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Karen Sandler’s CLEAN BURN is a taut, timely thriller ripped from today’s headlines. Blisteringly paced, authentically told, here is a novel that demands to be read in a single sitting. I can’t wait to strap on a side arm and join Watkins for her next case. —James Rollins, New York Times bestselling author of The Eye of God

 

Chilling, engrossing and addicting from page one! Karen Sandler weaves a tight, tense mystery, and with Janelle Watkins gives us an honest, tough, and flawed heroine—I can’t wait to read what comes next for this exciting character. —Brenda Novak, author of When Snow Falls

 

CLEAN BURN is a guilty pleasure. Curl up for a snappy pace, and an ex cop P.I. heroine with attitude and a haunted past. —Lynn Hightower, author of The Piper and The Debt Collector

 


PROLOGUE

 

 

Mama was busy in the alley when the car pulled up to the church next door.

It wasn’t a proper church, not a real place of worship. No towering steeple, no stained glass, nothing but an electronic keyboard for music. The stucco one-story had been a dry cleaners until some prideful mail-order minister came in with a few folding chairs and a podium and declared it a place of God.

Mama knew better. God’s glory didn’t reside in so humble a place as that ramshackle storefront on Sanchez. As His instrument, Mama took it upon herself to purify and clarify God’s message in this place. To make clear the folly of sin.

Which was why she was busy in the alley when the car pulled over to the curb.

Mama shrank back behind the dumpster, squeezing between it and the church wall. She’d worn sturdy shoes and blue jeans to protect her feet and legs. If she was quick with a kick, the rats wouldn’t bother her much.

It was a fancy car, a Mercedes or maybe a Lexus. Shiny silver gray. The passenger side door opened and a girl put her feet out onto the pavement, something cradled in her arms. The girl had skin the color of milk chocolate, and her pretty face was tired and drawn. She looked barely older than Angela, Mama’s thirteen-year-old.

The girl rose carefully and walked toward the front step of the church, holding what looked like a mass of blankets held close to her chest. She looked up and down the street. At one point, Mama thought the girl saw her and she retreated into the shadows and held her breath.

By the time Mama dared look again, the girl had set the bundle down on the steps and was pressing a button beside the door. The girl probably thought that would call the minister, but Mama knew he didn’t stay overnight on Thursdays, which was why Mama was here. He wouldn’t be back until the morning when it would be too late.

After a moment’s hesitation, the girl dashed back to the car. She slipped inside and the car roared off down the street.

Mama counted out ten breaths before she crept out of the alley to the front step of the church. She peeled back the pale pink blankets the girl had left, her hand trembling when she saw the brown stain of blood. Then she saw the milky brown eyes gazing up at her and she couldn’t breathe at all.

It was Lydia.

Tears filled Mama’s eyes as she picked up her infant daughter. Lydia had been gone so long. Mama held the sweet weight close to her breast, praising God, reveling in His magnificence. Confirming the righteousness of Mama’s mission with this gift.

Cradling Lydia against her hip made it harder to finish the work she’d come out to do. But she’d performed the task so often now, she managed it one handed. Then she dashed up Sanchez the two blocks to her apartment.

The next morning, the minister found his church engulfed in flames. By the time the fire department extinguished it, there was nothing left inside but sodden ashes.

 


CHAPTER 1

 

 

9am on a Wednesday morning. While I slurped up a triple­-shot latte in my San Francisco Excelsior district office, the past tapped me on the shoulder with a sledgehammer.

Not to say the past ever left me completely alone. Tommy Phillips made sure of that. Even now, he lurked in the back of my mind, sad-faced and accusatory, the twelve stab wounds in his small body red and lurid in my imagination.

Sometimes, I ignored him, blanking away the image. Sometimes, like now, I let him stay, due penance for my sins.

My very soul screaming for caffeine, I’d gulped a mouthful of latte just as my assistant, Sheri Proud, buzzed me to announce an unexpected visitor. “Ruth Martinez is here.”

The latte burned my tongue as my throat refused to swallow. I set the cup down and my hand crept of its own accord toward the box of matches tucked beside a stack of client files.

I dropped my hand in my lap. “What does she want?”

“To talk to you.” The couldn’t-care-less tone of voice was vintage Sheri, but I’d bet Watkins Investigations’s every last receivable she was itching to know Ruth’s business with me.

I’d just as soon the diminutive Hispanic woman would drop off the face of the earth. Because she’d walk through the door of my office with enough emotional baggage to outfit an around-the-world tour, and a sizeable portion of the contents of those metaphorical suitcases would be given to me.

Without conscious thought, I swept up the box of matches and closed my fingers around it. Okay, I’d hold them. I just wouldn’t open the box.

In my mind’s eye, Tommy just stared at me. He never spoke, but I could imagine him saying, “Yeah, right.”

I turned slightly to block him from my peripheral vision. “Send her in.”

It was too damned early to face bogeymen. I’d run a surveillance the night before, snapping digitals of a sicko creep violating his marital vows with two blonde bimbos. When I crawled home at 2am, exhausted and disgusted, I spent five restless hours in bed entertaining dark dreams.

