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INTRODUCTION

BY DANA STABENOW


A COUPLE OF YEARS BACK MARTY GREENBERG, the Anthology King, poked his head up and noticed how popular an obscure little television series called CSI was. He wondered if perhaps a book of short stories involving criminal cases that turn on hard evidence found at the scene might be equally popular. He wondered further if I would edit such a collection, and I replied, as to my cost I often do to Marty, why, sure. He and John Helfers rounded up a stellar cast of writers and found a publisher, and the result is the book you hold in your hand.

So here, for your enjoyment, thirteen investigations into means, motive, and opportunity that together prove the law of unintended consequences can trip up even the most masterminded criminal, so long as the investigator on the scene is on the ball. I find that kind of comforting.

The scenes of crime are all over the American map, from Brendan DuBois’ story set in a coastal fishing village in New Hampshire, to Julie Hyzy’s in a retirement home in Florida, to Kristin Katherine Rusch’s in a suburb in Oregon, to mine in a wilderness in Alaska. Anything is grist for the investigator’s mill, from forensic dentistry to the rate of nuclear decay. John Lutz uses satellite imagery as part of his crime scene equipment to solve the murder of a retired major league baseball player.

Loren Estleman writes about twins separated at birth reunited by murder, Jeremiah Healy sets his story in a McMansion in an Everygated community, and Edward Hoch writes about an arsonist who may or may not be retired. Maynard F. Thomson tells of a retired medical examiner’s memories of his first murder. Max Allan Collins and Matthew V. Clemens  write about high life in the heartland, and Michael Black’s hero takes a bite out of crime in the Arizona desert. N.J. Ayres writes a haunted memoir set in rural Pennsylvania, and Jeanne C. Stein sets a tough urban narrative in the rare book room of a Denver university.

And then I, just to be contrary, wrote a Liam and Wy story that proves that sometimes it isn’t all about the evidence. Sometimes it isn’t; sometimes it’s all about the hunch, whatever that is, wherever it comes from, and whatever you call it, at the scene of the crime.

Pull on your rubber gloves and your paper booties and come on in.






SMART ALECK

BY LOREN D. ESTLEMAN

“WHO CUT HER DOWN?” HENRY ASKED.

Coopersmith, the young medical examiner who’d replaced old Doc Wingate, never looked up from the gizmo that looked like a Game Boy he was manipulating. “Neighbor from across the hall. Door wasn’t on the latch and she went in to warn her about that for like the thousandth time.”

“Too bad it didn’t take after nine hundred and ninety-nine.”

The dead woman was identified as Angela Kaybee. She’d worked as a receptionist for a local optometrist, a job that called for a certain amount of good looks, but her protruding eyes and tongue marred the effect. She’d strangled, as most hanging victims did; snapping the neck was a professional’s game.

“Suicide?”

Coopersmith didn’t respond, absorbed as he was with his gadget, which seemed to be designed for measuring body temperature, but apparently it wasn’t working. Sergeant Henry left him, stepping over and around earnest young technicians taking digital photographs and collecting lint in Ziploc bags. Mac Davidoff, his partner, stood out of the way bobbing a tea bag up and down in a cardboard cup.

“Suicide,” Davidoff said in greeting. “I heard you, even if he didn’t. No ligature marks on the wrists. She tied herself to the ceiling fan and kicked over the chair. Sorry we couldn’t come up with something more stimulating, Aleck. This could be your last case.”

Henry bent to look at the body sprawled in its taped outline on the floor. “Wears her watch on her right wrist.”

“I didn’t notice. So you going to travel or what?”

“I thought I’d come down to headquarters every day and sit and tell stories, then drive home real slow in a big car with a hat on my head. Where’s the neighbor?”

“In the kitchen. I was about to send her home.”

“I’m not retired yet, Mac. Let me finish the job.”

“Okay. Don’t get testy.”

“It’s not you, it’s these techno-poops. They didn’t used to be such pains in the butt.”

“That TV show spoiled ‘em.”

“What TV show?”

“You’re kidding. How could you miss it? It’s either that or funny home videos on every channel.”

“I think I saw one once. The CSIs all carried guns and badges and went around interrogating suspects. Makes you wonder what all the real cops are doing.”

Alexander Henry had been with the department thirty years, twenty-two of them with the detective division. He had a reputation among his contemporaries as a wizard who connected scattered leads into working theories when logic alone failed. They called him “Smart Aleck,” with varying degrees of affection.

“Hey!”

Trying to avoid a hefty young woman on her knees with an aerosol can, Henry bumped into Coopersmith, still thumbing buttons on his handheld device. “Sorry.”

“I wish you gumshoes would go out and get a doughnut or something until we’re finished here.”

The sergeant found a middle-aged woman worrying her hands at the table in the apartment kitchen. He introduced himself. “You were right to cut her down. A lot of people assume they’re dead already.”

“I watch TV. I used a knife from the kitchen.” She shuddered.

“Did you know Miss Kaybee well?”

“No. She wasn’t that sort of neighbor. But we’ve had some burglaries here. Some of the younger residents don’t lock their doors and it gets around that the building’s an easy mark. When I saw her door wasn’t even closed—”

“Was she right- or left-handed?”

