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Introduction




Like a spot news photo, short crime fiction
should present the essence of people captured in a life-changing
moment.

Composed of the precise amount of
information, it gives us a powerfully intimate connection to the
drama, peril and heartbreak that has overwhelmed others.

Long after we’ve looked away, we are haunted
by the experience.

If there is a common thread running through
this small collection of short crime fiction it is the theme of men
and women caught up in situations so extraordinary, it’s made them
desperate, even dangerous.

We begin with Blood Red Rings. Of all
my works, Blood Red Rings stands as one of my favorites. I
think it’s because as hard as I try every time I write to achieve
on the page what I conceive in my imagination, this piece came
closest to the mark.

For this story, I went back to my times as a
crime reporter and the countless ride-alongs I’d had with police
officers in Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Toronto, Calgary, Vancouver,
Jamaica and Kuwait. Wherever I went I listened and learned about
the job, about the cop, about life. I drew upon those moments to
partner you for one night with seasoned cop Frank Harper, when he
takes the ride of his life.

Blood Red Rings first appeared in
Crimespree Magazine where Jon, Ruth and Jennifer Jordan have opened
the door of their revered publication to short crime fiction. I am
honored that my work has appeared there.

Then we move to Lightning Rider, the
story of a damaged woman determined to take what she believes she
is owed. It came to life when the International Association of
Crime Writers put out a call for short stories to be considered
for Murder In Vegas, an anthology edited by Michael
Connelly. The call was for crime stories connected to Las Vegas. I
had something in mind arising from trips I had made to Las Vegas
and submitted a story. I was thrilled when it was accepted for
inclusion. Later, the Crime Writers of Canada selected Lightning
Rider to receive the 2006 Arthur Ellis Award for Best Short Story.
It is also featured in Deadly Bride and 21 of the Year's
Finest Crime and Mystery Stories, Edited by Ed Gorman &
Martin H. Greenberg.

Three Bullets to Queensland is a
snapshot of a desperate man, Ike Decker, a Special Loss Recovery
Agent, for the armored car industry. He has a dream and the only
thing in his way to realizing it is Paco Sanchez and $1.2 million
in stolen cash.

As a crime reporter, I had covered several
armored car heists. I talked with several investigators from the
FBI and Royal Canadian Mounted Police. I also talked with experts
in the industry, the few who were willing to talk. It gave me a
foundation for creating Ike, Paco and their situation.

The last story in the collection, As Long
As We Both Shall Live, first appeared in Blood on the
Holly, an anthology of Christmas mysteries edited by Caro Soles
and published in 2007 by Baskerville Books.

The inspiration for As Long As We Both
Shall Live came to me during my bus commute to my day job.
Almost every day I had observed a stranger, a middle-aged woman,
who seemed so sad yet somehow serene. I began to imagine a life for
her, a life where everything she held as absolute and
unconditional, collapsed around her.

But I endeavored to tell her story in a form
that was different for me; that of a sworn transcript. In my days
as a journalist I had covered many court proceedings and had read
many transcripts submitted as evidence. Though usually dry,
transcripts told compelling stories if you read them carefully.
That is what I wanted to present with As Long As We Both Shall
Live – a drama that reads like a court transcript.

I was very pleased that the story was
selected by The Crime Writers of Canada as a finalist for the 2008
Arthur Ellis Award for Best Short Story.

I hope you enjoy reading the four stories
collected in Dangerous Women & Desperate Men as much as
I enjoyed putting them together.

If this is your introduction to my writing
you might want to consider longer titles of mine that are also
available in E-format. Some samples and additional features are
presented in the following pages.

I hope you enjoy the ride and invite you to
drop me a line.

 


Thank you,

Rick Mofina

Rmofina at gmail dot com
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Blood Red Rings

Frank Harper slid behind the wheel of his
unmarked Crown Victoria, adjusted his nightstick, lifted the lid on
his takeout coffee and blew gently on the surface.

He was half way through his watch.

So far, so good.

He’d responded to a couple of car prowlings,
a noisy party and a 9-1-1 hang up. Not much action in the zone
tonight. Just as well, his partner had booked off sick. Harper was
alone and could use the quiet to chew on his problems. Like the
beauty Colleen had dropped on him before he left the house.

“You don’t know me anymore,” she says. “You
don’t know us. You’re like a ghost who haunts our home.”

Why the hell would she say a thing like
that?

