

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	AN UNFAITHFUL HUSBAND, AN AGGRIEVED WIFE, AND A CUNNING PLAN FOR REVENGE THAT’S TOO CLEVER BY HALF. WHAT COULD POSSIBLY GO WRONG?


	 


	Becky Miller is stunned to discover that her husband, Walter, is having an affair with a scatterbrained cocktail waitress. In retaliation, she devises a clever plan that will place her philandering husband squarely in the sights of both the police and the IRS before she divorces him and leaves him to the tender mercies of his dopey girlfriend. But as she sets her scheme into motion, things go tragically wrong and Becky winds up a victim of her own carefully-orchestrated plan. Shortly thereafter, a female torso floats to the surface of a Phoenix canal and the case is assigned to homicide detective Sean Richardson and his partner, Maggie McClinton. DNA tests confirm that the victim is Becky Miller. But what seems at first to be a fairly straight-forward investigation turns out to be much more complicated, and as their case becomes increasingly convoluted, Sean and Maggie must sort through the havoc that Becky Miller has left in her wake and somehow find the solution to an especially gruesome crime before anyone else pays the ultimate price for a scheme that’s gotten way out of hand.


	"FATAL BLOW is a meticulous and engrossing procedural – from the perspective of both the dogged detective and the surprising, enterprising criminal."—Lou Berney, Edgar Award winning author of The Long and Faraway Gone


	“Beautifully written and tautly plotted--one of the best procedurals I’ve read in years.” — Christine Carbo, Award-winning author of The Wild Inside


	 


	Praise for the Sean Richardson Series


	“No Place to Die” is a two-in-one treat, a convincing police procedural bolted to a nail-biter suspense novel. A good novel gives you real people in a real place, and James L. Thane delivers both with his skillfully drawn cops, victims and crooks in today’s Phoenix”—-Sam Reaves, author of Mean Town Blues


	“No Place to Die is an auspicious beginning to what I hope will become a series. Sean and Maggie make a great crime-solving team.—Barbara D’Amato, Author of Death of a Thousand Cuts


	“An engaging police procedural that hooks the audience. … Readers will relish James L. Thane’s tense thriller.—The Mystery Gazette


	“A fast action thriller...”-—Suspense Magazine
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	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


	 


	This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-945181-46-7)


	at quality book stores and online retailers.


	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.


	Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.
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	Becky Miller assumed she was in no way responsible for the fact that her husband had chosen to nuke their marriage vows by jumping into the sack with a cocktail waitress who was dumber than a box of rocks. 


	It was true, of course, that Becky had cut him off almost completely from the marital privileges he assumed to be rightfully his. But as she saw it, Walter had no one but himself to blame for that either. Through the fifteen years they’d been together, Becky worked hard and sacrificed a great deal to maintain the body that had driven her husband to distraction in the early days of their courtship and marriage. Walter, on the other hand, rarely ever met a drink, a dessert, or an appetizer that didn’t seem to have his name on it.


	Like clockwork, twice a year, on January second and on July twenty-fourth (his birthday being the twenty-third), Walter vowed to start a new diet and get back to the gym. And like clockwork, twice a year, by January ninth and July thirtieth, his new regimen lay in tatters.


	It was as though he’d exhausted his lifetime’s allotment of self-discipline, fighting to stay in shape so that he could play point guard for Arizona State. Walter had started for the Sun Devils in his junior and senior years and Becky still remembered the rush she felt the first time she ever saw him naked. She was twenty-two that night; Walter was twenty-three. He had the body of a god, she’d thought. But fifteen years and eighty-five pounds later, Walter could have served as the stunt double for the Pillsbury Dough Boy, and Becky could barely stand to look at him naked, let alone think about making love with him.


	When Walter whined because they never had sex any more, Becky was brutally frank about the matter. She promised that she’d start having sex with him again when he made a genuine and sustained effort to get back into shape, and that she’d do so enthusiastically once he actually got there. But until then she told him not even to think about it.


	Becky’s ultimatum did not stop her husband from complaining about the situation or from occasionally begging her to relent. But neither did it inspire him to push his flabby ass away from the dinner table and back to the gym. And then one night in March, it occurred to Becky that Walter had finally stopped bitching about the subject altogether.