“I—I don’t know. I don’t notice that kind of thing.”

He smiled. His warm, weary smile was his best interview technique. “That’s because you’re right-handed. We lefties have to mess with tools designed for the other hand several times a day, so we’re sensitive to a thing like that.”

“How did you know I’m right-handed?”

“You wear your watch on your left wrist. People tend to wear it on the one they don’t use as much, to avoid banging it against things. Miss Kaybee has hers on her right wrist.”

“I didn’t see her all that much. She was rude the last time I told her she should lock her door. I don’t think she was a nice person. Is it important what hand she favored?”

“Probably not. I’m supposed to ask these things is all.”

“Well, if it is, I’m sure the criminalists will figure it out. They’re so dedicated.”

“Yeah, we’re lucky to have ‘em.”

 



Back at headquarters, Davidoff rapped on Henry’s desk. The sergeant was staring at a safety poster that had been on the same wall for ten years. “You’re not retired yet, you said. Plenty of time to daydream when you’re out fishing every day.”

“I don’t like fish.”

“There’s always catch and release.”

“What’s the point?”

Davidoff shook his head. “We got a positive ID on Angela Kaybee from her boss, the optometrist. Of course, that’s just for the paperwork. Her DNA matches the hair and skin cells all over the apartment.”

“Prints?”

“She had no criminal record in this state, so there’s nothing on file, but we printed her postmortem. They matched with the partials all over the apartment and a honey of a full set on a bathroom glass. Pretty soon we won’t have to take civilians down to the morgue anymore. I won’t miss that part of the job.”

“Pretty soon there won’t be a job. The wonks will vacuum up everything we need and spin it in a dish and e-mail the results straight to the prosecutor. Department’ll gut all the interview rooms and put in handball courts.”

“What do you care? You’ll be living on your pension.”

“Did you ask the optometrist if she was left-handed?”

“How could I forget? You’ve been obsessing over it. He said she was a rightie. He’s a southpaw himself, so he noticed.”

“Any chance someone else dressed her after she was dead and put the watch on the wrong wrist?”

“CSIs would’ve reported that, but you can ask.”

“Did you play the despondent card with the optometrist?”

Davidoff smiled. “Did you ever notice live people aren’t ever despondent, only sad or depressed? They’re only despondent after they clock themselves.” He shook his head. “He was too preoccupied to judge. He was working up his nerve to fire her. She was rude to patients and he suspected her of dipping into petty cash.”

“Her neighbor said she was rude too. It’d be a nicer world if people hanged themselves because they were rotten human beings. If she was a thief, she might have a criminal record in another state.”

“We’re doing a search, that’s routine. It won’t matter to the investigation. We know who she is without having to check any prints she might have on file, and the techs says all the evidence is consistent with suicide.”

“Toxicity report?”

“You’ll have it when we get it.”

Henry looked at the safety poster. “Don’t we usually compare DNA with samples from blood relatives, just to plug all the holes in ID?”

“No relatives yet. Prescription medicines in her cabinet gave us her doctor. Family history in her records lists a mother, deceased. Nothing on her father. She wrote down Düsseldorf, Germany, under place of birth.”

“No one said anything about a German accent.”

“We’re doing a computer search on the mother. That ought to clear up plenty.”

“Computers and test tubes,” Henry said. “Maybe this time next year we’ll all be fishing.”

“And the techno-poops shall inherit the earth.”

“Now I’m despondent.”

 



The morgue was all stainless steel and Coopersmith, the medical examiner, all starched white cotton. He got out his cell phone to check the time; Henry seemed to be taking too much of it from the first minute. The young man drew the sheet down from the victim’s naked corpse so the sergeant could examine her left wrist.

“Doesn’t look like she ever wore a watch there,” Henry said.

“She didn’t. There are old pressure marks and a tan line on the right, where she wore it all the time.”

“I’m working on the theory she was left-handed.”

Coopersmith lifted a sheet on a metal clipboard. “Greater muscle and bone density in the left biceps, humerus, radius, and ulna, indicating more frequent use. Theory checks.” He sounded reluctant to surrender the point.

“Her boss said she was a rightie.”

“Witnesses are human. Trust science.”

Henry straightened. “This isn’t Angela Kaybee.”

“Based on what, some kind of hunch? Those went out when DNA came in. It’s her. No two people have the same.”

“That’s what they said about fingerprints.”

“They said that because it’s true. It’s like snowflakes.”

“I saw a snowflake last winter that looked just like one I saw in 1963. Nobody’s taken a close look at all of them. If you printed everyone who  ever lived and everyone who ever will, the law of averages says there has to be a duplicate set somewhere, sometime.”

“But not in the same place or time. Odds against it are ridiculous. This is Angela Kaybee.” The M.E. slid the sheet back up over her head as if to seal off any more discussion.

 



The mother’s name was Kaybee as well. The computer search established her as a natural-born U.S. citizen who had married a German national named Oskar Bern and accompanied him when he returned to Düsseldorf. Hospitals in that area found no birth records connected with either name.

