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1. To play a trick upon; dupe, hoax.

2. To drug (a person), especially for a criminal purpose.








Origins



EVEN BEFORE HE STARTED KINDERGARTEN, he had figured out that his favorite superhero flew with strings. Now, just over four years later, he wished he had been wrong. They could use a hero with a cape. Escaping into his imagination, he pictured someone with true superhuman powers coming to save them. A soft moan brought him back to the dark room. He hated the way the room smelled: musty and metallic. Whatever form their hero took, he needed to get there quickly. His friend was hurt—a broken arm, maybe. His father would have known.

Best not to think about his father.

Their mothers wouldn’t miss them yet. It was hard to know what day it was, but he didn’t think a week had gone by. And maybe the bad guy knew where their mothers were. Maybe their mothers would never come for them. He almost started crying again.

Don’t be a wussy, he told himself. Don’t.

He thought instead about his friend. If anything happened to his friend, he didn’t want to live. No one else would ever understand him, no one else would know what this had been like.

Intermittently, over the last few hours, his friend had been moaning softly, but now he stopped and held himself silent—they could hear the door opening. Someone was coming down the stairs. The boy trembled, afraid their tormentor had returned. His friend reached out and held his hand.

The voice was not the voice of their captor. This man was calling out something about the police, but that didn’t fool the boys. Not this time.

They stayed silent. The man’s clothes were as dark as the room, and he was carrying a flashlight. He said something about Jesus when he saw the bodies of their fathers, the pools of blood. He kept moving the flashlight, and finally it lit the boys’ faces. The man drew in a sharp breath, then said very gently, “Hi. It’s okay. Don’t be afraid. You’re safe now. I’m a policeman.”

“A real one?” the boy asked.

“Yes,” the man answered, slowly drawing nearer, holding the light up high so they could see him.

“So was the other one,” his friend whispered, but later, neither boy would tell anyone what he meant by that.
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ITOLD THEM I WAS GOING to try to get some sleep, but I don’t think I fooled anyone. None of us would sleep that night. I hadn’t even tried. I was still wide awake, sitting in a chair across the room from the too wide bed, staring at it as if it were a stranger in my house; thinking too much; repeatedly, relentlessly recalling that the last thing my husband and I had done together was to part in anger. I do not know of any potion as bitter as the realization that one may have lost all opportunity to ask forgiveness.

Hours earlier I had been more complacent about making apologies. Frank didn’t show up for dinner, but I figured work had held him up. After all, a homicide detective’s schedule is not one you can set your watch by. As a reporter, my own hours are fairly irregular. This was not the first night one of us had eaten across from an empty place setting.

I didn’t have much of an appetite. I sat there, wondering how a week that had begun so gloriously had so quickly gone to hell. On Monday Frank had been instrumental in breaking a major case: his work had led to the identification of two members of Hocus, a group that had been on a destructive rampage in Las Piernas for several weeks. On Tuesday he had discovered the whereabouts of the suspected ringleader of the group, one of two men who were then taken into custody.

Wednesday, life made an about-face. A story about the arrests appeared in the Las Piernas News Express, an article that painted homicide detective Frank Harriman as a hero. That might have been cause for celebration, except the article didn’t give much credit to the other cops who had worked on the case, and worse, it included details apparently leaked straight out of classified police reports. It didn’t take long for a department that had been patting Frank on the back to start pointing a finger at him, the only cop married to an Express reporter.

The Hocus story had been written by our crime reporter, Mark Baker, an ace who does his own work and has no need to consult with me. It never would have been my story anyway—because I’m married to a cop, crime stories are off-limits. But most members of the police department and the district attorney’s office are cynical about the press to begin with, and few would buy any of Frank’s explanations about our ground rules. Frank’s pressures at work quickly became pressures at home.

Perhaps peace would have been restored in our household if that were the only difficulty we faced, but problems rove in packs, it seems. Trouble arrived in a trio this time and left us silent and distant throughout Thursday, shouting at breakfast on Friday.

Friday afternoon, tired of worrying over the magnitude of our current rift, I had called his office. Big of me, I thought.

My noble intentions were wasted. He wasn’t in. I called his pager. No return call.

I tried a second and a third time, to no avail.

At home, while cooking too much dinner, I considered the possible explanations for his lack of response. One was that he didn’t have the pager with him. Unlikely, but possible. Another was that he hadn’t found time to call back. Maybe. Most likely, I decided, he was ignoring me.

By eight o’clock the leftover chicken was in the refrigerator. The dogs, Deke and Dunk, had been walked and fed. They lay at my feet but watched the door. Cody, my big tomcat, more attuned to my mood, was restless, prowling from room to room, tail snaking and snapping in displeasure. He went into the guest room, where the lights were out, and yowled. When I went in to see what his problem was, he sped out of the room, waited for me to settle into a chair, and then repeated the performance in the kitchen. We toured the house in this fashion. I had just about decided that I could make a nice pair of booties from his pelt when the phone rang.

I ran to catch it before the answering machine picked up.

“Irene?” a man’s voice said.

“Yes. Hi, Pete.” Not a good sign, I thought, to have his partner make the call.

“Is Frank there?”

“I thought he might be with you,” I said. My worries started to shift direction.

“No. Christ, I thought he’d be back by now.”

“Back from where?”

“Riverside.”

“Riverside?”

“He drove out there this morning. He had to talk to a guy out there. A witness.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, I stayed here,” he said, and I could hear the edge of uneasiness creeping into his voice. “I had a lot of other stuff to follow up on. You know.”

Might as well face it, I thought. “He’s being kept out of the office because of the leak on the arrests, right?”

“Yeah, probably because of the leak. You know, if you’d just get that other reporter to name his source—”

“If that didn’t work for Frank, why the hell would it work for you?”

“I guess you guys fought about that this morning, huh?”

I sighed. “Did he tell you what we had for breakfast, too?”

“He said he left without breakfast.”

“Shit.”

“Don’t get all hot and bothered about it, Irene. Frank and I have been partners longer than you’ve been married.”

This is one of Pete’s favorite things to say to me whenever I object to his sticking his nose into our business. Before I could reply, his wife picked up the extension.

“Pete Baird, you are ten pounds in a nine-pound bag,” Rachel said. “What’s this, Irene? Frank isn’t home from Riverside?”

“No,” I said, suddenly feeling as if I were admitting that he might not want to come home. But Rachel was on a different track entirely.

“Something’s not right, Pete. Use the other line to call the department. Ask when he last checked in.”

As Pete hung up I asked, “What do you mean, something’s not right?”

“You sure he hasn’t been trying to call you? You been on the phone?”

