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Prologue

“Any unit to handle, 2464 Orange Avenue, 417, man with a gun threatening apartment residents. Any unit to clear and handle, priority one.”

“Isn’t that the address of the gang shooting last week?” Carly Edwards asked the question half to herself and half to her partner for the night, Derek Potter, as she slowed the cruiser. They were two blocks from the address given.

“You’re right. Let’s take it; we’re close!” Potter grabbed the radio and responded to the dispatcher.

“We should wait for backup. Two gangbangers were shot last week.”

“They’ll be here! Come on, let’s go! We can get this guy.”

Potter’s adrenaline rush flooded the car and infected Carly. She hit the gas. In seconds they were 10-97, on scene.

“Drop me off in front. You take the back.” Potter didn’t wait for a response. He leaped out of the cruiser as Carly slowed.

“Wait—” The slam of the door covered her angry shout. Potter should know better. He’d been on the police force longer than Carly had, and she was nearing her ten-year anniversary. Even though things looked quiet as she scanned the area, it was never a good idea to split up on gun calls.

She wouldn’t be in this situation with her regular partner, Joe King. But he’d called in sick, and she was stuck with “Punch-Drunk” Potter, Las Playas PD’s troublemaker and fight starter.

Against her better judgment, Carly continued to a rear alley and parked the black-and-white. As Potter worked his way back from the front, she’d work forward from the rear. With luck, they’d meet in the middle and be able to clear the call unfounded.

Wind whistled with an eerie sound, funneled between apartment buildings. Tepid gusts flung trash everywhere. Lit only by the glow of parking structure lights opposite the dispatch address, the alley was deserted, strange for a hot night when people generally hung around outside.

The problem address itself was silent—no TV noise—and all the windows overlooking the alley were open but dark. Carly strained to differentiate between wind noise and any people noise. A back gate connected the complex courtyard to the alley, but she was not going through it until she had more information.

Carly pulled out her handheld radio. “Who called?” she whispered to dispatch.

“Your CP is anonymous. He did not want contact.”

This information opened the floodgates in Carly’s mind for a new set of concerns. Is this a setup?

Glass crunched under her heels as she stopped to survey the gate and surrounding area.

Sliding the radio back into its holder, she unsnapped her handgun and drew it from its holster. The radio cackled with the news that backup was close. Emboldened, she shone her flashlight into the semidarkness and moved closer to the gate.

Movement near some trash cans to the right of the gate caught her eye, and she directed the beam of her light there. She saw a face.

“Hey! Police!” Her gun and flashlight steadied on the target, and her heart thudded, straining the confines of her vest. “Show me your hands!”

The man moved, and a bright object flashed in his hand. He lunged forward.

Time slowed for Carly. Everything around her faded as tunnel vision took over. There was no time to call Potter, no time to get on the radio.

Certain the object in the man’s hand was a gun and that her life was in danger, Carly fired twice.

The crack of her .45 echoed like a bomb blast in the alley. The man crumpled in front of her, supporting himself on one hand to keep from falling flat on his face.

Before she could speak or inspect the object the man had dropped, Potter burst through the back gate. On Carly’s left and several feet closer to the man, Potter fired.

Bang, bang, bang . . .

In rapid succession, the deafening sound of fifteen gunshots rang in Carly’s ears.

The man danced with the impact of several bullets, then went down all the way, but Potter kept shooting, emptying his gun.

The next seconds were cauterized in Carly’s mind. Permanent impressions: the man wasn’t a threat, he didn’t have a gun, and still Potter reloaded.

“Derek, stop! He’s down!”
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“I swear it’s as if my life is caught in a riptide, Joe.” Carly hated the whine in her voice, but the frustration in her life that started six months ago had lately built to a fever pitch. “I feel like there’s a current pulling me under, and every time I try to raise my head, I get buried by a wave.” Her angry strides pounded an uneven path across the damp beach.

“Don’t raise your head, then; you’ll just get water up your nose,” Joe responded. He walked alongside, dodging the sand Carly’s feet kicked up.

She shot him a glare. He laughed, and in spite of her mood she managed a half smile. “What would I do without you? You always try to cheer me up even when I bet you think I’m just whining.”

Matching her stride, Joe placed a calloused hand on her shoulder and said, “Hey, I know this isn’t you. Being wrongly accused sucks—doubly so when you can’t even defend yourself. I’m not sure I’d have handled the last six months as well as you have if I were in your shoes. If you need to vent, vent.”

Carly stopped a few feet from the surf and blew out a breath as tears threatened. Emotions a jumble, she was touched by Joe’s unwavering support. He’d been her partner on the force for three years—until the incident six months ago—and they’d been through car chases, foot pursuits, and fights together, developing a partnership that was as comfortable as her favorite pair of sweats. She knew, no matter what, she could count on Joe. She was lucky to have him, and he deserved better than her current bad attitude.

For a minute they were both silent, standing side by side watching the waves churn the salt water. The crash of the surf—a little rougher than she had expected—and the smell of the sea relaxed her a bit as the tableau soothed raw nerves.

Joe broke the silence. “Anyway, nothing will happen until all the facts are in and the litigation ends. Request your transfer back to patrol then. For right now, relax and be patient.”

Carly swallowed the tears and dropped her beach bag. “I’m a horrible bench sitter. You know me; when they handed out patience, I stood in the ice cream line.”

At that, Joe laughed and Carly was glad to hear it. One of the things that made them a good pair was the divergent way they looked at problems, Carly ready to kick the door in and Joe willing to wait hours if need be. Other officers teased them, labeling them Crash and Control. Carly would jump into things with both feet, while Joe would test the waters first with his big toe.

“I shouldn’t dump on you. I’m just frustrated.” Carly met his eyes and forced a smile.

“I don’t mind listening.” He shrugged. “That’s what partners are for. You’ve listened to me enough over the years. We’ll work together again.” Joe tossed his bag next to Carly’s.

Nodding, she bent to pull a towel out of her bag, biting down on her bottom lip, trying to swallow the frustration she felt and embrace the encouragement her partner gave.

“You sure you need to celebrate your birthday with a swim in this kind of weather?” Joe asked, hugging his arms to his chest. “Can’t I just buy you a milk shake?”

Glad for the subject change, she followed his gaze to the water. The Pacific was a stormy deep-green color, pinched by small but choppy swells, melding to a gray and overcast horizon. Far to the left, several surfers bobbed on their boards, riding the swells while waiting for a good wave. Though late February, Southern California’s mild water temperature made surfing and swimming possible. Dark, cloudy weather didn’t bother Carly; it simply mirrored her mood. And for her, water normally made things better—even when it was forbidding and cold.