Harper blinked then searched for the answer
in the buildings he passed as he rolled through the Heights. He
searched in vain. It wasn’t behind the security bars of the used
appliance stores, the shut up taco stands, locked down pawn shops,
liquor stores, street ministries, skid row dives or whorehouses.
Stopping at a light, he glimpsed his reflection in the side of
gleaming black 1975 Cadillac hearse at Peppy’s Quality Used Car
Sales.

There’s your answer, pal. Vanity of
vanities, all is vanity. Sooner or later everyone takes that final
ride. It’s guaranteed, pal.

Harper chuckled, shook his head and took a
hit of coffee. Of course, Colleen had a point. But he was tired.
Tired of dealing with the mess at home. Ever since Wade dropped out
of college and moved back, he slept all day and stayed out all
night. A shining example to his sister, Angie, who never made it to
college. Lived at home, worked at Del Verdies selling suits to
lawyers. Attorneys at law. Don’t get him started on lawyers. At
least Angie worked. But Frank suspected her money went to drugs.
Angie barely spoke to him anymore. “My life’s under control, dad.
Why don’t you get off my back and tell Wade to get a job.” As for
Colleen, well, she drank more wine at dinner and often spilled it.
Her place at the table was now marked with blood red rings.

“All units in three-four -- report of a
silent alarm at 3222 Clovis. Chrono-Lazer-Tel Components --”

“Sixteen twenty. Ten-four.”

“Roger sixteen twenty. Security company
called it in. Standby by for the history.”

Unit sixteen twenty; that was Shea and
Farraday. Chrono-Lazer-Tel was a computer warehouse. Alarm went off
every night. And every night it was false. Harper let his
dispatcher know he was clear to back up sixteen twenty and then
resumed ruminating about his life.

“Roger sixteen forty-five.”

But what the hell did Colleen expect him to
do about the kids, huh? They were adults. Over twenty-one living
under his roof. His solution was simple. Kick them the hell out.
But she wouldn’t go for that. She acted like they were still in
diapers. Maybe that was her problem. She couldn’t face reality.
Always hauling out the albums, getting all misty-eyed. Aching for
things to be like they were a lifetime ago. Forget it he told
her.

You can’t go back.

But God, it was good then. Some nights, like
when he was sitting on the point of a perimeter, a memory would
just pull him back to the times he used to take the kids fishing.
Wade was maybe eight, Angie was six. They’d get up before the sun.
At dawn it felt like the whole world belonged to them. They’d spend
the whole day together at the lake. Eat the lunch Colleen had
packed. He loved her chicken salad sandwiches and the chocolate cup
cakes she’d bake. Those summers at the lake meant everything to
him. The way the sun made Wade and Angie resplendent against the
diamond waves. The way Wade called him dad and Angie called him
daddy. With respect, with affection. With love. Not anymore. You
can’t go back. Those days are gone. Dead and buried. So how did he
get here? Harper took a long hit of coffee. Cripes, he didn’t
know.

You blink and twenty-four years go by.

Twenty-four years of putting your life on
the line for your family, for this city. In the early days, the
crap he saw made him sick. The domestics, the child abuse. Murders.
God the murders. Every kind you could imagine. The worst were the
baby murders. He took it all personally. Couldn’t stop worrying
about Colleen and the kids.

As time went by, Harper learned from the
other guys how to distance himself to survive. He refused to bring
his crap home. Refused to talk about the job. Kept his emotions
locked up with his gun, a safe distance from Colleen, the kids, the
neighborhood. He isolated himself from everyone around him. Every
time he put on his uniform, he put on his street mask. Yeah, his
game face. The one that told you Frank Harper was a stone cold,
cynical bastard. And woe to the asshole who faced him. Problem was,
as years went by, it got harder to remove that mask when he came
through the door.

“Dispatch, sixteen twenty. We’re ten seven
at the alarm call. Night watchman’s coming out. We’ll talk to
him.”

“Roger sixteen twenty.”

All right. Harper admitted he could be a
sonofabitch to live with but sometimes he wondered if Colleen truly
grasped the depth of the cesspool he struggled in every day for the
last twenty-four years. Did she understand how it had reduced him
to being a tooth in a gear within a thousand gears of a giant
ass-covering machine that grinded on you; that demanded you follow
the process; that judged you, second-guessed you, wiped itself with
you, then crumpled you up and flushed you away?

Did she appreciate the toll of the shifts,
the rectum-contracting fear of knowing that around any dark corner
down any dark alley there’s a crack-jacked asshole with his finger
twitching on a trigger and he’s drooling because you’re heading his
way? And that maybe the asshole’s dickhead partner is holding
something as lethal as a Glock. He’s armed with a video camera and
a cell phone with Channel 5 and a civil liberties lawyer who wears
Del Verdies suits on speed dial, should you dare try to save your
life.

