesitated. “Arrangements.” She paused. “There’s people that need to know.”

      Still standing in front of the bulletin board, Larry started to tremble. “I can’t do that yet.” His voice quivered.

      “How long are you going to be gone?”

      “How ever long it takes!” he lashed out.

      “Let me do this for you,” she offered.

      “Go to Vermont?”

      “No. The arrangements.”

      He looked at her through clouded eyes. “That would be a big help, Simone.” He thought. “Once pathology is done, cremate her. I’ll pick out an urn. Set up a memorial. I’ll send you a call list. Let me know when it is, I’ll be back for that.”

      “What are you going to tell the captain?”

      He only shook his head. “See you when I see you, Simone.”

      “You can’t just leave, Larry.”

      “What do you call this?” He walked to his car and drove away.

      
        
        **

      

      

      Waiting for the flight to New York, Larry sent Simone the list of people she would need to notify. It was a short list. First was Tamara’s mother, Ellen. Legally his mother too, but the circumstances surrounding her choice to keep his adoption a secret for most of his life and the life he was deprived of because of her omission, led him into a high disregard for her. He no longer acknowledged her as a parent figure. Next was their sister Megan. He hadn’t seen her in over a decade. There was their brother Ted. He was back in prison, ironically, for saving Larry’s life. Ted was the only one who wouldn’t be at the memorial. Everyone else Tamara knew, other than Simone and himself, were already dead. Were they the only people Tamra knew? She had to have some other friends. Larry dozed off a few times, then, once on the plane slept through the whole flight. At JFK Airport, he rented a car and headed to Vermont.
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      Wanda didn’t waste much time getting out of the house. The sight of her victim was becoming more  repulsive than she could handle. She quickly deleted Tamara’s Favorites list, tossed the phone onto the couch and went to her car. She wasn’t sure what to do with Pauly. She didn’t have a car seat. This wasn’t in her plans. She looked at him.

      “Sorry little guy, I had no idea. Guess I’m your mom now.” She made a small, soft bed in her suitcase and buckled it in the back seat. She backed out of the driveway casually, as not to attract any unwanted attention.

      It wasn’t hard to find a place to buy a car seat and some other essentials she’d need for the three day trek home. Then it dawned on her.

      She talked to the baby. “I’m going to have to come up with a story about you by the time I get there.” She’d set a mirror on the back seat so she could see him as he faced the back of the car. He looked a lot like Alistair. She was happy. At the same time, he looked a lot like Tamara too. “I won’t blame you for that. You’ll actually be a great looking young man.” She talked to him in a normal tone of voice. She hated when people talked to babies like they were…babies. Your name isn’t Pauly though, okay. It’s Alistair but I’m going to call you Little Al. Maybe Ally.” As soon as she heard the way that sounded she changed her mind. “Little Al it is. Don’t want kids making fun of you thinking you have a girl’s name.”

      She made it to the Idaho border before dark. She stopped in Coeur D’Alene for dinner and to feed Little Al. He refused the bottle of formula.

      “You probably don’t even know what this is do you? Was mommy putting you to her tit?” She tried a few more times but Little Al wasn’t having it. He pushed it away from his face. Wanda laughed. “Strong little man huh?” She dabbed some of the formula on her finger and put it in his mouth. He licked her finger. She did it again and again, each time putting the nipple of the bottle to his mouth. He finally figured out it was food and began drinking. He reached up and held one of her fingers at the same time looking into her face. Wanda could tell he didn’t recognize her but it was apparent he wasn’t about to refuse food.

      Looking into his eyes reminded her of his father. It conjured up horrid memories. Anger filled her soul. She couldn’t conceal the deep hatred that revolved around them. Her face contorted into something grotesque. Looking at Little Al, again seeing his resemblance to Tamara, her body tensed. Shortly after her mind went astray, Little Al began to cry. The bottle fell. The movement took Wanda out of her loathing. She looked at the baby. He looked scared. She’d been squeezing him too tight. She immediately relinquished her tight grip and apologized.

      “I’m going to have to be careful holding you. Last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

      She decided that since she was stopped, she might as well spend the night. She got a room and settled into bed, Little Al at her side. “You’ll get used to me,” she told him. “It won’t be very long that you don’t even remember that evil witch.”

