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Chapter 1
How It Began


What a crazy couple of weeks this has been. First, I survived a kidnapping. Still, Mr. Whiskers got napped by Jacky the Dip. I solved the crime and gave Detective Lieutenant Beth the evidence to nab the perps, and Whiskers was returned. I went to the wrestling matches at the Coliseum. Marcel, the Monster carried me around the ring on his shoulder after he and the Green Werewolf won their tag team match. My dad and Beth kissed, and it was shown on the Jumbotron screen while everyone cheered. Let me see what else is happening? Oh yes, I start Forensic II at summer camp tomorrow. Whew, I’m exhausted. Somehow, I’m feeling different inside. Like I’m beginning to grow up. Is it possible it happens that quickly?

Dad asked me if I wanted to go out for something special to eat tonight to celebrate everything that happened over the weekend. I told him I just needed to stay home and chill before I start things up again tomorrow, so he ordered pizza delivery. That was good, but what was even better, he went into his study and had a long phone conversation with Beth. I keep hoping that I might have a mother again.

“I’m telling you all this to catch you up on my life. I hope yours is going as well.”

***

I had a restless night. Too many things were running wildly through my mind, and I guess I disturbed Mr. Whiskers because twice he woke me up by putting a curved paw on my nose. I finally woke at 6:15 a.m. and went downstairs in my pajamas with Whiskers trailing at my heels. Dad was already at the breakfast table with his coffee and toast. “Mornin,’ Dad.”

“Good morning, Ceely. Quite a weekend, wasn’t it?”

“I’m exhausted, Dad, but it was the best weekend of my whole life.”

“You mean getting Whiskers back safely, or being in the ring with Marcel the Monster, or what?”

“It was you, Dad, seeing you happy again. I know it’s been tough on you since Mom died, and it’s been tough on me. But I saw the way you and Beth were with each other, and I saw you being happy again. That’s what made it the best ever.”

“Thanks, Ceely. Yes, we did have a good time together, and there will be more of them. Beth asked me to go to the Policeman’s Charity Ball at the Century Club this Friday night.”

“Wow! That’s great.”

“I’ll probably be out late that night. Will you be okay here alone?”

“Dad, I’m almost fourteen, and maybe I’ll ask Roberta if she wants to sleep over again.”

“That’s good. I don’t want to worry about you.”

“Dad, I’m also a detective.”

He got up to put his dishes in the washer, tousled my hair as he went by, and said, “Yes, you are, Ceely, and I’m proud of you. What time do we leave this morning?”

“Camp starts at nine, so we can leave at eight-thirty.”

***

I know we’re getting new camp tee shirts this morning, but I wore the one from the first CSI camp anyway. I’ll just put the other one on over it. I didn’t wear my CSI Junior Tech I gold badge. I think that would be a little much. Still, I did put my CSI kit and my: 
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business cards in my backpack along with an apple and an extra bottle of water.

It was a beautiful day, so Dad put the top down on his car and drove me to the community college to start my course. There were fewer kids for Forensic II than for our first course, but Billie was there, and we’re both glad about that. There was only one registration table for all ten of us. I looked around and didn’t see Carl, the seventeen-year-old boy from the first session. I know he was sick the last day, and that’s how I became a team leader in our crime scene detection competition. I hope he’s alright. There was one new kid. He looked about fifteen and stood much taller than me. He had coal-black hair that hung straight down almost to his shoulders. I heard him say his name – Jimmy Reddock.

After signing in, we went to the classroom where Billie and I sat next to each other in the first row. I wanted to be right on top of everything. Bob Marshall, the retired city detective, entered the room and said, “Hey guys, welcome to our Forensic class number two.” 

We all said, “Hi, Bob,” as he looked around the room, smiling, glad to see so many of us back again.

“This morning, we’re reviewing some of the basics. This afternoon, we’re traveling to the police shooting range on a bus to look at how they test to see if the slugs found at a crime scene come from a particular gun.”

I immediately thought, Wow! Are we going to be shooting a gun? But Bob said, “You guys won’t be firing any guns. The range safety officer will do that.” Bummer.

“Okay, what’s the first thing as a detective that we do at a crime scene?” Bob looked at me.

“Secure the scene to prevent disturbing any evidence before the CSI teams can get there.”

“Excellent, Celia. What else do we do?”

