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      East Main Street




      Columbus, Ohio




      10:17 p.m.


    




    

      


    




    

      PROWLER CALLS. They’re the worst, Deputy Suzie Jensen thought as she drove her cruiser slowly along East Main Street, the Columbus skyline aglow in her rearview mirror. On either side of her were rows of buildings, mostly one and two stories tall: two pawn shops; a caged-over bling, bling jewelry and electronics store; an abandoned car dealership; a closed, used-furniture outlet with whitewashed windows; and a bar on the corner called simply, Tavern.


    




    

      With her window rolled down so she could listen, Suzie panned her powerful, side-mounted, spotlight along the sidewalk, between the parked cars on the street. All seemed quiet. No surprise there. It was past ten at night in the middle of the week, in January. The temperature had dipped below freezing and was predicted to stay there for the next three days. Who in his right mind would be out here if he didn’t need to be?




      Suzie rubbed the top of her left ear where it stung from the cold. Probably frostbitten.


    




    

      The cruiser’s tires rolled wetly over the asphalt, through serpentine ribbons of water, runoff from the sand- and salt-encrusted snow piles still clogging the curbs from last week’s storm and making street-side parking a nightmare. Amber light cast down isolated oval patterns from the few lampposts in this neighborhood that hadn’t been shot out. Luckily, the night sky was clear and a three-quarter moon bathed everything in a bright, bluish glow.


    




    

      The 911 call had come in three minutes earlier. An anonymous caller reported hearing noises in the area. He—the voice had been male—said it sounded like vandals, or maybe someone breaking into parked cars.




      Reasonable assumption, Suzie decided, considering the neighborhood and time of night.


    




    

      She slowed down when she reached the parking lot next to the last building on her left. Her spotlight picked up something moving in the shadows near the back of a white mini-van, one of several vehicles parked facing in along the side of the former furniture store.




      Hey, maybe it’s a burglary, Suzie thought hopefully.




      She stopped the car and manipulated the handle of the spotlight until it lit the space between the mini-van and the car parked beside it, a little red hatchback. The light picked up two shiny, glowing yellow dots down near the rear wheels.




      Suzie sighed, disappointed.




      The cat staring up at her with its reflective eyes arched its back and hissed, revealing long, sharp fangs then darted away, disappearing back under the car.




      Suzie sat for a minute, wondering if the cat had been the cause of the 911 call.




      Now, convinced more than ever this call was a waste of time, Suzie pulled the cruiser into the lot. She’d cut across to Cherry Street on the other side. With nearly two hours left to her shift, she might as well waste it checking out the parking lots over there, too.




      A third of the way through the lot, Suzie brought her cruiser to a halt. She noted a wide gap here in the row of cars, space for a green dumpster pushed up against the building’s west wall. Alongside the dumpster she saw a heavy metal exit door. Stuck to the door were cheap, black-on-gold, slanted, stick-on letters. They read: Tavern.




      When she was about to drive on, a noise caught Suzie’s attention. It sounded as though something had struck the side of the dumpster. Bet it’s that damn cat again.




      Suzie switched off car’s engine and eased open the door. Getting out, she pocketed the keys, placed her Smokey-the-Bear hat on her head, matting down her short, blonde, mousse-spiked hair, and with a practiced smoothness, extracted the heavy, D-cell MagLite from her baton holder. She snapped on the flashlight.


    




    

      Using the front fender of her cruiser for cover, Suzie panned the bright halogen beam over the shadowy corners created by the dumpster, the cars, and the right angle formed where the furniture store butted up against the bar. The light splayed over several wooden pallets tilted upright against the brick wall and a multitude of trash littered around the dumpster—from wet paper, soggy food stuff, cracked plastic cups, and fast-food wrappers, to cut-up cardboard boxes—mostly whiskey cartons and wine cases.


    




    

      Her breath fogged the air and the cold made her skin tingle.




      Suzie took a cautious step out around the front of her car, holding the MagLite away from her body; she panned the flashlight beam side to side.