“No. The only time I’ve used the phone was to page him earlier today. Who was this witness?”

“The witness? It was—”

Before she could name him, I heard Pete shouting to her in Italian. I couldn’t make out what he said, but he was obviously telling her not to talk to me about the case. The clean part of her response, also in Italian, was, “I’ll tell her if I want to,” and something to the effect of, “Here’s a nickel; with that you can buy twice as many brains as you’re using right now.”

To me, quite calmly, she said, “It’s nothing to worry over. The man he went to see, he’s an informant. Frank and Pete have talked to him before. He’s not a prince, mind you. Just a junkie. Never been involved in anything big. Never hurt anybody.”

I finally used a nickel’s worth of brains and saw exactly what she was trying to avoid saying to me.

“Oh, Jesus.”

“Irene, don’t do that to yourself.”

“You think something went wrong out in Riverside. That something has happened to Frank—”

“Wait,” she said. “Pete’s trying to tell me something.” She covered the mouthpiece with her hand, so that I heard only the muted sounds of their brief discussion. There was a stretch of silence, then she said, “Look, I’m going to come over, okay?”

“He didn’t check in, did he?”

“Listen to me, Irene. For all we know, Frank is sitting in some bar, drinking with the local cops and thanking them for their cooperation, right? So I’m just coming over to keep you company, so that you don’t drive yourself crazy thinking about what might or might not be making him late. Pete’s going to go down to the office and get the informant’s address and phone number. Pete can find out who Frank talked to in the Riverside PD.”

“Tell Pete I want to go with him.”

“What are you, nuts? That department is not exactly singing praises to the Express right now. They aren’t going to let you walk in past the front desk. I’ll be honest with you. They think of you as some kind of Mata Hari right now. They’re sure you seduced a story out of your husband the cop. Pete told me that Frank was actually happy to get out of the building today. I guess their lieutenant has really been leaning on him. He’s got almost everyone convinced that the only way the Express could have learned the details of the arrests is through Frank.”

 

Rachel was at my front door not much later. She took one look at me, divined what I had been imagining, and said, “Look, I’m not going to bullshit you. Even though I think it’s the least likely possibility, Frank might be in trouble. Might be. You can’t do anything about it one way or the other, so making a nervous wreck out of yourself does nobody any good at all.”

Rachel retired about a year ago—while in her early forties—from working homicide in Phoenix; she’s now a PI. I figured she knew this kind of worry from both sides: former cop, cop’s wife.

“If it were Pete—” I began.

“I’d be concerned,” she said. “But not as upset as you are. Not until I had more reason to be.” She paused. “It’s harder if you’ve had a fight, maybe.”

“I’d say I owe it to Frank to keep my mouth shut for now,” I said. “But you probably know more about it than I do. Sounds like he’s told Pete quite a bit. Come on in and tell me what you already know.”

Once we were seated and the pets had settled in around us, she said, “Okay, I know Frank was upset about the article. That’s understandable, but I’m with you. Frank and Pete don’t have any right to try to ask you to do something that’s going to get you in trouble at work.”

“Frank has risked that much for me now and then. It’s more than just getting in trouble; it’s much worse than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, I understand why Frank’s upset. To him, finding out who talked to Mark looks like an easy thing for me to do.”

“This Mark guy is a friend of yours, right?”

“Yes, he’s a friend.”

“So just ask him to tell you who the source is—”

“But I can’t do that,” I protested. “In part, because Mark is a friend. If he’s promised anonymity to a source, I can’t use our friendship to get him to break his promise.”

“So you’re saying it’s an ethical issue?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t suppose your editor would be too pleased with you, either.”

I nodded. “He’d have a right to be angry. To fire me.”

“I think Frank understands that. He’s just frustrated.”

“I know, I know. But he made this into a question of loyalty: where’s my loyalty—with him or the Express?”

“Ah, I begin to see.”

“It made me furious. I was a reporter when we first got together. We’ve talked about this, talked it over before we got married. We had a whole system worked out, a way to avoid this problem. I’ve never taken anything he’s told me about a case into the newsroom—not unless he’s told me it was okay.”

“And he doesn’t talk about your work at the paper with the cops—not even with Pete, no matter what that little troublemaker says.”

I quieted down. “I know. I know he doesn’t.”

After a long silence she said, “Just like you know he doesn’t have any interest in his old girlfriend.”

“Oh, hell. Does Pete know about that, too?” I sighed. That meant Pete was up on two out of three of our recent problems. Frank was usually more discreet, even with Pete. “What did he tell you, then?”

“I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t you tell me your version of it?”

Before I could reply, the phone rang. I hurried to answer it. It was Pete.

“Have you heard from him yet?” I asked, all irritation forgotten.

“No, not yet. He hasn’t answered any of our pages. Riverside PD hasn’t heard from him since he called to let them know he was going out to talk to the junkie. Junkie hasn’t been paying his phone bill, so there’s no way to call his place. Riverside is on its way out to talk to the guy, find out when Frank left. Is Rachel there?”

I handed the phone to her.

So Frank wasn’t out drinking with the Riverside cops. Pete must not have told them that his partner had a fight with his wife. If he had, he might not have convinced Riverside to send a unit out to the junkie’s house. Then again, Pete could make such a pain out of himself, they might issue an APB for Frank just to get Pete off their backs.

I looked at a clock. Quarter after nine.

Rachel’s half of the conversation didn’t take long and was in Italian. I couldn’t understand more than a few pronouns and endearments, but her tone of voice would have been understood in any language: she was trying to calm him down, to ease his worries. Mine escalated in direct proportion. I started to pace.

“So,” she said when she hung up, “you were going to tell me about this old girlfriend.”

“Former fiancée,” I said. “Frank moved from Bakersfield to Las Piernas to be with her. She’s with the highway patrol.”

She waited.

“You know all this, and I don’t want to talk about it anyway. I want to know what’s going on with Frank.”

“Of course,” she said. “But we don’t have any way of knowing what’s going on with him, do we? So we can sit here and stew and let you wear out the rug pacing, or we can distract ourselves.”

I sat down. “Her name is Cecilia Parker. Frank’s mother wishes he would have married her instead of me.”

“Even now?”

“Well, no, maybe not. I don’t know.”

“Cecilia lives in Bakersfield?”

“Yes. She moved back there, and Frank stayed here. They both came from Bakersfield, originally. He was a detective in Bakersfield, met her, and they got engaged. She wanted to take a job here. So he followed her, even though it meant that he had to go back to uniform here.”

“Then she changed her mind about living here?”

“Right. She didn’t give it much of a chance, I guess. At least, that’s how he tells it.”

