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The two gunmen came up behind their intended victims.  Each fired one shot into the back of the heads of the men they were shooting at.  Both victims fell dead in their tracks.  As the killers moved forward to place the bodies in nearby large dumpster, two men and a woman came around the corner, onto the parking lot where the two killers were standing over the bodies.  

The woman gasped.  Two of them started to run, but it was too late.  The two killers turned, then began firing their silenced weapons.  One of the men was hit in the back of the head, and dropped in his tracks.  The woman, who had taken off across the street on the dead run, was shot by both men in the back.  She fell into an alley on the other side of the street.  The other man stood transfixed for a few seconds, before he, too, turned to flee.  He was shot in the side of the head by one of the killers.  

One of the killers grumbled, “Son-of-a-bitch.  Let’s round them up.  We better put them in the trunk of our car.  We’ll dump the brothers in the dumpsters, like we were gonna do in the first place.”

“Why not put them all in the dumpsters?”

“Just do what I said, dammit.”

As he spoke, he went for one of the late-arriving men.  He picked him up, then took him to their car.  On the way, he used his key fob to unlock his door.  He dropped the body near the trunk, then went to the driver’s side of the car, to push the trunk release.  By the time he was putting that body in the trunk, the other killer had the second man.  While he put him in the trunk also, the one giving orders sighed, “Now get the dame.  I’ll get the brothers into the dumpsters.  Hurry it along.  The damned trash truck is due within the next ten minutes.”

The second killer darted across the street after a car drove past.  When he picked up the woman, he smelled an odor.  It was unmistakably due to the release of urine, and a not untypical failure of the bowels.

While he knew those two odors, he failed to hear the slight exhale of breath of the wino, who had eased further into the shadows from where he had witnessed the five killings—it was his bowels that had given way, as had his bladder. 

When the second killer got back to the car, his partner had already dumped the two original targets into the dumpster, which was less than three feet from where the two had fallen in death.  As he put the woman into the trunk, with the other killer standing by ready to close the trunk lid, he muttered, “Damned gal crapped and peed herself.”

The other killer shook his head.  “I don’t smell anything.  You sure?”

“Well, I sure could smell it over there where I picked her up—but now you mention it, I don’t smell it anymore.”  He put his head down close to the woman’s buttocks as he added, “Damn—she smells okay.  What in the hell?” 

The other killer wasn’t happy.  “I sure hope you’re not tellin’ me someone else was over there you didn’t see.  We better go look,” as he slammed the trunk lid shut.  

By the time they got there, the wino was long gone, but had left a good bit of the odor he caused behind.  They followed the scent until it faded.  The killer giving orders frowned.  “Crap.  Okay...let’s get out of here.  We’ll have to hope whoever it was didn’t see too much—or is in no shape to report what he saw.  Guy craps himself and pisses himself—probably some old wino.  He’ll be too scared to say anything to anyone.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Well then, what the hell do you want to do?  You go ahead...follow this crap and piss.  You find the guy.  I’m getting out of here with the bodies in our trunk.”

“All right...I think I will.  You come back at the far end of this alley in an hour for me.  I might get lucky.”

“Yeah...like you did with the midget you put the moves on—you pervert.”

“Go to hell.”

“More-n-likely.  I’ll be back for you in an hour.”

***
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It was more like two hours before he returned.  When he did, he spotted his companion at the end of the alley, so he pulled to a stop.  When the other killer got in, he asked, “Where the hell have you been?”

“Disposing of the three bodies in three different locations—not far apart.”

“Why?  When the cops find ‘em, they’ll soon know from ballistics all three were killed at the same time.  We both hit the gal—one of the guys, too.”

“I know—just want to confuse the issue somewhat.”

“Oh, hell.  Back to why not just putting ‘em in the dumpster.”

“Because, my friend, we were told the guy at the landfill is expecting to get two bodies.  He gets five bodies, he’ll pass the information along.  I’d just as soon not let our employers know we had a messy operation.”

“Oh.  Now you’re makin’ some sense.”

“Thank you so much for your approval.  Let’s just hope nobody else ever makes the connection.  Now about the drunk you went after—what’s the story there?”

“Couldn’t find him.  Did find two turds he must have shaken down his pant’s leg, though.  They were near where he went down another side alley.  No way to find him.”

“Damn.  Well, this is turning out to be more of a mess than we had planned on.  About the only thing we can do is report in.  We’ll just lie...say it went without a hitch.  We better hope nothing ever comes up to put lie to it, or we might be the next to go.”

“Yeah, I know.”

***
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Six hours later, as LAPD Homicide Detective, Lieutenant Elmer Bader, arrived at work.  He was getting a cup of coffee when his Captain, Gordon Bergmann, came out of his office.  “Got one for you and Bert, Elmer.”  