“It’s good training.” She looked down her nose at Joe. “You’re not going to chicken out, are you? And you can also buy me a milk shake.”

“No chicken here. Just giving you a chance to back out gracefully.” He peeled off his sweatshirt and rolled his shoulders. “I mean, it could be embarrassing for you, the ocean star, to get an old-fashioned thrashing on your turf by a pool swimmer.”

“Ha. I plan to give an old-fashioned thrashing. You haven’t been training.” She pointed to his slightly paunchy stomach before she pulled off her own sweats. The cold air brought on a shiver.

Joe proudly patted his bit of paunch. “This will only make me more buoyant.”

Casting Joe an upraised eyebrow, a cop glance reserved for obviously guilty crooks who protested innocence, Carly laid down the swim’s ground rules. “Okay, it’s a mile and a half to the buoy. Last one back to the beach buys lunch, milk shakes included.”

Joe nodded, and they both pulled on their goggles and shook out their arms. She counted, and on three they ran together into the surf and dove into a wave. The cold winter water took her breath away, but Carly wasn’t worried, even when Joe pulled ahead. Joe was taller—five-ten to Carly’s five-seven—and took longer strokes, but he also carried a good sixty pounds more than she did. In spite of her teasing, it was mostly muscle, which made him denser in the water, not more buoyant. All she needed to do was settle into her stroke. This race would go to the one with stamina.

Carly warmed up fast and swam hard, determined to leave her frustration on the beach. Joe was right; this wasn’t her. She rarely indulged in pity parties. But today, as she woke up to her thirty-third birthday, everything in her life seemed to converge in a perfect storm of failure.

The divorce had started her funk; the final papers had arrived two days ago, and reading them abraded Carly’s still-raw heart. Now was the time she always imagined she would be starting a family, not filing away the proof that one had disintegrated. Nick had taken so much of her with him that she felt hollow. As good a partner and friend as Joe was, he didn’t understand.

And Carly felt like a failure when she faced her mother. No one in the family had ever divorced, until now. Mom’s solution was church, as though that would somehow fix a busted marriage. Her roommate Andrea’s response was more realistic but even less doable: “Forget about him and find a new man.”

Work used to be her respite, a place of security, support, and camaraderie, but lately her assignment in juvenile was more a black hole of boredom, sucking her life away. Compared to LA, a neighbor to the north, Las Playas was a small city, but it had its share of big crime. Carly wanted to be back on patrol, crushing her portion of it. Joe hadn’t talked about it, but she knew the entire force was on edge over Mayor Teresa Burke. The popular and high-profile mayor had been missing for four days. Carly wanted to be out in a black-and-white, chasing clues and leads, not stuck inside babysitting juvenile delinquents. She kicked the water with a vengeance.

Carly caught and passed Joe just before the buoy. Ignoring his presence, she made the turn and sliced through the swells with her best training stroke. Her shoulders heavy with fatigue, she pushed harder. She conjured up an image of Joe as a shark bearing down on her heels, his fin parting the water in hot pursuit, a mind game to keep her from slowing.

A local celebrity in rough-water swims, Carly laid claim to a perfect record: undefeated in eighteen races. “Whenever life closes in, retreat to your strength” was an adage she lived by. Lately the ocean was a second home.

The shoreline loomed before she was ready to stop punishing the water. But the ache in her shoulders and lungs forced surrender, and as she eased up in the waves, pushing her goggles off to look back for Joe, she realized she did feel better. The ocean was magic. She’d beaten an imaginary shark in Joe, and even though there were still real ones on land threatening to drag her down, she felt energized by the swim.

Carly glided to where she could float and relished a peace she hadn’t felt in a while. She willed it to last. Joe was right on his second point as well—there was no reason to be impatient. Between the buffeting swells and the pounding of her heart, she wondered if she should just take a few days off, get away from her current assignment in juvenile, with all the reminders of what she couldn’t be doing, and relax somewhere far away. She breathed ocean air and tasted salt while floating, the water a rolling cocoon, protecting her from life’s demands and drains.

Joe soon joined her, and together they treaded water, facing one another.

“Boy,” Joe gasped, “you swam possessed. Bet that would have been a record.”

Carly splashed her friend, the smile now not forced. “Thanks for the swim. I feel better.”

He splashed her back. “My pleasure. Just call me Doctor Joe.”

She laughed and it felt good. “Anytime you want a swimming lesson . . .” Carly turned with another splash and kicked for the shore.

“Ha,” Joe called after her. “You missed your calling. Instead of a cop, you should be a sadistic swim coach somewhere, yelling, ‘One more lap, one more lap.’”

Carly headed straight for her towel as the cool air turned her skin to gooseflesh. Joe followed.

“You need to get back into competition again,” Joe said as he reached for his towel. “Admit it, you’re half fish.”

“I’d like to, but working an afternoon shift makes it difficult.” She quickly slid into the comfort of dry sweats and wrapped her thick auburn hair in the towel. “But you’re right; the water helps my mood as much as good ole Doctor Joe does.”

The shrill chirp of a work BlackBerry cut off Joe’s rejoinder. He looked toward his bag. “Yours or mine?”

“Mine.” Carly dug the offending device out of her pocket, eyebrows knit in annoyance. The BlackBerry, or “TrackerBerry” as most officers who were issued the phones called them, rarely brought good news. The text message flashing across the small screen read, Call the watch commander ASAP, 911, 911. Her pulse quickened with a jolt. What kind of emergency?

“Look at this.” She showed Joe the message.

“Whoa, I wonder what’s up.”

Carly shrugged and hit the speed dial for the watch commander’s phone.

“Tucker.”

The name took her by surprise. Sergeant Tucker was the head of homicide. Why was he answering the watch commander line?

“Uh, Sergeant Tucker, it’s Edwards. Did you page me by accident?”

“Nope, you’re the one I wanted. We found the mayor and . . . uh, hang on.”

Carly could hear muffled voices in the background. Shock brought on by the sergeant’s comment about the mayor left her slack jawed. We found the mayor coming from the homicide sergeant was not a good thing. She’d just been thinking about the woman! Speculation about Mayor Burke’s fate had run the gamut among department personnel during the past four days. Now Carly’s stomach turned as she guessed at the reality. She repeated the sergeant’s words to Joe, who whistled low in surprise.

“You still there?” Sergeant Tucker came back on the line.

“Yes, sir.” More questions clouded her mind. Why is Sergeant Tucker calling me about the mayor’s case?