“From detective to uniform—that’s not easy on anybody,” she said. “Pete told me that Frank made detective in Las Piernas in record time, but still—he gave up a lot to move here. He must have been steamed when she wanted to go back.”

“I don’t know all the details. I know he liked it here, wasn’t in a hurry to go back.”

“But his family is in Bakersfield? His mom and his sister, right?”

The question came close to another area of trouble, and I wondered briefly if Rachel knew that when she asked. That would make Pete three for three. But just in case Frank hadn’t mentioned that problem, I decided she’d have to be more direct.

“Yes,” I said, “Frank’s mom wants him to move back to Bakersfield. And she’s close to Cecilia’s mom.”

“Hmm. I begin to understand. So why did this Cecilia call?”

How much should I tell her? “Just to talk to him about his family, people they knew in Bakersfield. And to tell him that she had some of his things.”

“What kind of things?”

“I don’t know. Records, books, a few papers, I guess. Apparently, she’s splitting up with a live-in boyfriend. Told Frank she ran across some of his stuff when she was packing up to move out. Invited him to come up to dinner some night so she could give it back to him.”

“Invited him to dinner?”

I smiled at her look of surprise. “I see Pete didn’t relate the entire story.”

“Maybe she doesn’t know that Frank’s married now. It hasn’t been so long….”

“Rachel, you weren’t listening. Bea Harriman and Cecilia’s mom are friends. I’ve met her mom. Trust me, Frank’s mom has told her that their hopes have been dashed.”

“Oh.”

“I figured Cecilia could mail his stuff to him, or leave it with his mom. Frank said she wouldn’t do that, and besides, he got the feeling that she needed him. That sent me over the edge. So he tells me I’m treating him as if he isn’t trustworthy. I told him that I trusted him, but I didn’t trust her. He didn’t buy it. I thought it over today, and I guess I decided he was right. Two to tango and all that.”

“What?”

“Worst case, she wants him to come back to her, right?”

“Maybe. Or maybe just un chiavata al momento. You know, a quickie.”

“Whatever. He’d have to want it, too, right?”

Her look of skepticism made me laugh.

“Men!” She said it like a swear word.

“We’re back to what you said a while ago, Rachel. I do trust him. The rest—that’s her problem.”

Rachel shrugged.

“Besides,” I added, “she touches him, I’ll punch her perkies inside out.”

She laughed. “That’s more like it!”

We passed some time posing theories on Cecilia’s motives. I kept glancing at the clock. Rachel tried hard to keep me distracted.

At 10:25 the dogs suddenly clambered to their feet, tails wagging, and scrambled toward the front door.

“He’s home!” I shouted, exactly like a little kid, feeling just that excited and twice as relieved. I hurried down the hall and threw open the door.

The man who stood there was a fearsome sight. Tall, clad in black leather, scar faced. His head was shaved and he wore an earring. His tattooed arm was raised in a fist, but only because I had pulled the door open before he could knock, and the look on his face was astonishment, not aggression.

“Oh, it’s you, Jack,” I said to my next-door neighbor.

The dogs, who consider Jack Fremont their alternate owner, were rubbing up against him, rolling on the ground, panting in delight.

“Well, at least the dogs are happy to see me,” he said, reaching to pet them. “As far as you’re concerned, though, I’m clearly a big disappointment.”

“Sorry, Jack. No, of course not. I—come on in.”

He was puzzled but followed me back to where Rachel waited.

“Hi,” he greeted her. “Pete and Frank out on a case tonight?”

I briefly explained the situation.

“Maybe he’s still steamed after that fight you two had this morning,” he offered.

“Damn it to hell, does everyone in the city know about that?”

“Possibly,” he replied. “After all, you were shouting at each other in the driveway.”

I turned red. “Sorry if we awakened you,” I muttered.

It was the last thing I said for a while. They discussed a variety of subjects. Jack spent a lot of years as a rover, Rachel as a cop; between the two of them there was no shortage of stories. I think Rachel was relieved to share the burden of distracting me, but that part of it was pretty much a sham all the way around. I could think only in sets of a few words at a time, and I didn’t say them aloud: Please be safe. Please come home. Please call. Please don’t be hurt.

This rapidly turned into praying. Sort of. I worried that maybe that was a sham, too. Every time I pray, I end up telling myself that I have no business praying, especially not if I am going to swear and doubt and misbehave in as many ways as I do. This has become a routine between me and the Almighty, like letters that say, “I think of you more often than I write.” I’m sure I will hear about it later.

Rachel and Jack kept exchanging glances and trying to get me to do more than mumble and look between the clock and the front door. At one point Jack came over and sat beside me. Although we hadn’t known each other very long, he had helped me deal with more than one crisis, and he was also one of Frank’s closest friends. I thought about this, and the fact that I wasn’t the only person in that room who was worried, and found myself joining their conversation again.

At eleven-thirty the phone rang. Rachel was still sitting next to it and answered it on the first ring.

“Yeah, Pete. It’s me,” she said, watching me stand up.

She turned away from me. That’s when I knew the news would be bad.
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JUST TELL ME,” I said when I saw she was searching for some way to carefully phrase news that had obviously shaken her.

I hadn’t interrupted while she’d sat hunched over the phone, resting her forehead in her hand, talking to Pete. Not even when she’d quickly switched to Italian. I’d stood there, arms folded to prevent myself from grabbing the phone, hands clenching my elbows so hard that it hurt, even as she’d scribbled notes on a scratch pad, asking Pete to slow down, repeat things.

Now I wanted to know what was going on, no matter how difficult it was for her to tell me.

Jack stood up beside me. “Is he okay, Rachel?”

“Nobody really knows.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I snapped.

Jack took my hand.

“Sit down, Irene,” Rachel said in a strained voice. “I’ll tell you everything Pete told me.”

I sat, and Jack sat down beside me, still not letting go of my hand.

“Riverside sent a patrol car out to the junkie’s place,” she began. “Two officers—a rookie and his TO—his training officer. Frank’s car was nowhere in sight, but they knew this was where he was headed. So they went up to the house. Some shack of a place the junkie was renting—kind of isolated, I guess. Only one light on in the whole house. They knock on the front door, and it just swings open. The junkie is in there, shot to death.”

“No….”

“Frank wasn’t in there,” she went on quickly. “Just the junkie. They saw signs of a struggle. The rookie got on the radio, the TO looked around. No sign of Frank.”

“Frank is missing?” I asked, knowing that was exactly what I had just heard but hoping that someone would tell me I had heard wrong.

“Yes,” Rachel said.

“Someone has taken him?”

She hesitated. “There are other possibilities.”

“Such as?”

“Maybe he’s gone missing for reasons of his own.”