Elmer held out his hand, to take a piece of paper with details on the case.

Elmer looked it over.  “Okay—on our way.  Come on, Bert.”

Homicide Detective Bert Smitty, Elmer’s new partner, got up, then hurried to catch up with Elmer, who was already headed to his car.  After reaching the car, Elmer got behind the wheel, and Bert got in on the passenger side.  As they drove off, Elmer handed Bert the piece of paper.  “The uniforms on the scene report it looks like a drop job—no signs of blood in the area around the body.  These are always fun, Bert.  We’ll have squat for physical evidence to work with, beyond ballistics.  When we get there, you start checking the immediate area, look for any possible surveillance cameras.  Maybe you can find one that might have gotten a picture of the guy (or guys) dumping the body.”

“Got it.  Anything else?”

“Oh, yeah—we’ll go through the routine of asking the uniforms to canvas the immediate area, looking to see if the shooting was done nearby.  Never is on a dump job, but one of the things we should do anyhow.  I’ll take care of it.”

Bert just nodded as he sat in silence.  This was not the first time Bert thought how lucky he was to start out in Homicide, working with Elmer.  He was one of two detectives new to Homicide.  The other one, Detective Jonathan Cartwright, had been assigned to Elmer’s former partner, Homicide Detective Sergeant Alan Evans.  Alan was thought by everyone in Homicide as ready to be the lead investigator on his own team so had been assigned Cartwright, while Bert had been assigned to Elmer for training and education.

As Bert was wool gathering, Elmer reached the location of the body, and pulled to a stop.  He was happy to see Raymond Clayton there.  Raymond was a uniformed Sergeant—one of the best according to Elmer.  As soon as the car stopped, Bert got out to go in search of any surveillance cameras in the area, while Elmer went to Raymond, and shook his hand as they exchanged greetings.  He smiled, “Should have figured when the information we got indicated a drop job, it would be you.  What’ve you got?”

“Well, you ain’t gonna like it Elmer...guy’s a sailor.  From his I.D., it looks like he’s some sort of special sailor.  In addition to his military I.D., he’s got a security pass you gotta see.”

Elmer raised his eyebrows, and took the information from Raymond.  He whistled, and immediately took out his cell phone to call NCIS Special Agent Greg Noonan, an old friend he had worked a rather difficult case with almost three years earlier.  “Greg, you better get over here where I’m at.  Got a body here belonging to a First Class Petty Officer.  His name is Elliot Higgins.  He’s a First Class Intelligence Specialist, according to his I.D.  He’s got one high-as-hell security pass.”

“Crap—on my way.  Where are you?”

Elmer told him, then added, “May as well bring your people—M.E., et cetera.”

“You turning this one over to me again so easily?  Scares the hell outta me, after the last one.”

“Yeah—me, too.  I’ll start my normal routine around here looking for things, but the uniform on the site says it looks to be a dump job.  He’s one of our sharpest.  I’ll have more for you by the time you get here.  So long.”

“Yeah—see ya.”

Elmer put his phone away, and looked at Raymond.  “Since you’re here, I’m assuming you’ve got some of your people out scouting around for what we both know you’re not gonna find?”

“Yeah—got six guys out looking for the needle in the haystack.  Come take a look at the body...no doubt it’s a dump job.  Want me to call off our M.E.?”

“Yeah—thanks.”

His idea was a bit late-hatched, as a Los Angeles Assistant Medical Examiner arrived, before the call to cancel the trip took effect.  By then Elmer had looked at the body and had seen nothing around the area, so immediately concurred in Raymond’s assessment of the situation.  After sending their Medical Examiner on his way, Elmer asked, “How is it you’re out here in the first place, Ray?”

“One of my guys has a few brains.  After seeing the I.D. info, he called me.”

“You’re getting these guys trained pretty well for an aging Sergeant.”

“Of all the damned back-handed compliments I’ve ever heard, Elmer.  I think I liked you better as a Sergeant.”

Both men chuckled, then stood around chatting—but not for long.  One of the uniformed officers came up to his Sergeant at almost a dead run.  He excitedly blurted out, “Sarge, we found another body.  I did a fast check—same deal...Navy with one of those security passes.”

Elmer and Raymond looked at each other.  Elmer sighed, “You go—I’ll stay here to wait on NCIS.  I’m thinking we better expand our area search...just in case.”

“You want me to get more men called in?”

“Wouldn’t hurt.”

As Raymond and his man hurried off, Elmer took out his cell phone and called Greg back.  When told another sailor had been found dead, Greg told Elmer he was only minutes away.  He also let Elmer know he had his team with him, so they could help with the expanded search of the area. 