“I can’t tell you much right now. The area is crawling with press. The mayor was murdered. We need you at the command post ASAP.”

“What?” Carly’s hand went numb with the confirmation of her suspicions. “Uh, sure, where?” Mayor Teresa Burke was murdered. This news would devastate the city she worked for. Carly listened as the sergeant told her where to report and broke the connection.

“Earth to Carly, you still with me?” Joe tapped the phone. “What happened?”

“Mayor Burke was murdered, and they want me at the crime scene now.”

“Wow.” His face registered the shock Carly felt. “What do they want you to handle?”

“Tucker didn’t say.” She held Joe’s gaze. “Why me? I work juvenile invest, not homicide.”

“My guess would be there’s a minor involved somewhere. But why ask why? Go for it; this will be an important investigation. The fact that they want you says something.”

“After six months of telling me to pound sand, suddenly they need me?”

Joe laughed. “You know what they say about gift horses? If you look them in the mouth, they bite! Just go and be the outstanding investigator I know you are.” He gripped her arm. “Stop thinking less of yourself because they’ve stuck you in juvie. You’re a good cop.”

“Thanks. You’re right, I guess, about doing my best with whatever they’ve got for me.” She shrugged. “At least I’ve got nothing to lose. Thanks for the swim.”

He applauded as she left him at the water’s edge and jogged across the mostly empty beach toward home, a block and a half away.

After a quick shower to wash away the salt, Carly took a minute to shuffle through her wardrobe. Juvenile was a nonuniform assignment, the dress code business casual, which for her afternoon shift usually meant jeans and a department polo shirt. But this was a big case. Deciding that she wanted her appearance to scream competent and prepared, she chose a pair of black slacks, a dark-green sweater, and hard-soled shoes rather than the running shoes she normally wore.

A quick glance in the mirror left her satisfied. She double-checked the gun and badge in her backpack on the way to the car, the familiar ritual helping to calm her jumping nerves. But the adrenaline rush was intense.

I’m going to be a cop again. I’m going to do police work, sang in her thoughts. She locked the seat belt across her chest and started the car. A question popped in her mind and zinged her pumped-up nerves like tinfoil on silver fillings.

Why would anyone want to kill Mayor Teresa Burke?
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A powerful and unpleasant feeling of déjà vu smacked Carly like a sneaky wave as she approached the crime scene. Much like her last night in patrol six months ago, media circus was an understatement. Press, cameramen, and onlookers laid siege to MOC-1, the PD command post. Police tape marked off the crime scene and served to barely restrain the intrusive crowd.

Ghouls, she thought, scowling. Why do death and blood always seem to shake people out of the woodwork and then pinch the worst out of them?

Carly drove slowly past the mess to get her bearings. The mobile operations center blocked the intersection of California Avenue and Tenth Street. From the positioning of tape and police cars, she could see the main focus of the investigation was to the north, where an entire residential block was shut down. Crowding the barrier, always seeking to ooze into forbidden space, were no less than six local news crews, with cameras and microphones straining to catch something that might titillate audiences and push their ratings higher.

As popular as Mayor Teresa Burke was, the coverage is no surprise, Carly conceded, but there’s always something obscene in the glee reporters seem to have when they cover tragedy.

She recalled all the good Teresa and her husband, Galen Burke, had done to put Las Playas on the map. The city was always overshadowed by LA and had experienced money problems a number of years ago that tarnished its image. The Burkes transformed Las Playas from a city on the brink of bankruptcy into a popular tourist destination in five short years. 60 Minutes had even interviewed the pair about the transformation. Because the piece was so positive and flattering, Teresa and Galen became media darlings overnight.

A light rain began to fall, but none of the roaches ran for cover. They’re just a bunch of real-life sharks, always dangerous—especially now, when they smell blood. Carly slid into a barely legal parking space and prepared to push through the chaos. She grabbed the police-issue Windbreaker she carried in her car and pulled it on once she stepped out. She then clipped her ID card on the front flap and pulled the hood over her head as she picked her way carefully through the pandemonium. She saw him before she could avoid him.

“Edwards!” Alex Trejo, crime beat reporter for the Las Playas Messenger, waved for her to stop.

Carly wished she could disappear. In the world of sharks, Trejo was a great white. He could turn “no comment” into controversy; he’d done it to her before. Without stopping her progress toward MOC-1, Carly pretended not to hear the reporter.

“Edwards! Care to give me a comment about Mayor Burke?” Trejo pushed through the crowd, ignoring the exclamations of people he shoved. Tall and well-built, dressed all in black with his dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, the reporter reminded Carly of a character from an old swashbuckling movie as he bounced through the crowd. He couldn’t be ignored now, and she knew she must respond carefully.

“Sorry, you’ll have to wait for the PIO,” she said quickly as she ducked under the yellow tape and into the command post. The door closed behind her, cutting off Trejo’s protest. Carly chuckled and mentally patted herself on the back; Trejo was never easy to get around.

“What’s so funny?” Sergeant Tucker, standing at a tactical cubicle, regarded her with a bemused expression. He was a big man with blunt features and a head of thick gray hair cut in a military-style flattop. B. K. Tucker had been the homicide sergeant as long as Carly had been a cop. He was a legendary old-timer who always had a humorous story on his tongue about “the good old days.” Speculation about what his initials stood for was a favorite pastime of many officers. One guess often tossed around was “Bagging Killers.” It was part of Tucker’s mystique that no one seemed to know, or wasn’t saying for sure. His flat, cold eyes sometimes gave Carly the creeps, but his reputation was solid and she respected him.

“Nothing, Sarge. I just stonewalled Trejo; it was kind of fun.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard how much you love the press.” He held up a hand to indicate he’d be with her in a minute.

Media coverage, specifically from Trejo, was the reason Carly was exiled to juvenile; of that she was sure. Trejo’s skewed reporting about that shooting incident with Punch-Drunk Potter had created a firestorm of controversy. He’d blasted Carly’s involvement and ignored the report clearing her of any wrongdoing. She supposed she could have risen above his criticism if it hadn’t gotten her yanked out of patrol. Thanks, Alex. Carly shrugged off the most recent encounter, determined to stay upbeat, and focused on the organized chaos around her.

The inside of MOC-1 churned with the type of activity that characterized a high-profile police operation. The department’s public information officers hammered out a news release in one corner, while communications personnel fielded phone calls and stalled news seekers in another. Search-and-rescue personnel provided coffee and snacks to the cops on scene. Everywhere, the brass tried to look important. Chief Kelly and Captain Garrison were deep in conversation, coordinating the operation.