      There! A sudden movement in the shadows.




      Suzie grabbed for her Glock, wrapping her fingers around the custom, rubberized grip, but kept the weapon holstered. For now. She raced forward and swung the flashlight beam around the dumpster, then over the front bumper of the nearest car nosed into the building.


    




    

      The scruffy cat—orange and mangy—hissed at her again and darted along the back of the building, running like a shot straight for Main Street.




      Suzie let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Where the cat had been huddled near the dumpster Suzie found the carcass of a dead mouse.


    




    

      “Stupid cat.” Suzie lowered her flashlight and shivered.




      She’d left her wool-lined bomber jacket back in her cruiser. She never wore it while she drove; it was too confining in the cramped front seat of the cruiser. Now, outside and without a coat in the cold, she was freezing.


    




    

      About to climb back into the cruiser’s warm interior, Suzie stopped again. Another noise. The short hairs at the nape of her neck bristled. She whirled around, once more surveying the area around the dumpster. Then she caught another shadowy flash of movement, quick and feral. The formless silhouette this time was a lot bigger than any damn alley cat.




      Suzie raced toward the dumpster with her hand on her service weapon. “Who’s there?”




      No one answered.


    




    

      “Come out slowly. With your hands in the air.”


    




    

      Again no response.




      Suzie moved in closer, stepping guardedly through thin puddles of melting snow. Cobalt moonlight reflected up from the wet pavement, but no light penetrated the dark shadows formed between the dumpster and the unlit intersection of the buildings.




      Her heart had begun to pound like a jackhammer. Suzie licked her lips, then pressed them tightly together. Spurred on by excitement and by fear, adrenaline pumped through her system, sharpening her senses, making every nerve tingle.




      Suzie swept the flashlight beam past the dumpster.




      The sharp halogen light illuminated the dark recesses.




      There, she found a young boy cowering in the corner. He couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old. He shrank back and turned his head away from the powerful light shining into his eyes. Like a frightened animal trapped, he remained stock still, wary and alert, his bare hands planted on the freezing-cold pavement. He wore only a tee-shirt and blue jeans, no shoes, and the child’s wild shock of uncombed red hair was unwashed and filthy.




      Suzie stared into his scared, wide, green eyes.




      The boy sprang off the ground and charged at her. With his arms up over his head, he squeezed his hands into tight little fists and screamed like a feral animal as he rushed at her.


    




    

      Taken by surprised, Suzie stepped back and raised her arm in defense, readjusting her hold on her flashlight so the barrel of the heavy MagLite lay along her forearm.




      The boy swung his fisted hands straight at her head.


    




    

      She ducked and blocked the incoming blow with her left arm, causing the boy to strike her MagLite with his forearm. The child howled and staggered back. He bent over and held his folded arms tight across his belly, trying to neutralize the sting radiating up his arm bones.




      Without much luck, Suzie surmised by the way he hopped and yelled.




      Deciding to capitalize on the moment, Suzie slipped the MagLite back into the baton ring of her utility belt and rushed the boy. She grabbed his arm and yanked it away from his body. Before he could react, she spun him around, then struck her forearm across his shoulder blades and propelled him forward, smashing him right into the dumpster. The dumpster rattled loudly and rolled a few inches before it bounced against the brick wall behind, making a booming sound like thunder.




      The boy screamed, a sound that came out garbled with his cheek face-planted against the flat metal of the trash container.




      Suzie fished her handcuffs from her belt and snapped them around one flailing wrist then the other. Panting, she pulled the boy back from the dumpster, turned him so she could get a look at his face. He was Caucasian, with soiled milky-white skin, freckles, and glaring angry eyes.




      He squirmed, but Suzie held him tight by the small chain linking the handcuffs.




      “Let me go!”




      “Not a chance. What are you doing around back here?”


    




    

      “I ain’t saying nothing.”




      “Then you’re going to jail.”




      His head snapped up. “What?”