Elmer walked from the small alley where the body was, and looked around for Bert.  When he spotted his partner, Elmer whistled, before he waved Bert to him.  Bert and Greg arrived where Elmer was standing at almost the same time.  Bert had been a uniformed officer when he worked a case with Elmer and Greg for several months, so he and Greg knew each other.  The case had boosted Bert’s standing in the department, ultimately leading to him becoming a detective.  After Greg and Elmer shook hands, Elmer tilted his head toward Bert, “Greg, you remember Bert Smitty, I’m sure.  He’s my new partner.  Alan is training another new guy, too.”

Greg shook hands with Bert, and congratulated him on having become a detective.  At the same time, Elmer was shaking hands with two of the NCIS agents with Greg, Tom Lanham, and John Slattery, who had worked the same case. 

Greg pointed, “Elmer, this other fellow is Agent Charles Vestal—‘Chuck’ to his friends.  Chuck, these fellas are Elmer Bader and Bert Smitty.  Elmer’s now a Detective Lieutenant.  Bert is a new detective...both with Homicide.  I worked with them on the Admiral Cummings murder.  Consider them friends...I do.”

Both Elmer and Bert shook hands with Chuck, before Elmer asked Greg, “When is Annie due back from the deep, dark blue seas?”

Annie Mundy had been Annie Rosedale, part of Greg’s NCIS team, during their past case together.  She subsequently met, then married a chauffer/bodyguard for Red Grassi.  Red was a friend of Elmer’s.  Elmer and his old partner Alan had rescued Red’s daughter Julie.  Julie, during the Cummings case, had married John Slattery.

“She’s got another two or three months yet on her Cruiser.  Then it’s John’s turn to hit the waves.  Chuck is staying with me until John’s back, then his turn at sea.”

Elmer grinned and looked at John. “So you’re gonna go off to leave my poor Julie home alone?  Shame on you.”

“She can use a break from me.  She says I’m getting too big for my britches after a case last year.  Some idiot got the idea I was a hero or something.”

Greg joked, “Elmer knows all about the case, dodo.  In case you forgot, I was the one who labeled you a hero...like the fool I am.”

Greg and his team had tracked down a man who found it fun to rape lady personnel of the Navy.  When they found him, he was holding a female Commander captive.  He was about to kill her in a cave where he had been raping the women.  It was thirty feet below a ridge above.  John had tied a rope around a stump and swung down, killing the rapist as he swung past the cave entrance, then somehow managed to jump into the cave as he swung back.  He had tied the rope around the Commander before Greg, Tom, and Annie—still with the team at the time—had pulled her up.  They did the same with John after the rope was lowered back to him.  Only later had they found out there was a narrow path the rapist had used to get to and from the cave.  

Elmer nodded, “Yeah, John—Greg sent me pictures of your cave, as well as the ravine below.  I wouldn’t have done what you did.”

John shrugged, “Well, we were all afraid he’d just kill the Commander.  Figured he probably had an escape plan, so why fool around?”

Greg held up his hand.  “Okay, enough.  Elmer, what have you got...besides what you told me on the phone?”

Elmer explained what he knew of the case.  He handed Elliot Higgins’ I.D. information to Greg, too.  As he did, he added, “Don’t know squat about the other body found.  After you check this one over, we can mosey over that way.”

The NCIS Medical Examiner was already with the body of Elliot Higgins.  He looked up at Greg as everyone in the group moved toward him.  “Shot once in the head...then dumped here, Greg.”

Greg nodded, “John, grab some pictures, then head where, Elmer?”

Elmer pointed down the street.  “Another alley, I guess—our uniforms went down that way.”

Greg followed Elmer and Bert, with Tom and Chuck close behind.  Just as they reached the alley where the second body had been found, another uniformed officer hurried toward them, and asked where Sergeant Clayton was. 

Elmer sighed knowingly, as he pointed down the alley to where Raymond stood with two other uniformed officers, who were looking around the area surrounding the second body.  The new arrival shouted, “Sarge—found another one.  Same deal.”

***
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The second body was Second Class Intelligence Specialist Petty Officer Herman Crenshaw.  The third body was Second Class Intelligence Specialist Petty Officer Barbara Higgins, the wife of Elliot Higgins.  When all three bodies were loaded up in the Medical Examiner’s van—before it left for NCIS Headquarters, Los Angeles—the scenes had been thoroughly searched.  After the uniformed officers had all departed, Elmer and Greg put their heads together.  

Elmer patted Greg on the shoulder, “Okay, pal—same deal as last time.  Your case—but I’ll do my usual bit of tire kicking.  Let me know what you come up with as far as ballistics, et cetera—but otherwise, give me a buzz if you need anything.  Wait, hold on.  You want some help checking out surveillance cameras, Bert and I have the time...got nothing else on our plate right now.  Bert, you spot anything?”