Just like with Trejo, seeing the captain tweaked Carly. Garrison was the command officer who signed her transfer to juvenile, couching the move with “It’s for your own good.” He didn’t look her way.

Sergeant Tucker’s approach stopped her brooding about Garrison. “You ready?”

“Sure. What’s up, Sarge?”

“They found the mayor in the trunk of her own car. There’s a minor in custody. You were called out . . . Well—” he paused and stroked his chin—“let’s just go outside.”

He led Carly out the other side of MOC-1, into the crime scene proper, and to the mayor’s car, a charcoal-gray Lexus. Teresa was last seen driving the car, presumably on her way to city hall; then she disappeared. Now, the car’s front end was embedded in the back of an older-model parked car, and rainwater dripped from the bumper like slow tears. Black-and-white patrol cars bracketed the Lexus, and Carly noticed that every uniformed officer assigned to the day shift was at the scene.

A realization hit like a baton thrust and took her breath away. Nick would be here. Oh, I hope my assignment is not connected to him in any way, she thought to herself. Her mouth went dry at the very thought of having to face him. She directed her attention to Sergeant Tucker and shoved all thoughts of Nick from her mind.

“A patrol unit spots the Lexus, recognizes it as the mayor’s missing car, and tries to make a traffic stop,” the sergeant explained. “The two geniuses in the car split on foot almost as soon as the black-and-white turns on the red lights. They left the car to roll forward.”

“I’d run too, with a dead body in my trunk.”

“They didn’t get far. Both suspects are loaded on pot, the adult worse than the juvie. The juvie was the driver. The trunk popped open when the car crashed.” He pointed to the trunk, which was now partially closed.

Carly noted the absence of a coroner’s van and knew Teresa was still in the trunk.

“You want to take a look?” he asked.

“Do I need to? I mean, is it obvious how she died?” I’d rather remember Teresa Burke as an animated, competent mayor, not a smelly, pale corpse.

“Nope, can’t really tell much, except she’s still got all her clothes on. The coroner will have to place time and cause of death.”

Teresa would stay, untouched, in the trunk until the coroner came and took possession of her body. Carly and Tucker walked around to the side of the car and surveyed the interior. The unmistakable odor of hemp still oozed from inside the car.

“Teresa’s been missing four days, and they have four days’ worth of trash here.” Carly nodded to the backseat.

“Yep. Add three dime bags of weed, two coke pipes, and an empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s. These punks were partying hearty.” Tucker slapped the roof of the car with his palm. “And all with the poor mayor in the trunk.”

“She’s definitely not running for reelection.” Karl Drake, one of the homicide detectives, walked up behind Carly and pointed to the trunk.

“Leave it to a homicide dick to state the obvious.” Carly reached out to shake his hand. “Hi, Karl, how’s it going?” Drake and his partner, Peter Harris, enjoyed the reputation of being the department’s best investigators. “So were you two handpicked for the investigation, or was it luck of the draw?”

“I’d call it bad luck of the draw.” He cast a glance at Tucker, whose expression said nothing, then went on. “It’s been better, for both me and the mayor.” He nodded toward the perimeter of press and onlookers. “Politics and press, almost as lethal a combination as guns and morons.” Drake turned back and looked directly at Carly. “The coroner just got here. Pete is going to bring him over, so we’ll be moving this show to the station shortly. Are you ready?”

“Ready? Ready for what? What is it you guys need me to do?”

“You haven’t told her?” Drake asked the sergeant, who shrugged and shook his head.

“Told me what?”

“The juvie—he’s a friend of yours, asked specifically for you.”
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“No, he’s no friend of mine.” Carly seethed, peering into the backseat of a patrol car at the handcuffed minor. “He’s a friend of my mother’s.”

“Your mom hangs out with gangbangers?” Drake raised an eyebrow.

Carly sighed and tried to control her temper. The rain had stopped and she threw back her hood. “No, she’s naive. She counsels kids like him at her church and is friendly with his mother. This kid stayed at her house last summer. She insisted he was saved—you know, some kind of born-again Christian—and on the straight and narrow. His name is Londy Akins.” A thug! The argument with her mother over the boy still made her wince.

Kay Edwards’s words echoed in Carly’s mind. “He needs a chance. How is he ever going to get back on his feet if someone doesn’t give him one?”

He got a chance all right, and he took his chance to kill the mayor! Carly’s stomach churned at the thought that it could have been her mother’s body in the trunk of a car.

“You okay?” Drake asked.

“Yeah, I was just thinking. I mean, my mother let this kid stay in her guest room for heaven’s sake.” She pressed her palms into her temples. “I told her he was bad news, not to be trusted.”

“If you don’t really know him, why would he ask for you?”

“I have no idea. He’s certainly getting no sympathy from my corner.” She shook her head, face crinkled with disgust.

“Why don’t you ask him what’s up?”

“What would I say? He conned his mother and my mother, playing along like he planned to clean up his act, going to church, singing a few songs, all the while pulling the wool over their eyes. And now the mayor is dead.” Realizing her frustration was getting the better of her, Carly took a deep breath. It was Drake who helped calm her.

“Relax.” Drake put a hand on her shoulder and patted. “Our folks always do stuff to push our buttons, don’t they?”

“Yeah, they do. I’m sorry.” Carly felt her composure returning. “It’s a big sore spot with me. My mom’s a Jesus freak, and she has the idea that God can change anyone.” She looked from Tucker to Drake. “You guys know as well as I do—once a dirtbag, always a dirtbag.”

“I hear you,” Drake said with a firm nod. “Do you know what the kid has been arrested for?”

“He was on probation for car theft until about a month ago. And he’s a known gang member, been in and out of trouble since he was twelve. I think he just turned seventeen.”

She shot Drake a rueful smile. “Mom threw a big party for him when the probation officer released him. Supposedly he was going to go back to school to get his diploma.” She pinched the bridge of her nose as a headache bit with sharp teeth.

“Do you know anything about the other suspect, Darryl Jackson?”

She frowned. “Name doesn’t ring a bell.”

Carly brooded about her mother’s blind faith. It rubbed like a recurring blister, never healing and often swollen to bursting. According to Kay, church fixed everything—criminals, broken marriages . . . everything. Yeah, right.

Her father had been the same way: faith no matter what. Cancer took its toll on her dad, and Carly’s faith withered and died along with him. No God stepped in to fix him. She decided at his funeral that people made their own heaven or hell on earth. There was no all-powerful being running the show. God was a myth to delude the naive.

