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CHAPTER ONE

“Giles!” Charlie Puckett wandered the halls of the Fulton County Justice Center looking for his partner.

“Dammit, Giles, when I find you I’m gonna kick your skinny ass.” The big detective had to find his partner to let him know he was leaving early to meet his wife at the doctor’s office. Charlie opened one door after another in the unused portion of the dilapidated building, calling for the slim-hipped Yankee.

His search unsuccessful, Charlie returned to his office and slammed the door, slumping noisily into the chair behind his desk. Smiling at him from the visitor’s chair against the opposite wall was Robinson Giles.

“Very funny, asshole,” Charlie said as he reclined in his seat, opening a can of Coke.

“I’ve been everywhere looking for you. I even went to the closed end of the building. Thought you might have that little dispatcher down there, taking some notes for you.” Giles smiled and shook his head, pushing his long brown hair from his forehead. He looked across the desk at his partner.

“No way, dude man. Besides, she’s off today. Now that we know Leonard is road kill, I think I’ll take the rest of the day off. That is, if it’s okay with you.

Charlie nodded his head in agreement. The two detectives were investigating the murder of a local prostitute near the intersection of Metropolitan Parkway and Cleveland Avenue in southwest Atlanta.

“I wish we could have known ahead of time that Leonard was gonna die for us this morning. I would have slept late,” Charlie said.

Leonard High was the woman’s suspected killer. His arrest would have taken place earlier in the day. Charlie and Giles arrived at the office early, intending to intercept Leonard as he slithered back into his hole. The night-shift dispatcher informed them on their way in that the suspect was struck and killed by a fruit truck on its way to the Farmer’s Market hours before they were even out of bed. Case closed.

“You go ahead and take off; I’ll cover anything that comes up. I’m leaving early anyway. I have to meet Kim at her doctor’s office,” Charlie said.

“Is Kim sick or something?”

Charlie heard the genuine concern in his partner’s voice. Kimberly Puckett had come to like Robinson Giles long before Charlie did.

“Well, she was sick. She’s going in today for a follow-up exam. No big deal.” Charlie watched his partner’s face for a moment, realizing Giles had left the building.

The thin man’s eyes wandered around the room, looking at the framed photographs Charlie kept in various locations throughout his office. Giles and Charlie had been partners for over a year now, and this was only the second time he had been in Puckett’s office.

“Giles? You there?” Charlie was sometimes aggravated by the far-away places Giles could go in his mind, leaving everyone else behind.

“Oh yeah. I’m here. I was just looking at that picture of you and Kim.” Giles pointed to a large photograph on the wall behind Charlie’s desk.

“What about it?” Charlie asked.

“Nothing, just looking at it. Looks like you were a lot thinner then, amigo dude.”

“Thinner?” Charlie turned in his seat, looking closer at the picture. He was thinner, by nearly sixty pounds.

“No shit, I was thinner. I took two in the chest; fuckin’ bullets almost pushed my lung out my back. I was down for seven months, couldn’t eat with all the medication.”

Giles stood and reached for the door. He turned back and smiled at Puckett.

“So you’ve been making up for it every since, huh?” He hurried the door open and exited the office just as Charlie’s notebook hit the wall behind him.

“Wise-ass Yankee,” Charlie mumbled to himself as he put the last of the documents from the Cleveland Avenue case in the folder and filed it. He turned back in his chair and looked again at the young couple in the photograph on the wall behind him.

He and his wife, Kimberly, posed for the picture during a dinner party for retiring detective Hammer Schmidt five years earlier. Schmidt and Charlie became friends during a murder investigation in Cabbagetown. The first uniform on the scene, Charlie impressed Schmidt with his skill in keeping the scene contained, as well as the detail he provided in gathering witness statements and several facts that other officers may have overlooked. Schmidt was the first to recommend Charlie be considered for promotion to detective. Charlie remained in uniform for another two years, not pushing the bureaucratic envelope. He knew he had Schmidt’s endorsement, and when the time was right, he would be promoted.
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It was during a call to a domestic dispute at a home on Walker Street near the stadium that Charlie took the two bullets. Standing on the front steps of a dilapidated old row house, taking a report from the woman who placed the call, Charlie heard movement in the bushes beside the house. He turned his eyes in the direction of the sound and saw nothing. Looking back at the woman, he continued to query her.