“Home delivery,” Henry told Davidoff. “Spread the search to include individual doctors and midwives.”

“New faith in technology?”

“It has its advantages when you know where to look. What about that toxicity report?”

“Next item on the list.” Davidoff turned a page in the folder he’d carried to Henry’s desk. “Barbiturates in her system. Checks with the prescription bottle in the bathroom. Her doctor was treating her for insomnia. That can lead to depression, you know.”

“Did she take enough to kill her?”

“No.”

“Why use a rope when sleeping pills are so much easier?”

“Let’s ask her. Oh, wait, we can’t. She killed herself!”

“What effect would the amount she took have on her?”

“I asked. I’m a detective too, don’t forget. Depends on level of resistance. She’d been taking the pills for a year. Trace amount could put a beginner out for the count or just make a chronic user pleasantly drowsy.”

“What I hate about science,” Henry said. “It isn’t an exact science. Somebody slipped her a mickey, then strung her up.”

“I gotta say she was a possible candidate for murder. So far everyone we’ve talked to—coworkers, neighbors, her boss, even her doctor—wouldn’t nominate her for Miss Congeniality. Money seemed to come up missing  from purses when she was around. That doesn’t mean they hated her enough to go to any more trouble than just bonk her with a rock.”

“You’re forgetting it isn’t her in the morgue.”

Worry lines accordioned his partner’s forehead. “Aleck, you’re running full-tilt into a brick wall of evidence, all because a couple of people who knew her said she was right-handed.”

“Three so far. It isn’t her. What’s holding up that out-of-state record?”

“You’ll have to look into it yourself.” His partner spoke coldly. “The brass want this one closed so we can get through the rest of the pile sometime this year. You can afford to be a dinosaur. I’ve got three years till retirement.”

“Okay, Mac.”

Davidoff snapped shut the folder. “Oh, hell, I’ll get you what I can. You realize if it turns out she’s wanted for something it’s just another motive for suicide.”

“I’m okay with suicide, if that’s what it is. I just can’t go fishing until I find out who it was who committed it.”

 



It came to him next morning when he was brushing his teeth.

The evidence clerk didn’t recognize Sergeant Henry at first. A careful dresser, he had his coat buttoned wrong today and the skinny part of his necktie hung down longer than the wide part in front. It was plain he’d thrown everything on at a run.

“Kaybee case,” Henry said. “I need her driver’s license.”

He drove with it to the airport, where he showed the clerks at the airline counters Angela Kaybee’s picture on her license with his thumb covering her name. Northwest and American were no help, but as he was turning away from Delta a baggage handler spotted the photo and remembered her as the woman who’d tipped him a quarter to push a half-dozen bags up to the counter. The clerk who’d checked her through was drinking coffee in the break room. She nodded when Henry showed her the picture, shook her head when he moved his thumb away from the name.

The police in Düsseldorf arrested Angela Kaybee when she stepped off the plane. She was traveling on a passport in the name of Andrea Bern.

“Twin sister.” Mac Davidoff shook his head over the fax from Europe. “Separated in infancy when the parents divorced. The mother returned to America with Angela, Andrea stayed in Germany with her father. How did you know?”

Henry sat on the corner of his partner’s desk. “I heard somewhere that identical twins have identical DNA. Techs overlook that; untidy. It made Andrea a likely candidate for the woman in the morgue. They were mirror twins. In a case like that, one is left-handed, the other right. Sometimes they even have their organs on opposite sides, but not this time.”

“They don’t have the same fingerprints.”

“Not exactly, but there were enough points of similarity not to clash with the partials we got from Angela’s apartment. She gave us the only complete set we got when she pressed Andrea’s fingers around the bathroom glass. By then the barbiturates had made Andrea pliable enough for anything. They were Angela’s prescription, remember; she was the one with the resistance.”

Davidoff glanced through the rest of the communications on his desk and slid them over. “Angela dipped into the till of every business she ever worked for in three states. She’d’ve done forty years easy when it all caught up with her. Her sister picked a hell of a time to visit.”

Henry read. The recent death of Andrea’s father had placed his documents in her hands. When she found out she had a twin sister in the U.S., she’d looked her up on the Internet.

“It was a gift to Angela,” Henry said. “Andrea’s record was clean and she had their father’s trust fund. Angela even had a sample of her sister’s signature on her passport for practice.”

“She needed it. She had a one-day layover in Germany, just long enough to transfer the fund to a Swiss account before she skedaddled to Amsterdam. She couldn’t risk slipping up in front of her sister’s friends in Germany.”

“I knew she’d be moving fast. She’d need the cash to fight extradition once we got the official fingerprint file and found out it wasn’t Angela in the morgue.”

Davidoff grinned. “Congratulations, Aleck. You proved all the scientific bells and whistles in the world are no match for old-fashioned detective work.”

“I’m not knocking the bells and whistles today. They’ll help make the conviction.”

“You can afford to be generous; you’re legend now. What was the name of that old-time railroad worker who beat a steam engine?”

“John Henry.”

“Any relation?”

