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    A few years back, as I embarked on this thing called a writing career, I began the task of creating a character I could base a series of crime novels on.




    I knew I wanted this character to be different from what was currently being published. That meant I couldn’t make my hero a PI or have him be in traditional law-enforcement. The idea of making my protagonist an attorney (on either side of the fence), a doctor, or a forensic scientist set off alarm bells (the often heard write-what-you-know mantra ringing in my ear), and, of course, all had been done, quite successfully, before, and amateur sleuths were just not the kind of stories I was interested in telling.




    So, I remember thinking, who is in or around law-enforcement, the courts, and criminals, but not in law-enforcement or a PI? I tossed around the idea of using judges and law clerks and paralegals who might investigate crime, corrections officers, probation officers, or social workers. No, no, no and no. Then it hit me—what about a bounty hunter?




    In a euphoria panic only a writer could understand and appreciate, I thought, that’s it! only to then ask myself, what the heck do you know about bounty hunters?




    As it turned out, not a lot.




    I knew a bounty hunter wasn’t a PI (necessarily) and they certainly were not police or federal law-enforcement, in fact, they were often portrayed in fiction as the heavy, but, I reassured myself, they did had a legitimate reason to be involved with lots of criminals and crimes, and many different types of crimes, not just murder. And what they did was exciting, tracking down fugitive criminals, and dangerous. They must interact with police, the courts, even federal law-enforcement, and maybe not always in a compatible way. They were authorized to operate all around the country, so they were not tied down to a single geographical location.




    All were certainly bonuses when it came to keeping a long running series fresh.




    Excited, I began to flesh out my creation. How and when my hero became a heroine I’m not sure, but I blame it on Keira Knightley and her brilliant portrayal as real-life bounty hunter, Domino Harvey, in the movie, Domino. And like my decision to make my protagonist a woman, I have no clue how or why I decided to make her Irish-Latina. I guess it just seemed like a good idea at the time.




    Next, I began to research locations for where my crime fighting bounty hunter might reside. I decide to stay away from LA and New York, Boston and Chicago, Baltimore and Washington, D.C. Those jurisdictions were already well-served by the fictionalized PI and police. Also, I was delighted to learn no major literary detective had yet lay claim to Columbus, Ohio, which at the time, I called home.




    And thus, Columbus, Ohio-based bounty hunter, Grace deHaviland was born.




    With all the basics in place, I feverishly began working on my first Grace deHaviland novel. Now, having both a writer’s ego and the insecurity that goes with it, I thought my creation was something special, something unique, but, I worried I was wrong. I wanted to know for sure. I needed validation. But how?




    Well, for me the answer was to try her out in a short story, or a series of them.




    Grace deHaviland made her first appearance in a short story I wrote called Justice Served. It was never published and has since been cannibalized to serve other newer, better written, Grace deHaviland stories, but I mention it here because I’d sent that early story into Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine and received a very nice rejection letter (a concept only a writer could understand and appreciate) from long-time editor, Janet Hutchings.




    It read, in part: Although I didn’t find the mood or tone of the piece quite right for EQMM, I did like seeing a different sort of lead character.




    Wow! Janet Hutchings, the editor of Ellery Queen, a woman who must read hundreds of stories a month, and thousands of stories a year, and she though my character was ‘a different sort of lead character.’ Again, wow.




    Encouraged by Ms. Hutchings’ kind comments, and other positive feedback I’d also received along the way, I felt confident I had indeed done something right, and so, I forged ahead and wrote what you now hold in your hands: A collection of short stories featuring Columbus, Ohio-based bounty hunter, Grace deHaviland.




    And so, without further delay, here are five stories, written with the intention of introducing you, the reader, to Grace deHaviland. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them, because, I’ve got to tell you, I had a blast.
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    “We don’t get a lot of folks like you up here.”




    Patrol Sergeant Sean Ritter sat behind a scarred desk stuffed into a cramped office in what served as a police station in the foothills of the White Mountains of New Hampshire. He leaned back in a creaky wooden chair that had seen better days and put his legs up over the corner of the desk, crossed them at the ankles. He wore salt-stained brown hiking boots with his forest-green uniform and dug dirt from under his fingernails with the blade of a small pocket knife.