How could anyone understand what goes
through your head when you walk into a domestic and the wife’s lip
is so horribly swollen she slurs her words, and her four-year-old
boy is wedged wide-eyed in the corner convulsing with fear while
his mother begs, pleads and finally screams that she doesn’t know
why her freakin neighbors called when all she did was drop a plate.
Because her old man’s a sweet father. She swears to Jesus he never
laid a hand on them. And she’s trembling and sobbing, “No doctor,
no social services, I’ll lose my boy, I’ll lose my check.” And the
world’s sweetest dad sits statue still with his eyes burning at the
T and A on the tube, nursing a beer, as you see his knuckles are
raw.

And all you can think of is how bad you want
to kick the living shit out of this waste of skin because he
deserves it. Oh man, does he deserve it. But you’re in control.
You’ve got to hold back. Things have calmed down.

For now.

And two days later your Sergeant is telling
you to haul it up to the tenth floor where a couple of
sharp-dressed all stars from homicide are eyeballing the hell out
of you and your unit history to the domestic because as we speak
Officer Harper, at this very freakin moment, Frank, that little boy
and his mother are side-by-side on autopsy tables.

And you do all you can not to blow your
breakfast on their suits which they likely got at Del Verdies.

But your rep and association hit all the
cherries for you. The review absolves you. The department absolves
you. The commission absolves you. Even the press - “neighbors said,
she brought it on herself” - absolves you. But you don’t absolve
yourself. You can’t. Because you know the machine was not absolving
Frank Harper, the machine was absolving the machine.

And later you pay a secret visit to a
cemetery where you leave flowers and ask forgiveness for the
mistakes you’ve made and the things you’ve lost because as long as
you live you’ll never forget the face of that little boy, his wide
eyes staring at you. And you think of Wade and Angie, radiant in
the sun. And you’re alone on one knee before a headstone vowing
that never again will you let an asshole escape justice.

Then you shut down. You put on your mask.
You do your job.

And it was all so long ago, everyone had
forgotten it. Everyone except Harper. Now here he was, six months
from early retirement, thinking that maybe he should try talking to
Wade and Angie; that maybe he should try helping Colleen reduce
those blood red rings at her place at the table.

Maybe, Harper thought, crumpling his styro
cup as his radio crackled.

“Dispatch sixteen twenty! Shots fired!
Officer down!”

“All units --”

Harper hit his lights and siren. Every
available unit in the sector was being marshaled to the shooting.
His Crown Victoria’s eight cylinders thundered as he sailed down
the empty streets. Harper was less than two minutes from the
computer warehouse when Rob Shea’s breathless voice spilled from
the radio.

“Pursuing the suspect,” Shea was shouting
into his shoulder mike as he ran, “northbound on Clovis,” he
panted, “in the alley behind the warehouse. -- six feet dark
clothing ski mask hand gun.”

“Dispatch, sixteen forty-five I’m southbound
on Clovis. Visual on the warehouse. Hang on Robbie, I’m
coming!”

“That you, Frank?”

“Ten four.”

Harper swung the Ford into the alley in time
to see a shadowy figure blur by him down a small, dark side
corridor between two tall buildings. He called in his location and
requested Air Support. Heaving himself from the car, he adjusted
his night stick and checked his shoulder mike before running into
the alley.

Adrenaline pumped through him as he came
upon the suspect clawing a chain link fence. He was getting hung up
in the razor wire at the top. Harper drew his weapon, aimed it.

“Police! Get your ass down on the ground
now!”

Fire flashed from the fence with a
firecracker pop as a bullet ripped by Harper’s head and ricocheted
off a dumpster. He returned three shots. The suspect’s gun fell to
the pavement. But not the suspect. Did he miss? It was so goddammed
dark and Harper made a grave mistake. When he bent to retrieve the
weapon the suspect jumped him taking him to the ground.

He fought Harper for his gun, grabbing and
pulling at it. The man felt the same size as Harper but younger,
more agile. Harper’s heart hammered as the guy seized Harper’s
nightstick with frightening speed delivering rapid fire blows to
his head, hand, and neck. Harper growled, feeling his grip on his
weapon loosening as the blows came faster, like a jackhammer.
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Twenty-four years of putting your life on the line
ticks down to one defining moment.

"MOFINA'S CLIPPED PROSE READS LIKE
SHORT BURSTS OF GUNFIRE."
- PUBLISHERS WEEKLY

ASHORT STORY FROM THE COLLECTION
DANGEROUS WOMEN & DESPERATE MEN