After explaining to Greg what he had been doing, Bert added, “Nothing I think that’ll be of any use.  As you can see, this is a light industrial area.  Most of the cameras I spotted were concerned with their entrances—not gonna be much help.”

Greg nodded, “Okay.  Thanks for the offer, Elmer, but we’ll take it.”
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Back in his office, Elmer reported in to Gordon.  “Turned it over to NCIS, Gordo.  In case you haven’t heard, there were two more dumped bodies...both also Naval personnel.  All three had top security clearances.  Seems like this is strictly a Navy deal—especially due to those clearances.  Bert and I will do our due diligence, but I’ve a feeling this case could be a pip.  Greg Noonan over at NCIS is gonna have to go down the trail of a possible connection with intelligence, but there were no signs of torture on the bodies.  I have a hunch—but we’ll just have to wait and see what develops.”

“What hunch?”

“They stumbled onto something they weren’t supposed to see...got shot for their efforts.  In which case, it might wind up back with us...or at least partially.”

“Okay, I know better than to question your instincts or methods.  Since we are for some reason pretty slow right now, have at it.  Good luck.”

Elmer thanked Gordon, before going back to his desk, which faced Bert’s.  Bert was working on their preliminary report, like Elmer had instructed him to do before talking with Gordon.  As he sat down, Elmer glanced at Bert.  “How goes it?”

“Oh, good—about done, Elmer.  What do we do now?”

“Go kick tires.”

“Well, at least I now know what you mean when you talk about kicking tires.  We got pictures of the victims?”

“Good question, Bert...you’re learning.  We will have some shortly, if I don’t miss my guess...along with ballistics on the killing slugs.  Greg is good about getting stuff over to me.  We, in turn, are good about getting stuff to him...or anyone else we’re working a case with.  Communication has to be a two-way street to be successful.”

Bert nodded as went back to his report, while across the room Jonathan Cartwright pounded his fist on his desk.  “No way, Alan.”

Elmer looked at Alan.  He knew Alan well enough to be able to tell smoke was coming out of his brother-in-law’s ears.  “Detective Cartwright—it was not a simple request...it was a direct order.  Now get to it, immediately.”

A few other heads bobbed up at the tone in Alan’s voice  Undaunted, Cartwright, who had a chip on his shoulder since arriving in Homicide from undercover drug enforcement work, shot back, “Look, Detective Sergeant Evans—if you want to waste time looking at the widow of a murder victim by checking out her background, do it yourself.  She had nothing to do with her husband’s murder.”

Both Homicide Detective Lieutenant Reggie Wilcox—Gordon’s number two man in the department on day shifts—and Elmer got up.  They headed toward the two combatants.  Reggie—like Bert, an African American—had an idea what the root cause of Cartwright’s displeasure was.  He was right.  Cartwright had come into Homicide at the same time as Bert, but he was senior to him.  He had wanted to be teamed with the great Elmer Bader...not his discarded ex-partner.  He resented the fact a black man with less seniority than him had gotten the ‘plum’ of a partner. 

When Alan saw Reggie and Elmer heading his way, he held up his hand as he looked at Cartwright.  “You may think the widow is completely innocent...perhaps I do, too.  However, in this department we do not dismiss the possibility until we have totally investigated all avenues.  Now, do as I told you—or face immediate suspension.”  

Detective Cartwright stomped out of the area.  Alan took a deep breath, then exhaled, as he saw Gordon coming out of his office to see what the situation was.  Elmer had closed the door to Gordon’s office on the way out, so Gordon had not heard the exchange.  However, he saw Elmer and Reggie heading toward Alan and Cartwright, with purpose to their movements.  After Cartwright stomped off, he wanted to know what was going on.  He walked toward Alan.  “We got a problem out here, Alan?”

“I hope not, Gordon.  Just a bit of poor communication...I hope.”

Gordon shook his head.  “You just used two ‘hopes’ in the same breath.  Wilcox, Bader—my office now...please.”

Reggie and Elmer exchanged glances as they followed Gordon into his office.  Elmer, last through the door, shut it before they all sat down.  Gordon asked, “Well?”

Elmer—sure Reggie felt the same way about Cartwright as he did, and also wanting to save Reggie from mentioning race—spoke up.  “Cartwright is wrong for this assignment, Gordo...maybe wrong for LAPD.  When he and Bert came in at the same time, and he found out Bert was going to be my partner, I could tell he was disappointed.  I hoped it was simply a matter of wanting to be with the more senior detective.  I took the time to take him aside, within a few days, to explain I had made the decision as to who my new partner would be.  I explained Bert and I had a history.  Also, since he—Cartwright—was the more experienced detective, it was a better fit to have him with Alan, who would be burdened more than me with trying to teach and work cases at the same time.  I have the gut feeling Bert being black enters into it somewhat.  And his chilly, arms-length approach to Reggie has not gone unnoticed.”