	She assumed that he’d probably gotten tired of being repeatedly rejected. Or perhaps his deteriorating physical condition finally left him with no libido to worry about. Whatever the case, Becky stopped thinking about the issue until a Thursday night late in April, when she walked into Walter’s study and noticed that he’d gone down to the kitchen without logging out of his e-mail account.
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	In the middle of summer, the northern Sonoran Desert is no place for the faint of heart. It’s bad enough that, even without any human assistance, the mid-day temperatures often rise to well over a hundred degrees for days on end. But turn loose into that fragile environment the developers, politicians, and climate-change deniers who determined that it would be a brilliant idea to pave over a significant portion of the desert, and what you get is the huge urban heat island that is metropolitan Phoenix, where the summer temperatures simply fly off the chart. 


	At times like this, Phoenicians are fond of reminding each other that at least we don’t have to shovel the heat, but the thought did nothing to improve my mood as I sat sweltering in my office in the Homicide Unit on a Monday, with the temperature outside already at 109 degrees. It was still short of one o’clock in the afternoon. Even worse, it was still only early June. God only knows what the rest of the afternoon might bring, let alone the rest of the friggin’ summer.


	I was trying to imagine why anyone with an ounce of brains would choose to live in a climate like this when the sergeant stuck his head around the open door. Wasting no time on pleasantries, he said, “Two kids just reported a floater in the CAP canal off of Bell and 62nd. Patrol confirms the report and says it’s a female torso with no head or arms. It belongs to you and McClinton.”


	 I hauled myself out of the chair, took a quick look at the report, and stepped across the narrow hallway to my partner’s office where I found her on her cell phone. She looked up to see me and said into the phone, “Sean’s here, Mom. I gotta go.” She listened for another moment, then said, “I will. Love you too.”


	She dropped the phone into her purse, turned back in my direction and I said, “We’re rolling.” 


	***


	The scene was located behind the campus of a large church complex that was located just south of the CAP canal in northeastern Phoenix. We got there a little after one o’clock and I braked to a stop in the parking lot behind the church, ten yards short of the chain link fence that separated the parking lot from the canal.


	Several squads and an ambulance had preceded us, and the patrolmen were attempting to contain the neighbors who were beginning to assemble and who were straining to get a view of the activity. A couple of television news vans had also beaten us to the scene, and the patrolmen were holding them back as well. A news helicopter circled overhead, doubtless broadcasting the circus live to the greater metro area, just in time for lunch.


	A few hardy weeds had grown up along the bottom of the fence, and a fair amount of litter had blown up against it. Beyond the fence, the desert was graded to a flat tan surface, devoid of any vegetation, stretching perhaps fifteen yards to rim of the canal itself. The channel was about eighty feet wide at this point, running from west to east behind the church and the homes that were built along the south side of the waterway. Beyond the fence that protected the far side of the canal, the land sloped up, creating a natural barrier dotted with desert scrub plants for as far as the eye could see in either direction. To the east, the McDowell Mountains rose into an azure sky, and in the center of the emerald-green water, the body, or what was left of it, floated lazily in a slow circle as it drifted down the canal.


	As Maggie and I got out of the car, a Crime Scene Response Team van pulled to a stop beside us, followed by a pair of department divers. While the techs and the divers prepared for their respective tasks, Maggie and I walked over to one of the squads where a young female patrol officer was trying, without much success, to comfort a woman and two small children.


	I guessed the woman to be somewhere in her late twenties. Wearing dark green shorts and an Arizona Cardinals tee shirt, she was a tad overweight with stringy blonde hair and a very light complexion that had no business whatsoever being exposed to the blazing mid-day sun. The two children clinging to the woman and crying were also dressed in shorts and tee shirts. The boy looked to be about six; his sister was perhaps a year or so younger. They too had very pale skin, and I wondered if the family had recently moved to Phoenix from someplace like Illinois or Minnesota where they didn’t get three hundred and twenty-five days of sunshine every year.


	The children stopped crying for a moment and watched apprehensively as Maggie and I approached. I acknowledged the patrolman, who introduced the woman as Janelle Grisham. I turned to her and said, “Ms. Grisham, I’m Detective Sean Richardson of the Phoenix PD. This is my partner, Detective Maggie McClinton.”