“No. Not Frank.”

“Irene is right,” Jack said. “You know that as well as I do, Rachel. He wouldn’t leave the scene of a crime.”

“Which makes me wonder if he made it there,” Rachel said. “Look, all I’m saying is, we can’t jump to conclusions.”

I barely heard what she was saying. Like Jack, I would never believe that Frank would voluntarilyleave the scene of a homicide. The death of that informant meant Frank was in danger. Whether he failed to arrive before that informant was killed or was forced to leave afterward, he was in trouble.

A mixture of fear and blind rage jolted and twisted right through me, and I felt like screaming or hitting something just to get it out of my system. The thought of anyone harming Frank—

The thought of anyone harming him made me come to my senses. I didn’t scream or cry or use my fists. I took a deep—if shaky—breath and promised myself that I could go into hysterics at some future date. Even revenge would have to wait.

Think.

“What’s this junkie’s name?”

“I don’t know,” Rachel said. “Pete never told me. Just calls him ‘the junkie.’ They try to protect informants, so they don’t usually refer to them by name.” She paused, then added, “Not that I would have wished the guy dead, but the fact that they found the body there gives me hope for Frank.”

“Because if someone—” It was so hard to make myself say it. I took a breath and tried again. “Because if someone was going to kill Frank, he would have done it right away. Left two bodies behind, not one. He might have a reason to keep him alive.”

“He or she or they. We don’t know. And again, maybe Frank left the scene because that’s what he had to do to be safe. We don’t know.”

 

The dogs came to their feet again, barking this time. The doorbell rang. Jack got the dogs to be quiet, and I looked through the peephole, wondering who the hell wouldn’t just knock after midnight.

The Las Piernas Police Department, as it turned out. Or its representatives, anyway. As I opened the door for Reed Collins and Vince Adams, I figured I was lucky. Although I hadn’t always been on good terms with either of them, they liked Frank. I could think of others who might have drawn this duty and made life more unpleasant.

“Hello, Irene,” Vince said. “Mind if we come in?”

“Not at all.”

They were walking ahead of me, blocking my view of the end of the hallway, but I knew exactly when they saw Jack. Their steps slowed, and they seemed suddenly wary. Reed was the first to ease a little. “You Frank’s neighbor?” he asked.

“Yes. Jack Fremont.”

Rachel called out a greeting to them as they shook Jack’s hand.

“Can I get you a cup of coffee, anything to drink?” I asked.

“No. No, thanks,” Vince said.

Reed watched me for a second, then said, “Yeah, I could use a cup. Thanks.”

“Anybody else?”

Rachel and Jack shook their heads.

As I moved to the kitchen, out of the corner of my eye I saw Vince make a questioning gesture to Rachel, who gave a quick nod.

Yes, I know my husband is missing, I wanted to shout, but busied myself with grinding beans and measuring out water instead.

Cody came in, snaked around my legs, then went over to Reed. He sniffed Reed’s shoes, then rubbed against him, too. Reed reached down and lifted the big lug into his arms. “You’re not going to scratch me, are you?” he asked, apparently aware of Cody’s reputation.

“Don’t trust all that purring,” I said. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Black, thanks.”

I stared at the coffeemaker as if it were really important for me to keep an eye on it, as if an automatic coffeemaker were some delicate instrument that might require my attention in order to operate properly. In fact, what was so wonderful about it at that moment was that it did exactly what it was supposed to do. I needed something to be normal.

I reached for a couple of mugs, not wanting to test the steadiness of my hands with a cup and saucer. Reed put the cat down. As I handed him his mug he said, “You know why we’re here.”

A statement. I nodded.

“Is there a room where we can talk?”

“Just a minute—” Rachel began, but I shook my head.

“They’re here because they want to find Frank,” I said. I turned to Reed. “We can go into the guest room, or sit outside.”

“It’s a little chilly out, down here near the water,” he said. “The guest room would be fine.”

“Do you want us to leave?” Jack asked me, earning a dark look from Rachel.

“No. Please stay. I mean—if you’re tired, don’t let me keep you. Same with you, Rachel. If you need to go home to Pete—”

“Pete’s on his way to Riverside,” she said. “I’d be up anyway. I can never go to sleep until I hear his car—” She clasped a hand over her mouth. Tears started welling up in her eyes.

“Hear his car pull into the driveway?” I asked. “Yes, I’m the same way. It’s good to have you here with me, Rachel. But I’ve never seen you cry, and this would be a stinking time to start.”

“I’m not crying,” she said. “I thought I was going to sneeze for a minute. That’s all.”

I nodded and walked off toward the guest room, Reed in tow. I could hear Vince ask Rachel something in a low voice and heard her reply loudly, “Did you see her face? Did you? Of course she didn’t call the newspaper, you clueless pinhead!”

If Vince said something back, I didn’t hear it. He followed us into the guest room.

I motioned Reed and Vince to the two chairs in the room and then sat on the edge of the bed. With three of us in there, it was pretty crowded. The door creaked open, and we turned toward it in expectation. Cody came sauntering in, then jumped on my lap. I was going to have a friend in the room after all.

Vince stood up, closed the door, and leaned against it, arms crossed. He ignored a look from Reed. Reed sighed and took out his notebook. The warm-up speech—how sorry they were to be in this situation, were doing everything they could but needed help from me—was quick and painless. It gave me a little time to pet Cody, to try to go numb. Reed did the talking. Once he had my (previously undreamed-of) permission to allow my phone line to be tapped, he worked his way to the questions.

“When was the last time you saw Frank?”

“This morning, when he left for work.”

“About what time was that?”

“About seven-thirty.”

“What was he wearing?”

“A suit. Gray suit. White long-sleeved shirt. A dark red tie.” One I bought for him. He looked good in it. He looked good no matter what he wore. “I’m sorry, what were you asking?”

“Shoes?”

“Yes, he had shoes on.” I felt my face turn red. “Sorry. That’s not what you meant. Black leather shoes.”

“Was he armed?”

“Yes, he had his shoulder holster on, his gun in it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. I watched him dress.” I looked down at Cody. “I—I saw him put the shoulder holster on. The gun was in it.”

“Did you talk at all this morning?”

“Yes.”

There was a brief silence.

“What did you talk about?”

“Personal matters.”

They waited. So did I.

“Could you be more specific?”

“No. Contrary to your lieutenant’s opinion, we don’t tell other people what we talk about privately.”

Vince snorted.

“Vince, get me a refill, would you?” Reed asked, lifting his mug.

Vince gave him a stubborn look, got one back, and relented. When Vince had gone, Reed said, “Look, Pete told us you two had a hellacious fight this morning.”