Alexander Henry glanced at the watch on his right wrist. He’d been retired six minutes. “We’ll have to compare DNA to find out.”






BETTER LUCKY THAN GOOD

BY JEANNE C. STEIN

DETECTIVE PATRICK MCDUFF WAS ON A TEAR.

“We can thank television for this. Not a thing goes on anywhere in the world that we aren’t privy to. We’ve become inured to the horrible atrocities inflicted every day upon the most vulnerable in places whose names we can’t pronounce. Terrorists and tornadoes wipe out entire villages in third world countries and we don’t give them a second thought. Wars are waged, but unless they affect the price of oil, we yawn and click the remote.”

I had to stifle a yawn myself. I agreed with everything he said, not that it bore the faintest relevance to what we were here to investigate. At best, he was making an ass of himself in front of strangers. At worst, his pontificating in the middle of a case confirmed what some of my colleagues long suspected: my partner was losing it.

We’re standing in the middle of the Rare Book Room at a major Denver university. McDuff, me—Detective Lorna Fitzgerald of the Felony Theft Squad—and the forensic team. It’s 9:30 a.m. on a Tuesday in late October. The call came in to dispatch two hours ago. The head librarian reported to work and found the door ajar. At first, she thought it was the cleaning team. Again.

Until she opened the Rare Book Room. Six volumes were missing. Books worth a cool $3.2 million.

Standing right outside the room now are two hand-wringing librarians: the head librarian who discovered and reported the crime, and her assistant, who arrived moments after we did. Members of the forensic team have taken photographs and are now at work processing the scene.

The Rare Book Room is a room in name only—in actuality, it’s a vault. About ten feet by ten feet in size. Two walls with floor-to-ceiling glass-fronted bookcases fitted with key locks. Tempered glass, according to the librarians. The vault door is six-inch tempered steel with a combination lock. There is no sign that it was tampered with. The interior is temperature controlled, with a security camera in the upper right-hand corner. A six-foot steel work table and two metal chairs with padded seats and backs are against the third wall. The only items on the table are a computer monitor and a box of latex gloves.

All my observations. McDuff doesn’t seem interested in anything except continuing his diatribe.

“The one area we seem to be paying close attention to,” he says, “is crime—specifically how to commit it and get away with it. We have here a perfect example.”

He draws a breath, poised to rage on.

I put a hand on his arm. “I think calling this a good example of a perfect crime is disturbing the natives.” I keep my voice low and surreptitiously jerk a thumb toward the librarians. “They’re upset enough without giving them the idea we’ll never recover their books.”

McDuff pauses at that, looking down at me as he always does, making me feel like a kid who wandered into the adult’s corner by mistake. He’s fifty-something to my twenty-nine, six feet to my five-two and built like a square-bodied wrestler, all planes and angles. He has six months to go until retirement and he’s determined to spend those last six months letting everyone know how he feels about everything.

He does, however, stop long enough to follow my gaze to the two outside the door. The librarian closest to us has stopped her hand wringing and is frowning. “You don’t think you’ll catch whoever stole our books?”

Thick, horn-rimmed glasses perched on a thin nose magnify the concern in her owlish eyes. Even with those glasses, she’s pretty in an efficient sort of way. Her short, sun-touched brown hair frames a heart-shaped face. She’s wearing a nicely tailored suit, good shoes. She’s in her forties, and,  according to her statement, the head librarian.

“Not at all, Ms. Simmons,” I reply before McDuff can. He’d probably advise her to file the insurance claim. Now. “We’re giving this case our full attention. These books, besides their monetary value, have immense historical value as well. They are irreplaceable and we intend to get them back.”

She doesn’t look reassured.

Probably because McDuff is shaking his head in a way that suggests I have no idea what I’m talking about.

As usual. The fact that we’ve been partners for a year and have the best record in the major crimes department for closing cases is eternally and irrevocably lost on him.

Laura Givens, one of the forensic investigators, catches my eye. I excuse myself and step over to where Laura has been swirling fingerprint powder over the glass doors that until a few hours ago held six rare art books. She inclines her head in a curt nod toward McDuff.

“He’s in fine form today.”

“Let’s shut him up. Got anything?”

Givens nods and points to a set of fingerprints caught by the magnetic powder above the catch on the cabinet door. “Clean as a whistle except for this. One full, several partials. Of course, we won’t know if these belong to our thief until I compare them with Ms. Simmons and her assistant. According to her, they’re the only two allowed access to the books.”

“Run them as soon as you can and let me know.”

I’ve turned back to Ms. Simmons, now speaking with quiet urgency to the woman introduced earlier as her assistant, Melanie Byers. Byers is a little shorter than Ms. Simmons, heavier, plainer. Ten years older. She’s dressed in tan slacks and a white shirt over which she’s draped a worn cardigan of muddy brown. She’s looking up at Simmons with an expression bordering on hysteria. I step closer to hear the exchange.

Simmons: “Why did you come back last night?”

Byers: “I didn’t.”

“Don’t lie. I saw you. You were spying on me.”

“Why would I?”

An eyebrow rises. “Because you wanted something to use against me? You’ve been trying to get in his good graces since I came on board. This must have looked like your best chance.”