Gordon nodded, and looked at Reggie, “You agree?”

“Afraid so, Gordon.”

“Okay, guys, I, too, agree.  I don’t think he belongs in Homicide.  I’ve picked up on a few other things I don’t like about him.  I know the scuttlebutt around the office is I got Cartwright forced down my throat by the Chief of Detectives.  It’s not totally without merit...though forced is a bit strong.  It was suggested to me by Chief Longfellow that he would like to see Cartwright get a chance in Homicide.  I checked with his Captain over at drug enforcement.  He had mixed things to say.  I took the gamble on him, in spite of it.  Should I get him out of here now—or wait for Alan to come to me?”

Elmer tilted his head back for a second.  “Wait...Alan’s a big boy.  He might even be able to turn Cartwright into something.  If not, he will come to you with sound reasons for getting rid of him...something a bit more than the three of us have to hit the illustrious Chief of Detectives with at the present time.”

Gordon nodded, and smiled, “Okay, guys—back to work.  Elmer, thanks for covering for Reggie, by not making him say what you did.  But you should know if he had, I would have taken it just as well as I did from you.  I have complete trust in you, Reggie.  You tell me we may have a black white issue, I will trust you.”

“I know, Gordon—but I also thank Elmer for speaking first. So if we have to discuss it later with his lordship, we can all say it didn’t come from me.”

While all three men had a degree of respect for Chief of Detectives Huey Longfellow, all three—as well as most of the other detectives in the department—felt he was more than just a bit full of himself at times...most times.  With both Elmer and Reggie now knowing the great man had “suggested” to Gordon that Cartwright would be a fine addition to Homicide, they knew getting rid of Cartwright might not be an easy thing to accomplish.  All three men knew Elmer would wind up being the driving force if push came to shove, because no matter how aloof the Chief of Detective could be at times, he knew what he had in Elmer Bader.  He knew the profound respect Elmer had in many corners of power...as well as with the media.

Gordon flipped his hand as both Reggie and Elmer got up and left the office.  When Elmer got back to his desk, Bert handed him some material, neatly placed in a folder, “The stuff from NCIS.”

Elmer nodded, then looked it over carefully.  The ballistics report showed two silenced Berretta nine-millimeter pistols had been used to kill the three sailors.  The report also estimated the two men had been killed from about twenty-five feet, while the woman had been shot from a distance of nearly forty feet, then again from a distance of fifty feet.  When Elmer finished the report, he looked at Bert.  “What does this information tell you?”

“Two pros did the murders.  Both from the weapons they used, and because they took out the men first, then the woman.”

“Go to the head of the class, Detective Smitty,” Elmer said, as he smiled while he took the three pictures out of the folder.  He handed them to Bert while adding, “Now please—be so kind as to get several copies of these made.”

Bert smiled, handed Elmer another folder, plus the three pictures back.  “Done and done...twenty five copies of each.”

“You are on your toes, Bert.  Nice thinking.  Let’s hit it before the explosion coming between Alan and Cartwright goes off.”

Elmer and Bert were soon in Elmer’s car.  They were proceeding toward their agreed first stop, after they had discussed which area of Los Angeles they would start on.  They had also agreed on who the first confidential informer they would talk to would be.  The informant was one of Bert’s. 

***
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Even before they reached their first stop, Detective Cartwright returned to his desk and gave Alan a dirty look.  “Nothing on her.”

“Fine—now dig into your prime suspect, and see what you can find there.”

Cartwright just nodded, as Alan got up then left the area.  He went to the record’s area of the central computer section to do his own research on the widow.  While he didn’t really feel she was much of a suspect, he knew Cartwright would have done a sloppy job in researching her, since he was convinced she was—beyond all doubt—totally innocent.  

After Alan found nothing local on her, he expanded his search to the entire state of California.  When that turned up nothing, he expanded his search after finding out that her previous driver’s license had been issued in Illinois.  When he ran her Social Security number along with other pertinent information at hand, he found what Cartwright could have found, with a bit more effort.  The woman’s first husband had been murdered ten years earlier.  The case was still open, though Alan had no doubt he would find it to be a cold case.  

With a bit more digging, he found out who the two investigating detectives had been, then placed a call to the Chicago precinct they had been assigned to.  In short order he found out one of the detectives had retired, while the other one now worked in the office of Chicago’s Chief of Detectives.  It took him two more calls to be connected to the detective he sought.  He had a nice long talk with the detective, who remembered the case well, in spite of the long time since the Chicago murder.  