      Some time in the middle of the night, her phone alarm went off. It startled her and the sleeping infant who broke into a loud cry. Disoriented at first, not recalling having set an alarm, Wanda scrambled to find the phone but by the time she got to it, it had stopped. Her next concern was Little Al. She lifted him off the mattress to console him. He wasn’t in her arms thirty seconds when the alarm sounded again, sending Little Al into an even louder bout of bawling. She cursed the phone and grabbed it off the table. She looked at the screen. It wasn’t a wake up alarm. There was text on the screen. It Read; Pacific Northwest Amber Alert: infant abduction. Then it had her license plate number then ‘Brown BMW’. She knew it was her plate because she had just written it down to register to stay the night.

      “Oh shit!” she said. “That’s us.” She looked at Little Al cradled in her arms, still crying loudly. She quieted him with soft sounds and gentle rocking. “I didn’t abduct you,” she explained. “I saved you.” She nodded as she talked. “You were going to grow up to be arrogant and self centered. You’d have had a hard time finding a good woman being like that. We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. But that comes later. Right now we have a bigger problem. We have to get rid of mommy’s car. How are we going to do that?”

      She contemplated her options then came up with an idea. She peeked out the window between the curtains at the car. It was still dark and quiet outside.

      She packed, checked out and headed into town. She found a reputable looking, but small, used car dealership and waited for it to open. As she had hoped, there was only one employee. Even more to her advantage, it was a young man.

      She explained that she’d rather have a Volvo since they had a better safety rating, that she wanted her newly adopted son to have the best protection available.

      The transaction took longer than she had hoped, during which the salesman entered the information on the BMW into his computer. Wanda became very nervous, hoping it wouldn’t trigger the Amber Alert.

      Wishing she could see the screen on his monitor, she studied his facial expressions. He took too long to read the information on it. He looked at her uncomfortably. Her insides turned. Then the man looked at the baby. She could see he was baffled, that he didn’t know what to do.

      “Ma’am, I can’t…” He stammered for words. “You’re…” He pointed to his screen. “I have to…” He reached for the phone.

      “Please wait,” she said. “Please.” She had no problem breaking into tears. She explained that the baby was her son, that his father was a terrible, abusive man addicted to drugs and that he took the baby from her and she was only taking him back to protect him. She put on a convincing performance, acting terrified, telling of the beatings she’d taken and cried even more when explaining how her ex-husband had forgotten about their son when he was high. She assured the salesman that her ex was likely not too far behind since he knew where she was heading.

      “If he catches me he’ll probably kill me this time.”

      The salesman was as easy a sell as she had hoped. He offered to call the police to provide protection for her and the baby.

      Her frustration mounted. She explained that the police and the courts had failed in the past, allowing him custody only because he had a lot of money.

      Crying, frantic and nearly hyperventilating, Wanda offered him a substantial amount of cash to make the deal as quickly as possible, telling him the safety of her and the baby was her utmost concern.

      After a few more failed attempts to persuade her to let the authorities step in, and her terrified, adamant refusal, he finally went through with the sale explaining that he’d put the information into the DMV the following day to give her a head start.

      She thanked him through manufactured sobs. He finished as fast as he could and sent her on her way in a white Volvo.

      Wanda drove away hoping the young salesman would wait as he said he would. She’d have to eventually get rid of this car as well. She was going to need some help. There was only one person she knew that would help her…again.

      She called him. “Hey, Steven, it’s Wanda.”

      “Wanda?” He was surprised to hear from her.

      “Yeah. Can you talk?”

      “Of course. You sound worried. Everything okay?”

      “That depends on how you look at it.”

      “Look at what?”

      “What I did.”

      “What did you do, Wanda?”

      “Not over the phone. I need your help. Can you come get me?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Almost to Montana.”

      “Montana? What are you doing there?” he asked.

      “Running.”

      “From?”

      “Can you come and get me?” she pleaded.

      “In Montana? That’s pretty far.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Does it matter?” he asked.

      “I’ll pay you to fly to Bozeman,” she offered. “Then you can drive me the rest of the way. We’ll stop at night and sleep together.”

      “How soon?”

      “How soon can you be here?”

      “Good grief, Wanda, what did you do?”

      “I promise I’ll tell you everything. Just get to Bozeman.”

      “Okay. I’ll let you know when I get a flight.”