“Use what against whom?” I interject myself into the conversation.

They jerk away from each other and turn toward me.

Simmons speaks first. “No one.”

Byers: “We weren’t talking about the robbery. We were talking about—something else.”

And I’m the tooth fairy.

I’m going to let it go. For now. “The security camera. I need the tape.”

Simmons nods, regaining composure. “Of course. Come with me.”

We leave the vault and I follow her to the back of the library, through a door she opens with a key, into a small room. Six by six. Barely bigger than a broom closet. Nothing but a console in here and a computer monitor. Green blinking lights on the console board indicate tapes running. Simmons points to one of them.

“That’s the camera in the vault. The two next to it are focused on the main reading rooms. The others are cameras above the entrance outside, my office and the stairwell.”

“I’ll need them all.”

She reaches to eject the tapes.

I stop her, slipping gloves on my own hands. “Just show me.”

She does, pointing to the eject buttons below each tape well. I take each tape as it slides out of the machine, bag and tag, watch as she slips new tapes into the slots and reactivates the system.

“Are you the only one with access to this room?”

“Yes. No. My assistant has a key. She’s not very computer savvy so I’m the one who checks the tapes each morning to be sure the system is running. I change the tapes once a week. On Monday morning.”

Today is Tuesday. The robbery took place last night. Only twenty-four  hours to examine. Very efficient, considering most businesses change their tapes once a month. Or once a year, making the tapes worthless as constant rerecording deteriorates the images until they become unrecognizable.

“What do you do with the old tapes?”

“We keep them for a year. In a storage area below the administration building.”

“I’ll want our tech to dust for fingerprints in here.”

Simmons nods and I speak into my radio, asking Givens to join us. She does and I let her work her magic while Simmons and I return to the vault.

The forensic team is finishing up. They’ve dusted the surface of the table, the chairs, the area up around the security camera. The supervisor, Will Lahey, a tall, lean black man with hawkish eyes, is speaking to McDuff when I return.

“Nothing. Whoever broke in probably used the latex gloves so obligingly available on that table. Didn’t even have to bring his own.”

Simmons catches the undertone of sarcasm and bristles. “The books in this vault are priceless. Some are hundreds of years old. The gloves are used to protect the paper and ink from oils on the human hand that would destroy them over time. Without gloves, we’d have no access to the books at all. We couldn’t touch them.”

McDuff is listening, a thoughtful rather than abrasive expression on his face. For once.

“Who is allowed access to the books?” he asks.

Simmons ticks them off on her fingers as she replies. “Professors, some grad students, occasionally members of the public if they’re doing research and are vouched for by a staff member. Everyone signs in and either Byers or I remain with them while they are using the books. They are allowed one book at a time. They can work two hours at a time. They must make an appointment in advance.” She’s shaking her head. “With all our safeguards, I don’t understand how this could have happened.”

McDuff says, “Can I see the sign-in book?”

Simmons leads him over to her desk. Byers, who I’ve almost forgotten about, follows behind.

I turn to Lahey, consulting my notes. “Simmons said she’s the only one with the combination to this door. She and Byers each have keys to the cabinet, but without access to the combination, the keys aren’t worth much.”

Lahey smiles. “A real locked door mystery. Maybe the prints on the cabinet will give us a clue. I wouldn’t count on it, though.” He takes the bagged tapes out of my hand and holds them up. “I’ll get these back to the lab. Do you feel lucky?”

“Unfortunately, no.” McDuff was right. Anyone who has watched Law & Order would know how to disable or cover a security camera lens.

“Jenkins and Taylor will stay behind to finish up in the outer office,” Lahey says. “I’ll see you back at headquarters.”

McDuff comes back just as Lahey is leaving. He hands him the sign-in book, also in a plastic evidence bag. Simmons watches Lahey depart; a frown of concern pulls at the corners of her mouth.

“Ms. Simmons.”

She drags her eyes off the departing Lahey and refocuses on me. “Yes?”

“You are the only one with the combination to the vault, is that correct?”

A nod.

“You can’t be here every hour of every day. What happens when you’re on vacation? Or have a day off?”

“Access to the books is restricted by my schedule. If I’m not here, no one goes into the vault. Period.”

“But the combination must be kept somewhere. What if there was an emergency? A fire? Or something happened to you?”

“The vault is fireproof. If something happened to me, there is one other person with access to the combination. The president of the university. He keeps it in a safe in his office.”

Givens rejoins us, giving me a furtive shake of her head. Nothing in the security room either.

She heads off in the same direction as Lahey had moments before.

McDuff looks around the vault. “I think we’ve done all we can for now, Ms. Simmons,” he says. “The president of the university is waiting for us  downstairs. No one is to have access to the vault until we give the okay. We’ll have to secure the outer office, too. I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

McDuff apologizing? He actually sounds sincere. Unbelievable. Could he be on to something?

Simmons looks as if she’s about to object. I follow McDuff ’s lead. “We can’t risk missing something that might lead us to the thieves. You want to get those books back, right?”