Sheri opened the door to let Mrs. Martinez into the closet that passed for my office. I clutched the matches tighter, feeling the corners of the box bite into my skin.

The manila folder under Mrs. Martinez’s arm didn’t bode well. I creaked to my feet, gulping back a yip of pain as my left calf cramped. As I shook her hand in greeting, Mrs. Martinez glanced down at my arm. Even though all my secrets were hidden by my long-sleeved T-shirt, I had to resist the impulse to tug the sleeve farther over my wrist.

She’d scarcely aged over the last decade, a little more gray in that jet black hair, the lines in her face a shade deeper. Her waking nightmare fifteen years ago transformed her from a youthful forty-two-year-old to a middle-aged dowager overnight. Her face had marked time since then and only now matched her age.

The gaze of her dark brown eyes strafed me from head to foot. “Janelle, you look like crap.”

No use denying the honest truth. I gestured toward a visitor’s chair wedged in a corner. My desk was jammed into a third corner beside a tiny window with a view of the adjacent building. Still seated, I could turn from my desk to rifle through the filing cabinet that occupied the final corner. In desperation, I could brew my own java in the geriatric Mr. Coffee that sat on top of the filing cabinet.

Mrs. Martinez ignored the chair, instead squeezing past me to examine the photo gallery I’d posted on the scrap of wall between desk and filing cabinet. A bittersweet reminder of my days with the San Francisco Police Department, the faces of my successes smiled at me from school photos framed in cheap plastic. Underneath the pictures of smiling boys and girls, their name and a date, when I’d found them and reunited them with their parents.

Not always unscarred, physically or mentally. But alive at least and back in loving arms.

Mrs. Martinez zeroed in on the sweet young face of a dark-haired girl. Touched a finger to the tacky plastic frame.

“How is Teresa?” I asked.

“Married last year. Which you ought to know since I sent you an invitation.”

Those canny eyes spotted the framed photo face down on my desk. Before I could scoop it into a drawer, she snatched it up, gazed down at the smiling towhead.

“Tommy Phillips,” she said softly.

I wanted to shut my eyes, to forever banish that face from my consciousness. Why did I keep the damn photo anyway?

Mrs. Martinez set Tommy’s picture back on my desk and edged past me again. We seated ourselves and she set the folder in front of me.

No way I was stepping into that briar patch. I slid the folder toward her. “I handle domestic cases now, cheating spouses, that sort of thing.”

She slid it back, opened it. The sweet face that smiled up at me from the folder could have been one of those hanging on my wall. “His name is Enrique Lopez,” Mrs. Martinez said. “And he’s missing.”

My fingers prickled with the urge to open the matches still cupped in my hand. “My office isn’t equipped to handle the missing kids cases.”

Mrs. Martinez barreled on ahead. “Enrique’s three and a half. One of my Head Start clients. His mother was an addict, coke at first, then meth. Clean off and on, but she was on the drugs more than off. Felicia tried, but she was stuck in the Tenderloin with all the other addicts on Jones Street.”

“I know a great PI who can help you, Sheri will get her number for you.” I said it loud enough for Sheri to hear me through the paper-thin dividing wall.

“About four months ago Felicia told me she’d be sending Enrique to her mother, that she’d found a rehab facility that would take her. She had it all worked out.” Mrs. Martinez finally took a breath. “A month later, I go down to her apartment to check on her.”

Damn, this woman had cojones. I tended to avoid that part of the Tenderloin. If I had to traverse Jones or Eddy Street, it was in my car with doors locked, praying for green lights.

But Ruth Martinez had shown her mettle fifteen years ago when her seven-year-old daughter, Teresa, was kid­napped. Tempered in that forge, she wouldn’t back down from anything if it involved someone she cared about.

“I find out from one of her sleazy buddies Felicia died of a drug overdose a few weeks before. No sign of Enrique.”

I blanked out the image of that small boy abandoned in his apartment, sobbing over his dead mother’s body. “Social services got there before you. He’s probably in foster care.’’

“Social services has no record of him. The landlord found everything still in the apartment—Enrique’s clothes, his toys, his blankie. Vandals had set fire to the sofa, but all the boy’s things were still there.”

“Then he’s safe with his grandma,” I told her. “Give me her number. I’ll call her for you.”

“Don’t you think I tried that?” Mrs. Martinez speared me with that knife-sharp glare. “It was a cell number. It belongs to someone else now.”

I forced myself to maintain eye contact as I shut Enrique’s folder. “Sheri will give you Patti’s number. She’s a fantastic investigator. The best.” I held the folder out to her.

She didn’t take it. “I’d go see the grandmother myself if I could, but my dad’s got the Alzheimer’s now. I take care of him. I don’t know when I’d be able to get to Greenville.”

A chill burned down my spine, roiled my stomach. “Greenville.”

“That’s where the grandmother lived. It’s up in the foothills,” she told me helpfully. “Off Highway 50.”

“I know where it is.” Sixty miles west of South Lake Tahoe. A locale that featured prominently in my nightmares.