“As Frank has said so often, Detective Baird has a big goddamned mouth.”

Reed sighed. “Yeah, he does, and he sticks his nose into everybody’s business. And right now, we are all just as worried as Pete is about Frank. Pete may be his partner, but the rest of us are sick about this, too. I figure there’s only one person on the earth who’s more worried than we are right now, and that’s you. Help us. Don’t let Vince and his attitude get in the way.”

So I told him, in a nutshell, about the argument—not all of it, I admit. But I told him about two out of three bones of contention. If he already knew about the third, a Harriman family secret, he would have to give me some hint of that knowledge before I talked about it. My own connection to that family might be only by marriage, my opinion about such secrets contrary to the Harrimans’ own—none of that mattered. I owed it to Frank to keep my mouth shut.

Reed kept his face completely impassive. If he agreed with Frank about asking Mark Baker for his sources, Reed never let any judgment show. If he thought Frank was crazy to let his wife know the former fiancée was beckoning, he kept it to himself. If he knew the family secret, he wasn’t letting on.

Vince came back in with the coffee. Cody put his ears back and hissed at him.

Reed tried, but for all his former composure, now he couldn’t hide a smile. Vince told him to shut up, and he laughed aloud. He took a sip of coffee, thanked Vince, and got back to business. He repeated some of what I had said about the fight, asked me if that was correct. I nodded. Vince went back to leaning on the door.

“Did Frank tell you anything about what he’d be working on today?”

“No.”

“Did he call or communicate with you at any time today?”

“No.”

“Did you try to contact him?”

“Yes.” I told them about the attempts at paging him.

“He didn’t call back?”

“No.”

“Did he try to reach you?”

I looked away. “Not that I know of.”

“Didn’t page you?”

“I don’t carry a pager.”

“Nothing on your answering machine or voice mail?” Vince asked.

“No.”

“Is that typical?” Reed asked.

“No. But we had been fighting.”

“Is this what typically happens when you fight?”

“Look, I don’t see what this has to do with anything. I’m not sure Frank would want me to talk about our marriage in this way. In fact, I’m sure he wouldn’t.”

Vince acted as if he would argue, but Reed made the slightest of gestures to him, a small movement of his fingers, and Vince subsided. Catching this interaction awakened me to the fact that I had been seeing teamwork all along. Reed was playing a role, so was Vince.

“Did you know that Frank planned to go to Riverside today?” Reed asked.

Still smarting from kicking myself, I said, “I’m not saying another word.”

“What’s wrong?”

“What the hell are you two imagining? That I let someone who might harm my husband know where he would be? That I—that I arranged for this to happen?”

“Of course not….”

“Oh, no,” I mocked. “Of course not!”

Reed shifted in his chair. Vince’s mouth became a hard line.

“Just trying to help Frank, right, Reed? Who sent the two of you out here? Lieutenant Carlson? What about you, Vince? You come into this house and ask me if I had made my own husband’s disappearance a news story?” I was shouting by then.

“Look, we’re just trying to learn what we can about the situation,” Reed coaxed.

“Get out.”

“Listen, Irene—”

“Get out of here. Both of you!”

The dogs were barking, I realized, and wondered if it was because they had heard me shouting. Rachel knocked on the door. “Are you okay, Irene?”

Before I could answer, the doorbell rang again.

I heard Rachel answer it, heard the low sound of men’s voices. Vince and Reed exchanged puzzled looks.

A moment later there was a knock on the guest room door. Vince moved away from it, opened it slightly.

“Step back, Vincente,” she said with a grin. “You boys are in for a surprise.”

He stepped back, and Rachel pushed past him. A short, skinny kid in a suit walked in, carrying a briefcase and rubbing his nose with the back of the other hand. He had mouse brown hair and a baby face and moved with the awkwardness of those who are still growing, although I doubted he was. If he was older than he looked, he was starting the second half of his twenties. His eyes, though, were alert and curious, and as he nodded at me I wondered how often he had been underestimated.

He was followed by a big man, a man as tall as Frank—about six four—but lankier. He strolled in with a slow, easy gait. He had a strong face, rough-hewn but not unpleasant. His hair was cut very short. It had been dark once but now was turning gray. His eyes were slate blue.

With Rachel, Vince, Reed, me, and the two newcomers bunched in there, the guest room was crowded. I wanted out.

The big man spoke first. “Mrs. Harriman?” He drawled it out. Pure Texan.

I nodded.

He flipped open a badge holder. “Detective Thomas Cassidy.”

Cody ran over and bit his ankle.
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CASSIDY GAVE ONLY THE SLIGHTEST WINCE, then picked up the cat and scratched him gently beneath the chin. Cody started purring. Fickle little feline has always been too easy.

“This is Detective Henry Freeman,” Cassidy went on, nodding toward the skinny kid.

“Shit. Tex and the Dweeb,” Vince grumbled. “We’ll never find Harriman alive.”

I felt as if I had been kicked. Hard.

“Christ, Vince,” Reed said, looking over at me. “Shut up.”

“What time is it, Hank?” Cassidy asked the kid, all the while looking at Vince.

The kid pulled back the sleeve of his suit coat and looked at an instrument that appeared to be the Swiss Army knife of watches. Apparently one of the things it could do was tell time, because the kid said, “It’s twelve thirty-four, sir.”

“Note that as an entry in the AD, would you, please, Hank?”

“Yes, sir,” Hank said, grinning as he pulled out a notebook.

Vince took the bait. “What the hell is an AD?” he asked.

“Asshole Diary,” Cassidy replied. “Twelve thirty-four A.M. is a little early to make an entry, grant you, but it would have happened sooner or later. I’ve been keeping track, and I swear I come across at least one asshole a day. The frequency alone is pretty wondrous. Y’all must be breeding with each other. How big is the average litter of assholes, Vince?”

“Screw you, Cassidy.”

“Oh, no, thanks. That’s finding out the hard way. You know what, Vince? What’s really startling is the new and amazing ways y’all strive to perfect your craft. Take that remark you made a minute ago. Insulted at least three people in a few short words. Yep, I’d say you were a perfect asshole.”

“You write in that notebook and I’ll break your fingers, kid. Call Carlson, Reed,” Vince said.

“No need to do that,” Rachel said. “He’s in the living room. Why don’t we all move out there? It’s a little stuffy in here.”

I wasn’t looking forward to facing Carlson. Given all the pressure he had put on Frank lately, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to control my temper with the lieutenant. As it turned out, there was an even higher-ranking cop in my living room. Captain Bredloe.

Bredloe stood up when he saw me, walked over, and put an arm around my shoulders. “Irene…I got here as fast as I could.”