That’s something she can’t argue. McDuff motions to Simmons and starts for the door. He casts a backward glance at me and then to Byers, still standing beside the desk that held the sign-in book. Her posture is rigid, her expression drawn and frightened.

I let McDuff escort Simmons out of the room before I approach Byers.

“I’m sorry about all this,” I tell her. “It must be very upsetting. I don’t suppose there’s a place we could get coffee, is there? The forensic team needs to finish up in here and it would be easier if they didn’t have to work around us.”

She shrugs. “There’s a staff lounge down the hall.”

“Do you mind showing me?”

She casts an uneasy glance toward the open vault. “What about that?”

Interesting. Simmons didn’t make that inquiry. She just left with McDuff. “There are two policeman stationed right outside. I’ll ask them to come in and stand guard until we get back. Will that be all right?”

She reluctantly agrees, I bring the uniforms in, tell them not to let anyone except the forensic team in or out, and we head for the lounge.

It’s a typical faculty setup. Coffee bar, refrigerator, a few vending machines, utilitarian tables and chairs. Doors marked “women” and “men” against the back wall. There’s no one else in the room. We had moved everyone outside as soon as we began to process the scene. The coffee machine is making gurgling noises, though. It had been started before we arrived.

I gesture to the coffee machine but Byers shakes her head.

I motion to a chair and she sinks into it. I perch my butt on the corner of the table. “Have you worked here long?”

“Twelve years.”

She’s staring down at her hands. “She’s going to blame me for this,” she says quietly.

“Who? Simmons? Why would you say that?”

She doesn’t look up. “Because she wants to get rid of me. She’s wanted to since the day she arrived.”

“Which was?”

“Six months ago.”

I feign surprise. “She’s only been here six months? And she’s your supervisor?”

Her shoulders draw up. “She has the advanced degree. It’s the way academia works. I trained her. I know more about rare books than anyone else in the state. In the country, probably. But she has the advanced degree so she gets the title.”

I shake my head sympathetically. “It’s the same with police work. Some kid comes off the street with a college degree and he’s promoted to detective over street cops with ten years’ experience. It’s a bitch.”

“You’re pretty young to be a detective,” she says, eyeing me warily. “You one of those kids, too?”

I grimace. “You caught me. But I did my time on the street before I got my degree. And I work hard to prove myself. Have to with a partner like McDuff.”

I get a half-smile at that. “He’s a character. He doesn’t think we’ll get those books back, does he?”

“He’s been wrong before.” I let a few heartbeats of silence stretch between us. “What did Simmons mean about your coming back last night?”

She flinches. “It’s nothing.”

“I don’t think it’s nothing, Ms. Byers. And if you want to keep Simmons from accusing you of complicity in the theft, maybe even of being an accessory, you should tell me your story before Simmons tells hers to McDuff.”

Byers’s eyes widen. “Could that happen? Could I be charged with being an accessory?”

“Depends on what you did.”

Color floods her cheeks. “She told me I could have the night off even though it was my turn to close. She’s never done that before. I don’t know why I was suspicious, but I was.”

“Simmons said she saw you. What did you see?”

The color deepens. She hesitates, then, “This is too embarrassing.”

“For whom? You?”

At that question, her reticence evaporates. Words tumble out. “No. Not for me. For Simmons. I might have been wrong to sneak back but what she was doing was certainly worse. She was having sex.”

Byers spits out the word like it tastes bad. It’s such a visceral reaction, I have to keep from smiling. She doesn’t notice though, because she’s still caught up in her story.

“It was the most shameful thing I’ve ever seen. They were doing it on a chair. She was straddling the guy. That’s how she saw me. Of course, as soon as I realized what was happening, I got out of there.”

I’m visualizing the layout of the office. The vault. The outer office. The outside door opens directly into the office space. The vault door is in the back, out of sight. For Byers to approach unnoticed, Simmons must have been having sex—

“They were in the vault?”

Byers nods. “Awful, isn’t it?”

“Could you see who she was having sex with?”

She shakes her head. “No. They were on one of the chairs. She was facing the door. He had his back to me. She didn’t even stop when she saw me. Just gave me a look and I left.”

The chairs in the vault are metal but the seats and backs are cushioned. “Excuse me a minute,” I tell Byers. “I need to check in with headquarters.”

She nods and I step into the hall. I dial one of the CSIs still working the office. Don’t want to risk walking down there and having Byers follow. I keep my voice low.

“Jenkins? Check for DNA evidence in the vault. The chairs, specifically.  There might have been some extracurricular activity there last night. Thanks. Let me know what you find.”

Byers doesn’t look as if she’s moved a muscle since I left the room. Is she even breathing?

“Sorry for the interruption. Let’s get back to what you saw last night. Can you tell me anything at all about the man with Simmons?”

Byers draws a breath. “Not much. I only saw him from behind. He had short brown hair. He was wearing a red plaid flannel shirt. Jeans.” She frowns in distaste. “I know because I could see them bunched around his ankles. And he wore glasses.”

“Glasses?”

She looks pleased that I picked up on that. “They were on the table. Horn-rimmed frames. Tinted lenses.”

“Wow. That’s very observant of you. Anything else?”