      “Jail. That’s where I take people who assault me. Even little shitheads like you.”




      “No. Wait. You can’t.”




      “I can’t?” Suzie asked, amused. “Why can’t I?”




      “Because…just because. Let me go!”




      “No.” Suzie adjusted her grip on his handcuffs and with her other hand on his shoulder propelled him toward her cruiser. “March!”




      The closer they got to the car, the more the boy protested, digging in his heels, then hopping up and down. “Please. You don’t understand. You can’t take me away. I’m sorry I hit you. I just…I didn’t want to get caught.”




      When they reached the back door of the cruiser Suzie spun him around so his back rested up against the rear of the car. “What’s your name, kid?”




      “I’m not telling.” That said, he clamped his mouth shut.




      “Why not?”




      Agitated, he told her, “I can’t talk to you.”




      “But I’m the police.”




      “Especially not the police!” he shrieked.




      “Okay. Okay. Calm down. What were you doing back there anyway?” She looked over at his bare feet and the toenails that were long and ragged and dirt-encrusted. He danced on the cold, wet pavement, putting one foot on top of the other. Then he shifted them again in an attempt to get his feet warm. “And where the hell are your shoes?”


    




    

      ------


    




    

      THE FIRST CAR to roll backup was a Columbus Division of Police cruiser. The responding cop had his lights and siren off, as Suzie had requested when she’d made the call to dispatch.


    




    

      Suzie watched the cruiser pull to a stop behind her in the rearview mirror. Reluctantly, she climbed out of the warm interior of her car where she had the heater on full blast. She’d draped her wool-lined bomber jacket over the boy’s shivering, narrow shoulders before depositing him into the back seat where he now sat, his teeth no longer chattering.




      Out in the wintry chill, and again without her coat, Suzie rubbed her hands up and down her arms. However cold she was had to pale in comparison with how cold that poor boy had been, wearing only a tee-shirt and jeans, and barefoot no less!




      The Columbus cop who emerged from the patrol car could only be described as extra large. Suzie guessed him to be six-foot-two, but his height wasn’t what immediately caught her attention. The man had a chest as wide as a truck and arms and legs the size of telephone poles, all carefully sculpted from what must have been a lifetime obsession with pumping iron.


    




    

      Suzie could tell all this because the man wore no jacket, either. His uniform shirt clung to him like a second skin, tapered and tailored to perfectly show off every bulge, every ripple, of the man’s obvious bodybuilding obsession.




      He placed his hat on his head, slipped his baton through his belt ring, and keyed his shoulder mic, informing his dispatcher he was on site. He swaggered over to Suzie, looking her over, then extended a hand.




      “Campbell,” he said, followed by a lopsided smile that told her he liked what he saw.


    




    

      Suzie mimicked his once-over, gave him a ‘you’ll do’ nod, and shook his hand. “Suzie Jensen.”


    




    

      He glanced past her at the boy secured in the back of her cruiser. “Looks like you’ve got the situation under control. Why the need for backup, deputy?”




      Before Suzie could reply, another vehicle pulled into the lot, this one coming in from Cherry Street. A sheriff’s cruiser. Inside, Deputy Christine Russo drove, and riding shotgun was Myron St. James, an investigator in the sheriff’s detective bureau. Both were Suzie’d worked closely with before.




      They exchanged greetings with Suzie and Campbell. Introductions done, Suzie told them all about the boy.




      Campbell listened, then stepped around Suzie and peered inside the back side window, cupping his hand over the glass to see. Still in handcuffs, the warm jacket still on his shoulders, the boy scooted across the seat, away from Campbell’s glare.




      When Campbell straightened up again, Suzie said, “I think the kid was scrounging for food when I found him. He’s thin as a rail and he’s only got the clothes on his back, a ratty old tee-shirt and jeans. He’s not even wearing shoes.”




      “In weather like this?” Russo said, “He must be freezing.”