“The grandmother’s last name is Lopez, same as her daughter. I don’t have a first name.” Mrs. Martinez rooted around in her purse. “I won’t be able to pay you until Friday, but I have an extra twenty I could...”

As if I’d take money from her. “Let me call Patti. She owes me a few favors. I’m sure she’ll do some pro bono work for you.”

“I don’t know this Patti. I know you. You found my Teresa. You found those others.” She gestured at my gallery.

She’d propped Tommy’s photo up, angled toward me. He grinned, maybe one of the last happy moments of his short life.

“I haven’t done that kind of work in years. Patti would be better at it.”

“Please, Janelle.” Her face softened into a vulnerability that frightened me even more than her unshakeable self- assurance. “I know he’s not my responsibility anymore. But there was something about him—maybe because he reminds me of my Teresa, what happened to her. I just can’t let him go.”

The impossibility of saying no left me breathless. Yet saying yes brought its own agony. There was no way I could jump into another investigation of a missing child without revisiting the emotional landmine of my failure with Tommy.

“Let me make a few phone calls, poke around on the Web,” I said finally, hedging. “See what I can find out.” Who needed the legwork to Greenville with the internet close at hand?

As I walked Mrs. Martinez out, her gratitude sent off knives of guilt into me—the freeform variety with no discernible source. I’d quit SFPD because a friendly-fire bullet in my left calf, and the surgeries that followed, had chained me permanently to a desk. But even before that rookie’s dropped gun sent a hollow .22 through muscles, nerves and bones, Tommy’s death had sent me on a downward spiral. I was spending far too much time contemplating the damage a Sig Sauer P229 could do to the back of my head.

I was arranging the particularly juicy shots of last night’s freak show when Sheri came in without bothering to knock. I kept my eyes glued to my computer screen. “Pretty busy here.”

Young, black and drop-dead gorgeous, Sheri didn’t suffer fools gladly. Scary smart and the daughter of a judge, she was only biding her time with me until she graduated law school at Hastings, when the world would kneel at her feet.

Sheri loitering in my doorway like a supplicant didn’t auger well. I tried to keep my focus on my laptop display, but with a six-foot-one goddess looming over me, my attention finally strayed.

“What?” I asked, one hand still on the keyboard.

“You’re going to track down that kid for Mrs. Martinez?”

“Just making a few phone calls.” Although I’d already compiled a mental list of databases I’d search and the connections at Social Services I’d tap.

“What about Mrs. Madison?”

My brain chugged along for several moments trying to recall which client she was. The wife of the guy who dated cheerleaders? Or the one whose husband had absconded with his secretary and all the marital assets?

Sheri’s glower finally jiggled the right brain cells. “Your mother’s friend,” I said.

“You passed her off to Patti two months ago. Didn’t want to be bothered investigating it yourself.” Sheri drew herself up, growing an inch in her Prada flats. “James is still missing.”

I remembered Glenda Madison now—a petite black woman in her late thirties. A teacher at the middle school where Sheri’s mother was principal.

“If Patti came up empty, there probably isn’t much I can do.”

“Just talk to her again. Maybe there’s something Patti missed.”

A burning erupted in my gut, crawled its way up my throat. “You know damn well why I can’t do that.”

But Sheri had little patience for my ugly history and nasty scars, emotional or otherwise. “It’s been six years, Janelle. It’s time you stopped treating that dead little boy like a damn albatross around your neck.”

That’s what a college education gets you, a snotty attitude and Samuel Taylor Coleridge references. Even though she was right about Tommy, that wasn’t why I considered giving in. Sheri, once she sank her teeth into something, had more perseverance than a pit bull. If I said no now, it wouldn’t be the end of it.

“Can she come by late this afternoon?” I asked. “I should get back from the Inman surveillance by four.”

I’d like to say Sheri skipped off, happy as a clam that I’d seen the light. But she still eyed me with suspicion. “She’ll be here.”

The surveillance went as well as could be expected. I wasn’t made by the target, I got plenty of photos and only had to limp along on my gimpy leg two blocks to and from the BART transit station. I was downloading photos of Mr. Inman feeling up the Other Woman when Sheri announced the arrival of Mrs. Madison.

She was well dressed in a decent quality, but not expensive suit, her hair soft and feminine around her dark face. She toted a large, practical handbag with a manila envelope peeking out.

She shook my hand. “I’m Glenda Madison. We spoke a while ago about my son, James.”

I gestured her toward the guest chair. “How long has he been missing now?”

She took the envelope from her purse, then seated herself. “Since December 29th.”

Three months ago. A stone cold trail. “If Patti couldn’t help you, I’m not sure what I can do.”

“The police won’t do anything. They say he’s a runaway.”

And he probably was. “Tell me again what happened.”

Mrs. Madison clutched the envelope to her middle. “He was having a hard patch with his stepfather and they weren’t getting along. They fought over a New Year’s Eve party James wanted to attend. My husband lost his temper and James ran out of the house.”