I kept my hand down so I wouldn’t be hogging all the answers. Rebecca, the girl with the bright red hair, said, “We can take pictures with our phones and begin to canvas the neighborhood looking for witnesses.”

“Perfect, Rebecca. Anything else? Anybody.” Bob looked around the room. 

Finally, Jimmy, the new kid, spoke up from the back row. “We can take notes of our first impressions and list data such as an address, time of day, the general and specific area of the crime, stuff like that.” He must know something about police work to say that.

“Excellent, Jimmy. Wow, you guys, really know your stuff.” Bob looked pleased with our knowledge when he said that.

We spent the rest of the morning reviewing the things we had learned in Forensic I and then had our lunch. It was such a beautiful day; we all sat out on the patio with our box lunches at the picnic tables. Billie showed me pictures from her trip to her grandparent’s home in New Mexico. I began to tell her about my weekend adventures when Bob blew his police whistle. We all jumped out of our skins.

“All right, guys, saddle up and meet at the front of the building for the bus. Leave your backpacks and things in the classroom. You can get them when we return. Fortunately, I had put some of my business cards in my pocket, just in case.

It took fifteen minutes to get to the range, and we were all chattering like magpies, excited about our first day. So far, I hadn’t seen Beth. Maybe I’ll ask Bob about her when I get off the bus.

We were escorted into a classroom at the front of the building. A police officer in uniform was standing at the front of the room. We all found seats, and he said, “Hi, guys, I’m Sergeant Barry Morrone, but you can all call me Gus.” 

He motioned for a response, and we all said, “Hi, Gus.”

He smiled and said, “I see my old friend Bob Marshall in the back of the room. Let me tell you Bob is one of the best detectives I’ve known, and you’re in good hands with Bob.” I turned around and saw a big grin on Bob’s face.

“Okay. There’s one word we live by here at the range.” Gus picked up a marker and wrote in big letters on the whiteboard — S-A-F-E-T-Y. Then he said, let’s all say that together, one letter at a time. He pointed to the S, and we all said it in loud voices, then continued across the board, pointing as we responded, then said, “Excellent. This is what we live by here.”

He put the marker down and said, “When we go beyond this wall, you will be given acoustic ear protection and safety glasses.” He pointed to the wall behind him. “I will shoot a round from three different guns of the same caliber, but different models into a water-filled collection tank. Then we will come back in here and examine the slugs under a microscope to determine which gun fired which round. You can see how important that would be in your crime scene investigation. Determining evidence that could be used to identify a suspect, and later, in support of the case in court. Okay, any questions?”

I had some, but I kept my mouth shut. I thought I’d start slow.

We left the classroom and went through a corridor to a small room where Gus gave us the earmuffs and glasses, then we went through another door into the shooting range. This had a series of separated booths, each with side partitions that reached to the ceiling. A waist-high counter was in each booth on which to put your stuff like guns and ammo. The targets were at the far end of the low-ceilinged range and could be retrieved by an electric pulley system at the ceiling. No one else was in the room now, and there were no targets.

Gus opened a case and took out three similar-looking guns. He turned to us and said, “The gun is always checked before loading. It is never pointed anywhere except the target area when loaded. Okay?” We all nodded our agreement. Then everyone put on the earmuffs.

Gus loaded the guns one at a time and fired them into a special horizontal barrel thing through a hole in one end. Then he cleared the gun, labeled it, raised a cover on the tank to fish out the slug, put it into a small plastic bag, and numbered it. He repeated this for all the guns. Billie was holding my hand tightly, but the earmuffs did their job, and I didn’t flinch when the guns were fired. I was proud of that.

 




Chapter 2
A Date for Dan

We returned to the classroom, and Gus began his lecture. “There are six things we look for when examining a crime scene in which a gun is used.” He turned to the whiteboard behind him and made a list. “And I have hand-outs for you with all this info on them, so you don’t need to take notes.”

“The first of these is striations. When a bullet is recovered, we analyze the slug for striations. These are the longitudinal marks left on the slug by the rifling in a gun barrel. Rifling is the grooving that puts a spin on a bullet to make it more accurate. This rifling is almost like a fingerprint, in that they’re all different. So, a detective can determine the make and model of the firearm by examining the striations. Any questions on that?” None.