      Campbell shrugged his massive shoulders, sympathetic, but indifferent, with a veteran cop’s cynicism. “So you’ve got a street kid. Sounds like a Children’s Services thing.”


    




    

      “Except…” Suzie pointed out to Main Street. “…see that rusted-out, old Chevy pickup?” Parked at a metered space across the street sat a blue, 1995 Silverado with some dull, black-primer-painted spots and a dented left rear fender, the bumper tied on with wire and hanging low.




      “When I was questioning the kid, he kept staring over at it.”




      “You think the truck’s got something to do with the homeless kid?” Campbell asked.




      “I know it does,” Suzie said confidently.




      Campbell gave her a skeptical sideways glance. “How?”




      “When I started to walk over to it, the kid got really agitated. He started yelling, ‘Don’t! Don’t! Gary’ll see you. He’ll kill me.’”




      “So I ran the truck’s registration. It came back to a Gary Swanson. What’re the chances this kid shouts out the name Gary and a random truck on the street is registered to a guy named Gary?”




      “Even so. So what?” Campbell asked.




      Detective St. James cleared his throat. “It means, at the very least, we’ve got a neglected child.”




      “You’re talking abandonment,” Deputy Russo said.




      St. James nodded. “I see a child endangerment charge in there, too.”




      “Except you don’t know where this Gary guy is,” Campbell countered.




      “But we know where his truck is,” Suzie pointed out.




      Incredulous, Campbell said, “What are suggesting, that the four of us stake out his beater?”




      “God, no. It’s too damn cold for that.” Suzie bounced on her feet and rubbed her hands up and down her arms to chase away her shivers. “Whoever this guy is, I’m betting he’s in that bar around the corner. It’s the only place open around here for blocks.”




      “You really think some jackass left his kid out here, cold and starving, while he’s in there tying one on?” Campbell asked.




      Suzie nodded. “That’s my best guess.”




      “So what do you suggest? We go in there and drag his sorry ass out?”




      “Yes,” Suzie said.




      “Even though we’ve got zero probable cause?” Campbell asked her. “And nothing but a hunch connecting him to the kid?”




      Now it was Suzie’s turn to smile. “Actually, that’s not true.”




      The corner of Campbell’s mouth twitched. Some might have called it a smile, too. “Do tell.”




      Suzie indicated the truck with a nod. “I told you. I ran the registration. There’s three-hundred-and-fifty-seven dollars worth of unpaid parking tickets on that pile of shit.”




      “Left his kid out here in the cold with no shoes, so hungry he’s digging for food in a dumpster, and we’re gonna hang our hat on a bunch of unpaid tickets?” Campbell shook his head, but grinned. “I like it,” the bodybuilder said. “Let’s go get the son of a bitch.”




      Suzie assigned Christine Russo to cover the back fire door of the Tavern and to keep an eye on the boy locked in her cruiser, making sure he didn’t do something to hurt himself. Suzie told St. James to come with her and Campbell.




      As they headed for the Tavern, Suzie gave her cruiser a backward glance. The boy had his forehead pressed against the car door window, watching them go. He must have realized where they were going because he rolled his head back and forth, pleading, unheard and unheeded, no, no, no.




      At the Tavern door, Campbell said, “How do you want to play this?”




      “Myron, you cover the door. No one leaves unless cleared by us.” Suzie wagged a finger between herself and Campbell.




      Detective St. James nodded.




      Campbell pulled open the heavy oak door and stepped inside, followed by Suzie and St. James.




      After the outside cold, the hot, smoke-filled bar air in the Tavern made it hard for Suzie to draw a breath.




      An L-shaped row of booths ran along the front wall and around to the far side. A square bar, backlit in harsh white, took up most of the main floor space. In back, Suzie saw an empty dance floor, separated from the bar area by a low, wrought-iron rail. In the far corner, a large flat screen TV hung from the ceiling tuned to a sports channel, replaying the recent Fiesta Bowl, the sound turned down low. Country music played from a jukebox in the rear corner.