    “Latinas?” I asked with one raised eyebrow. While I’m only half-Latina—the other half is Irish—I do have dusky skin, raven black hair and eyes as green as emerald pools, or so I’ve been told.




    “Bounty hunters, Ms. deHaviland. We don’t get many bounty hunters up here.”




    Oh. I’m quick to jump to conclusions too.




    “So tell me. It’s Grace, right? What brings a big city bounty hunter like yourself all the way out here to our little neck of the woods?”




    I don’t think of my home turf of Columbus, Ohio as the big city but when you police a community of six thousand people like Ritter does, I’d looked it up, I could see why he might think so. I put my PI license, my Bail Enforcement Agent ID, and a file folder on his desk. The file contained the bail papers for Colin James Maynard, my legal authorization to pick him up.




    “Colin Maynard’s on trial for aggravated assault, battery, drug possession with intent to distribute, and child endangerment. Two days ago the defense rested, the jury went to deliberate and Colin jumped bail. New Hampshire law requires I check in with local law enforcement before I extricate. Consider me checked in.”




    Figuring my work here was done, I pocketed my credentials and reached for the file but Ritter grabbed them from my grasp. Damn it. I guessed I wasn’t going to get away that easily. Ritter opened the file and flipped through the papers, slowly examining each document, one at a time. He grunted when he came to Maynard’s mug shot.




    When he reached the last page, he tossed the file back on the desk and returned to cleaning his fingernails. “And you think he’s here?”




    “I know he is.”




    I took back the file before he could grab it again. My wool-lined leather coat stiff from the cold, crinkled with the movement. Late March, it’s below freezing out here in the boonies, and there’s still three feet of snow on the ground. At least in Columbus there were some signs of spring by now; temperatures north of freezing, a few buds on the trees, no snow.




    “I found his car, an old ’72 Charger,” I added. “Still has the Ohio plates. It’s parked outside an old rundown Cape on the outskirts of town.” I gave Ritter the address.




    His attention remained on his fingers; the nails were cut short, clean and neat. I put Ritter in his mid-to-late thirties. No wedding band. When he finished scrapping his fingers, he folded the little knife with a snap and put it in the pocket of his pants. He glanced up at me with pale blue eyes, the kind Huskies’ have. On the thin side he appeared to be in good shape, someone who stayed fit through an active lifestyle, not a health club membership. A looker too, I thought.




    “How’d you happen to find his car at that particular house?”




    “You are familiar with the concept of police work, aren’t you?” Ok, that came out a little bitchy, I supposed.




    Ritter must have thought so too because he snapped up out of his chair so fast I took a step back. Not in fear but in defiance, setting my stance, fisting my hands.




    His hands were clenched tight too. He leaned over the desk. “Now you listen to me. I won’t take being insulted by some smart aleck bounty hunter. You wanna do that? You can just take your pretty little ass right on out of here and go back to Columbus, O-HI-O.”




    Did he just call me pretty?




    I don’t know if it was because I was tired since I’d driven for fourteen hours that day, straight in from Ohio, or if my Latin-Irish temper was just spoiling for a fight. Either way I should have apologized—but I didn’t.




    Instead, I got into his face. “Fine with me. The only reason I’m here talking to you is because I have to. I found his car at that house because that’s what I do. It’s my job and I’m damn good at it.”




    He stared at me long and hard, and I stared back until the room felt as if the air had been sucked out of it. The overhead fluorescents buzzed like angry bees, while the clock on the wall ticked off the minutes. Slowly and loudly.




    If Ritter expected me to back down from his outburst, I didn’t. If he thought I’d be intimidated by his authority, I wasn’t. I’d been a cop, and I’ve dealt with cops my whole adult life. If Sean Ritter thought he could scare me, he was mistaken.




    “Fair enough,” he said, relaxing, settling back into his chair. Was he smiling? “Tell me about this Colin Maynard.”




    I didn’t need or want anything from Ritter other than to inform him of my intentions to take Maynard, but I didn’t want to make an enemy of him, either. I forced myself to relax as well.