Tears shone in her dark eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. “He was last seen at an Arco station in Emeryville.” She took in a shaky breath. “It was the middle of the day, so I thought he’d be okay. That he’d come back when he cooled off.”

“You have to understand, as long as it’s been, there’s probably not much I can do.”

Before I could stop her, she spilled the contents of the manila envelope on my desk. She pointed to the top photo. “This is James’s first baby picture.”

I stared for a moment at the scrunch-faced infant in a hospital cap. “Mrs. Madison...”

Setting aside the baby picture, she indicated the next in the stack. “Here’s James at his first birthday party.” Whipped cream frosting smeared across a grinning toddler face. “Here’s his kindergarten picture.” Tossing that on top of the first two, then held out a folded crayon-scrawled piece of construction paper. “That’s his first Mother’s Day card.”

As her hand trembled, glitter floated from the construction paper onto my desk. She carefully slipped the keepsake back in the manila envelope and held out two small plastic bags. “Here’s the first tooth he lost. That’s hair from his first haircut.”

I stared at the white enamel fragment and the curls of black hair. Sweet baby James smiled up at me from my desk.

She put away the artifacts of James’s babyhood. “He’s eleven years old and an A student in school.” She handed over a report card, followed by an eight-by-ten of a grinning boy with his mother’s eyes.

“The police won’t do anything/’ she repeated. “No one else cares. Even my own husband thinks he’s dead.”

She wouldn’t want to hear the truth, but I had to deliver it anyway. “You might have to accept that he is, Mrs. Madison. A kid like him, unprepared for life on the streets, it’s a reasonable conclusion.”

Her fingers crumpled the edges of the envelope. “But Sheri says you found so many children.” She glanced up at my photo gallery. “All those kids. She said if anyone could find my James, you could.”

I contemplated all the ways I would torture Sheri before I killed her. I had no magic bullet to finding lost kids. It took time and damn hard work, the kind of energy already expended by Patti and the police. To say no would crush Mrs. Madison, to say yes would fill her full of cruel hope.

But her silent plea stabbed me more deeply than the final cut to Tommy’s small chest. I would hate myself later—hell, I already hated myself—but I nodded. “Let me see what I can do.”

The tears did spill from her eyes then, despite the tremulous smile on her face. I closed my ears to her thank yous as I rose to escort her from my office, focusing instead on the slash of pain in my calf.

Mrs. Madison let me keep the photos, scanned copies of the originals. I stuffed them into Enrique’s file folder, then dropped into my chair, slapping shut the lid of my laptop. Sheri still lurked in the outer office, but I didn’t give a damn. I grabbed a fresh box of matches from my drawer—I’d gone through the others riding BART to my surveillance—and dumped them on my desk.

The temptation to light them all at once surged through me, never mind the tinderbox status of the rattletrap building I leased space in. I hadn’t given in to that impulse since my teen years, had grown a little maturity along the way. And with Sheri only feet away, I would have to save my other, more perverse habit for later.

I picked up a match and with a deft twist of the wrist snapped off the head. The sin of cowardice. I still lived in terror of the evils from my childhood, even though my own personal monster was dead.

I set the head to my right, the stick to my left, and picked up another. Snap. The sin of guilt. When I lacked the courage to do, I justified my inactivity with remorse. All these years chasing philandering husbands when I could have saved lives.

Snap. The sin of despair. I clung to blackness the way others clung to faith. Because it was easier than to hope.

I went through the entire box of thirty-two. When I exhausted my transgressions, I continued to decapitate matches until all the blue and red heads sat stacked in their neat pile. I tossed the sticks in the trash and crumpled the heads in a tissue. I’d drop them in the toilet on my way out.

I was nothing if not a sucker for empty ritual.

 

* * * *

 

That night I holed up in my tidy studio apartment off Mission Street, lining up burnt matches like miniature firewood on the coffee table. New red marks joined the dozens of others dotting my arms from wrist to elbow, one for each burnt match.

I’d just struck another when the phone rang. I blew out the flame and grabbed the portable. Didn’t recognize the caller ID. “Yeah?”

“This is Mrs. Madison.” I heard the excitement in her soft voice. “I have a lead.”

A faint adrenaline edge from my recent catharsis lingered, befuddling my brain. “A lead for what?”

“Someone thinks they saw him. Saw James.”

I’d done nothing since this afternoon, not so much as a Google search for James Madison. Guilt had me itching for another match. I nudged the coffee table farther away. “Tell me.”

“I got a call,” she said. “Friend of a friend. Her daughter works at a McDonald’s near Greenville. That’s about thirty miles east-”

“I know where Greenville is.” Damn, what was this? Old home week for all my personal ghouls? “When was this?”

“Right after James disappeared. Three months ago.”

A damn long time. “How sure is this girl that it was James?”

“She seemed sure.” Now doubt seeped into her tone. “Could James be in Greenville?”

“He could be anywhere.” Or nowhere. Dead like her husband said.

“A black kid in South San Francisco wouldn’t stick out,” she pointed out, “but Greenville’s as white as Beverly Hills. If he’s there, someone’s seen him, noticed him.”