    




    

      Down the right side of the dance floor, under the big-screen TV, a corridor led to a kitchen—or so, Suzie assumed—and probably restrooms, and the fire-exit door she’d posted Russo at.


    




    

      Suzie and Campbell split up to circle the bar area. They carefully scrutinized the faces of each patron seated around the backlit bar.




      Except for a table filled with college-aged kids, the booths were unoccupied. A dozen or so hard-looking men sat around the bar. Working class drunks, Suzie categorized them as something she knew a little about, her father being a card-carrying member of their fraternity in good standing. Some of the (no doubt) regular were huddled in groups of two and three, but most were solitary drunks, alone, drinking away whatever personal demons haunted them.




      Every eye in the place zeroed in on the three cops, including those of the bartender, an over-aged linebacker type with a steel-wool-grey buzz cut. He stood in the center of the space behind the bar, drying a glass beer mug, and watching.


    




    

      An involuntary shiver coursed down Suzie’s back. This watering hole reminded her of all the dives her father had dragged her to as a kid. An ex-Marine gunny sergeant, Sam Jensen had made his living as an airplane mechanic while Suzie was growing up. She knew, and had been in, every bar within twenty-five miles of Port Columbus Airport. And when she’d gotten older, she’d dragged Sam—and her mother, too—out of most of them.




      Suzie shook away the unpleasant memories.


    




    

      Campbell moved off to the left and Suzie circled around the bar to the right.


    




    

      Suzie had run Gary Swanson’s driver license. According to BMV records he lived in Grove City, a suburb of Columbus southwest of downtown. Swanson was a white male, thirty-two. He was six-feet, one-inch tall; and weighed one-hundred-seventy-five pounds; and had brown hair and hazel eyes. He didn’t need corrective lens.


    




    

      Unfortunately, the cruiser’s onboard computer link-up to the Ohio Bureau of Motor Vehicles didn’t provide viewing or a printout of license photographs, only the holder’s written descriptions—a description that in this case was from four years earlier. How people look could change a lot in four years. Especially true for drunks and junkies.


    




    

      “Can I help you, officers?” the bartender asked.




      “We need to talk to someone here.” Suzie caught Campbell’s eye. He nodded his encouragement. In a louder voice, Suzie asked, “Which one of you men is Gary Swanson?”




      Suzie’s inquiry was met with abject silence.




      She scanned the faces she could see across the far side of the bar. At a quick glance none appeared to fit Swanson’s description. Once again, she looked at Campbell. From his position, he could see the faces of the drinkers on her side of the bar, the ones with their backs to her.




      Giving Suzie a barely discernible nod, he called her attention to a thin man sitting alone and hunched over a mug of beer at the corner of the bar. The booze hound in question had on a well-worn, wool-lined denim coat; jeans; and brown salt-stained work boots with the laces untied.




      Suzie stepped closer to him. “Gary Swanson?”




      The man visibly stiffened and glanced up at her with wasted, bloodshot eyes.




      Suzie tensed. She put her hand on the butt of her gun and held out her other hand, in stop-sign fashion. “Stay seated, everyone.”




      Swanson didn’t. He leapt off his barstool and backed away from her.




      “Easy, Gary. We just want a word with you.”




      Swanson held his barstool in his hand, dragging it with him.




      “Don’t!” Suzie shouted.




      But Swanson didn’t listen. He hurled the stool at her.




      Suzie ducked to the right, easily avoiding the flying stool. It banged behind her with a metallic twang and skidded across the floor, bouncing harmlessly against an unoccupied booth.




      But Swanson used the diversion to make his escape. He headed for the corridor, for the back door.




      “Shit!” Suzie started to give chase, then stopped when something snagged her arm.


    




    

      One of the other patrons had seized her forearm. And he was a man with an iron grip.


    




    

      She spun to fight him off.




      An unnecessary effort.