	Grisham nodded and forced a slight smile. Gripping each child by a shoulder, she said, “These are my children, Erin and Jason.”


	Maggie and I scrunched down to the level of the children and she said, “Erin and Jason. Those are very nice names. I’m Maggie and this is Sean.”


	The little girl buried her face in her mother’s leg while her brother tentatively put out his hand. I shook it gently and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Jason.”


	“It’s nice to meet you too, sir,” he answered, and then offered his hand to Maggie. They shook hands, then Maggie and I rose back to our feet and Maggie said, “Can you tell us what happened here, Ms. Grisham?”


	The woman shook her head. “Only what I told them when I called. The kids were out playing before lunch. They came running back into the house and said that there was a dead person floating in the canal. I walked back up here with them, thinking that they were kidding or probably mistaken. When I saw that they weren’t, I lost my breakfast. We ran back home and I called 911. Then we came back down here and waited for the police to come.”


	The woman had nothing more to offer and so we sent her and her children back home. Meanwhile, a CAP employee appeared with the key to a gate just upstream from where the body was floating. Now dressed in their wetsuits, the two divers followed him through the gate and used a rope to lower themselves down into the water. They swam out to the center of the canal and tied another rope around the torso, then they gently towed the body to the edge of the canal. Maggie and I stepped through the gate, walked a hundred yards downstream and waited for them.


	While we waited, we were joined by the county medical examiner, Matt Kramer. Kramer was in his middle forties and as fastidious in his dress as he was in the conduct of his office. In spite of the early afternoon heat, he was wearing a well-tailored light tan suit over gleaming cordovan shoes, a blue dress shirt, and a tie with a muted check pattern. We were the only two men at the scene and probably the only two within a twenty-block radius who were wearing suits and ties, and standing there in the mid-day sun, I wondered if that was more a commentary on declining social standards or on our own lack of common sense.


	The divers reached the edge of the canal, lifted the torso out of the water, and passed it into the hands of the ambulance attendants who laid it gently on a plastic sheet. The woman’s head and arms had been crudely severed from her body, and the torso was badly scraped and bruised. Some of the damage might have been inflicted before the torso went into the water, but I assumed that much of it had occurred as the body rolled and tumbled along the bottom and sides of the concrete canal. Given the condition of the body, it was impossible to make a very specific guess about the victim’s age, but the length of her legs and torso suggested that she had been a bit taller than average. A silver ring on the second toe of her left foot glinted in the bright sun.


	Matt officially pronounced the woman dead, not that there was that much doubt, and the ambulance attendants then zippered the remains into a body bag and carried it back up to their vehicle for the trip to the morgue. I looked to Matt and said, “How long before you can give us a time of death and a probable cause?”


	He shook his head. “I don’t know, Sean. I’ll get her on the table later this afternoon and by this time tomorrow I can probably give you some preliminary answers. Once she went into the water, it would have taken at least a couple of days for enough gasses to collect in the abdomen and in the body tissues to bring her to the surface again. So I think you can safely say that she’s been dead for at least that long.


	“As for the cause of death, I think we can be fairly sure that she didn’t accidentally tumble into the canal and drown. But with only a portion of the body to work with, I may have some trouble determining how she did die. It’d sure as hell help if you could find the missing pieces.”


	I looked back up the length of the canal and nodded my understanding. “We’ll get teams out right away working back up both sides of the canal and dragging the water. It’s hard to imagine that anyone was able to get the body over this fence, so we need to figure out where they got her through it. Once we find the spot, maybe somebody from the CAP can estimate how long it would have taken a body to move from the entry point down to here.”


	Kramer raised his eyes to the top of the fence which was about six feet high and topped by three taut strands of serious barbed wire. “That sounds logical enough.” He sighed. “Let me know if and when you find anything. In the meantime, I guess we’d all better get to work.” 


	***


	I called the sergeant, who promised to coordinate with CAP officials in organizing the effort to drag the canal and search the area above the point where the torso was found. We were hoping, of course, to discover the missing pieces of the victim as well as the spot where she’d been put into the canal. The only problem was that the canal originated in Lake Havasu City, some three hundred miles north and west of the point where the body was recovered. 


