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In my unmarked Crown Vic, I peered through my binoculars, checking for an address.

The car was unmarked for stealth. You know, so it would go unnoticed.

Like my nondescript suit and tie in a neighborhood full of ribbed a-frame t-shirts and wife-beaters. 

Like my hawk nose and sharp jaw and lightly tanned white face. 

Like my short-cut dark brown hair and blue eyes.

I refocused the binocs. 

The house looked like all the other red-bricks up and down the street. Out front was a poured cement stoop with seven steps and a narrow black base-metal railing along one side. The steps led up to a door in peeling brown paint set in a dingy red-brick wall. 

The light bulb in the black metal fixture near the top right corner of the door was busted out, along with the frosted glass globe that used to shield it. There should have been five brass numbers a foot or so below that, but they were long-since gone too. 

Still, I was able to double check the address against the address on either side and the one across the street. That was the main reason for the binoculars. 

I got nothing against exercise, but I never partake unnecessarily. Especially an hour before the end of my shift. An hour before a TV dinner, a beer and a good cigar.

This was the place all right.

I laid the binocs in the passenger seat and tugged on the door handle.

How well my Crown Vic and I fit-in to the neighborhood was reflected up and down the street. 

When I first turned onto the street, there were kids playing in yards, older kids lounging on stoops, parents leaning out second-story windows yelling down to various reprobates. 

But when I stepped out of the car, crickets. You could have heard a hypodermic needle drop. The place looked like a ghost town. 

Okay, so good. No witnesses to canvass.

As I closed the car door behind me, I shook my head, stepped up onto the curb and headed for the stoop. A breeze came up, and dry, dead leaves from the one-tree-per-yard to the west began a migration to the east.

At the top of the stoop, the door hung one-third to one-fourth open on rusted hinges. Which position and which note the hinges made depended on the breeze at the time. It screeched to one-third in one direction, groaned to one-fourth the other.

I wasn’t sure why the door was open at all, but it beat going through the whole knock and announce thing.

I reached across under my jacket and eased my Kimber .45 out of my shoulder holster with my right hand. I kind of wished Joe was here.

Joe Balducci, my regular partner since I moved to the day shift, was on vacation in Florida. Like he needed more sun. But a guy’s gotta have a break now and then, am I right? I ought to be happy for him, layin’ on a beach somewhere suckin’ up margaritas. But the idea wasn’t all that appealing at the moment.

I wasn’t sure when he was due back, but it must be before too long.

‘Course I could have brought a rookie with me. There were three in the bull pen back at the precinct. Only I ain’t big on training newbies. Besides, I was thinkin’ of a little R&R myself. You know, just an extra hour or two. 

So with the day dwindling I talked to the captain. Made some excuse about another case I was working and told him I’d see him tomorrow. 

He just nodded.

As I turned away I announced I was going to the bathroom, which is through the double doors and down the hall from the bull pen. I said it as if it was meant for the captain, but just loud enough so everybody would hear me. And I did make a stop there, but only to grab my jacket from where I’d hung it near a mirror earlier. 

Then I got out of the building by myself, slipped into my department car and drove away. I was still patting myself on the back when dispatch called with this one. 

And here I was.

With my Kimber ready, I put two fingers of my left hand on the door and pushed lightly. “Police,” I said, “Detective Galecki. Anybody home?”

Well, I knew there was somebody home. Dispatch had told me that much by name. Not that she’d say anything. Dead people are notorious for not being responsive. But I announced anyway. It’s usually better to know in advance if the perp’s still around too. And some of ‘em are stupid enough to tell you.

I looked down so I could concentrate on listening. I looked at the threshold, listened for breathing. Or footsteps. Any signs of life. 

Even in a breeze and with leaves rustling by on the sidewalk behind you, you can still hear breathing if you listen. It just takes concentration and a little time.

The threshold was unique. It was really an old rotted one-by, unlacquered and faded to a bland, cracked off-white. The top edges were filed off so the door would close and probably to avoid stubbed toes. But the board didn’t run quite the full width of the opening. No nail heads poking up though.

Then just past the threshold, footprints in the dust. All flat-foot slick or EMT boot soles. Half-sole prints and heel prints. So some going in, some coming out. That was a relief, kind of. Still, it’s better to be sure. I waited. Listened.