      Campbell had raced around the end of the bar where he slammed into the flannel-shirt-wearing man like a center tackling a quarterback. The impact snapped loose the hand from Suzie’s arm while Campbell and his target crashed to the floor with a grunt.




      With the man squirming underneath him, Campbell shouted over his shoulder to Suzie. “Go!”




      St. James rushed to assist Campbell with the struggling man on the ground. He waved Suzie on then reached under his coat and snatched his handcuffs off his belt, grabbing a flailing wrist of Campbell’s prisoner.




      Suzie bolted after the fleeing Swanson.




      The hallway was narrow, dark, and paneled with wood. It hooked to the left.




      Suzie paused at the corner and snuck a peek around a stack of teetering cardboard whiskey boxes. Swanson was half-a-dozen steps ahead of her, closing in on the exit door. Suzie pushed off the wall. Swanson saw her and swiped at the boxes, sending them cascading across the narrow hallway. But Suzie jumped over them like a hurdler and managed to keep her footing in the process.




      Swanson risked another glance over his shoulder. When he saw how close Suzie was, his eyes went wide.




      “Stop!” Suzie shouted again.




      But of course he didn’t.




      Instead, Swanson smacked the crash bar handle. The door swung open. An alarm sounded. At the same time, a cold blast of winter air blew through the hallway. Desperate to not let her man get away, Suzie leaped, landed on Swanson’s back, and sent him stumbling through the doorway to the parking lot outside.


    




    

      In a flash, Suzie saw Deputy Russo twist and crouch behind the back of a car, obviously startled by the sudden commotion—the bashing of the door against the brick wall, the whooping alarm, Swanson screaming, “Get off! Get off!”


    




    

      With her service Glock half drawn, her eyes comically wide as the heavy fire door slammed into the wall. Russo looked in shock at Suzie and Swanson coming out of the bar, Suzie riding on Swanson’s back. Unstable with Suzie’s added wobbling weight, Swanson took a couple of lumbering steps, stumbled left, then right, then toppled to the ground.




      Suzie rode him to the pavement and at impact heard something snap. A bone, by the sound of it. His, not hers.




      Swanson screamed.


    




    

      Suzie scrambled up, keeping her knee grounded between Swanson’s shoulder blades. Grabbing one of his arms, she twisted it behind his back and got out her handcuffs. She quickly snapped one loop around his wrist. Russo rushed over to assist her, but Suzie had already seized Swanson’s other, flailing arm and yanked it behind him.




      “Ow! My wrist! You broke my wrist!”




      Panting, Suzie snapped the second bracelet none too gently around the limp, broken wrist. “Tough shit.”




      With Swanson cuffed, Suzie climbed off him, panting, and let Russo haul her prisoner up from the ground.




      “Careful. My wrist.”




      Russo twisted the cuffs.




      “Ow! That’s police brutality.” Swanson was breathing heavily, too.




      “Shut up,” Suzie told him. “Gary Swanson, you’re under arrest for scofflaw violation and resisting arrest.”




      “I ain’t saying nothing. I want my lawyer.” He looked defiantly at Suzie through a scraggily curtain of greasy brown hair, his forehead shiny with sweat. “I know my rights.”




      “Hooray for you.” To Russo, she said, “You mind taking him in? Myron and I’ll follow along with the boy.”




      “Sure, Suzie.”


    




    

      As Christine Russo led Swanson to her cruiser, Myron St. James and Officer Campbell came out around the corner from the front entrance of the bar. The flannel-shirted redneck who’d obstructed Suzie’s arrest was between them—handcuffed, and hopping mad. St. James steered their captive to Campbell’s cruiser while the Columbus cop came over to Suzie.


    




    

      “That was a ballsy take down, Deputy.”




      “Thanks for your help,” Suzie said. They shook hands. He was slow to release their grip: she didn’t mind.




      “You’re good,” he said. “Know how to handle yourself…”




      Suzie smiled. “I’ve been at it a while.”




      “Well,” Campbell said. “Maybe we can…get together again. Outside of work.”
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