I couldn’t deny that. Greenville’s minority population consisted of a few enclaves of Mexican immigrants who worked the orchards and vineyards and the handful of upper-middle class Asians and African-American transplants from the Bay Area.

“What if you went up there?” she asked.

“I have a business to run, Mrs. Madison.” Even as I said it, I didn’t give a damn about whatever miscreant spouse I was scheduled to chase that week. The dual link between James and Enrique intrigued me, made me want to put the pieces together. Even if it meant returning to Greenville.

Fending off a sense of doom, I told her, “I could probably go over there for the day.”

My stomach clenched at her profuse thanks. I’d likely be destroying that happiness soon enough. Before she signed off, she gave me the girl’s name—Emma—and her cell number.

Since Sheri had delivered this problem to me, I had no qualms about calling her this late at home. “What have I got tomorrow?” I asked without preamble, then waited while she fumbled for her iPhone.

“The Billings surveillance, then you’re meeting with Mrs. Spitzer.”

I picked up a matchstick, jamming it in my mouth instead of lighting it. “Try to reschedule Mrs. Spitzer. Call Patti and see if she has someone to cover for me on the surveillance.”

“Should I say thank you?”

“You damn well shouldn’t,” I told her. “This will probably end badly.”

If not for Mrs. Madison, then certainly for me.

 


CHAPTER 2

 

 

James scrunched deeper into the corner of the basement, the cinderblock cool against his back, the thin mattress barely padding his butt against the concrete floor. The candle he held tight in both hands had burned within an inch of the bottom. The heat from the flame wasn’t quite hot enough yet to burn him, but the melted wax was. If he wasn’t quick enough to tip the candle when the wax spilled over, he’d end up with blisters again.

Like he had the first time Mama had made him hold a lit candle. That had been before he’d learned it was best not to fight Mama, best to let her do exactly what she wanted.

The day she’d taken him, they’d driven for what seemed like forever until they were far away from the city. After bouncing around on an old dirt road in the middle of nowhere, Daddy had stopped the car and told him they had to walk the rest of the way to the cabin.

James knew once they left the road, he might never find his way out again. So he’d tried to escape, taking off into the trees, running as hard as he could. Mama had caught him, then hit him so hard, it had knocked him out. He woke up in the basement the next morning. Soon after, Mama brought the candle.

She’d wrapped his fingers around it and lit it, then sat on the stairs watching him. She never moved, even when the baby cried, even when Sean tried to climb in her lap.

He remembered everything about that first time. The nasty smell of the basement, the way the window up near the ceiling hardly let in any light. How hot the drops of wax had felt on his fingers. When the candle had burned half-way down, Mama finally blew it out. The wax had only dripped on James’s fingers twice before he figured out how to tip the candle.

He tried hard to be good so Mama wouldn’t get out the candle again. But it seemed he always needed punishment, because he hadn’t changed the baby’s diaper when she needed it or because Sean wet his pants during the night. Other times, like now, Mama made him do it just to make him stronger, better able to fight the sin. And she let the flame burn lower each time before she blew it out.

He didn’t know what time it was. Night-time, but not too late, since Mama was still here. The candle’s glow lit enough of the darkness so he could make out the baby in the playpen on the other side of the basement. He thought she was sleeping, but sometimes Lydia would just lie there, her thumb in her mouth, awake and staring at him.

Mama was on the stairs. He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was there. Sometimes, the candlelight caught her eyes as she stared at him.

The candle was nearly to his fingers. Melting wax dripped down and onto his skin before he could tip it away. Tears filled his eyes from the pain.

He tried to be quiet, to endure the pain. But the words slipped out. “I want to go home.”

He held his breath, waiting for Mama’s wrath. But she didn’t speak, didn’t move. Her inaction made him brave. “I won’t tell anyone if you let me go home now.”

Still no response from Mama. Was she still there? Had she somehow crept up the stairs without him hearing her? The door was noisy, but maybe she’d found a way to open and close it without making a sound.

“I don’t want to do this anymore!” he called into the darkness. He blew on the flame and it went out. The tip glowed a moment more, smoke drifting from it, then the room went black.

James had only an instant of joy before the slap of Mama’s feet across the concrete floor sent terror crashing down on him. She grabbed his ankles, yanking him flat on the mattress, his head banging against the cinderblock wall as he went down. Her hand on his chest made it hard to breathe.

“I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry,” he gasped out.

He thought he’d die right there. Mama’s rage burned him like a white-hot flame.

But after what seemed like forever, Mama let him go. She fumbled around for something, then the bright flame of Mama’s lighter blinded him in the darkness. She lit the candle in her hand, watched its flame for a moment.

Then she wrapped his fingers around it and returned to the stairs.

 


CHAPTER 3

 

 

Thursday morning, with the decks finally cleared for a day away, I went into the office to tie up a last few loose ends. I wasn’t in a rush to get an early start. My meeting with the girl at McDonald’s wasn’t until one, but I wouldn’t be lollygagging either, not with Sheri glowering at me and checking her watch every two minutes. I’s dotted and T’s crossed, I left at ten, stopping in Emeryville on the other side of the Bay Bridge.