“You have news about Frank?” I asked, scared to hear the answer. What would bring the captain out to my house?

“No, nothing yet, I’m sorry.” Bredloe nodded toward Vince and Reed. “These guys treating you okay?” Vince looked a little pale all of a sudden.

“Sure,” I said, wondering if Bredloe had heard me shouting at them as he’d walked up to the house.

“That’s good,” he said. “They won’t be able to stay, though.” He glanced over at Carlson.

“I won’t be able to stay, either,” Carlson said, standing up. “I know this must be upsetting for you, Ms. Kelly. We’re making every effort to find Frank.”

I was just as perfectly polite. “I’m sure you are. Thanks.”

“Vince, Reed, let’s go outside,” he said. Reed followed him, but Vince lagged a little, moving closer to me while Rachel introduced the captain to Jack.

“Thanks, Irene,” Vince said. He looked down at his shoes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Earlier—what I said—that was crap. I don’t know what got into me. I’m sorry….”

He was upset, and this time I saw it for what it was. He was worried. Not about the possibility of Bredloe calling him on the carpet, or what I might tell the paper, but about Frank.

“Damn,” I heard Cassidy mutter behind me. “I guess I’ll have to look for a new one before midnight, Vince.”

Vince smiled a little and said, “If anyone can find one, Cassidy, you will.”

Vince left, and the rest of us took seats in the living room. Jack and Rachel were apparently going to be included in any discussion. She stayed near the phone. Jack was sitting cross-legged on the floor, petting the dogs, keeping them calm. I moved to my great-grandfather’s armchair. It’s big and old-fashioned and doesn’t match any of the other furniture in the living room. Frank likes to sit in it. I held on to the armrests.

Bredloe cleared his throat. “Irene, I brought Tom Cassidy and his partner, er….”

“Freeman, sir. Henry Freeman.”

“Yes, of course. Detective Freeman. I brought them here because they are specialists. Cassidy has worked extensively not only in kidnapping cases, but as a hostage negotiator.”

“So you believe Frank is a hostage?” I asked.

“It’s the most likely possibility, as far as I’m concerned. Other people in our department will work other angles.”

Other angles. Most of which implied that my husband was irresponsible at best, criminal at worst.

There was a snapping noise, and all eyes went to Henry or Hank or whatever he was called. He noticed our attention and looked sheepishly toward Cassidy.

“Hank, you’re making more noise than a turkey eating corn out of a metal bowl,” Cassidy said. “You setting up?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try to be more quiet.”

“Setting up what?” Rachel asked.

“My computer.” His briefcase turned out to be the carrying case for a notebook computer.

“What about this informant?” I asked. “The one who got shot out in Riverside. Could he have any connection to this?”

“That homicide is not in our jurisdiction, of course,” Bredloe said. “Riverside has been very cooperative with us so far, and we’ve tried to share information with them. Normally, I wouldn’t be discussing an informant with anyone, but the man is dead—telling you about him certainly won’t bring him to any greater harm. Did you bring the file, Freeman?”

“Yes, sir.”

Freeman typed something into the computer, then began reading from a screen. “The victim’s name is Dana Ross. Address—234 Burnett Road, Riverside. No phone. Aged twenty-eight.” He paused, frowning.

“Something wrong?” Cassidy asked.

“Sorry, sir. He looks older than twenty-eight in the photograph. Dissipation from drug abuse, I suppose.”

“I expect you’re right about that,” Cassidy said. “Go on, please.”

Freeman rubbed his nose. “Do you want me to read his record?”

“Please just summarize it.”

“Several drug arrests, one burglary conviction. Served as an informant on two previous occasions. This would have been his third.”

“Three certainly wasn’t a charm for the late Mr. Ross,” Cassidy said. “And this latest contact?”

“I have my notes from my discussion with Lieutenant Carlson.” Freeman tapped a key or two, then read, “Mr. Ross called the Las Piernas Police Department’s Homicide Division from a public pay telephone in Riverside at twenty-three hundred hours—”

“Hank,” Cassidy said in a low voice.

Freeman colored slightly, then cleared his throat. “He called at eleven P.M. The call was taken by Detective Matsuda, who was on the homicide desk. Ross claimed to have information on the Novak case, but insisted that he would talk only to Detective Harriman. He was asked if Detective Harriman should be paged, and said no. He refused to talk to Detective Matsuda.”

“Novak is one of Pete and Frank’s cases,” Rachel said. “A junkie in Riverside mentions a case Frank is working on?”

“Yes,” Cassidy replied. “But Ross used to live here, so perhaps it’s not so strange.”

“Did Ross specify a time?” Rachel asked.

“No,” Freeman said. “Ross’s message was that he would be home between 0900 and”—he caught Cassidy’s frown—“I mean, nine in the morning and one in the afternoon.”

“Didn’t Jake think it was strange that Ross wouldn’t talk to anyone but Frank?” I asked.

“It isn’t unusual for an informant to have one or two connections to the department and to refuse contact with any other officer. No one questioned Ross’s request,” Freeman said, “because Detective Harriman was his contact on each of the two previous occasions.”

“Frank is the only one who has talked to this guy?”

“Affirmative,” Freeman said. I heard Cassidy sigh.

“Pete knows him,” Rachel said. “He never told me the guy’s name, but he said he knew the junkie that Frank drove out there to see.”

“Pete has met him,” Cassidy agreed. “And Frank filled him in on anything Ross said. But I noticed that any report on a conversation with this informant had Frank’s signature. I talked to Pete just before he left to go out to the scene, and he said Ross would only open up for Frank. Wouldn’t give information to anyone else.”

“Any reason why?” I asked.

Cassidy hesitated, then said, “He trusted Frank.”

“He had every reason to,” I said angrily.

“Pardon?” he said, clearly surprised at my reaction.

“Frank would not murder an informant, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“No one here believes that he would do any such thing,” Bredloe said firmly. “I have complete faith in Frank. If he did use his gun, it was with good reason. If he shot that man, it was in self-defense, or to protect another person’s life.”

I hadn’t realized how much I needed to hear someone from the department say they had faith in Frank. I found myself on the verge of tears again.

Jack must have realized I was too choked up to talk. “Of course, anyone who knows Frank knows that,” he pitched in, and tried to ask more questions about what was going on in Riverside.

He was politely stonewalled. I listened to the others converse while I tried to calm down. I knew I’d never get the full story from the police about what had transpired at the junkie’s house, what they had found there. Pete might tell me eventually, if Rachel and I leaned on him hard enough. Frank was in danger—I couldn’t wait for “eventually.”