And faith in God left her mother wide open to a con artist like Londy Akins.

Peter Harris brought the coroner’s investigator to the car. Carly watched as the examiner bent over the trunk to do his job recording facts, inventorying property, and preparing the body for transport. Tucker and Drake joined them, asking questions from time to time.

She wondered what evidence might be wrapped up with the body. A coroner’s assistant wheeled a gurney close to the car. Carly looked away and took a minute to survey the rest of the area taped off as a crime scene. Her gaze traveled right to the face of her ex-husband, Nick Anderson. He was standing about forty feet away, on the perimeter, watching her thoughtfully.

Carly jerked her gaze away, feeling scalded by his eyes. She focused on Alex Trejo, haranguing the public information officer. What else can go wrong today?

After a few minutes, Drake, Harris, and Tucker left the coroner and walked to where Carly stood, hemming her in.

Peter Harris began. “Look, we understand how you feel, but we need you to forget your personal attachment to this for a minute.”

“Let me lay out the situation for you.” Drake picked up from Harris like a zone-defense player, putting Carly in the middle of a full-court press. “So far we don’t have a lot of physical evidence—no murder weapon, no blood. We’re not even sure how she died. The adult demanded a lawyer, so we can’t talk to him. The juvenile wants to talk to you. A confession would go a long, long way.”

Both detectives pleaded with their eyes. Carly looked from one to the other, wondering how she could sit in the same room with Akins and talk to, not strangle, him.

“This is a huge case, Edwards,” Sergeant Tucker said. “When I talked to Sergeant Altman in juvenile, he assured me you’d do a good job. If you get a cop-out, it might even be your ticket out of juvenile.”

Tucker pushed the right button. More than anything Carly wanted a release from juvenile exile, and her supervisor, Altman, knew it.

“You guys know this will be hard.”

“Yep, we do. Just like interviewing a child molester. You hate the puke, but you gain his trust so you can hang ’im. You’re the only one who can. He doesn’t want a lawyer; he wants Detective Carly Edwards.”

* * *

About an hour later, the drab coroner’s wagon loaded up its cargo and headed for Los Angeles, where the county coroner would conduct the autopsy. By then, Carly had finished gathering all the information she could from the officers involved in stopping the Lexus. Drake and Harris were right; there wasn’t much physical evidence, not even of a robbery. The coroner found Teresa’s purse, cash untouched, beneath her body.

The detectives speculated that Londy and his buddy carjacked Teresa for the Lexus, but why kill her and leave her money? The autopsy might yield some evidence, but Carly knew the case could be sealed tight with a confession.

She watched the crime scene break down around her. The officers who’d arrested Londy left immediately after the coroner. Those with Darryl were just now pulling out. With the main players gone, the media filtered away, as did the onlookers. The last patrol officers on scene rolled up all the yellow tape while a tow driver hooked up Teresa’s Lexus.

Captain Garrison stood, arms folded, deep in conversation with Drake, Harris, and Tucker. Briefly Carly wondered if she really could change Garrison’s mind and be sent back to patrol.

Despite the media’s attempt to paint Carly as corrupt after the shooting, she’d been exonerated and cleared for full duty. Yet the captain wouldn’t release her from juvenile. What was he afraid of?

Carly sighed. Every question brought with it another question. She made her way to her car, happy with one small victory: Trejo was nowhere to be seen. She’d successfully avoided being savaged by him again.

“Hey, Edwards!” Sergeant Tucker caught her attention, calling to her as she opened her car door.

“Yes?”

“I forgot—Altman says happy birthday.”
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Time to interview a murderer.

As Carly left the scene, she recalled being in a similar situation years earlier. Then she was a wet-behind-the-ears rookie, and a man who’d shot his wife to death walked into the station, handed her his gun, and confessed. The interview was short but damning, and afterward the killer stopped talking on advice of counsel. The jury convicted him and sent him to San Quentin, where he still resided. She felt proud of her part in seeing justice served for the victim. But that was a long time ago.

She took a deep breath and expelled it forcefully, tuning out a small voice that said she was rusty, out of practice, not up to the task of this interview. Big cases were few and far between, and her most recent huge event had been the shooting.

The shooting. Potter. Rivas. Trejo. Her thoughts tumbled, unstoppable, back to the incident that sent her to juvenile, and suddenly it was that night and she was trying to stop Potter from reloading his gun. In an instant she’d seen that the man she fired at was no longer a threat. She could see the shiny object he’d dropped was not a gun, and that fact hit her like a hammer. She froze. What have I done?

Potter jammed a fresh clip into his gun.

“Derek, stop! He’s down!” Carly leaped to Potter and grabbed his arm.

He looked at her as if she were an alien and shoved her away. Panic threatened, but sirens and headlights of approaching patrol cars gave Carly something to focus on. Training took over, and she stepped in front of Potter, yanking the radio from her belt to inform dispatch there’d just been an officer-involved shooting.

“1-Adam 7, 998, suspect down. We need an ambulance to the rear of our dispatch location.”

Assisting officers approached. Potter glared at Carly, but he holstered his weapon. The entire area quickly flooded with blue suits and strong flashlights, stopping one nightmare, but the aftermath of the shooting started another for Carly.

As she remembered that night, Carly would always reflect on the fact that she knew she and Potter were destined for trouble. The night had been shredded by Santa Ana winds, hot gusts that fanned tempers and blew irritation under people’s skin like sand. They began their shift assisting another beat with a bloody domestic disturbance call. Potter almost made a bad situation worse by treating the victim as if she were the suspect. Thankfully the beat unit defused the situation and Carly and Potter went back into service.

But it seemed to Carly as though Punch-Drunk was spoiling for a fight. More annoying than the wind, he bugged her. The way he talked to people, the way he tried to hotdog calls, and the way he kissed off minor stuff—all of it grated on her nerves.

They’d only made it halfway through the shift when they got the call that ended in the shooting.

Like stinging burns placed under cold running water, the images faded, without disappearing, from Carly’s thoughts. She slowed her car and swerved to pull into the drive-through of a fast-food restaurant, her grip on the wheel so tight she broke a nail. She waved a sheepish apology to the motorist behind her, who acknowledged her abrupt turn with a honk. The past was shelved in favor of the present. The rumble in her stomach reminded her she’d missed breakfast and lunch.