As expected, I didn’t learn much at the Arco. Rodney, the greasy-haired attendant, vaguely remembered James coming in for a candy bar around noon on December 29th. Rodney saw him eating the candy bar over by the pumps one minute. The next, James had vanished. I left my card with a request that he call if he thought of anything else.

Back on the road with a coffee refill and a fat-laden cinnamon roll, I hit the Yolo Causeway east of Sacramento around 11.30, then stopped in Rancho Cordova for lunch. After the cinnamon roll, I didn’t have much of an appetite for the coffee shop burger and fries I ordered, although the three glasses of Coke I downed polished my caffeine edge nicely.

The Micky D’s where Emma worked was another half hour up Highway 50, ten miles southwest of Greenville. I’d called her last night to arrange our little gab fest, the crack of her chewing gum pinging in my ear with every other word. Since it was her spring vacation, she was working the day shift and would take her break around one.

My mental picture of sixteen-year-old Emma proved accurate—spiky black hair, seven earrings lined up along the outer edge of her left ear, only two in her right. I saw the faint mark of a brow and lip piercing, but apparently Emma had made some effort to uphold the McDonald’s image by leaving those adornments at home. She’d covered most of the tattoo on her neck with a T-shirt under her uniform shirt.

A light drizzle had started up as we stepped outside the restaurant, the parking lot misted with moisture. I would have suggested we sit in my car, but I saw that pack of cigs in her hand. No way was I sullying my upholstery with tar and nicotine. Not to mention that temptation to brush against that searing heat in the close quarters of my Escort.

Instead we sat on the edge of a planter spilling over with impatiens and pansies. The building’s overhang did a half-assed job of keeping us dry.

Her cigarette lit and dangling from her right hand, Emma took a look at James’s photo. “Yeah, that’s him. They were calling him Junior though, not James.”

“Then how do you know for sure it was him?”

Emma studied the photo again. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure. Thing is, it was weird seeing a black kid with a white family. He stood out. Kinda stuck in my mind.”

“So what did you see?” I took a notepad from my pocket.

“I was taking a smoke break, you know? We get ten whole minutes. Big deal.” She took a long drag, then blew smoke from the side of her mouth, away from me. “I saw the whole thing.”

“Saw what?”

“There was like, a fight or something.”

“James was fighting?”

She flicked an ash. “Well, he like, got out of the car, started to walk away.”

“What kind of car?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe a Honda. Dark. It had four doors, cuz the kid got out of the back seat. Anyway a lady in the car yelled, told him to come back.”

“What did she look like?”

“Couldn’t see her. Just heard her hollering. Mostly I saw the guy. He was older, like your age.”

I wrote, white male, late-thirties. “Describe him.”

“Kind of like... I don’t know.” She stared at the burning tip of her cigarette for inspiration. “George Clooney in that brother movie. The one he sang in.”

I had to scratch my head over that one. “Oh Brother, Where Art Thou?”

“Right. The guy had long raggedy hair and beard. I didn’t like that movie. Too weird.” She rubbed the empty hole of her lip piercing.

“About how tall, do you think? Dark or light hair?”

“Kind of average.” She shrugged and the two-inch long pendant hanging from her right ear swayed. “Brown hair, brown eyes.”

“But you didn’t see the woman.”

Down to the filter, she lit another cigarette with the butt of the first. “She never got out of the car.”

“What did the bearded guy do when James took off?”

“He goes and talks to the kid.” She ground the spent cig into the dirt of the planter.

“Did James get back in the car?”

“Didn’t look too happy, but he did.”

I fished Enrique’s photo out of my pocket, shielded it from the drizzle as I showed it to her. “I don’t suppose he was with them.” It wasn’t even a long shot. It was mere whimsy. But as long as I was here...

Emma took a look. “Nah. Just the baby the guy had.”

“He had a baby?”

“Yeah. Like, I don’t know, eight, nine months old. The baby was black, too.”

I didn’t know what to make of that little oddity. Was the baby adopted and they snatched James to give her an older brother? That was just plain goofy. “You’re sure they were headed to Greenville?”

“Heard the lady ask the scruffy guy how much farther it was.” She pinched the end of her half-smoked cigarette. “Oh, yeah. One more thing. It was beyond strange.”

“What’s that?”

“As they pulled out, I saw fire in the back seat.”

A tremor shivered down my spine. “The car was on fire?”

She shook her head. “Just a flame. Like a lighter or candle or something.”

“Could the lady have been lighting a cigarette?”

“If she was, it took her an effing long time. I could see the flame burning all through the parking lot. And they drove slow.” She got to her feet. “I gotta go.”

I dug a twenty from my pocket, handed it over. “Thanks.”

“Hey, anytime.” Emma grinned as she stuffed the money down her bra. There wasn’t a whole lot there to hold it in place.

I climbed back into the Escort, relieved to be out of the wet, and grabbed my cell. As I punched in my office number, I tried to ignore the sense of impending doom.