Alan was told the now-retired detective had always leaned toward the wife as a real possibility, while the detective Alan was speaking to was less sure about her.  He did admit there was a real possibility she had been involved—but no proof of it could ever be found.  At the end of the call, Alan thanked the Chicago detective, before he started writing up what he had found, in addition to the matters of record he had found.  

By the time he was finished, it was past noon.  When he went back to his desk, he discovered Cartwright had gone to lunch.  Alan thought about eating, also, but opted to get his information in the clearest possible shape he could, before he went in to see Captain Bergmann, who had returned from his own lunch.  He handed his file on the wife to Gordon, who read it carefully.  “Well, this certainly indicates she must be your prime suspect.  What do you propose to do about it?”

“Well, Detective Cartwright is still at lunch, so I guess I’ll just hang around until he comes back, let him read this, then try to explain to him why the half-assed job he did in researching her might well have let a killer off the hook, without ever having been looked at carefully.  After doing my best to educate him, we’ll go speak to the lady in question—or do you think it might just be better to keep an eye on her for a while?”

“Was me, I’d do the latter.  You talk to her...let her know she’s now the prime suspect, she might have time to cover her tracks, whatever they may be.  We don’t really have enough to get a search warrant.  If we did, you could go in and try to find the weapon—if she’s stupid enough to keep it around.  How did the first husband die?  I mean, gun or something else?”

“Gun...but it was a nine mil.  Ours is a thirty-eight.  The one in Chicago was never found—which surprises nobody.”

“Does she have an alibi?  On our case, I mean.”

“Yes...without offering it as one.  His brother was with her at the time.  In interviewing him, he gave the same story.  He was with her when the call came in about her husband having been killed, only two blocks from home, as he was walking back from the local drugstore.  He chose to walk for the exercise.  But the brother is a bit of a loon, if you ask me.  I’m not sure he’s all there.  Has all the look of someone who had hit drugs too hard.  I got the impression from him, when he was talking about his sister-in-law, that he might be a bit fond of her.  Sorta like I feel about my sister-in-law.”

“No wonder...she’s a fox—but so is your bride.”

“Don’t I know it?  Elmer and I tease a bit about each other’s wife, but all in good fun.  We’re both thrilled at what we have.  I don’t know if he loves Ruth more than I love Beth, or the other way around...but it’s a close call.”

Gordon looked past Alan, out of his office.  “Wandering boy is back.  He just took about an hour and half lunch—but who’s keeping score.”

Alan laughed, took back the file, and stood up.  “Here goes my best effort at trying to teach someone I’m not very sure wants to learn—he knows it all already.”

Gordon just nodded, as Alan left the office and headed back to his desk.  Once there, he called Cartwright over.  He did his best to explain in a civil manner what he had found out...and just how important it was to dig as deeply as possible when checking up on a potential suspect.  In spite of Alan’s soft approach, Cartwright exploded.  He nearly yelled, “This doesn’t mean a damned thing.  All you’ve done is waste a bunch of time and effort trying to make me look bad.  I saw you in there telling daddy Bergmann all about my shortcomings.  This damned woman is innocent...period.  So what if she had the misfortune to have another husband killed?  You talked to the brother...his brother.  He said he was with her the entire time the husband was gone.  What in the hell more do you need, for it to get through your thick skull this dame is not guilty?”

Alan just sat there for a few seconds.  As opened his mouth to speak, Gordon interceded, “Cartwright—in my office now.  Alan, get Reggie to go with you to carry out the plan of action you outlined.”

Alan nodded, “Thanks, Captain.”   He then got up to head over to Reggie, who had taken in the entire episode.

Reggie was already up, putting on his suit jacket, when Alan got to him.  “Come on, pal.  Gordon just gave you a free pass on this deal—good for him.  Tell me what you’ve got in the car.  You drive—your case.  You’re also younger.”

Alan just laughed.  The two men were soon out of the building, driving off.

Long before Alan turned the key in the ignition, Gordon said to Cartwright, with the door to his office closed, “Give me your weapon and badge.  You’re on suspension.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Like hell I can’t.  You do not speak to a superior detective in my shop like you just did, then expect to stay here.  Now give me your damned gun and badge.”

“Do you know who my wife is?”

“No.  Plus which, I don’t give a fat rat’s ass.”

“She is the Chief of Detective’s niece.”

“Well, what a lovely nice piece of information to have.  Thank you.  Now give me your badge and weapon.”

Cartwright thought about just walking out, but managed to think better of it.  He handed over his weapon and badge.  After he did, he stomped out of the office.  When he walked through the room, the other detectives there clapped their hands.  Gordon walked out of his office.  “Okay, guys, I get the message...can it.  He’s gone, won’t be back.”

***
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About the same time, Elmer—totally oblivious of course to the happenings back at Homicide—glanced at his partner.  “Well, Bert, my friend—I think I’ve had enough of this for one day.  Let’s go back to the shop to see if we have a case to work on with some meat on the bones.  I’m thinking we’ll spend a couple hours a day on this, while we try to solve a few murders in the meantime.”