    “Maynard’s a low-life junkie with a rap sheet a mile long. He’s here because his girlfriend is here.”




    “This girlfriend got a name?”




    “Allison Raynor. She’s here with their son, Jimmy.”




    “I know most of the families around in these parts—don’t recognize the name.” Ritter frowned. “That house you’re talking about I do know. It’s abandoned. Been that way for years.”




    “I know,” I said. “The owner of record is Gail Ackerman. I did a real property search.”




    Ritter nodded, a bit surprised and maybe even a little impressed by my diligence. “Gail lived out there all her life. Died a few years back, just shy of her one hundredth birthday.”




    “And without a will. The house is in probate.” See police work. I tried not to look smug.




    “So this Maynard and his girlfriend, they’re squatters.” The gears were starting to click.




    “Not exactly,” I said. “Gail Ackerman had a sister—”




    “Alyssa.”




    “How’d you…Oh, right. Small town.”




    He smiled.




    I had to admit, it was growing on me.




    “Alyssa was Allison’s grandmother.”




    “That can’t be right,” Ritter countered. “Alyssa never married. She and Gail, they were a couple of old spinsters, lived out at that old house all alone, their whole lives.”




    “Maybe.” I said. “But Alyssa did get herself pregnant. In college, one year at OSU. She left the baby to be raised by the father, a jock from a local, well-to-do but strict Catholic family. And the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Twenty-two years ago Alyssa’s illegitimate daughter gave birth to Allison, out of wedlock—there’s no father named on the birth certificate.”




    “So you think this Allison Raynor’s come here to lay claim to Gail’s house?”




    “I don’t know. Don’t care really. I’m here to bring Colin Maynard back to Ohio is all. The rest doesn’t matter to me.”




    That put him off. “Well, aren’t you the hardass.”




    I get that a lot. “I know my job, Sergeant. I don’t try and do anybody else’s.”




    He took a minute then said, “So what’s the deal with these two? They some kind of modern-day Bonnie and Clyde?”




    “No. Just a couple of two-bit junkies. A few months back the cops responded to a domestic disturbance call in Columbus. They arrived to find these two at each other’s throats. The cops broke it up, finding Allison beat to hell and the apartment full of drugs—cocaine, pills, crystal meth. The cops arrested them both and turned the whole thing over to the D.A. Allison cut a deal and agreed to testify against Maynard for the assault and drug possession, in exchange she got a pass. Meanwhile the judge in his infinite wisdom let Colin Maynard out on bail. Ain’t the legal system grand?”




    “You sound bitter,” he observed.




    “Not at all,” I said, not sounding very convincing. “I respect the legal system, just not the people who work in it. But hey, if they didn’t keep letting these idiots out I wouldn’t have a job to do.”




    “So Maynard’s not here to hook up, he’s looking for payback.”




    “With these two, who knows? Maybe it’s true love.” I stopped before adding, I don’t care. “My concern is getting Maynard and—”




    He raised a hand. “You said. But this girl, her safety is my concern.” Ritter came out from behind the desk. He stood at a lean six-foot-two, his uniform expertly tailored with crisp, razor-sharp creases. He was squared away, except for those ugly, brown hiking boots. I pegged him as ex-military. “If she’s in danger…”




    “She won’t be once I collar Maynard.” I needed to get out of there before Ritter got any big ideas. “So since I’ve complied with my legal obligation, Sergeant, consider yourself notified. I’ll be on my way.”




    “Not so fast,” Ritter said. “I’m coming with you.”




    Damn it. That was exactly what I didn’t want to happen. “You don’t have to. Really. I’ve got this one.” The last thing I need was a tag-along.




    “This is my town. You want to take this guy…” At the door already, he held it open for me. “I come along.”




    Shit.
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    Ritter insisted we take his vehicle, a Jeep Grand Cherokee with emblem and whip antenna and full light-and-siren package. I protested, telling him I wanted to make an inconspicuous approach. He told me to relax. “It’s so damn dark out there this time of night they won’t see us until we’re right on top of them.”




    I didn’t argue. Turns out, he wasn’t wrong.