“Sheri? I need you to check on any missing six- to ten- month olds in the Bay Area and greater Sacramento area. African-American.”

“Is this where I talk you down from the ledge?”

“Just do it.” I chewed on the inside of my mouth, too damn intrigued by the puzzle Emma had laid out for me. I pressed a thumb to the bridge of my nose. “Don’t give me any crap,” I said preemptively.

“What?”

“Get me a room in Greenville. The Gold Rush Inn isn’t a complete dump.”

“What happened to just one day?” She was laughing at me. Silently. I could sense it.

“The day’s half over. I need a little more time.”

I hung up before she started snickering, then switched off the phone and tossed it back on the seat. Besides the emergency mini-toiletries bag I kept in the trunk, there was a plastic Safeway bag stuffed with old T-shirts I’d planned to take to the thrift store. They were stained and full of holes, but there might be one decent enough to wear tomorrow. I could rinse my unmentionables in the bathroom sink.

Done ruminating on my wardrobe, I twisted the key in the ignition and backed away from the Golden Arches. As I drove back onto eastbound Highway 50,1 could feel Greenville sucking at me like some evil Klingon tractor beam. With any luck I’d still be in one piece when the old hometown spit me out again.

 

* * * *

 

I’d expected the Sacramento Valley suburban sprawl would have spread to Greenville in the twenty years since I’d escaped. It had nibbled at the edges a bit, creeping up the foothills starting at the western edge of the county, filling the empty rolling hills between oak trees. But the cookie-cutter housing developments with inspiring names like Valle Verde Vista and Sunset Equestrian Ranch petered out at about the 2000-foot elevation mark. Nothing competed for the space between oaks except a few scrub pines, some redbud and manzanita and the occasional rustic log home.

Oddly, Tommy receded in my mind not long after I’d crossed the Sac County line into Greenville County. Maybe he’d been elbowed out by the innumerable other ghosts that haunted my psyche now that I was on home turf. Knowing what kind of dark memories lurked deep in my brain cells, I wasn’t sure Tommy’s absence was a good thing.

I avoided Main Street once I’d passed into Greenville city limits, unwilling for the moment to confront that blast from the past. Instead I took the back road to the Greenville County Sheriff’s Office, a familiar track from days of old when Sheriff Kelsey caught me breaking windows or committing other minor acts of chicanery.

As I pulled into the parking lot, my ruined calf muscles sent a warning shot across the bow. Long car trips wreaked havoc with my leg, set off breath-stealing spasms. The dull ache I felt when I swung my foot to the pavement was only a precursor to the agony I’d feel when I tried to straighten and stand.

Hooking my fingers over the car door, I pushed myself up with my good leg and gritted my teeth as I unbent my left knee. I stood there, eyes shut as my knee throbbed, praying no one was watching. When the pain receded from excruciating to bearable, I shut the car door and made my way across the parking lot, pretending I wasn’t sweating from every pore.

Although the low-slung brick building housing the county sheriff’s office hadn’t changed a whit on the outside, it looked like the interior had been spruced up with another coat of beige paint. The chipped Formica reception desk in the lobby looked like the same one Miss Gladys Woodward had hunched over in my wild adolescence. Since Miss Woodward had been requisitioned from the same era as the desk, I half-expected she’d still be there, her pruney face even more convoluted than it had been two decades ago.

But instead, a young woman with a bad-hair-day coif smiled as I approached. “Can I help you?”

“Where’s Miss Woodward?” I looked around. Maybe they had her preserved in alcohol somewhere.

“I’m afraid she’s passed on.” Her smile faded for an appropriate moment, then she turned up the wattage again. “How can I help you?”

Julie Sweetzer, her name tag read, her badly fitting red and white striped shirt telling me she was a civilian. An evil impulse in my brain immediately labeled her Miss Sweet-as-pie.

“Is Deputy Ken Heinz in?”

“It’s Sheriff Heinz.” She looked offended in Ken’s stead. “I’m afraid he’s out. Can I take a message?”

“Where is he?” I looked past Miss Sweet-as-pie to where a female deputy sat behind a desk, a metal detector wand at the ready. Homeland security had even reached its tentacles here to Greenville.

She kept that smile fixed on her face. “I’m not at liberty to divulge Sheriff Heinz’s current location. But I’d be glad to take a message,” she told me cheerily.

I rarely let myself be thwarted by cheer. I leaned close to the reception desk and kept my voice low. “I’m sure you know Sheriff Heinz was with the San Francisco Police Department.” She nodded. “He’s my former partner. I drove over from San Francisco to discuss a case with him.”

“You’re a police officer?”

I always try to avoid the direct lie. “I really could use Ken’s input on this case.”

She stared at me, washed out blue eyes looking deep into my soul. She’d have a hard time finding one.

“He’s at the Jansen place.” She pulled a sticky pad over and scribbled an address. “You take Rock Creek Road out past County Line-”

I snatched the slip of paper from her. “I know where the Jansen place is.” Although since Bart Jansen had been older than dirt when I left Greenville, I doubted he was still in residence.