Carly fiddled with the broken nail while she waited for her order. It was easier now to shut out the images, but the feelings associated with the shooting would never fade. Powerlessness, anger, and guilt sometimes drenched her psyche like sweat. I should have stopped Potter that night. He didn’t need to empty his gun. Potter’s nickname went from “Punch-Drunk” to “Psycho,” his rep shoddy, and like being hit by the spreading ooze of a hazmat spill, Carly couldn’t help but be stained by his actions.

A picture of George Rivas on the ground in a puddle of blood sizzled in her mind’s eye. The shiny object in his hand was part of a crutch sharpened to a point for collecting aluminum cans. Eventually, the autopsy showed Rivas was hit twelve times; two of Potter’s rounds killed him. The rest merely did damage and inflamed the community. Both of Carly’s bullets struck Rivas in the right thigh. As to the original call, if there had been a man with a gun at the address, he disappeared with a hot Santa Ana gust.

The public saw an unarmed man shot multiple times. Accusations and ugly insinuations flew. Carly and Potter were, as a matter of routine, given different duty assignments pending the outcome of the internal investigation. Reporter Alex Trejo led the media attack, suggesting Carly had panicked. “Unarmed Man Dies in Hail of Police Bullets!” He blasted the department and both officers every time he had a chance. Because of the media circus, Potter claimed to be too stressed to work. He hired a lawyer and was off on paid stress leave while his attorney and the city fought. Carly had seen fights like that go on for years, with the city eventually agreeing to a stress-related retirement. But gossip about Potter said he was spinning his wheels and would eventually be fired. As for Carly, she wasn’t stressed; she was angry. She wanted to tell the press her story, distance herself from Potter, but an order from Captain Garrison to remain silent stilled her protests.

The transfer to juvenile, a low-profile, quiet detail, was set up for her own good, Garrison insisted, but to Carly it was punishment, a tacit admission she was a broken cop. On top of everything, Rivas’s family sued for wrongful death.

But Carly knew from her last conversation with the lawyers that the family was ready to settle and be done with it. In fact, time moved most people on to other things. Even Trejo backed off. His short attention span bounced him to the next juicy story. Only Garrison wouldn’t relent. Could getting Londy Akins to cop to murder really be the ticket?

Carly collected her hamburger and fries and continued to the station. She wolfed down her meal in the parking lot. When she finished, she looked up at the police station in front of her. The six-story blue-gray public safety building stood like a bland and imposing sentinel. She studied it for a minute, as if somewhere in the structure an answer was hidden. When nothing was forthcoming, she got out of her car and headed for the back steps.

“Hey, Edwards!”

Carly turned at the sound of her name and saw the public information officer jogging her way. “Soto, what’s up?”

“I guess your career is what’s up. I hear you’re talking to one of the mayor’s murderers.” He reached the back door as Carly keyed it open. Together they walked to the elevator.

“Yeah, it seems the kid knows me and wants to talk.” Even Soto sees this interview as my chance.

“It will make a great press release, you know—‘Juvenile Detective Seals Fate of Mayor Burke’s Killers.’ I’ll write it pretty. Everyone will be impressed by the quick closure; I bet the chief will let you write your own ticket then.”

They reached the elevator. Carly punched the fourth-floor button; the PIO’s office was on the second.

Carly’s spirits rose faster than the elevator. “You can bet I’ll do my best. The kid won’t know what hit him.” A smile stole across her features, and she felt the frustration of earlier evaporate at the thought of making a true criminal pay. Good cops put bad people in jail.

Soto stepped off on the second floor and flashed her a thumbs-up. “Good luck. I’m off to punch out the press release.”

The elevator doors closed and Carly hummed to herself. James Brown’s “I Feel Good” crossed her mind, but she decided a high-pitched squeal wouldn’t be appropriate. She floated from the elevator to the juvenile investigations lobby. It didn’t even bother her that no one manned the desk and she had to ring the buzzer.

“Be out in a second” came a voice from behind the barrier.

Carly leaned against the reception counter and continued humming while she waited.

The heavy barrier door separating the elevator foyer from the offices and information desk was a remnant of an earlier time. Thirty years before, the floor had served as a jail facility, but the cost of running a jail rose too high and the city cut back. The fourth floor was decommissioned, most of the iron cell bars removed, and those that could not be removed camouflaged; but the repressive atmosphere of confinement could not be covered up. Juvenile investigators nicknamed the floor “San Quentin South.” Today, however, the place seemed a little brighter.

“Oh, it’s you, Crash. Having a good birthday?” Sergeant Altman smiled as he stepped out of his office to the counter. Howard Altman was an old-timer, like most of the personnel in juvenile investigations. A big man with a bald head and a face whose features belied his amateur boxing career, first in the Army and then in the police games, he could look scary, but more often than not there was a smile on his face. He’d been born and raised in Mississippi but came to California with the Army. Altman said he stayed because of the weather, and though he’d been on the coast for thirty-plus years, his baritone still sang of the South. The sergeant was a good guy to work for and about the only bright spot in juvenile. He hit the lock release to let Carly in.

“I think my birthday is going a lot better now than it was a few hours ago,” she said as she pushed the heavy door open and entered juvenile investigations.

“You lucked out with this interview,” Arnie, a day-watch detective, said as he stepped out of the hallway that led to juvenile detention. Arnie had the rep of being the best interviewer on the floor. He looked more like a CPA than a cop, but he was the go-to guy whenever anyone had a hard case. Carly had learned a lot from him during her tenure. “I was just back there checking out the rocket scientist you get to talk to.” He rolled his watery blue eyes, gaze going to the ceiling and then back to Carly.

“Do you think he’ll talk? Or invoke?” she asked. The death blow to an interview was the bad guy invoking his right to a lawyer. It wouldn’t hurt to have insight from Arnie on how to proceed to keep that from happening.

Arnie shrugged. “Move quick. My advice is to go straight for the jugular. Ask him why he killed her.”

“Relax, Crash.” Altman stepped to where she stood and squeezed her shoulder with a big hand. “You’re good at this; you’ll do fine.”

“Thanks,” she said as she turned toward her office. Altman always said the right thing.

“Maybe throw in the fact that the mayor’s husband is downstairs,” Arnie suggested. “That might put some fear into the kid.”

“What, is the mayor’s husband here?” She stopped her progress and turned back to the counter.

Arnie opened a newspaper and regarded her with reading glasses perched halfway down his nose. “Downstairs in the flesh. He and a couple of attorneys are in the chief’s office waiting to talk to Tucker and Garrison. Papa-doc is in there too.”

Papa-doc was a nickname given to the department’s psychologist, Dr. Floyd Guest. Big cases always rated the attention of the shrink. He tried to be everyone’s benevolent “papa.” No cops trusted him. She’d been ordered to speak to him after the shooting.