“Sounds good to me.  A person can only show these pictures, and lay out what we’re looking for, to so many people without getting stale.”

“You’re a fast learner.  When a person starts getting stale from saying the same things over and over again, the person they’re talking to picks up on it.  Makes it seem like we’re just going through the motions.  It’s why I always start off with my best C.I.s.  I wonder how Alan and friend Cartwright are getting along?”

Bert smiled and shook his head, “Don’t know.  But if Cartwright used his head, he could learn quite a bit from Alan.  Your brother-in-law is good people.”
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When Elmer and Bert got back to the office, they noticed several things as they walked in.  Alan, Cartwright, and Reggie were not in the office.  Several of the other detectives gave head jerks in the direction of Gordon’s office.  In his office with Gordon was the Chief of Detectives.  Since more of the other detectives had smiled, Elmer whispered to Bert, “Oh, boy—this doesn’t look good for somebody.  I bet I know who.”

“You think...”

“I think Cartwright is kaput.  I bet Reggie is out on Alan’s case with Alan.  I also predict I will soon be in there with the Chief and Gordo.”

No sooner than those words had been spoken, Gordon looked out at Elmer.  He waved him into his office.  Elmer gave Bert a tap on the arm.  “See you later, partner.”

Bert did his best not to smile, but when he turned his back on Gordon’s office, he did.  He also heard a few chuckles from corners of the office that could not be readily seen or heard from Gordon’s inner office. 

Elmer walked in, re-shut the door—which had been closed—and sat down.  “Hello, Chief Longfellow...Gordon.”

Huey Longfellow looked at Elmer, “What—no ‘Huey’?”

“Not when this has all the earmarks of a serious departmental conversation—so I’m subject to having my arse chewed out...sir.”

The Chief of Detectives asked, “Why would you expect to be chewed out by me, Elmer?”

“For picking Detective Smitty to be my new partner over Detective Cartwright.”

Before the Chief of Detectives could respond, Gordon quickly explained the exact reasoning behind the choice made by Elmer.  Then he added, “I concurred with the decision, as well as the reasoning.  Furthermore, Elmer had the right to pick whom he wanted to pick—with his record, he’s earned the right.”

The Chief of Detectives nodded, “Yes, he has.  Now, however, we are faced with a situation that may need not have occurred.  For your information, Elmer, Gordon has suspended Detective Cartwright.  He did so after hearing Detective Cartwright refuse a lawful order by his superior Detective Sergeant.  On top of which, he behaved in an unacceptable manner to his Captain.  What are your feelings and observations of Detective Cartwright, Elmer?”

“Was up to me, he’d be out of the Department.  He is not of the quality our police officers should be.  Furthermore, I was on the verge of giving him a severe reprimand myself earlier today, but Detective Evans stopped me from doing so.  He indicated he would handle the situation on his own.  Obviously, it didn’t work out too well.”

The Chief of Detective leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling, as though in search of Divine Intervention.  “It would seem the husband of my niece is not well thought of in this Department.”

Elmer thought, “Nice of you to slip that in there, Chief, but no sale,” but said, “No, he isn’t.  He just doesn’t fit in.  Didn’t fit in too well where he came from either.”

“Just how do you know that?”

“I asked—both his superiors in drug enforcement, and some of his co-workers.”

The Chief of Detectives swelled up in indignation.  “That would seem to be the province of your Captain, Lieutenant.  I assume this is why you chose Smitty?”

“No, it had nothing to do with that.  I have been behind Detective Smitty since he was in uniform.  So I wanted to train him myself, when the opportunity presented itself.  There was nothing left for me to teach Detective Sergeant Evans.  Truth be known, he is probably a better Homicide Detective at this time of our careers than I am.  That being the case, I thought it time to train someone else.  I opted for Detective Smitty because I like and trust him.  I think he is a real comer.”

Seeing Elmer’s blood pressure was heading up—and fearing he was close to saying something to damage his career in the eyes of the Chief of Detectives—Gordon raised his hand slightly, “Sir, why don’t you speak to Elmer about what you and I were discussing—about his future here in Homicide?  I will pass the weapon and badge of Detective Cartwright to you.  You can do what you wish.  If you decide to cancel his suspension, I will not object.”

Knowing the subject of Detective Cartwright in Homicide was now a closed issue—unless he wanted to disrupt the best division under his command—the Chief of Detectives nodded, “Very well.  I will take it under advisement.  Now then, Lieutenant—Gordon and I have a proposal for you.  Rather than have you working with a partner, what would you say to going solo, as it were?  With the understanding, of course, that should you feel backup is needed at any time, you would be free to take anyone—or any partnership in the department—with you on any investigation.  You, in this new arrangement, would also be expected to offer assistance to any of the teams in the department, should they feel they need it...or Gordon feels so—or you do.”