    The moon was little more than a crescent sliver in the sky, playing hide-and-seek with some slow-moving, grey-black clouds. Ritter drove following a winding ribbon of black pavement carved between snow banks as high as the Jeep’s hood. The asphalt was wet with runoff and our tires whished. I worried about black ice. Skeletal branches, bowed heavily with ice and snow creaked and swayed on either side of us. They glowed silver-white in our headlights as we passed.




    “You always work alone?” Ritter asked over the blowing of the heater fans that weren’t producing much heat.




    “Usually. I’ve got a cop friend who helps me sometimes. She’s a deputy with the Sheriff’s Department.”




    “Sounds dangerous. Doing this alone.”




    The back of the Jeep fishtailed a little, enough to make my heart skip a beat but Ritter corrected the skid without outward concern.




    “It works for me.”




    After a moment, he said, “People need people.”




    An hour and a half together and the guy decided he knows me? I shrugged. “I have a pet monkey. He’s all the people I need, or want.”




    He looked at me, his face awash in green from the dashboard lights. It was a handsome face, but hard to read. I shifted the conversation away from my least favorite topic, me. “Been a cop long?”




    “Seven years. Army before that.”




    Military. I’d called it. “See any action?”




    “What is it with you? Just ‘cause I’m a cop in a small town you think we don’t do any real police work here? All we do is write speeding tickets and teach DARE to school kids?”




    Pretty much, but I kept that to myself. “I’m just making conversation. Why are you getting all defensive?”




    “I’m not defensive.” We drove on in silence for several more miles.




    After a while Ritter said, “So tell me. How does one get into bounty hunting?”




    How’d I get into it? I thought back over the eight years since I’d been booted off the Sheriff’s Department, about the hundreds of skips I’d tracked down in that time. The people who took off, skipped on their obligations, left their families and their friends holding the bag. Wondering, worrying, what became of the person who’d simply disappeared from their lives?




    I thought about my father then. How he abandoned my mother and me when I was seven. Left us without a word, no different then every worthless bail jumper I’d ever tracked down.




    How’d I get into it? “More like it got into me,” I said.




    The road forked up ahead. Ritter eased to the right.




    I shouted, “Look out!”




    Our headlights caught three deer, gracefully leaping over the snow banks from a copse of trees. They ran across the road only a few feet ahead of us. The high beams shimmered off their smooth, brown flanks. Ritter tapped the brakes and slowed. We watched them run off into the woods, their little tails twitching as they went. Then they stopped and turned, watching us watch them. What a great postcard moment, I thought.




    When they moved off, Ritter resumed driving. “You said the girl has a kid with her. Is the kid Maynard’s?”




    “Far as I know. The boy, Jimmy, he was at the apartment when the cops busted the two of them. They found him hiding in a closet, his knees to his chest, his arms wrapped around his legs. Figure he hid in there when Maynard and Allison started beating the hell out of each other.”




    “Jeez.”




    “Guess you don’t get crap like that around here, huh?” I sucked in my breath, realizing that sounded like another snide swipe. I didn’t mean it to. After seeing the deer and being around the quaint, quiet beauty of the little town I was thinking how peaceful it must be to live in a place like this. I braced for Ritter’s defensive barrage, not wanting to fight again.




    “We get our share,” he said simply. “Six months back I got a call to check out a farm up on the county line. Earl Jenkins’ place. Earl’s got a wife, two kids—a son and a daughter. Odd folks, kept to themselves mostly. Home schooled the children so they could work the farm. Anyway, I get this call about gunshots out that way. I figured its some kids out plinking tin cans with a .22 or something. No big deal.”




    He stared ahead, a part of him back in the past, reliving that day. His gloved hands tightened around the wheel. In the dim green dashboard lights, I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he spoke.




    “It wasn’t kids plucking cans,” I said.




    “No. The boy, Eric, he got a hold of his father’s pistol. Earl used it to shoot at the coyotes, keep them away from his stock. Eric used the gun to put two bullets into Earl. Then he shot his mom and his little sister. She was just nine years old. After that he took a machete to each of them. Hacked them up, gutted them, cut off their arms and legs. There was blood and guts strewn everywhere. An awful mess. Coming up on all that, I called for back-up. Then I started searching the property and found Eric. He’d hanged himself off the hayloft winch. Hanging there, just twisting in the wind. Rope creaking. His face and bare chest smeared in blood and guts. No note. No reason. Nothing.” His voice grew soft. “Worse damn thing I’ve ever seen. And that’s after two tours in Iraq.”