      “Thank you, Steven. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Wanda decided to stay on the interstate. No one was looking for a white Volvo this soon. She drove only fractionally over the speed limit. When Steven called back, she learned he would get to Bozeman a few hours after her. She slowed and stopped often at rest areas.

      She timed her arrival shortly ahead of his. In long term parking, she found some other white cars to help conceal the Volvo.

      When Steven called, she instructed him to rent a car, paying with cash, of course, and told him where she was. She began to transfer her things into his car. When she put Little Al in the rental, Steven was predictably confused.

      “Who’s baby Wanda?”

      She wasn’t able to look at him when she spoke. “I adopted him.”

      He knew she was lying. He challenged her.

      “Yes, I adopted him,” she insisted. “I even have the paperwork. She held up a file folder. “All the paperwork is in here.” She slid it under the carseat then got in the front seat and buckled in. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      Steven shook his head and made his way toward the exit. “I know when someone is on the run Wanda. I’ve seen it enough to know.”

      “I already admitted that to you, Steven. I’m not trying to hide anything.”

      “Okay,” he said. “It’s getting dark. Should we get an early start in the morning?”
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      Larry drove until he got to Wanda’s address in Bristol, Vermont. It was early evening when he cruised slowly by the house. There was an older man sitting on the front porch. It was Burt, Wanda’s father. He gave her away at the wedding, of course. Larry didn’t know how to proceed. He couldn’t just walk up and accuse the man’s daughter of murder, but he did have to find out what Burt knew of her whereabouts. Larry took a deep breath and walked to the house.

      Burt saw him and stood when Larry reached the bottom of the steps. It was obvious Burt wasn’t happy to see him. He took a big drink from his glass. “This can only be bad news.” Burt said. “You wouldn’t be here unannounced otherwise.”

      Larry didn’t try to hide any emotions. “May I come up Burt?”

      “Of course, Larry.”

      Burt looked a lot older than he had at the wedding. He was looking at Larry expectantly. Larry didn’t know how to start. Burt finally spoke. “You have news about Wanda, don’t you?” Larry nodded. “It’s not good is it?” Larry shook his head. Burt lowered his. “He told me I’d never see her again.”

      “Who told you that, Paul?”

      “Who’s Paul?” Burt asked.

      Larry had to explain that he only knew Alistair as Paul, due to having to change identities after an undercover assignment led to major arrests.

      “So, who asked you that? Paul?” Larry asked again.

      “Why would Alistair tell me that?”

      “I didn’t think he would. Who did then?” Larry asked.

      “Some gangster that calls himself El Capitan. What kind of stupid name is that?”

      “His real name is Salazar Muñoz.”

      “You know him?” Burt shouted.

      “Met him once. That’s all.”

      “And you didn’t arrest him?”

      Larry pointed to a feint circular scar on his forehead. “He had me at a disadvantage. I think I’m lucky to be alive.”

      Burt’s tone mellowed. “I wish I could say the same for Wanda.” Tears flowed out his eyes.

      “What makes you think she’s dead?”

      “He told me not to ever plan on seeing her again. Isn’t that why you’re here? To tell me she died?”

      Larry shook his head slowly. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      Burt looked hopeful. “She’s not dead?”

      “No. She’s not dead.”

      Burt’s hope increased. “How do you know this?”

      “She was at my house yesterday.”

      “You saw her yesterday?”

      “I didn’t see her.”

      “You just said —”

      “I said she was there. I didn’t say I saw her.”

      Burt was confused. Not only at Larry’s elevated tone but at the content of what he said. “But she’s alive?” Larry nodded. “That’s good news.” Burt was elated.

      “For you,” Larry stated. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “The last time you did.”

      “The wedding?”

      “The wedding,” Burt concurred. “One of the happiest days of my life.” He paused. “She was supposed to call me when they got on the cruise ship. She never did. I thought it was all the excitement. You know, having Alistair back, wedding bliss. So I gave her some time. After two days I called her. This ‘El Capitan’ answered. That’s when he told me I’d never…well, I told you what he said.”

      Larry told Burt he’d recently called Paul and the same man answered. “Difference is, I’m pretty sure Paul is dead.”

      “Alistair is dead?”

      “Haven’t proved it yet but…”

      “I’ve heard that one before.” Burt interrupted.

      “You have, haven’t you?”

      Burt nodded. “Alistair already died once,” Burt interrupted, “and he came back from the dead.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen this time, Burt.”