I grew antsy. I needed to act, to do something. The house started to feel too small, too crowded. If I sat around, I’d go crazy.

“Well, I need to get going,” Bredloe was saying.

“It was very kind of the three of you to come by,” I said.

“Oh, I’m the only one who’s going. I’d like to leave Cassidy and Freeman here. Detective Cassidy has a few other things to talk to you about.”

I felt a growing sense of panic but didn’t say anything. When Bredloe stood I grabbed my jacket and said, “I’ll walk you out to your car.”

“I’ll walk out with you, too,” Jack said, making me want to kick him. “I need to get something from my house.”

Outside, Jack said a quick good-bye to Bredloe and went next door. I reached in my jacket pocket and felt the comforting weight of my car keys.

“I want to thank you,” I said to the captain. “Your faith in Frank means a lot to me.”

“Frank earned that faith,” he said. “I came out here tonight to reassure you that I’ll stay personally involved in seeing that he comes home to you safe and sound.”

“Thank you.”

“This is not going to be easy on any of us, Irene. We have to respond to what has happened in a number of ways, looking at a variety of possibilities.”

“ ‘Variety of possibilities.’ By that you mean Frank may be dead, he may be hurt, he may be—”

“I am going to remain hopeful,” he interrupted, “and assume that Frank is a hostage and that whoever has him has nothing to gain by harming him. If so, sooner or later, someone will make an offer.” He paused, then added, “Hostage negotiations are tricky. You know that from your own days on the crime beat. Cassidy is good at what he does, but we’ll need your trust and cooperation.”

I thought of the many times I had witnessed Bredloe’s intervention on Frank’s behalf. More than once I had seen his personal concern for the people who worked for him. I didn’t want to lie to him, so I said, “I trust you. I’ll try to cooperate whenever I’m given any reasonable request.”

He smiled. “You phrase that so cautiously. Well, right now, you need to be cautious.” He opened his car door and started to get in.

“Captain Bredloe—”

He waited.

“I have covered hostage situations. I learned a few things. A group or an individual who takes a cop hostage is likely to be playing for high stakes. If they want to exchange Frank for a prisoner, or ransom, you’re not going to meet their demands.”

“You can’t think about this in those terms—”

“I’m trusting you, remember? The truth.”

He drew in a deep breath and sighed. “No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“Irene, Cassidy has a very high rate of success—”

“None of the hostages were cops, were they? The guy has saved bank tellers, right? I mean, that’s great, that’s important. But he hasn’t ever been in this situation, right?”

He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Right.”

“And you can’t give in at all in this case, because you can’t run the risk that every twisted son of a bitch who watches the nightly news will get the idea that kidnapping cops is a rewarding occupation, right?”

He didn’t answer.

“Damn it to hell,” I said, and turned away.

[image: dot]

Jack returned just as Bredloe was starting his car.

“When you get back into the house,” I said in a whisper, “take Rachel aside and tell her I’m going down to the paper.”

“What?”

“I can’t stay here, doing nothing. I’ve got friends at the Press-Enterprise in Riverside. I’m going to call them from the office, try to find out what’s going on out there.”

“Irene—”

“Please, Jack! I need someone to be here in case Frank calls—someone he can trust. Rachel may have to leave, and besides, I don’t want to put her in the position of getting Pete in trouble. This way, she can honestly say she had no idea I was going to leave.”

“I don’t like this,” he said. “Call me as soon as you get to the paper, let me know you got there safely.”

I got into my car. “Thanks, Jack. Sack out in the guest room if you get tired.”

“How long are you going to be gone?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

He made some sort of additional protest, but I didn’t really hear what he was saying. I had started the noisy Karmann Ghia. I whipped out of the driveway, hoping I’d be at the end of the street before Detective Thomas Cassidy could figure out that I’d left.
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TRAFFIC WAS SPARSE at just after two in the morning, so even though I wasn’t as careful as I usually am when I’m driving near closing time, I noticed the car that was following me. I wasn’t exactly sure when the dark sedan had first appeared, but by the time I was within a few blocks of the paper, there was no doubt in my mind that I was being tailed. I tried to get a better look at my pursuer, but when I slowed he slowed. I couldn’t make out the color of the car, let alone who was in it.

I made a series of unnecessary turns, cut through the parking lot of the downtown senior center, and turned into a little alleyway near the main library. I doused my lights and waited to see if the sedan was still with me. After a few moments I had the attention of a couple of homeless guys but no one else, so I pulled out and drove on to the paper.

Although the newsroom would be empty, there were plenty of cars pulling into the parking lot at the Express. This was the hour when the drivers from the circulation department arrived. The first copies of the morning paper would already be off the presses; trucks were being loaded. I didn’t know any of the people I saw walking toward the building, so it took me a moment to see the man who was just standing outside his sedan, arms folded, staring at me.

“Don’t put me in your diary for this, Detective Cassidy.”

He moved off the car and walked over to me. “No, Mrs. Harriman—or do you prefer to be called Ms. Kelly?”

“Irene.”

“Okay, Irene, just call me Tom or Cassidy—either one will do. I don’t think anybody but my mama calls me Thomas these days. Anyway, this doesn’t make you an asshole. In fact, after listening to some of the stories the captain told me about you, I would have been disappointed if you didn’t try a stunt like this.”

“Glad to give you the satisfaction of being right. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going into the building.”

“Certainly,” he said, and started to follow me.

“Wait a minute. The Las Piernas Police Department is not invited to come along.”

“You aren’t safe here,” he said, moving to block my way. “If I could figure out what you were likely to do, so could someone else.”

“Frank’s the one in danger, not me.” I dodged around him, started for the building again. “Why should anyone care if I….”

I came to a halt.

“What is it?” he asked sharply.

“Over there,” I said, pointing to a Volvo parked in along the back wall of the building, away from the other cars. “Frank’s car. He’s here!”

I started running toward it.

“Wait!” Cassidy shouted, grabbing on to me and nearly causing us both to fall to the pavement.

“Let go of me!”

“Irene, please wait.” We had drawn some attention by then. A couple of the truck drivers were looking our way. I stood still. Cassidy pulled out his badge holder and held it over his head. “Y’all just go on about your business. The lady’s fine.”

They hesitated. “I’m all right,” I called out. “Really.”

Slowly they left.

“Now, let’s go take a look,” Cassidy said. “I’m anxious to see it, too, but I want us to go about this cautiously. Together. And we aren’t going to touch that car. You with me on this?”

I nodded.

“Let’s go, then.”

The closer we got to the Volvo, the worse I felt about it being there. Frank wouldn’t drive to the newspaper in the middle of the night. He would come home. If he didn’t want to go to the house for some reason, if he were in trouble and needed my help, this was the last place he’d try to meet me.