    Humbly, I began to revise my thoughts on rural policing. Cops do what cops do, no matter where they are. And human beings, with their insane capacity to brutalize, aren’t bound by geography. Metropolitan or rural, killers are killers.




    Ritter slowed the cruiser, pulled to the shoulder and came to a stop. He shut off the headlights. “There it is.” He pointed up ahead into the darkness. The moon peeked from behind the cloud cover but offered little in the way of illumination. Ahead, ice-encrusted, gnarled tree branches gave way to a lumpy blanket of snow covering a clearing edged by a slush-hardened snow bank and a solitary black mailbox. The mailbox leaned at an angle, buried up to its little red flag.




    In an attempt to make up for my less than charitable thoughts regarding Ritter and rural policing in general, I said, “Thanks for bringing me back out.” I know, lame, right?




    Ritter shrugged. “No problem.” He shut off the engine and we stepped out into the cold.




    I shivered. I thought I’d come prepared for the cold. I had on long sleeve under-armor, a black turtle neck sweater, a wool-lined leather coat. Okay, so the True Religion jeans were for show, but the Uggs, they were both fashionable and practical. Still I was damned cold.




    “Come on,” Ritter said.




    Together, we walked along the road, black, wet and icy despite the County’s efforts to sand. Our breaths fogged the air. Ritter held my elbow, guiding me. When we reached the edge of the woods where the trees gave way to the cleared property, buried under three feet of snow, we stopped.




    Against the blackness of the woods I made out the dark angular shape of the house, its sagging roofline, its broken clapboard siding. No lights glowed from inside but Maynard’s Charger sat in the unplowed driveway where the snow was tamped down and rutted by tire tracks. A dusting of snow covered the car: it hadn’t moved. Colin Maynard was still inside.




    The surrounding quiet was both peaceful and eerie. A silence had settled around us, marred only by the creaking of gently swaying trees—their ice-sheathed limbs scrapping, one against the other—and the whistle of a cold breeze.




    Ritter gave my arm a gentle tug.




    “Look. I know you think I’m just some backwoods, hick cop in the rural nothingness. And I am, but I’m not. I’m also an M.P. with the National Guard. I did two tours in Iraq. I’m Ranger trained with the Army, SWAT trained with the state police. I don’t get to use those skills much around here, and to tell you the truth, I’m thankful for that. But I’ve used them enough. I know what I’m doing.”




    I stomped my feet. I wanted to cup my hands and blow into them but I didn’t. I thought it would make me look weak, unprepared. I should have said I was sorry for my attitude. I didn’t do that either. I wanted to, but the words wouldn’t come out. I don’t do contrite well.




    He said, “Forget it. Give me ten minutes to get around back then make your approach.” He started to climb over the plowed mound of snow, his heavy hiking boots crunching through a scrim of ice.




    “Hey.” He was giving me the leeway I wanted. I touched his arm. “Why are you playing it this way?”




    His brow furrowed. “How else would I play it? I’ve got no reason to go in there. No probable cause, no reasonable suspicion. As far as I can tell the only play here is yours.”




    “Then why are you here?”




    “I told you before. If that girl is in trouble, I need to be here.” He flashed a smile. “But really I’m curious to see how a big city bounty hunter operates. Thought an old hick cop like me might learn something new.”




    “Right,” I scoffed, scooping my hair up and winding a ponytail holder around it, returning his smile. “I figured you were here to teach me a trick or two.”




    “There’s always that possibility as well. The night is young. You armed?”




    Though I’m licensed to carry concealed in Ohio, the gun laws between there and New Hampshire are not reciprocal—so carrying a gun here, that would be illegal. I had three on me. “You really want to know?” I asked.




    “No. Be careful.”




    His concern was touching. “I will.”




    Ritter moved off then stopped again. “Hey. Maybe after all this is done…you and I could, you know, go out and get something to eat?”
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