“On second thought, the kid probably doesn’t have anything to worry about,” Arnie continued with a shrug. “Burke’s probably glad his wife is gone. Now the limelight is all his.”

“Oh, come on, Galen Burke would be nowhere if it weren’t for his wife,” Altman protested. “She turned this city around, as well as Hubby’s sorry construction firm. Galen Burke is nothing more than a hanger-on, a gigolo.”

Arnie slapped the paper down. “You’ve got that reversed! Hubby was the brains; Teresa was just a pretty face.”

The two men continued the good-natured argument back and forth.

Carly entered her office and tried to tune them out as she formulated her questions. Arnie, like Altman, had twenty-plus years on, the average for detectives assigned to juvenile, except for Carly. Like most cops, they loved to argue and gossip.

Carly laid out the Miranda form that Londy would have to read and sign before she began her interview. She checked the batteries in her digital recorder and got out a notebook for handwritten comments. Though the interview would be taped, she liked to take notes on body language and other signs a voice recorder wouldn’t necessarily pick up. After placing a chair in position across from her desk, she walked back to detention to collect Londy. She paused at the detention door and dried sweaty palms on her pants. Londy would see only steel law enforcement resolve, not a woman feeling as though her entire life hinged on the next few minutes.

Time to prove to Garrison she wasn’t a broken cop.
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“Detective Edwards. How’s it going?” The arresting officer, a guy Carly had met briefly at the crash scene, smiled and extended his hand. She shook it warily. Even though the brass had hidden her away in juvenile, new guys always seemed ready to pounce with questions about the shooting.

Everyone knew Carly Edwards. She was the first female officer in the department to be involved in a fatal OIS, or officer-involved shooting. Carly’s rep was made because of the incident, and many new guys were in awe of her. She understood that an unspoken question in a lot of officers’ minds was whether they or their partners would be able to use deadly force if the situation called for it. Anyone who had pulled the trigger had crossed that bridge, removed all doubt, and was looked at in a different light. Fairly or unfairly, female officers often had higher walls to climb when it came to earning trust, so Carly’s shooting brought her a lot of attention. She didn’t relish it. If any of them asked, she told them how happy she was that her bullets hadn’t been the fatal ones. Trouble was, they kept asking, all anxious for the details.

“It’s going okay. Thanks for bringing him down.” She nodded toward Londy and willed the focus to stay there. “Has he made any statements I should know about?”

“Not a peep. He’s just a model killer. I’m taking all of his property and clothing to homicide.”

“What did he have on him? Anything that looks like it might belong to the mayor?”

“Nope.” He held up a plastic baggie. “One cross necklace, one condom, and half a roach.”

Carly chuckled and shook her head. Her shoulders relaxed when the patrol cop gathered up all the paperwork and left the detention area without engaging her in extraneous conversation.

The officer gone, Carly leaned against the counter and studied the accused, Londy Akins. He sat on a soft beige bench, a rainbow mural behind him. Minors couldn’t be locked in cells in the Las Playas City Jail; as a result, juvenile detention bore no resemblance to a jail. Open and bright, the room was overseen by an unarmed security officer. Juveniles waited on the bench and watched television until parents came for them or they were sent to the county intake facility for Las Playas, Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall.

Londy wore a bright-blue jail-issue paper jumpsuit because his clothes had been confiscated as evidence. The boy’s eyes were puffy and bloodshot. Carly was pleased that Londy looked tired and scared in contrast to the brightness of his surroundings; it seemed right.

She walked around to the other side of the counter, to the spot vacated by the transporting officer, wanting separation. Then, with her elbows resting on the counter, she addressed the kid. “Hello, Londy.”

“Hello, Miss Edwards.” He looked up slowly and held Carly’s eyes without defiance.

“You’re kind of in a mess now, aren’t you? Is that why you asked for me?”

“I asked ’cause you know me. And ’cause of your mom. I guess I hope you’ll believe me. I didn’t know that woman was in the trunk, I swear.”

Carly held up a hand to stop him from saying any more, stifling the urge to laugh and call him a liar. The mention of her mother strengthened Carly’s resolve to squeeze the truth out of him.

“Let’s go to my office. We can talk more there.” She directed him out of the detention area. Once they were seated, Carly began the standard procedure. “I’m going to read you your rights, Londy. Stop me if you don’t understand.”

He nodded. Carly read the Miranda rights straight from the card, though she knew them by heart. When she finished, she held Londy’s gaze. “Do you understand these rights as I read them to you?”

“Yeah.”

“Having these rights in mind, do you want to give them up and talk to me about your arrest?”

“Yeah, Miss Edwards, I want to tell my side.”

“Okay, here is a printed copy of the rights I just read; look them over and sign at the bottom if you want to answer questions.” She slid the form across the table along with a pen. Londy read, signed, and slid it back to her. Carly clicked on the voice recorder. “I’m taping this conversation.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He leaned forward with his elbows on the table and his hands clasped in front of him. She found herself leaning back reflexively, surprised by his eagerness to talk. Because of this eagerness, she saw no reason to start anywhere other than with the facts and with Arnie’s advice.

“Did you kill Mayor Burke?”

“No! No, no, no. I couldn’t; I wouldn’t.”

“Then what happened? If you didn’t kill the mayor, what were you doing driving her car around? Her car with her body in the trunk.”

His eyes misted. “Man, I know I messed up. I know I shoulda never got in that car, but I didn’t kill that lady. I never even looked in the trunk until the officers showed me.”

“Londy, I want the truth. You’ve been to jail before and you know how things work. It’s always easier if you tell the truth; it’s easier to stick to your story and remember what you’ve said. You were driving the car, you ran from the police, and you expect me to believe you had no idea there was a body in the trunk?”

Londy looked down at his hands and shook his head. “Miss Edwards, I ain’t gonna lie. I’m a Christian now, but I knew Darryl from before.”

The word Christian pinched Carly and she sat up straighter. Try to snow me, kid, like you snowed my mom, and I’ll bury you.

“He came and got me last night. He said he just bought the car. He got a job down at the harbor and he’s always got money, so I thought he was saying the truth. We were just driving around listening to music—the car was a fine ride. And then Darryl brought out some weed. I knew I shouldn’t, but I been good for so long, I just had to smoke some. When I saw the police, I thought I was in trouble for the weed, so I ran. I didn’t want Mama to know. I swear I didn’t know nothing about that lady. I done a lot of stupid things in my life, but I could never kill nobody.”