“Easy,” Cassidy said. “Take it easy. Stay back here a minute.”

He crouched down and slowly moved up to the car. He peered inside, then swore under his breath and stood up. He covered his eyes with one hand.

I hurried over, looked into the car.

Empty.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, leaning to take a closer look. “Why are you so upset?”

“Don’t touch it,” he said. Then, standing behind me, he gently took my shoulders and crouched down again, moving me with him. He pointed up through the rear passenger window. “The mirror.”

Something was written on the rearview mirror in small, neat letters. It looked as if the writer had used a sharp-tipped black felt pen. The parking lot wasn’t brightly lit, but there was enough light to read the words:

HOCUS HAS NEWS. WE KNOW WHERE TO FIND YOU.

“Hocus? Oh, no. No….”

“Shh, shh. Hush. We don’t know a thing, really.”

I looked at him in disbelief. “We know he’s been taken by Hocus! We know he arrested two of them for conspiracy to commit murder!”

“These fools are getting too big for their britches,” he said easily. “That’s how Frank caught on to them in the first place. Now, we’re going back to my car, and I’m going to call for some help.”

“Shouldn’t we…shouldn’t we look in the trunk?”

“You have keys to the Volvo with you?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you give them to me?” When I hesitated, he said, “You know that Hocus has used explosives, right?”

I nodded.

“I think we should wait until the bomb squad gets here and checks the car out first. It would be just like Hocus to think it was funnier than hell to blow the damned newspaper to kingdom come.”

“But if Frank is in there….”

“If you’re going to get locked in a trunk, a Volvo’s one of the better ones to be locked in. They have a hole for skis. He’ll have plenty of air. Trust me.”

Although I had seen the ski slot in the trunk, I thought he was probably bluffing about the air supply. It didn’t matter. “If he’s in there, Cassidy, he’s dead anyway.”

“Don’t go talking that kind of talk, now.”

“I don’t think he’s dead. He’s alive.”

“You got a feeling about that?” he said, steering me toward his car.

I did, but hell if I was going to talk to him about it. “No, logic. Someone went to a lot of trouble today. They lured my husband out to Riverside, to a house the police here knew he was going to. They took him from there, then brought his car all the way back here. They left a message for me in his car, left his car in a place where I was likely to find it. Perhaps not this soon, but by Monday morning.” I looked up along the roof of the Wrigley Building, which houses the Express.“They undoubtedly knew the security cameras for the parking lot wouldn’t catch their faces on videotape if they parked along the back wall of the building. If they were just going to execute Frank for arresting their leader, they wouldn’t have needed to go to so much trouble. And they’d be crowing about it by now.”

He stopped and studied me for a moment. “Not bad. I’m with you—Frank has value to them as a hostage. On the other hand, the violence by this group has been escalating, and they think of themselves as tricksters. If I think like a trickster, I say the car could be booby-trapped.”

When we reached his car I said, “That was you following me, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. Sorry if I scared you.”

He called Bredloe at home.

“I’m on a cellular phone, here, sir,” he began. “At her place of employment…. Yes, we can go into that later, on a land line. Her husband’s car is here in the parking lot, with a message from our prankster friends…. Yes…. I’d prefer not to go into the possibilities on an unsecured line, sir, but thought you’d want to get things rolling. I want to keep an eye on the car so that nobody bumps into it until your brother brings the dogs.”

There was a pause.

“Yes, sir. Exactly…. Thank you.”

As he started to dial another number I asked, “Bredloe’s brother is bringing dogs? What’s that all about?”

“A little code that we’ll have to stop using after tonight, I suppose…. The bomb squad is part of the sheriff’s department. They use dogs to sniff out explosives….” He spoke into the phone. “Hank? Get everything you can on the pranksters…. Yeah, I Know. Bredloe will help.”

I remembered my promise to Jack and asked Cassidy to pass word along to him that I was okay.

By the time he finished the call, a black-and-white pulled into the parking lot. Cassidy asked the officers to keep everyone away from the Volvo until the bomb squad arrived.

He turned to me. “You all right?”

I nodded.

“Let’s go into the building and use a phone in there, okay?”

The night security man was already quite excited because he had seen the cruiser pull into the lot. When Cassidy showed him his detective shield, the guard pulled in his stomach and started hitching up his belt.

Before he could snap a salute or sing the police auxiliary anthem, I told him to expect the parking lot to be besieged by law enforcement. He decided to call the editor, Winston Wrigley III.

Wrigley and I have a strained relationship in the best of times, and between two and three in the morning is never going to rank as one of the best of times. After a minute or two of listening to him bawl me out, I handed the phone over to Cassidy.

“Come on down,” Cassidy drawled, a little more heavily than usual, I thought, “but be careful. Y’all might get yourselves launched outta here like a roman candle. Up to you. I gotta get going now. I cain’t talk to you and keep your building from blowing up at the same time.”

When he hung up, the security man was bug-eyed. “Should I evacuate the building?”

“Probably be a good idea. The bomb squad will be here any minute now. In the meantime, maybe you could ask folks to stay away from that end of the parking lot.”

John Walters, who had recently been promoted to managing editor, arrived about the same time as the explosives experts did. His concern that subscribers would be unhappy if their morning papers were not on their driveways before breakfast time did not count for much with the bomb squad. He paced back and forth on the perimeter, where the delivery drivers and press operators waited.

John scowled every time he saw me, but he hadn’t spoken to me yet. I took that to mean that even if nothing was found in the car, there was bound to be at least one type of explosion that morning.

Cassidy ambled over to him, spoke with him for a moment, and John stopped pacing. He slumped a little, looking toward his shoes, but I doubted he could see them over the curve of his belly. He glanced back at me, but this time the look was different. Sympathy. An offering I refused by fixing my gaze on the car.

Since the only way to get sympathy from John was to have something really awful happen to you, I preferred seeing him upset. I wasn’t exactly cool and calm myself. Although we were some distance away, I could see that the explosives experts had their specially trained dogs out. The two animals worked in a team, cautiously sniffing the exterior of the car. One of the dogs showed some interest in the trunk, but when the handler brought over the other one, the two dogs moved along.

“If the dogs detect any kind of explosive, they signal it very clearly,” Cassidy said, now back at my side. “I don’t think they found anything just then.”

I nodded. As I watched the officers go through other checks, using mirrors on long extensions and other devices, I could feel the weight of each passing moment, every delay seeming to decrease the odds of finding Frank.

“Cut it out,” Cassidy said next to me.

“Cut what out?”

“You’re winding yourself up tighter than an eight-day clock.”
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