	The canal, which the Central Arizona Project had completed in 1993, was built for the purpose of diverting water from the Colorado River to the thirsty citizens of the Phoenix metro area, to surrounding farmers, and to a number of Indian communities. I assumed that the torso could not have passed through any of the pumping plants along the route of the canal, which meant that it must have been put into the water no more than thirty or thirty-five miles from the spot where I was now standing. Still, even that would be an awful lot of ground to cover.


	Maggie listened quietly to my end of my conversation with the sergeant. Once I disconnected, she shook her head. “Jesus, that’s a job I wouldn’t want to have on a day as hot as this, walking back up this damned concrete ditch looking for the rest of that poor woman.”


	Nodding, I said, “Yeah, well, I know that we’ve got to go through the motions of searching, but I doubt very much that anybody’s ever going to find the missing pieces. If the killer was just going to leave them around for us to discover that easily, why would he have bothered to cut them off in the first place?”


	“Yeah, shit, you’re probably right. I’ll bet that by now they’re buried deep out in the desert or some other friggin’ place where nobody’ll ever find them.” 


	***


	While the divers and the Crime Scene Response Team waited for reinforcements to arrive so that they could begin the search of the canal, Maggie and I drove back downtown to the Police Headquarters building on West Washington Street. We climbed the stairs to the Homicide Unit where Maggie dropped her purse on her desk and draped the blazer she’d been wearing over the back of her chair. Then we walked on down to the sergeant’s office. 


	The Sergeant, Russ Martin, had been leading the Homicide Unit for nearly seven years. Thin and fit in his late fifties, he was as good a boss as we could have asked for. He gave his detectives the freedom and support that was necessary to get the job done, and, when necessary, tried his best to protect us from the fulminations of the department brass above. He looked up from the report he was reading and waved us into chairs in front of his desk. Gesturing in my direction with his reading glasses he said, “So, what’ve we got?” 


	He listened as Maggie and I described the scene in greater detail than I’d given him on the phone. Then he leaned forward in his chair and said, “Okay, while the search teams are looking for the rest of the victim, you two start with the missing persons reports. If you don’t find her there, we’ll have to hope that the media coverage will prompt someone to call us with the name of a woman who hasn’t come home or who’s failed to show up for work without explanation over the last few days. Then, once we’ve got an ID, we can begin trying to figure out how in the hell she died and who dumped her into the canal.”


	***


	Back in my office, Maggie and I began digging through MISPERS reports, looking for a woman who might match the torso the Grisham children had discovered. We were searching for a Caucasian woman, probably in her late twenties to mid-forties, with no visible tattoos. Our main hope of an early identification was the toe ring that the victim was wearing.


	During the previous week, three white women in the age range we’d targeted were reported missing, but none of the reports indicated that the women listed wore a toe ring. One of the three reports noted that the missing woman had a large butterfly tattoo at the small of her back, and thus we eliminated her from consideration.


	While Maggie sat by my desk, I called the father who reported one of the other two women missing. His twenty-three-year-old daughter disappeared a week and a half earlier, but he never knew her to wear a toe ring. I waited while he conferred with his wife. He then returned to the phone and told me that his wife concurred; their daughter had little interest in jewelry and didn’t have a ring on any of her toes.


	I thanked the man for his help and assured him that someone in the department would contact him the instant we might have any news about his daughter. Then I disconnected and called the husband of the other possibility, a Mr. Walter Miller. At eight minutes after three the previous Thursday morning, Miller called to report that his wife, Becky, failed to return home from a meeting of her book club. 


	The report further indicated that on Saturday morning, Becky Miller’s Audi was found in the parking lot of a Basha’s supermarket on North Scottsdale Road. The store manager called the police because the car had been sitting in the same the parking space for three days. 


	Unfortunately, the parking lot was not under video surveillance and thus detectives were unable to determine exactly how long the car had been in the lot or who might have left it there. Even more unfortunately, someone had wiped down the steering wheel and the area around the driver’s seat of the Audi, eliminating any fingerprints that the forensics team might otherwise have been able to develop from those surfaces.


	According to the report, Ms. Miller was thirty-eight years old, and at five feet, seven inches tall, and a hundred and twenty-eight pounds, she’d be a very close match in height and weight to the torso we’d pulled from the canal.