“You did say that no one else is in the home, is that right, ma’am?”

The woman looked toward the sound in the bushes before answering.

“I said no, there’s not anybody in here but me.”

Charlie saw the woman’s eyes dart to the side of the house again, determining that he needed to investigate.

“Okay, ma’am. Well, if you have any more trouble, or if your husband returns, give us a call back. I’m just gonna take a look around the outside of the house.”

Stepping off the porch, Charlie began to make his way around to the back of the house, first taking his gun from its holster.

The woman at the front door came off the porch in a rage, shouting at the officer.

“Ain’t nothing back there. Put that gun away. I said …”

“Be quiet, ma’am, and get back in the house.”

“I ain’t getting back anywhere. I said you don’t need a gun. You hear me? There ain’t …”

The woman suddenly became quiet as she watched Charlie kick the bushes, saying nothing to warn him of the arms reaching for his ankles.

Charlie fell to his back as the man in the bushes pulled hard at his ankles, using the officer’s own weight against him. A burst of flame erupted from the end of the man’s hand as he pumped several rounds into and around Charlie’s prone body. Five rounds flattened into the mesh of his Kevlar. Two rounds skimmed under the vest and found their way through his dark skin.

Unconscious but still alive, Charlie did not move. In the painless half sleep of a man bleeding out, Charlie saw the man and the woman from the house get into an old Impala and drive away. Charlie heard his wife’s voice; the list of things-to-do for the upcoming weekend; the seductively whispered to do’s she planted in his brain before he left for work that morning. Finally, his thoughts were gone and Charlie was still.

The telephone startled the detective back to the present. He turned quickly in his chair and grabbed the receiver.

“Detective Puckett,” he said shakily into the mouthpiece.

“You sound like you’re not sure of that.” He heard his wife’s voice smiling into the phone.

“Sorry about that. I was in the middle of something when the telephone rang. Sorta startled me. Are you leaving for work?”

“Yes. I have a short day lined up. I’m leaving early for my doctor’s appointment. Are you still going to try and meet me over there?” she asked.

“I’ll be there for sure. Giles and I had a short one ourselves this morning.”

He told her about his day thus far. Since Giles was gone for the day, he had some time on his hands.

“I’ve got a few items to clear up, but I’ll be able to make the appointment for sure.”

They small-talked for several minutes, Charlie imagining his wife applying her makeup as she chatted.

“Okay, then, I’ll see you there. Remember, it’s one o’clock. Got it?”

“Yes, dear.” He smiled.

“Oh, Charlie, I almost forgot. I must have been in the shower and didn’t hear the phone ring. Jerzy left a message; she sounds really upset about something. Has she tried calling your office?”

Charlie’s heart skipped a beat as he heard the name spoken. Jerzy had lived with Charlie and Kimberly as a sort of foster child for nearly a year before moving in with her father. They saw each other frequently until Jerzy left for college.

“She hasn’t tried here. What did she say that makes you think she’s upset?”

“It wasn’t anything she said. She just wants us to call her. But her voice sounded stressed, you know? I tried to call, but she had already left for class.”

“If it’s important, she’ll call back. If not, we’ll call her tonight. I’ll see you at one.”

“I love you, Detective Puckett.”

“Yeah, I know. I love you, too, baby.”

Charlie began working on a few open items; the things in a detective’s everyday work life that one must accomplish between active investigations. He was relieved that his partner had taken the rest of the day off; the first open item on his desk was to complete the annual performance review for Detective Robinson Giles.

Charlie smiled as he took the review in hand and started reading the instructional pages. His mind drifted back to the day he and Giles were paired together, and how he wanted to kill the arrogant bastard with his bare hands. The next several days were not much better, but the two men began to form a relationship that at least allowed them the luxury of verbally abusing each other. Then, Charlie had gone looking for the father of Jerzy Rabideaux. Giles proved to be a monumental pain in the ass, but a competent cop who believed in getting a job done right. The two quickly realized that they were more than just two cops assigned a job to do. Where Charlie was weak, Giles was strong. Giles’ weaknesses were completely absorbed by the strength his new partner possessed, and so the two meshed. Charlie’s eyes misted as he recalled a single day.

“So, how long has it been since you called me a name?”