After about half a minute there weren’t any sounds coming out of the place. 

I waited long enough to make sure a guy maybe hiding behind the door couldn’t hold his breath any longer. Then with those same two fingers, I pushed the door again. Hard enough this time so it swung back to the wall.

The door moving in caused the interior air to make a rush to get out of the place. 

I couldn’t blame it. Judging from the smell, there weren’t any windows open in the house either. 

That’s good, I guess, so the breeze wouldn’t mess with the evidence, but I screwed up my nose anyway. The place smelled of rat droppings and maybe stuff from bigger rats, and all of it rolled in dust. So it smelled like most of the abandoned buildings like this one in the city. Only amplified by the heat. 

And copper. It smelled of copper. So blood.

The temp outside was only in the mid-80s. In the house with no windows open, it was a little stifling. 

And all of that—heat, stench and all—hung in humidity that was nearly as high as the temp.

I put my left foot over the threshold and glanced to the right. 

There was a window there all right, with probably a quarter-inch of dust on the sill. I’d never seen so much dust. The panes were covered with dust too. They were double-hung and the latch was thrown. But the sun was low enough in the west that it lit the place up pretty good.

Well, I wouldn’t worry about it for now. 

Still no sounds but the breeze outside and the leaves it was sweeping down the street. Definitely no sounds inside, so maybe no complications. 

Maybe I could see to the stiff and still make my TV dinner date.

I put my left hand on the door knob and pushed again just to be sure there was nobody back there. As the door thudded lightly against the wall, I took another step and turned left.

And there she lay. Trixie Burton.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




The air caught in my throat. I was kind of glad Joe wasn’t around to see me gaping.

Really, there was nothing to do but check the area and call the meat wagon. 

Well, and wish she was still alive.

The girl at my feet—well, yeah, she was a woman, I know, only a girl like that you don’t call a woman. A girl like that you call a girl. You know, if you’re a regular guy.

And this girl was all girl. Meaning she was 100% female and loving it. 

Well, up until a little while ago.

I’m betting a paycheck this one didn’t want to be considered “equal” to a man. Meaning she’d get no special treatment, no fawning looks, no doors held open for her. Why lower herself to the status of a man?

Not this one. 

And her public persona bore that out.

According to social media and even the newspapers, Patricia “Trixie” Burton put the life in nightlife. But she wasn’t a floozie. In addition to lesser pursuits, she was a mover on the board of the local Big Sisters organization. 

So the nightlife and the Big Sisters gig were probably the bookends on her biography. But her slender, elegant fingers were dipped in every other social cause from equal pay and health care for the elderly to mentoring special needs kids.

Well, except feminism. She didn’t want any part of that and she regularly said so. It was that whole lowering-herself thing.

This girl knew how special she was, and I’m betting a paycheck she made sure any man with the gumption to make eye contact with her knew it too.

Okay, for one thing, she was a platinum blond. And it was no dye job.

At least there weren’t any roots showing through, which I guess is a dead giveaway. You know, no pun intended.

Her entire body screamed “platinum blond” too. 

Guys will know what I mean. 

Well, women will know what I mean too, maybe even quicker than the guys will. But the women will get huffy about it. Like Trixie being who she is somehow demeans them being them.

Guys? Guys’ll just get a little starry eyed, like that little broad singing about rainbows in that old movie.

But the one thing the other women still have over this one is a pulse. 

They’re still upright, still going places and doing things.

And there she lay.

Maybe the perfect girl. 

Except for that whole lack-of-a-pulse thing.

But that was the only turn-off about her.

On the radio on my way over, I heard six cruisers and three ambulances check out at this destination. 

That confused me momentarily, so I double checked with dispatch. 

I thought maybe I had the address wrong, me being homicide. Why would all those cops and ambulances be at the scene of a single murder? 

I thought maybe I was driving up to a fist fight between two rival gangs that had moved into a parking lot outside a rave club or something. And that’s terrible, I get it. To a civilian, a cop’s a cop. And I’m a cop, so maybe I should be interested. But hey, if there ain’t no dead bodies yet, it ain’t my gig.
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