	Miller’s husband apparently owned several sports bars scattered around the metro area, and on my second phone call, I found him in his office in the northeast corner of the city, not far from the spot where our victim had been discovered. I identified myself and he said in an anxious voice, “Do you have some news about Becky?”


	“I’m not sure, Mr. Miller. But I do have the report you filed, and I was following up. There’s a section of the report that asks for a description of any jewelry that Mrs. Miller might have had on the night you reported her missing. It indicates that she was wearing a diamond wedding set on her left hand. Do you know what other jewelry, if any, she might have been wearing that night?”


	“Well, certainly she would have been wearing some other pieces,” Miller replied. “The problem is that my wife has a fairly large collection of jewelry and I don’t know what else she might have had on. She always wears her wedding and engagement rings of course, but other than that, she could have had on a variety of things. I would assume that she was wearing at least one or two bracelets and probably a necklace as well.”


	I asked if his wife often wore rings in addition to the wedding set.


	“Oh yes; she has a number of other rings.”


	“Does she ever wear a toe ring?”


	The anxious tone suddenly returned to Miller’s voice. “Yes, she does sometimes wear a toe ring. Why do you ask?”


	Deflecting his question, I said, “Can you describe the ring, Mr. Miller, and can you tell me where she wears it?”


	He hesitated for a moment, then said, “It’s a simple silver band. She always wears it on the second toe of her left foot.”


	I closed my eyes and hesitated for a couple of seconds. Then I said, “Okay, Mr. Miller. I’ve added all of that to the report. Are you going to be in your office for a while? I’d like to come out and talk to you in person and get some additional information.”


	“What’s happened?” he demanded apprehensively. “What do you have to tell me that you can’t tell me over the phone?”


	“To be completely candid, Mr. Miller, I’m not sure that I have anything at all to tell you. But my partner and I would like to follow up on your report. If it’s convenient, we can be there in about thirty minutes.”


	Over the phone, I could hear Miller swallow hard. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be waiting.” 
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	Walter Miller’s office was about twenty-five miles north and east of the Headquarters building. I opted to drive and pointed my department-issued Chevy in the direction of the Piestewa Freeway, which would take us most of the distance. I accelerated up the ramp, merged into traffic, and settled into the HOV lane where traffic was moving along at a brisk seventy-five miles per hour, in spite of the fact that the afternoon rush hour was now approaching critical mass.


	The posted limit was sixty-five, but most Phoenicians assumed that this was simply an advisory and it was not at all uncommon to be driving ten miles over the limit only to find yourself being passed by drivers going fifteen miles an hour faster than that. Every once in a great while, the Highway Patrol actually stopped someone and wrote them a ticket, but this seemed to make little or no impression on most other drivers who simply continued on their merry way.  


	We were just passing the exit for Bell Road when Maggie’s cell phone began buzzing. She dug it out of her purse and connected to the call. A moment later, she turned away from me. In a soft voice, she said into the phone, “I’m fine. And you?”


	She listened for a minute or so, offering the occasional “uhuh,” and then said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’ll work for me. My partner and I are on our way to a crime scene right now and I’ll probably be tied up well into the evening.” 


	Again she paused to listen, then said, “That might work but I can’t say for sure yet. Can I call you tomorrow? … Okay, I’ve really got to go now, but I’ll call you then and let you know. … Yeah, bye.”


	She returned the phone to her purse and sat, starring out the window to her right. I gave her a second, then said, “Our case isn’t interfering with your social plans, is it?”


	“Maybe a little, which is a good thing. Otherwise, I’d have had to invent something.”


	“Patrick’s trying to speed things up again and you’re still trying to keep them slowed down?”


	“No, that wasn’t Patrick.”


	“Oh.”


	She waited a bit, then shook her head and said, “Shit.”


	“Shit, what?”


	“My friend Vicky and I went to hear this band at the Rhythm Room on Friday night. During one of the breaks I got to talking with the bass player, whose name is Lester. He bought me a drink after the last set, and I wound up giving him my number.… Stupid!” 


	“I take it that you’re having second thoughts?”