She shakes her head. “No. I’m sorry.”

“Was there anything about him that you found familiar? Do you think you may have seen him before?”

She considers the question a minute before answering. “You know, there was something about him. I’m just not sure what. Can I think about that awhile?”

“Of course. While you do that, I’ll go back down to the office to check on the crime scene techs. See if they’ve come up with anything to help us.”

She nods.

“Would you like a cup of coffee or some water before I go?”

A smile. “Water would be nice. There are some bottles in the refrigerator.”

I fetch one for her. I leave her sipping from the bottle, her expression veiled and serious, anxious, I’m sure, to dredge up anything to identify Simmons’ lover.

I’m just at the door when she snaps her fingers. “Wait. The security camera. It would have caught them. Have you checked it?”

I shake my head. “The tape is at the lab. I’m sure as soon as a technician  examines it, he’ll let me know if it can help us.” I pause again. “But Simmons knows the vault has a camera. I doubt she’d let herself be caught on tape.”

A cloud darkens Byers’s eyes. “And she knows how to manipulate the tapes, too. I’ll bet she’s erased everything that happened last night.”

“If she has, we’ll know.”

This time when I start out the door, she doesn’t stop me.

Jenkins is working the vault when I come in. He’s using an LED lamp on the chair cushions. He slips off orange UV glasses and hands them to me.

“Bingo.”

I look through the lenses. Semen is naturally fluorescent and under the lamp, the sample glows. “And the other chair?”

Smith nods. On the table rests a plastic tube containing a pad stained orange-red. He takes a second from his kit, opens the cardboard cap, and moistens the pad with distilled water. He runs the pad over the chair seat and slips it back into the tube. He crushes a vial, squeezes, and this pad, too, turns color.

“Who knew rare books were such a turn-on?” he says.

Not me. Of course, none of this brings us any closer to knowing who stole the books. Consensual sex is not a crime.

Smith is putting his toys away. “I’ll get the samples back to the lab. Any idea who the donors are?”

“Not sure. For now, run them through CODIS. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Smith grins and holds up the tubes. “Somebody did.”

Byers is right where I left her when I head back to the lounge. She’s finished the water, is rolling the empty bottle nervously between her hands. She looks up when I appear in the doorway. “I haven’t remembered anything else yet,” she says with a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

I shake my head. “Nothing to be sorry about. You’re doing your best. Why don’t you join Ms. Simmons and my partner downstairs? I’ll finish up here and join you in a minute.”

I stand aside for her to precede me out of the lounge door. She tosses the  empty water bottle into the trash can to the right of the door on her way out. It’s a natural, reflexive thing to do.

Just as it’s a natural, reflexive thing for me to pick it out of the trash and take it to Jenkins.

 



McDuff is standing in the foyer of the library with Simmons and Byers and a tall, lean, graying man in a well-tailored suit and Gucci loafers. Outside, there’s a knot of about thirty or so students and a half dozen faculty members either drawn by curiosity because of the police cars parked around the entrance, or waiting for the library to open. They’ve been corralled by uniforms and moved to the side.

McDuff spies me coming out of the elevator and calls me over.

“Detective Fitzgerald, this is Arthur Nichols, president of the university. Dr. Nichols, my partner.”

We shake hands, briefly because he drops mine at the moment of contact, and says, “Are you finished with the library yet?”

The question catches me off guard. I would have expected his first inquiry would be whether or not I had any idea who stole the school’s most valuable books. I frown. “We’ll finish up as soon as possible. We have a team checking the entire building as well as investigators working the Rare Book Room and the outer office. I must tell you, though, it may be tomorrow before we can allow general access to the library and longer for the Rare Book Room. We’ll have to seal that area until our investigation is done.”

He isn’t happy with my answer. He has the kind of face that you see featured on ads for retirement villages—distinguished, tan, comfortably well off. However, the vibe he’s throwing off—abrupt, aggressive, almost hostile—is at odds with the image.

We’ve been together long enough for McDuff to pick up on my vibes and right now, he reads my negative impression of Dr. Nichols. “We’ll hurry things along as much as we can,” he says to him in a placating tone. “You must realize, though, that our first priority is getting the books back. I’m sure it’s your first priority, as well.”

Nichols grumbles that of course, it’s important to find the books. He throws Simmons and Byers a look that suggests regardless of the outcome, their tenure at the university is in serious jeopardy. Then he’s charging back through the door, avoiding questions thrown at him by the milling crowd outside.

McDuff follows. Simmons said Nichols had the only copy of the combination in his safe. McDuff will be on his way to see if it’s still where it’s supposed to be.

Simmons and Byers look shocked at Nichols’ attitude. Simmons breaks the silence first. “He thinks it’s my fault.”

Byers opens her mouth as if to respond, then abruptly closes it. After a moment, she says, “He blames me, too. How could he blame me? You’re the only one with the combination to the vault. Did you forget to lock it last night? After all, you were distracted.”

Simmons’s eyes flash. She looks at me, then back to Byers. “You told her?”

Byers’ jaw tightens, her shoulders tense. “What the hell,” she snaps. “What do I have to lose? I’m probably going to be fired, too. At least I’ll have the satisfaction of taking you down with me.”