They were sitting in their car outside the Krispy Kreme on Ponce De Leon. The question came from nowhere, catching Charlie by surprise.

“Do what?” He looked at Giles over the rim of his reading glasses, laying his notebook on the seat between them.

“What? You goin’ deaf as well as blind? Look at yourself in the mirror. Where in hell did you find those ridiculous-looking glasses? They make you look … never mind. Damn!”

Charlie took the glasses off and looked at Giles.

“Now, what was your original question? Slowly now, for the stupid people.”

“I simply asked you when was the last time you called me a name. You know, a dirty name or a made-up name. When was the last time?”

“I don’t know, Giles, but we can probably update that info now if you’d like. I mean, I’ve got some names assigned to you; I just haven’t gotten around to giving them to you yet.”

“Really? New names, or the same old silly shit you get from television? And seriously, those glasses ain’t working for you, partner, you should take them back.”

Charlie turned the glasses over in his hand. He glued a mournful look to his face and began talking in a muted tone, gazing into the windshield as if searching for solace.

“I uh … well, I got these from … well, remember when I told you my dad died about five years ago? And the rough time I went through following his funeral?”

He tried to avoid Giles’ eyes while he told his story. He could see the man already regretting saying anything about the glasses. In Charlie’s periphery, Giles squirmed restlessly in the seat, his eyes searching for some fast diversion.

“Anyway, I guess I never told anybody this before, but hell, I ain’t too proud to talk about it. My daddy was poor. His grandparents were slaves, and life wasn’t much better for him. Then, a few years before he died, this old man he did some work for taught him how to read, and gave him these glasses so he could see better. I was at his bedside when he passed. He put his hand on my shoulder and tried to pull me to him, gasping and wheezing.

“Charlie, I didn’t mean to …” Giles tried to interrupt. “I was just …” Charlie ignored him, pressing on with his story.

“Well, I leaned in real close to him and he put these glasses in my hand. He said to take the glasses to remember him by. I thought I was gonna collapse right there. He didn’t have anything else to give me, so he gave me these fucked-up old glasses. I bent over and kissed his cheek, and then he was gone.”

Charlie wiped an imaginary tear from his eye with the back of his left hand, looking despondently through the windshield and into the donut shop.

“Anyway, I know they look goofy on me. Hell, they looked goofy on my old man, too, but I just can’t …”

“Damn, Charlie! Man, how can I be such an insensitive prick? I mean, I should have remembered you telling me about that. Damn. I’m really sorry about that, partner. I just …”

Giles buried his face in his hands, trying desperately to generate some tears of his own in sympathy with his partner and friend. Finally, he looked up at Charlie and saw the smile on his face.

“What? What are you smiling at? You mean that whole spiel was …”

“Bullshit!” Charlie bellowed, his laughter filled the interior of the car and spilled out onto the historic old street.

“Complete bullshit! But man, I had you goin’, didn’t I?”

Charlie rated the young detective as high as he could in all applicable areas. The last line of the form asked the reviewer to rate the subordinate in the area of diversity and willingness to work with all ethnic groups. Charlie laughed out loud, causing the people in the outer office to look up from their work, wondering curiously what he was doing.

“Oh boy.” Charlie spoke the words to the file in his big hands. Robinson Giles had moved to Atlanta from Detroit. Job cuts were the order of the day in the automotive capital, and the public sector was mimicking the moves being made in private business. Knowing he was next in line to lose his job, Giles quit and moved south. The DeKalb County sheriff’s department hired him, even though he intended staying only as long as it took for his application to the Atlanta force to get into the right hands.

With his past experience as a detective in the metropolitan Detroit area, he was fast-tracked to the rank of detective in Fulton County, where he was quickly partnered with the newly promoted Detective Charlie Puckett.

During the first several weeks of working together, Charlie began to notice that Giles seemed to have an issue with race. Although it was difficult for Charlie to pinpoint, he felt that Giles behaved differently around non-whites, almost like he thought himself superior to them.

Late one Friday afternoon in the outer office of the detective bureau, Charlie and Giles were just finishing a bundle of paperwork when Giles asked Charlie what he and Kim had planned for the weekend.

“I have to run over to Buford Highway tomorrow with Jerzy’s dad, Parlee, and help him pick up some furniture from that big flea market.”