“Next, at the crime scene, we look for gunpowder residue. Every time a gun is fired, not only is the bullet discharged from the gun, but also a pattern of powder residue, which is particular to each gun model. That can tell us how close the weapon was to the victim. If we can’t find any of that, what is one thing that can be ruled out, even if the scene appears otherwise?” 

Rocket hand was the first to launch. 

“Yes, Miss?”

“I’m assuming you mean this appeared like a suicide, but if the victim had no powder marks at the wound or on his hand, the chances were, he did not fire the gun that was planted in his hand.” I sat back, satisfied with my answer.

“Very good, and your name is?”

“I’m Celia.”

“Very good, Celia.“ Gus continued, “We also look for bullet holes, and that can give us the trajectory or path of the bullet. We carefully insert sticks in the hole to get the path, and if there is more than one hole, we can triangulate to get the location from where the gun was fired.” Gus made a sketch on the board, showing what he meant. “Any questions on this?” None.

“Moving on, we look for any shell casings. These are very important because when a gun is loaded, if the shooter is not wearing gloves, he will leave prints on the casing. When the gun is fired, the salts in these prints are heated and, basically, etched into the metal casing. Do you all know what I mean by etched?” I did, so I didn’t need to raise my hand, and no one else did, whether they knew the answer or not.

“Okay, every time a gun is fired, the hammer, that’s the part that hits the bullet when the trigger is pulled, leaves a firing pin mark on the casing where it hits the primer. The primer ignites the gunpowder, and the bullet is shot from the barrel. Each gun model leaves a different firing pin impression. It can also tell us how old the gun might be, whether it’s in good condition, and, as I said, the model of the gun. It is crucial to find the shell casings. If the gun were a revolver with a bullet cylinder, the casings stay in that cylinder until they are manually removed. If the gun was an automatic, the casings would fly out each time the trigger was pulled. You all got that?” I mentally agreed, “Yup.” But didn’t say it.

“Finally, and this can be a little gross, we examine the damage done by the bullet to the victim. I won’t go into a lot of detail, but only say that we look for a sequence of hits, type of bullet, distance from the shooter, caliber, stuff like that. Everything we learn goes into the case file. You never know which piece of evidence, no matter how seemingly insignificant it may appear, could be the thing that breaks open the case. Okay, any questions?” Gus looked around the room. I wanted to ask something, but really didn’t have anything to say, so I kept quiet for once.

“Okay, come on up front, and we’ll examine these three bullets.” There were three microscopes on the front table, and Gus placed one of the slugs he retrieved from the water tank on each. He had put the guns back in a locked safe but had pictures of each beside the microscopes. 

“Now, if you look at the pictures, all three guns appear to be the same. They are from the same manufacturer and the same caliber. Still, they are different models and, as such, have different rifling. When you look in the microscopes, you’ll see the different patterns of the striations on each one.” We filed past the microscopes, taking a brief look in each, and the striations were all slightly different from bullet to bullet. I left there thinking I fully understood the lecture, but not expecting I would be investigating any crimes involving guns. At least not until I’m older, and maybe driving a car.

On the ride back to the community college, I got a chance to tell Billie about my weekend.

“Were you scared?” She asked when I told her about my first encounter with Marcel the Monster.

“Only a little bit, at first. I’ve never seen anyone so huge. He was like taller than this bus.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him I had Neuropsychocoughaphobia, and it was very contagious, so he shouldn’t get close to me.”

Billie backed against the side of the bus, “Do you?”

“No, of course not.” Sheesh! 

“Oh,” She said and then relaxed. “What did he do then?”

“Well, he left four tickets to the wrestling matches, so I went there with my friend Roberta, my dad, and Beth.”

“Beth? Detective Lieutenant Beth?”

“Yup.” 

“Wow! Awesome!”

“Oh, I forgot, this lady tried to drug me while her brother napped my cat?”

“What?” Billie was so surprised her eyes looked like saucers.

“Yup, she gave me some cranberry juice that was supposed to have some drug in it, but she messed up the cups and drank the bad one herself and fell asleep.” I let out a sigh and sat back with my arms folded across my chest.

“Is your cat okay?”

“Yup, I had already solved the case and knew who the nappers were. I gave Beth my evidence and led the police to their lair and aided in capturing those dangerous criminals.”

“How could you lead the police, you only have a bike?”
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