      “Then why did this El Capitan let Wanda go?”

      “That’s the part that doesn’t make any sense to me,” Larry admitted.

      “And then she goes all the way to Seattle? To see Tamara?”

      Larry could only nod. He stared at Burt for a long time, unintentionally giving him time to think. Larry saw when Burt figured out there was something wrong. Burt spoke. “She blamed Tamara for her brother William’s death.”

      “I think so,” Larry agreed.

      “I know so. She told me as much. And Shakara’s too.”

      “And now Paul’s. And she likely witnessed it.”

      “You don’t know that Alistair is dead.”

      “My gut says he is,” Larry said. “Which explains a lot.” He thought. “Doesn’t excuse it, but explains it.”

      “Please tell me Wanda didn’t hurt Tamara. I like her.”

      “That’s right, you met her.”

      “She was here for dinner. She and Wanda got along marvelously.”

      “That night probably yes, but not always, according to Tamara. Either way, that was before all the murders.”

      Burt spoke softly. “You know, in less than two years I lost my only son, my wife and as far as I was concerned, my youngest daughter.” He looked at Larry. “Now you come and tell me she’s alive but your face leads me to believe there’s bad news in there somewhere. If so, just come out with it, man.”

      Larry looked him straight in the eyes. “Wanda killed Tamara.”

      Burt gasped. He shook his head in denial. “She wouldn’t do that. No matter what. She wouldn’t.” He continued shaking his head.

      “She poisoned Tamara.” Burt was still shaking his head. “There’s more,” Larry said.

      “More than Wanda killing your sister? Not that I believe that for a second. What more could there be?”

      It was at that point Larry realized Burt wasn’t aware of the facts. A lot of the facts. He wasn’t about to explain everything right then. He told Burt about Wanda also kidnapping Pauly and that she was now headed home. Maybe. He asked Burt about her brown BMW. He confirmed that it was hers. His wedding gift. Larry explained what he saw on the traffic videos. When Burt still refused to accept what he was hearing Larry showed them to him.

      “Tell me that’s not Wanda,” Larry challenged. “The baby she’s carrying is Tamara’s son. Paul’s son too. I’m pretty sure that’s why she took him.”

      Burt watched the videos downloaded to Larry’s phone. While watching his daughter walking through Target, it rang. Larry took it from him. Looking at the number he knew it was an Idaho area code. He put it on speaker.

      “We have the brown BMW,” he was told after answering.

      “Is she with it?”

      “No, Sir. She traded it in for a white Volvo.” The officer on the other end explained the circumstances, saying the salesman chose not to wait the 24 hours he promised Wanda.

      “What about the baby?”

      “Man says he looked healthy, happy and unharmed.”

      “That’s good. We need to change the info on the Amber Alert.”

      “Done.”

      “Good. Thank you. You have cameras on 90?”

      “She’s in Montana now. We’re talking to them as we speak.”

      “Excellent. Please forward them my number.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” Larry replied.

      “Glad I could help, Detective.”

      Larry looked at Burt. “I think she’s coming home.” Burt was speechless. “There’s a lot that you were kept in the dark about, Burt. Why don’t you tell me what you knew about Alistair before he allegedly died all those years ago.”

      The two men stayed up well after midnight talking and sharing their histories about the friend they had in common. Burt was stunned at what he did not know about Alistair. Larry also thought he should know about he and Tamara since he would likely hear it from Wanda once, and if he got a chance to talk to her. That brought the conversation full circle. They had to decide what actions they were going to take when she showed up. That took another chunk of time, Burt continually insisting that his daughter was not to be harmed in any way during her arrest. One thing he kept to himself was his distrust of Larry’s state of mind, thinking that he might be there with only revenge in mind.

      Knowing there was no way Wanda would be home soon, Burt invited Larry to stay the night. It would be the first time in nearly a year there was another body in the house. Additionally, he felt it would be somehow more advantageous at least knowing where Larry was, that he’d be there in the morning instead of worrying that he was setting some kind of trap for Wanda. His dear, fragile, harmless Wanda.

      Larry accepted but wasn’t too comfortable about it either, but he’d made no other plans. He was quite sure Burt wouldn’t conjure up any plans to dispose of him to protect his daughter but in all his years of police work, he knew it wasn’t completely out of the question. Burt put him in William’s old room.

      Neither men slept very soundly that night.
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