Listening to Charlie’s answer, Giles looked at him with disbelief on his face.

“You mean that big Mexican cluster fuck on the west side of the road? Damn, Charlie, what’s Parlee buying shit over there for?”

Charlie turned quickly to look at his partner, stunned by the tone of his voice.

“What’s the matter? Is the old man nuts or something?” Giles was animated, hands flailing in all directions. “All that shit they sell over there comes from other people’s trash. Be better off going further south and buying it from the slopes.” Giles continued to rant.

“Damn, Robinson, do you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

“What do you mean?” Giles asked.

“I mean do you kiss your mother with the same mouth you spit all that hatred and racism out of? That’s what the hell I mean, Giles.”

“I’m not a racist, Charlie, if that’s what you’re trying to imply.”

“Are your mother and father aware that you’re a racist? I mean, are all of the Gileses racists? Did you at least come by it honestly?”

“I am not a racist, Charlie. My family is none of your damn business; but no, they are not racists. My dad is a Methodist minister, and my mom teaches school in the Detroit public school system. How the hell could they be racists?”

Aware of his partner’s increasing anger, Charlie determined to push him, keenly and carefully walking the younger man through whatever it was he needed to say to get his heart out into the open. It wasn’t going to be pretty, but the big Southerner knew it was necessary.

“Anyone can be a racist, Giles. Even a minister or a schoolteacher. Hell, there ain’t a requirement for membership in that club except hate, and it seems to me you got a lot of it.”

Giles wasn’t biting. He wasn’t aware that Charlie was goading him, but he knew that in his heart, he had come to think differently about people. He also knew that Charlie and Kimberly Puckett had done much to change most of his preconceptions.

“No, Charlie,” Giles said evenly. “My parents are devout. They are not responsible for the cynical bastard I grew up to be. I engineered this prick myself, but I am definitely not a racist.”

“Then what are you, Robinson Giles? I mean, other than a detective? What are you inside? Shed some light on that for me, would you?”

“Well, I just don’t like certain people, you know …” Giles was fidgeting nervously, shifting his weight from one foot to the other with no particular rhythm.

“No, Giles, I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me? Which people do you not like? Let’s start off with black people, so at least I’ll know where I stand with the guy I trust my life to every fucking day. Do you like black people, Robinson?”

Giles’ nervous shifting accelerated. He was sweating now, looking first at his hands, dangling in an uneasy fold in front of him, then at Charlie and beyond him. Round half-moons of moisture began spreading into the cloth under his arms.

“Truthfully, Charlie, no … well, I guess yes, but … man, fuck it. Not always, Charlie. I mean; it’s not that I don’t like black people. Sometimes, I don’t like anyfuckingbody. Certain people, I guess would be more appropriate to say. I didn’t like you at first. I don’t think it was because of your race. I mean, I came here and right away we’re working on your personal shit. Trying to find Jerzy’s dad, running all over the fucking city …”

“Giles, that was …”

“I know, Charlie, that was for Kimberly. I know now what we were doing. I know about the can’t have children thing, too. You could have told me that, but … anyway, after we found him I think we both learned something. I think you started to see me as a decent cop, a partner that was capable and all that horseshit. I began seeing you as a good family man, someone I’d like to get closer to. Someone just like me. Hell, Charlie, I don’t even like most white people. But you and Kimberly, well, you two are so unlike any of the people I’ve been accustomed to, you know?”

Charlie put the manila folders they had completed in the file cabinet in the outer office. Giles continued to talk as if cleansing his soul, following Charlie as he walked, pleading his case.

“But more importantly, that day we took Parlee to your house, man, I could feel the love. I’ve never seen anything like it. I wanted to stay there with the three of you on that lawn. I mean it, Charlie. It was like you and Kim had known that guy all your lives. He felt it, too, the big fuck. He felt like he just got home.”

“We just wanted what was best for Jerzy, that’s all, Giles.” Charlie’s voice cracked as he remembered the day he and Kimberly realized their “daughter” Jerzy would move on to live with her father, whom Charlie and Kim had worked hard to find.

“I know that, Charlie. That’s what I’m saying, man. That wasn’t a black thing or a white thing. That was a human thing. I’m not saying I ever hated anybody. I just got real jaded out there on the streets, you know? Even now, mopping up the scum, I get really pissed.”