	“Yeah. He’s a very sexy guy and he plays a mean bass. And after a couple of drinks, giving him my number seemed like an excellent idea. But now, cold sober, it just seems retarded. I need to get clear of Patrick and then take a long vacation from men before I start thinking about somebody new.”


	“Where are things with Patrick?”


	“On the slow road to nowhere.… Jesus, Sean, I told you it could never work. His being a minister was never going to allow us to take our time and have any sort of relationship that did not involve getting married sooner rather than later. And with his two little girls in the mix.…”


	“He’s still holding out hope, even though you’re taking a break from each other?”


	“Yeah. I’m sure he’s hoping that, after not seeing each other for a while, I’ll be missing him and be anxious to get back together. But that isn’t gonna happen. The truth is, I am missing him, and I miss the girls too. But it’s also pretty clear by now that, no matter what he says, he really does resent it when the job gets in the way of the relationship. And I know from my experience with Timothy that it’s only going to get worse as time goes on. No matter how I feel about him and Yolanda and Claire, it’s time for me to cut my losses before breaking it off gets even more painful for all of us.”


	“Shit,” she said again.


	***


	Thirty minutes after leaving the department we pulled into a strip mall where Walter Miller kept his office in the back of what was, apparently, his original sports bar. I parked in front of a UPS store next door, and we walked into the bar to discover that Happy Hour was well under way. About thirty customers sat at the bar and in the booths that lined the walls of the place. A few people were shooting pool, and around the bar, television sets were tuned to various baseball games and other sporting events, as well as another in the never-ending editions of Sports Center.


	I flagged down the bartender, an attractive young brunette, and told her that Miller was expecting us. She directed us down a hall toward the back of the bar, and we found Miller at a desk in his office, staring at something on his computer screen. Like the bar area in front, the small office was decorated in a sports motif. A variety of team pennants and posters hung from the walls, and on a credenza to the left of the desk a flat-panel television set was tuned to a baseball game with the sound muted.


	Miller appeared to be in his late thirties and, although it was hard to judge his height since he was sitting down, he looked like he might run an inch or two taller than my six-one. I guessed that he was a good hundred pounds heavier than my one seventy, and he looked to be carrying most of the weight in his face and around his middle. His thinning dark hair was combed straight back from a high forehead, and he was dressed casually in a pair of khaki pants and a lime-green golf shirt. I tapped on the door and he looked up, startled. “Detective Richardson?” he asked.


	“Yes, and this is Detective Maggie McClinton.”


	Miller invited us in and Maggie and I went through the motions of showing him our shields and IDs. He offered us a couple of chairs in front of the desk, then sat down heavily in the chair behind it, picked up a remote control, and turned off the television set. Looking at me directly, he said, “Why did you want to know about Becky’s toe ring?”


	“We’ll get to that in a minute, sir. “But if you don’t mind, we’d first like to run through the information you gave the officer the night that you reported Mrs. Miller missing.”


	Miller’s expression suggested that, in fact, he did mind. But he shrugged and said, “Okay.”


	Looking at the file, I said, “You reported your wife missing early last Thursday morning when she failed to return home from a meeting of her book club?”


	“That’s right. The club meets on the first Wednesday of every month. Becky is usually home by ten thirty — never later than eleven. And if she isn’t going to be home on time, she always calls me. But last Wednesday night, she didn’t come home and she didn’t call. 


	“By eleven, I was starting to get worried, I thought that maybe she’d been in an accident, or perhaps she’d had a flat tire or something like that, you know? I tried calling her cell several times, but I always wound up getting her voicemail. I left messages, asking her to call me, but she didn’t.


	“By midnight, I was a nervous wreck. I called a couple of the other women in the book club. They told me that the meeting had ended at the usual time and that Becky said she was heading straight home. I called a couple of her other friends, but they hadn’t heard from her, and when Becky still wasn’t home by three in the morning, I called the police to report her missing. I’ve been going out of my freaking mind for the last five days, especially after her car was found like that.”


	Nodding, I said, “And I take it, of course, that you’ve remained in touch with Mrs. Miller’s friends and that they’ve still heard nothing from her.”


	“Yes, I have, and no, they haven’t. They’re all worried sick too. We all know that Becky would’ve never just taken off on her own without saying anything to anyone. Obviously, something very bad must’ve happened to her.”