Before Elmer could respond, Gordon smiled, “Smitty would be assigned to work with Alan.  This would make you sorta like the Detective Lieutenant who operated alone on the old television show.  Just putter around—solve your cases.”

Elmer raised an eyebrow.  “Just who suggested I ‘putter around’ when working a case?”

Gordon chuckled, “Me.  There are times when you drive me crazy the way you go about things—but you always seem to nab the bad guy in the end.”

The Chief of Detectives nodded, “You, Elmer, have been a thorn in my side for some time, but there is no getting around the fact you have simply the best closure record in the history of Homicide—if such records are kept.”

Gordon joked, “I assure you, sir, they are...unofficially.  Elmer would have to mess up about twenty straight cases to get down to my closure rate...which I always thought was the best ever, before this obstinate soul entered the scene.”

Before Elmer could respond, his cell phone rang.  “Excuse me a few seconds, gentlemen who think so highly of me.”

Then he answered it.  “What do you want, Helen?”

“Nice way to greet an old friend,” (television news reporter) Helen Bledsoe joked.

“I’m getting my ass chewed out, so I’m a bit testy just now.  What?”

“Sorry to hear about your poor booty.  A little birdie told me, while everyone in town was covering the spectacular wreck where the guy went airborne, then flew through a store-front window, you were seen with NCIS, recovering bodies all over town.”

“Their case...you’ll have to give Special Agent Greg Noonan a call.”

“But you’re working it?”

“Oh, I may kick a few tires.  It did happen in Los Angeles.”

“So you’ll let me know if you find anything with your tire kicking?”

“If a gag is not put in my mouth, then covered over with duct tape by Captain Bergmann, the Chief of Detectives...or the Chief of Police—yes.”

“They the ones chewing you out?”

“Two of three.”

“Not the Chief?”

“Correct.  Now I’ve gotta run.  Have a nice day.”

“Yeah—you, too.  Oh, I’m going on vacation for a couple of days—bye.”

When Elmer put away his phone, Gordon—once again trying to protect his ace detective and friend—shook his head.  “Elmer, no one has ‘chewed you out,’ yet—but I’m on the verge of it.  I assume that was your girlfriend, Helen Bledsoe.  If so, I won’t go into department policy on the subject of the media—you seem to do a better job handling the press and electronic media than anyone connected to LAPD.  However, please remember—we have policies on the subject.”

Fully aware Gordon again had his back, Elmer nodded, “Yes, sir.”

Then, before the Chief of Detectives could speak, Gordon reached in his drawer.  He handed the weapon and badge of Detective Cartwright to the Chief of Detectives.  “Here, sir.  As I said before, the ball is now in your court—as long as he doesn’t come back to my shop.”

The Chief of Detectives swelled up, cleared his throat, and then reached for the two items.  “Very well.  Please send his file, with whatever notations you wish, over to my office at your earliest convenience...meaning today.”

Less than happy, the Chief of Detectives left in a bit of a huff.  Both men left behind wished him a nice day, which fell on deaf ears.  When he disappeared from sight, Gordon sighed, “Nice touch, Elmer.  You managed to be just short of a sledgehammer attack.  You had him ready to explode at least twice, that I saw.  In spite of how damned good you are, you really should show a bit more restraint.”

“What the hell did I do?  Never mind—don’t answer.  I hate to admit this, but I like the idea of flying solo, as it was put to me.  I can putter around, as I work cases my way, without having to worry about corrupting my partner—always a concern.  I feel free as a bird.  Seriously, Gordo—I think this can work out.  Let everyone know if they want any help; all they have to do is ask.  Um, you gonna let me borrow Reggie from time to time?”

“Yeah.  Now get out of here.  Oh, tell Bert...and Alan, when you hear from him...about their new partnership.  You can explain it to them better than I want to.”

“You look frazzled, Captain.”

“Get outta here.”

***
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While all that had been going on, Alan and Reggie were sitting about half a block away from the ground-level apartment of the woman they were sure might well have killed her husband...or had it done.  They had been discussing various aspects of the case, and how to approach to the lady.  Both felt a direct approach would result in the weapon being disposed of immediately.  Their conclusion was that if they did confront her, she would have to be watched around the clock, with all her trash being thoroughly gone through, to avoid her getting the bright idea to simply wrap the gun up in a dead fish...or worse.  As they talked, the door of the apartment suddenly opened.  A man came out, after being kissed on the cheek by the widow.  

“This guy is the brother, Reggie.  If my eyes don’t deceive me, he’s got something other than himself under his jacket.”
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