Charlie heard enough to realize that there was very little difference between him and his new partner. All people couldn’t possibly like all people. Sooner or later, everybody hates somebody. At least for a little while. Charlie was pleased that he brought the subject up. He was more pleased that Robinson Giles had experienced an awakening of sorts, and wasn’t afraid to talk about it.

Charlie rated Giles according to his ability to work well with all ethnic groups. Scoring honestly, Giles was at the average according to the scale provided in the reviewer’s instructions. He folded the pages and sealed them in the envelope marked “Confidential,” placing the package in the inter-office mail on his way out the door to meet his wife.





CHAPTER TWO

Charlie arrived at the Atlanta Medical Pavilion before Kimberly. Walking into the brick building, he ran his hand over the brass nameplate affixed to the entranceway. As an extra measure of reassuring reality, he read the name on the fixture out loud. “Doctor Constance Collins, OB/GYN.”

The week before, Kimberly experienced severe stomach cramps. Vomiting and diarrhea kept her in bed for two days until Charlie insisted that she go see a doctor. Kim agreed to make an appointment first thing the next morning.

During the night, she awakened again and ran to the bathroom, her intestinal spasms producing only bile. Panicking, Charlie took her to the hospital emergency room. After a few hours and many tests, the doctor emerged to tell Charlie and Kim that she was severely dehydrated.

“We’ll insert a dextrose IV, so you’ll have to stay for a couple hours more. Then tomorrow, I recommend you make an appointment with your OB/GYN. Just to be sure.”

The doctor turned to the nurse and began giving her instructions. Charlie looked at Kimberly, confused.

“To be sure of what?” he asked her.

“I don’t know, Charlie, maybe a female thing. Excuse me, doctor?”

The young physician turned back to his patient.

“Yes? Is there something else?” He smiled as he asked, eager to get to his other patients.

“Well, I don’t know if there is or not. Why should I see my OB? Is this an infection or something?”

The doctor still was not aware of the couple’s ignorance; he appeared to be annoyed as he answered the question.

“No, Mrs. Puckett, everything appears to be normal. I only recommend that for the baby’s sake you go see your doctor.”

Again, Charlie and Kim looked at each other in complete bewilderment. Excited hope began to crawl into Kimberly Puckett’s heart.

“What baby are you talking about, doc?” Charlie’s voice bore a hint of nervousness, like a caller to a radio show.

“Why, your wife’s baby, of course,” the doctor said, wondering what could be wrong that this couple would be asking such stupid questions.

“You mean to say that Kim … uh … my wife is pregnant? She’s having a baby?”

The doctor finally understood the confused excitement in the big man’s eyes. They didn’t have a clue.

“She’s definitely pregnant, sir, did ya’ll not know that?”

Excited beyond giddiness now, Charlie grabbed the doctor by the lapels of his lab coat.

“Did we not know that? Hell, no, we didn’t know that! Are you certain? I mean, we’ve been married seventeen years and …”

Taking Charlie’s thick hands from his lapels, the doctor began to straighten himself, smoothing his collar down as he spoke.

“I’m absolutely certain, Mr. Puckett. If she has not been seeing an OB/GYN, she needs to see one soon. There are things that you should be doing already. This latest crisis is probably insignificant, but let them know about it nonetheless. And please, don’t hesitate to call me if you need a referral. Oh yes, congratulations to the both of you.” With this, the doctor spun on his heels and walked quickly out of the room.
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Much later, Kimberly sat up in the hospital bed as the moisture of the IV solution dripped through the needle and into her arm. She smiled as she looked down at her husband, holding her tightly, weeping into her stomach.

“Will you call Jerzy back while I go up and get into some comfy clothes?”

Kimberly threw her purse on the foyer table and kicked her shoes off. She started upstairs but Charlie grabbed her from behind and turned her to him.

“I love you, Kimberly. I swear, I thought we were way beyond kids at our age. I love you so much.” He held her in a great hug, almost sure he could already feel the child inside her.

“Good thing we never stopped trying, isn’t it?” She smiled wickedly.

“Is that what we were doing? After all these years?”

She pushed him away and walked up the stairs. Charlie called to her as she climbed.

“I’ll call Jerzy Jane now. Hurry down, you know she’s gonna want to talk to you.”