	“When was the last time you saw your wife, Mr. Miller?” Maggie asked.


	“At dinner, Wednesday night. We ate at home around six thirty. Becky left about seven thirty to go to her meeting and I came back here to do some paperwork. I went home around ten and turned on the news, expecting her to walk through the door at any minute. But, she didn’t.”


	Miller’s voice broke and he looked away briefly. Then he looked back to a framed photo on the corner of the desk. “Is this Mrs. Miller?” I asked.


	He merely nodded and picked up the photo. He looked at it for a long moment, tears pooling in his eyes, and then handed the picture to me. It was a head and shoulders studio portrait of an extremely attractive blonde with large dark eyes, prominent cheekbones, and long wavy hair. “How long ago was the picture taken?” I asked softly.


	Miller sniffled. “Two years.”


	“And this is still the way she looks?” Maggie asked. “She hasn’t changed the color or the length of her hair, for example, or started wearing glasses?”


	“No,” Miller answered. “Or yes, I mean. This is still the way she looks. She hasn’t changed anything.”


	“How long have you been married?”


	His voice broke again. “Fourteen years next week.”


	“Mr. Miller,” I said, “We’re sorry to have to ask these kinds of questions, but were there any problems in your marriage? Is there any reason why Mrs. Miller might have decided to leave of her own volition and without saying anything to anyone?”


	He shook his head. “No. Absolutely not, Detective. Like any other couple, we have the occasional argument, but we’ve never had a fight of any consequence. And even if we had, Becky’s not the sort of woman who’d simply up and take off without explaining why, leaving everyone who cares about her worried sick.”


	We let him collect himself for a moment and then Maggie asked, “What other family does your wife have, sir?”


	Again, he shook his head. “None. She was an only child, and her parents are both gone now. Becky and I were not able to have children of our own. We talked about adopting, but we never got beyond the point of thinking about it. She has an aunt and an uncle somewhere in the Midwest, but she hasn’t seen or heard from either one of them in years, except for the occasional Christmas card. As a practical matter, I’m the only family she has.”


	I glanced back to the report in my lap. “Just to double check, Mr. Miller, the missing person’s report indicates that your wife has no tattoos, scars, or birthmarks of any kind?”


	Miller brought his hands together on the desk in front of him and simply shook his head, as if trying to ward off the bad news that he was certain he was about to hear.


	I waited a moment, then said as gently as I could, “Okay, Mr. Miller. I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, and I don’t want to alarm you unnecessarily, but the reason Detective McClinton and I are here is because a body was found this afternoon. Or, more accurately, a portion of a body was found.”


	Miller’s eyes widened and a look of sheer terror flashed across his face. “You’re telling me that it’s Becky?”


	I shook my head. “We don’t know that, sir. It’s only a possibility, and we don’t know how strong the possibility is. There is no easy way to say this, but the body we found is missing its head and arms. The victim is a white female who might be anywhere in age from her late teens to her early fifties. She did not have any tattoos or other distinguishing marks, but she was wearing a silver ring on the second toe of her left foot.”


	Miller turned away, dropped his head into his hands and began sobbing. “Oh, Jesus,” he cried. “Oh, sweet Jesus. It can’t be her.”


	After a minute or so, he dug a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his eyes. In a soft voice, Maggie said, “We very much hope that it isn’t your wife, Mr. Miller, and at this point it’s only a possibility. The victim we found may be someone else.”


	Miller blew his nose and turned to Maggie. “When can I see her?”


	“You can’t, sir,” she replied gently. “And there’s no need. What we’d like to do at this point is accompany you to your home and collect Mrs. Miller’s toothbrush and hairbrush. Our lab will use them to run a DNA test which we can then compare to the DNA of our victim. That will tell us whether it’s your wife or not. We’d also like you to give us a list of your wife’s friends so that we can talk to some of them.”


	Miller slowly nodded, looking as though somebody had just sucker punched him hard in the gut. After a long minute, he braced his hands on the desk, pushed himself to his feet, and said, “Follow me.” 