My own shoulders are tensing as well. Am I going to have to break up a catfight? “Ladies, ladies.” I motion to a uniform standing a few feet away. “Ms. Byers, will you go with this officer? Just for a few minutes. I need to talk to Ms. Simmons.”

She doesn’t argue. She has the self-satisfied look of one who is about to witness something wonderful.

Simmons, on the other hand, is exhibiting great concern.

I take her into an alcove and she leans against the wall. She covers her face with her hands.

“It was stupid,” she says. “I shouldn’t have done it.”

“Shouldn’t have had sex at work or shouldn’t have stolen the books?”

She straightens up. “I didn’t steal the books.”

“What about your boyfriend?”

“Boyfriend? God. He’s not a boyfriend. Exactly.”

“He have a name?”

“Jeffrey Talbot.”

“Did Jeffrey steal the books?”

“No. The cabinet was locked when we were—” she blanches, “when we were having sex.”

“Why the vault?”

A shrug. “It was different. It’s a game. We take turns coming up with inventive places to have sex.”

“You’ve only been with the university for six months. How long have you and Jeffrey been playing this game?”

“We’ve known each other since I moved to Denver. Almost two years. It’s not what you think. He’s married to my cousin. We get together once a month or so. None of this makes me sound like a very nice person, or a smart one, but having an affair is not against the law.”

Her tone is becoming defensive. Her bearing is, too: she’s leaning toward me, hands in fists at her side.

“If you want a suspect, look at Byers. She’s jealous of me. She wants my job. She may have the combination to the vault for all I know. She’s been undercutting me with the president since the day I arrived.”

“What about the security camera in the vault? What am I going to see when I look at it?”

That deflates the aggressiveness. She sinks back against the wall. “I rewound the tape when we finished. There will be a time lapse of about forty minutes.” Her voice drops, then brightens. “But doesn’t that prove I had nothing to do with the burglary? You’ll be able to see the cabinet and the books inside. I closed the vault at ten. The books were there.”

My cell phone chirps. I excuse myself, telling Simmons to stay put until I come back.

When I’m out of earshot, I open the connection. “Fitzgerald.”

“It’s Laura. Ran the fingerprints on the cabinet. They belong to Byers. Found tiny particles of something foreign in the prints. I’m running tests on that now. Lahey is processing the DNA from the chairs. Any chance you  can get samples from Byers and Simmons for comparison?”

“I’ll ask. I gave Jenkins a water bottle. Start with that. In the meantime, I’ll call for a warrant. Just in case I can’t persuade the librarians to volunteer.”

Laura signs off and I call an assistant DA to request a warrant. When I return to the lobby, Simmons is no longer where I left her.

She’s squaring off with Byers.

“You bitch. You’re not going to get what you want. You saw Dr. Nichols. He’ll fire both of us as soon as this is sorted out. I won’t have any trouble getting another job. What are you going to do?”

Byers isn’t rising to the bait. “I can take care of myself,” she says. “But I wouldn’t be too sure about finding another job if I were you. With the Internet these days, you never know what’s going to show up.”

Simmons’s face darkens. “You post anything defamatory about me and I’ll sue you.”

Once again, Byers opens her mouth as if she’s going to fire back, then stops herself, takes a deep breath, remains silent.

I touch Simmons’s arm. She turns toward me, her expression angry, combative. This time, I tell the uniform to escort her to the other side of the lobby. She looks like she wants to resist, but doesn’t, casting one last, fury-filled frown Byers’ way.

“She’s something, isn’t she?” Byers says to me. “I’ll bet she and her boyfriend plan to sell the books and run off to Tahiti. She doesn’t care about the loss to the university. She only cares about herself.”

My cell phone chirps. I shake a finger at Byers. “Stay here.”

She nods and I walk away to take the call.

“It’s Lahey. I’ve got two interesting bits for you. First, the stains from the chairs in the vault. Semen and vaginal fluids in one. The other—just vaginal fluids. The combination we can’t match. Not until we get samples from Simmons and her boyfriend. The vaginal fluids, though, are Byers’s. We were able to match it from the water bottle.”

“No semen in that one?”

“Not a trace. And nothing to indicate a condom was used. No lubricant, no spermicide, no residuals of any kind. I’d guess it was a party of one. Second, the substance in Byers’s fingerprints? Coal dust. Minute particles.”

I snap my phone shut. Coal dust?

I look around the building. The university is one of the oldest in Denver. It’s been retrofitted many times with new heating and air conditioning systems. Originally, though, I’d bet there was a combustion heating system of some kind. I dial McDuff.

He picks up on the first ring. “Yes?”

“Are you still with Nichols?”

“In his office as we speak. The combination was in the safe in an envelope with a notarized stamp across the seal. Doesn’t look as if it has been tampered with.”

“Ask him if the library had a coal-burning heating system at one time. And if there’s an old furnace room somewhere in the building.”

I hear him put the question to Nichols. And I hear Nichols’ answer. When McDuff comes back on the line, I ask, “When was the last retrofit?”
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