Charlie picked up the cordless and dialed Jerzy’s dorm number. He could hardly keep from blurting the news out as soon as he heard the young girl’s voice.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Jerzy, it’s Charlie. Kim said you called earlier. Is everything okay up there?”

He clipped his sentences in an effort to control his emotions. He listened as Jerzy explained her reasons for calling, and detected worry in her voice.

“Oh Charlie, I tried to call a few more times today. I called Kim at work when I left class but they said she left for a doctor’s appointment. I guess I should have called your office, too, but I was so confused by everything, I didn’t know what to do.”

“I wasn’t at work this afternoon either, so it’s just as well. I went with Kim to the doctor, we just got home.”

“Why did you have to go with her?” Jerzy asked. “Is everything alright, Charlie? I mean, Kim’s not sick or anything, is she?”

“No, nothing like that. Well, she was sick for a day or so, but we figured it out. She’s fine now.”

“What was wrong with her? A virus or something? “

Charlie explained Kim’s stomach problems and the ensuing visit to the emergency room. He was leaving the best news for Kimberly to deliver.

“Anyway, I’ll let Kim tell you the rest. So what’s up?”

“I got a call from Carney early this morning, Charlie. She doesn’t know I’m calling you, but I didn’t know what else to do, or who to call. She needs help.” Carney was Jerzy’s best friend, one who had befriended Jerzy when she first arrived in Atlanta looking for her father.

“What’s the matter with Carney that her dad Ralph can’t fix? “

“Charlie, she can’t get in touch with her dad. He’s in Europe on vacation and she couldn’t reach him.”

“I see. So what does she need help with? Can it not wait until the old man gets back?”

“I don’t think so, Charlie. She’s in jail. She’s been there for three days, and just got a call through to me this morning.”

“What did she do, Jerzy? I mean, why is she in jail?” Charlie was growing more concerned now. He and his wife had formed their own friendship with the young Atlanta attorney.

“She couldn’t talk long, Charlie. She just said to try to call her father’s house every day until I got an answer, and to tell Ralph where she is. I just figured I’d call you, too. I thought maybe you could help her.”

“I won’t know if I can help her until I find out what is going on. You know that, right?”

“I know, Charlie. But I know that if you can help, you will.”

The conversation changed to talk of school. Jerzy was attending Vanderbilt University in Nashville, another Carney conspiracy. Kimberly had suggested the University of Georgia just to keep the child close to home. In the end, Carney’s influence on the young Cajun prevailed. Kimberly admitted at last her selfish motivation for suggesting Athens, confiding in Jerzy that she would rather have a daughter in a whorehouse than one attending Georgia. The assumption all around was that Jerzy would follow in Carney’s footsteps and pursue a law degree.

“So do I get to talk to Kim or not, big guy?” Jerzy asked.

“She’s coming down the stairs now. She has some big news for you, too.” Charlie lowered his voice as he heard his wife in the living room. “Do me a favor, Jerzy. Please don’t mention to Kim about Carney being in jail. Give me a day or two. Just tell her you called this morning to say hi or something. Okay?”

“I promise, Charlie. Will you call me back when you know something? Please?”

“You know I will, little girl. Just give me a day or two. I love you and I’ll see you soon. ‘Bye for now.”

He said the last just as Kimberly walked into the kitchen. He held his hand over the mouthpiece as he gave the phone to her. “I didn’t tell her about the baby. I thought I’d let you do that.”

He kissed her on the cheek on his way out of the room.





CHAPTER THREE

“Riser, this is Charlie Puckett over in homicide. How are you today?” Charlie smiled into the phone, hoping the narcotics detective would remember him.

“Hey, Puckett. Doin’ great, man, how about yourself? Keeping ’em nailed down over there?”

“We’re doing our best with what we’ve got. I, uh, I’m calling to get some information on a girl you’ve got going in for arraignment tomorrow, a girl named Carney Light. She’s still in lockup. I talked to a guy at the desk this morning, said she was one of yours.”

“Yeah, I was the arresting. We bought about ten pounds of crystal meth from her last weekend, uh, Saturday night, I think. Well, some of the undercover guys did. I was just the one that picked up the assignment to go and get her. Guess who her father is.”