	***


	Out in the parking lot, Miller shoehorned himself into a Lexus sedan and we followed him a couple of miles south down Scottsdale Road. From there he turned west, led us into an upscale neighborhood, and parked in the driveway of a tan stucco house. The house itself was large and tastefully decorated. A wall of glass at the back of the home opened out into a fenced-in back yard with a pool, spa, and an outdoor kitchen. Miller led us upstairs and through the master bedroom into a large bathroom. “This is Becky’s bathroom and closet,” he said, pointing to the walk-in closet off the bathroom. “Mine are down the hall.”


	On the vanity next to the sink was a toothbrush holder with a single red toothbrush sticking out of it. I dropped the toothbrush into an evidence bag, then sealed and dated the bag. A hairbrush was lying on the vanity, and in the hairbrush,  I could see several strands of long, blonde hair. Miller watched as I carefully sealed the hairbrush in a second evidence bag. Looking at the bag, rather than at me, he said, “How soon will you know?”


	“Not for several days. I’m very sorry, sir. I know that the wait will be extremely difficult for you, but unfortunately, there’s no way to accelerate the process. The lab will begin the tests immediately, of course, but it takes several days for them to be completed.”


	Miller nodded. “You’ll let me know immediately, either way?”


	“Absolutely, sir.”


	We waited while Miller put together a list of his wife’s friends along with their addresses and phone numbers. He handed me the list and walked us back down to the front door where Maggie and I once again expressed our sorrow for his situation. Then we headed back to the station so that the crime lab techs could begin the grim process of determining if our victim was, in fact, Miller’s wife. 
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	Over the next couple of hours, Maggie and I outlined a general plan of attacking the case. As necessary, we would draw on help from the other members of our squad, but as a practical matter, the investigation would be our responsibility. We were not yet sure, of course, that our victim was the Miller woman, but the circumstantial evidence pointed heavily in that direction and so we’d operate on the basis of that assumption unless and until it proved to be wrong.


	I finally gave it up and left the office a little after nine. Lunch and dinner had both been preempted by the onset of the investigation and my stomach was beginning to protest. At this time of night, I wasn’t about to go home and cook dinner for myself, so I slipped my car into gear and headed north to Tutti Santi.


	The restaurant was doing a brisk business for nine-thirty on a Thursday night, especially in the middle of summer when the snowbirds had fled the Valley along with everybody else who had any common sense and the means to get away. I took my usual seat at the bar and Stephanie dropped a cocktail napkin in front of me. Without even having to ask, she pulled a bottle of Jameson from the shelf, poured a generous serving neat into a rocks glass and set it on the napkin, along with a water back. 


	I asked about her evening, which she said had been fine so far. She asked about my day, and I assured her that she really didn’t want to know. “You’re on a new case?”


	“Yeah, and it’s pretty ugly.”


	“You’re right, then. I don’t want to hear it. But if you really wanna talk about ugly,” she said, gesturing at the television set above the bar, “just look at what the D-Backs are doing tonight.”


	We spent a couple of minutes talking about the Diamondbacks’ lack of pitching and the miserable season that was resulting, then I ordered some Fettuccini Carbonara and settled in with my whiskey. Departmental regulations prohibited drinking while driving a city vehicle or while on call, but I was going to need a good night’s sleep and thus figured that this particular regulation, like any number of others, was better observed in the breach. 


	Stephanie moved down the bar to pour a drink for a guy I didn’t recognize and who was trying to make a big impression by dropping a hundred-dollar bill on the bar to pay for a three-dollar beer. Thirty pounds overweight and somewhere in his late forties, he was dressed and groomed in a pitiful and totally unsuccessful effort to look like he was still in his early thirties. Across the bar and keeping her distance, Stephanie was thirty-two, tall with glossy dark hair that fell to the middle of her back and a body that would kickstart the heart and most other vital organs of any normal, heterosexual male. I knew it wasn’t going to end well, but you couldn’t blame the guy for trying.


	An hour later, The Dodgers had finished putting a giant can of whoop-ass on the D-Backs. I’d finished the pasta and was nursing a second glass of whiskey when the guy down the bar finally gave up the battle and beat a sullen retreat after Stephanie refused three times to give him her phone number. He sulked out the door, leaving me alone at the bar. Around me the staff was cleaning, setting up tables, and otherwise preparing to close for the night. Stephanie finished wiping down the bar and said, “Do you want a little splash?”
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