By continuing on the access road out of the sheriff’s headquarters, I sidestepped Main Street again as I cut over to Rock Creek. I caught a glimpse of Holy Rock Baptist church, its steeple still the highest structure in downtown Greenville. I had only the dimmest memories of walking into that church with my mother, sitting in a well worn Gold Rush era pew and admiring the particularly gory stained glass rendition of the crucifixion over the altar.

The Jansen place was three or four miles out of town, back in off Rock Creek a good mile or so. The fact that I could picture nearly every winding turn along the way before I hit it wasn’t comforting. Two decades should have obliterated the familiarity.

Anticipation of my upcoming reunion with Ken added to the anxiety stewing inside me. He’d been the perfect partner, damn near reading my mind when we were investigating a scene or interrogating a suspect. We could still be mowing down evil-doers in San Francisco if I hadn’t stepped over the line with him.

I nearly missed the turn into the Jansen’s driveway, despite the massive stone and concrete mailbox that had been installed there. Old Mr. Jansen’s mailbox had been standard gray metal on a four-by-four. This new one was five feet tall and topped with the name Markowitz in six- inch-tall letters. Old Mr. Jansen was used to finding his mailbox broken off at the base Sunday mornings after young Greenville miscreants such as myself cavorted through the countryside on Saturday nights with baseball bats in search of mailboxes to flatten. He had a stock of four-by-fours in his shed, ready to repair the damage.

Local juvenile delinquents wouldn’t put a dent in the Markowitz mailbox with anything short of dynamite. I guess big city transplants have no sense of humor.

The Markowitzes had also paved old Mr. Jansen’s pothole pitted gravel drive, smoothed it out with a sheet of high- dollar asphalt. It would make the trek up the driveway less messy when the winter rains hit, but considering the lack of a culvert at the halfway point where heavy storms always laid a ribbon of rushing water, the drive would be impassable with the first winter deluge.

I pulled around the last turn into a clearing and my heart went pit-a-pat at my first view of two pretty red fire engines. Parked alongside were a fire truck, fire department SUV and an EMT rig. They’d apparently already quenched the blaze, leaving in black sodden ruin an out structure too big to be a shed, too small to be a barn. A detached garage maybe, a guess that was confirmed by a glimpse of what appeared to be the skeleton of a car under the collapsed roof.

The two-story behemoth that had replaced Jansen’s tidy frame house seemed untouched by flame. Lucky Mr. Markowitz. As I did a U-turn in the driveway, parking my car off to the side to give clearance for the fire rigs, the EMT pulled out, no sirens, no lights. Apparently no injuries for the Markowitzes either, another stroke of good fortune.

I drew my creaky body from the Escort, a matchstick in my mouth to work off some of my nervous energy. As I tried to work some flexibility into my calf, I spotted a Crown Vic and Ford Explorer, both emblazoned with the Greenville County Sheriff emblem, parked over by the house. The fire companies were stowing their hose back in their engines, the captain chatting with a kid way too young to be wearing a deputy’s uniform. If Ken was here, I didn’t see him.

A skinny, prematurely bald guy that was no doubt Mr. Markowitz emerged from the house. A little girl, maybe six, trailed behind her father, clutching a teddy hear. Markowitz looked around him in agitation, then started toward the burned out garage.

I couldn’t help myself, my attention strayed to the ragged, charred edges of unburned siding. In my twisted mind, the only thing more enthralling than fire was its aftermath. It had taken a heap of self-discipline over the years to resist the urge to move into arson investigation. Nevertheless, I’d dabbled in it on an amateur basis over the years, buying books off Amazon, all but drooling over the photographs.

Then when someone torched the Sudsy Clean Laundromat across the street from my apartment, I’d watched avidly behind the limits of the crime tape. Once the arson investigators finished their work, I’d volunteered to help the Nguyens clean up the mess. I didn’t even bother to tell myself I was only being neighborly. I knew what impulse sent me slogging through that sodden, blackened mess.

But unlike the Nguyens’ Laundromat, where much of the rubble had already been cleared away before I could get my mitts on it, the fire in the Markowitz’s garage was newly extinguished. It would still hold a fascinating treasure trove of clues I itched to decipher.

Before I could take a step toward the ruins, Ken rounded the front of the garage, coming into view. And I completely forgot about the fire.

I had maybe a thirty second grace period before Ken noticed me. Time enough to take in the fact that in three years, he really hadn’t changed much. He’d let the buzz cut from his SFPD days grow out, his sandy hair now long enough to curl behind his ears. The khaki shirt didn’t fit as well as the blues we wore in San Francisco during our beat days, but even at 45, he looked damned good.

When he first saw me, his gaze rolled right past without recognition. Then he lasered back on me, something flickering in his face he would have killed me for if he’d known I’d seen it. An instant later, that light doused and I saw nothing but disinterest in those blue eyes.

He sidestepped Mr. Markowitz and headed toward the Explorer. The riled-up homeowner started to follow, then stopped to answer the summons of his cell phone.
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