Charlie didn’t want to let on that he knew that much about the girl just yet, so he played along, hoping it wouldn’t come back to haunt him.

“Can’t imagine who he might be. What, is he like a real upstanding citizen or something?”

“Better than that, man. Her old man is Ralph Light; you know, the big defense attorney. She’s a lawyer, too, just getting started so I understand.”

Considering his motivation for making the call, Charlie decided that he needed to be honest with the detective. I may need his help in the future, he thought. Better not to alienate him with the very first phone call.

“I need to be up-front with you here, Riser,” Charlie said bluntly.

“What do you mean? Up-front about what?”

Charlie pulled a large breath from the humid room, swelling to larger than life before he began to explain his dilemma.

“I know who her dad is, and I know her. Remember a little over a year ago, she’s the lady who killed that guy down in Destin? The one holding her and her friend hostage on her dad’s boat? It was all over the news here in town.”

“Yeah, I think … yeah, man, I remember. She killed that freak judge, what was his name? No, wait a minute. She killed his son, right?”

“Well, there was a lot more to the story, but yes. She killed the judge’s son. He was hold …”

Riser interrupted, saving Charlie the difficulty of repeating himself. Riser already felt that Puckett was in a bad situation or he wouldn’t be calling the narcotics division looking to talk to this girl.

“Yeah, I remember the whole story now. So, what gives? You know the girl, huh?”

Charlie related the story to Riser of how he came to be friends with Carney Light and her father. He explained about old Judge Cain, Ralph Light’s former law associate, and how Cain had “befriended” the teenaged Jerzy as she was desperately searching for her father. Charlie went on to tell Riser about Judge Cain’s attempt to rape Jerzy, and how Charlie and his wife, Kim, took Jerzy in and became her surrogate parents until her dad could be found. Carney had been volunteering at a shelter when she met Jerzy, and quickly became close to Jerzy, Charlie, and Kim. He ended by reassuring Riser that he in no way was declaring the girl’s innocence, but he did want to talk with her to get her version of what was going on.

“Tell you what, Charlie, I’ll have her brought to an interrogation room if you want me to. She hasn’t said a whole lot to any of our guys. I think she’s having a hard time locating her father. Gettin’ ready to lawyer up on us. You might be able to help shed some light on all this. You want to come by here this afternoon?”

Charlie was not expecting this. He felt fortunate already.

“Sure thing. How about twelve-thirty? Is that good for you?” Charlie was happier that he was keeping his promise to Jerzy more than anything else. The thought that Carney could be guilty still had not entered his mind.

“We’ll see you then, Charlie. ‘Bye.”

The two detectives walked into the interrogation room; Riser first, followed by Charlie Puckett.

Carney jumped from her chair at the sight of the familiar face.

“Charlie!” she shouted. “I mean … uh, Detective Puckett. It’s good to … I mean, what …”

Finally, she sat back in the chair at the long steel table, frustrated.

“It’s okay, Carney. I know Detective Riser. We’ve worked together in the past. He agreed to let me come and see you.”

He looked at the blonde woman. She appeared thinner than the last time he’d seen her.

Probably the orange coveralls, he thought as he looked at her slumping over the table with her face buried in her hands. Another, more troubling thought entered his mind as he watched her hide her beautiful blue eyes.

She’s innocent. Whatever happened, it was either a mistake or a set-up. Cops like Charlie Puckett learned to see these things right away in a person’s body language. The way they sat or how they bore themselves or maybe even the rhythm of their breathing, always told the real truth. Fingers in hair, toes tapping damp concrete, a million seemingly minute tics were the only words needed. Mouth and voice could proclaim innocence for hours, but the body told the truth to a smart cop in less than a few minutes.

Everything he observed in Carney at this very moment said she was not guilty. He saw it in her eyes when he first entered the room. He saw it in the depressed form of her body, swallowed now by the overwashed standard-issue orange. Charlie had known a thousand guilty people, and Carney wasn’t one of them.

He walked over to her and leaned close to her ear. He looked at her for a second before speaking, hoping she trusted him enough to open up to him without an attorney present. He placed his hand on her left shoulder.

“Come on, Carney, sit up and talk to me.”

Following Charlie’s brief instructions, she pulled her ample chest from the table and pushed her chair in closer, resting her hands in a fold atop the flat steel. She turned her face to look at her friend.

“Jerzy called you, didn’t she?” The eyes again. Mean and independent, elegant and seductive. But innocent for sure.

“What did you expect? She’s learned well from you, Carney. How to be resourceful, how to count on your friends when you get in a bind. You should have known that she would call me and Kim.”

“Is that what I’m in, Charlie? A bind?” She smiled an almost sarcastic smile, angry with herself for reasons yet unknown.

“I’d say that’s what you’re in, Carney. I’d be feeling a whole bunch better about all this if I knew your side of what is going on. That is, if you’ll tell me.”

“I appreciate that, but I really … well, you know how things get turned around sometimes when a person doesn’t have representation. You understand, right?”

Charlie nodded his head in agreement. Sometimes things happen, for whatever reason. He turned to Detective Riser. “Anyone behind the glass?”

Riser shook his head. “Told you, this ain’t an interview. We’re just friends here today. Ain’t no video runnin’, no tape tapin’, nothin’ like that. You know I’d find a way to tell you if there was.”

“Yes, I suppose you would. Thanks, Riser.”

Charlie stepped to the opposite side of the table and sat directly in front of Carney. He tapped the back of the chair next to him and Riser pulled it backward to the wall and seated himself.

“Just friends, Carney. Anyway, you’re a lawyer now yourself. You know that anything said right now can’t be used unless you waive. So tell me what is going on.”

“Do you think I sold drugs to undercover cops, Charlie?” Carney looked at him, watching his eyes as he developed his answer. She knew a thing or two as well, Charlie thought.

“I don’t think you are guilty, Carney, no, I do not. But that little nugget of wisdom isn’t worth a tinker’s dam, either, as far as the law is concerned. I think you have a story to tell, and it may lead somewhere you don’t want to go. But it’s a story that may preserve your freedom.”

At this point Riser interrupted, spreading a manila folder open on the table. He moved his finger down a page filled with facts, stopping near an address.

“Miss Light …”

“Please, Carney. Just call me Carney.”

“Well, I just wanted to point out Miss, uh, Carney, I mean … I just wanted to point out that the address at the home where we arrested you is not your address of record. I mean if … well, if you were …”

“I was not at my house when you arrested me, detective. I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

“Du … uh … Detective Riser, ma’am. I guess right now I’m just Duane, I guess.”

“Really? Duane, I guess?” she remarked flippantly, her slicing blue eyes tattooing him from head to toe.

Charlie knew that Carney was comfortable now, seeing her playfulness come out under these circumstances, watching her size the young man up. Still, he thought, Riser might take this the wrong way and go haywire. Charlie had to intervene.

“Uh-oh, Riser, I think she’s got a crush on you. Starting that playtime thing she does so well.”

He leaned across the table and spoke to Carney in a serious tone that Riser could hear.

“Now is not the time, Carney. This is serious shit here. Don’t play. Hear me?”

Carney lowered her head, admonished.

“Oh no, it’s alright, Charlie,” Riser butted in. “I’m fine with her playin’, I just don’t want her callin’ me Duane outside of here. But now, hell, it’s fine with me.”

“Thank you, Duane,” Carney said through her wide smile. “As I was saying, I was at a friend’s house when you arrested me. I was there Saturday night, too, and I gave those detectives the box with the drugs. The envelope they handed me is still on top of the refrigerator. Of course, I didn’t know there were drugs in the box and I damn sure didn’t know those guys were detectives.”

“Then who lives at the house, Carney?” Charlie asked.

He saw Carney’s eyes go to the tabletop once more, searching the brushed stainless steel for the answer.

“Well, therein lies the problem, Charlie. I don’t exactly know how to answer that question. I mean, I want to answer, but it appears this person has lied to me all along about so many things. I just don’t want to say anything to you and Duane that is not true. I don’t want you thinking I purposely lied to deceive you.”

Charlie thought for a long moment and then turned to Riser. Getting no helpful response, he turned back to Carney.

“I’ll tell you what. You obviously know this person. I assume you have known him or her for some time.”

He paused to let Carney digest his words so far.

“Start at the beginning; who the person is, where you met them, everything you remember. Then tell us why you were in that house with the box, and why you gave it to the men who came to the door that Saturday night. We’ll withhold any judgments or comments until you finish. Will that work for you?”
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