“What kind of job does Darryl have that he’d have the money for a Lexus?”

“I don’t know. He does something with the big ships, gets paid in cash. Lately he’s always waving money around.”

“Londy, do you really think a judge will believe the story you’re telling me? A street-smart kid like you would believe that Darryl could buy himself a car like that?”

“Miss Edwards, it’s the truth. I can’t lie. I won’t lie. I let my mama down and your mama down by smoking that weed, but most of all I let Jesus down. Maybe I thought Darryl jacked that car, and I shouldn’t have got in, and I did. But I didn’t kill that lady.” The boy looked across the table with such earnestness it made Carly shift uncomfortably in her chair. She tacitly ignored all his references to Jesus and God. They only served to annoy and irritate.

Okay, time for the hammer. You want to dump that church and God junk on me, I’m gonna dump on you.

“You thought Darryl jacked the car, and you still hopped in?”

Londy’s face scrunched as if he’d just bitten a lemon. “I did; I shouldn’t’ve, but I did.”

“You smoked weed with Darryl?”

“I did—I won’t lie.”

“Then you tried to run from the police, right?”

His gaze dropped and his lowered head moved slowly from side to side. “I did. I’m sorry, I got scared.”

“All those are things thugs and liars do. How can I believe you aren’t a murderer as well?”

His head shot back up. “No, no, I didn’t kill that lady.”

Carly kept at it, angry that the kid persisted in denial and angrier still she was beginning to believe him. He exuded none of the uneasy body language so evident with liars. At the hardest questions he looked her right in the eye calmly, no challenge or evasion present.

She continued questioning, threatened a little, and stretched the truth some about what Darryl had to say. Still Londy denied. And surprisingly, he never blamed Darryl, something Carly expected him to do before he finally caved and admitted his guilt. She switched from hammering to being his best friend, concerned about his fate in jail. Nothing worked; his story stayed the same.

When I looked at everything at the crime scene, she thought, I was certain I had a murderer. Now, I’m just not sure.

She drummed on the table and studied him in silence for a moment before smacking the recorder off in frustration and then asking one final question.

“You want to take a lie detector test?”

“Yes, please, I’ll take it. I’m telling the truth.” Again, the eyes were so earnest.

Biting back a petulant rejoinder because she’d struck out completely, Carly nodded. “I’ll talk to the homicide guys and try to set one up.” She stood up to lead Londy back to detention.

“What’s gonna happen tonight? Am I going to the Hall?” Londy asked.

“Yep, you’ll be leaving in a couple of hours.”

“Do you believe me? That I didn’t kill that lady?”

The question caught Carly by surprise. “I don’t know. All I know right now is that all the evidence isn’t in. Everything you told me will go to the homicide detectives.”

Londy nodded. “I understand. Can I call my mama?”

“Yeah.” Carly took him back to the detention area and set him up with a phone before leaving him with the security officer. Back in her office, it was time to call homicide.

Without a confession.

Grasping for any straws, Carly pulled Londy’s complete arrest jacket and scanned the pages. After a few minutes she slammed the file shut and pushed it away. The act of rubbing her forehead with her fingers couldn’t erase what was going on in her head.

I believe the kid—I hate to admit it, but there it is. I’ve seen a lot of liars in my time on this job, and if Londy is lying, he’s the best. No wonder my mother believes him.

The phone call to homicide could not be avoided.

Karl Drake answered. “Hey, what did the kid tell you?”

“Not much. He’s a complete denial.” Carly outlined the interview for Drake. “He wants a lie detector test; he’s very eager to take one. I hate to say it, Karl, but he’s not sweating like a liar, and he freely admits to the joyride and the pot. I guess my gut is telling me he’s not a killer. He didn’t even try to point the finger at Darryl. I’m thinking that he really knows nothing about the mayor.”

Drake let out a derisive snort. “We were really hoping you could get something out of the kid.” He sounded disappointed and tired. “There’s a lot of pressure on this case, Carly. The chief—heck, the city. I just got the third degree from the grieving widower.”

“I don’t know what to say, Karl. I tried. Out of curiosity I pulled Londy’s arrest jacket. He’s never been arrested for a violent crime. He may boost cars and draw graffiti, but he’s never been a violent kid.” Carly surprised herself the minute the words were out of her mouth.

“What about ‘Once a dirtbag, always a dirtbag’? You know as well as I do that most crimes are crimes of opportunity. These two punks jacked a car and a woman was in the way, so they killed her. He’ll get his lie detector test.” The phone clicked off.

As much as she wanted to get back into everyone’s good graces, Carly couldn’t suppress her own gut feelings.

Drake is just tired and frustrated, she thought. With such a high-profile case, a quick closure in black and white would be preferable to something long and drawn out with shades of gray. If she was wrong and Londy was guilty, or if she was right and he was innocent, either way Drake and Harris had a lot of work to do, and they’d have to do it in the crucible of press scrutiny. But she didn’t doubt that they’d dig for the truth.

Sighing, she set about transcribing her interview. When she finished, she left her office and set it in front of Altman for his review and signature.

“I can tell by the look on your face this didn’t go well,” he said as he picked up the transcript.

“What can I say? The kid swears he didn’t do it.” She poured herself a cup of coffee.

“Ain’t it a shame. And thumbscrews are out of style.” Altman chuckled. “All the evidence isn’t in yet. Guilt is determined by what can be proved in court, and most of the time there is no confession.” He gave her his wise, knowing supervisor look.

She took her coffee out to the front desk area and sat sipping and brooding. Even if Londy was innocent, the tangential involvement of her mother bugged her. Kay believed she could change troubled kids. I have to find a way to make her understand that she needs to be more careful about the strays she picks up.

When the day shift ended at four, Arnie and the other day detectives filed out. Altman finished his review of her interview shortly after that. Though he was her supervisor, he was alternating early days and late days, covering for a day sergeant who was on vacation. Today was an early day, and he’d leave Carly on her own until her EOW at 2:00 a.m.

“You did a good job. Don’t fault your interview,” he said when he packed up to leave. “Remember, cases are won without confessions.” He held up her interview packet. “I’ll drop this downstairs on my way out.”

“Thanks, Sarge. Have a good night.”

He stepped on the elevator and was gone, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

“Cases are won without confessions.” Maybe so, but are careers resurrected?

She busied herself with the paperwork involved in sending Londy to juvenile hall. There was a long list of charges against him, homicide being the most serious and the one that would not stick without more evidence. She tried not to think about that as she typed the information juvenile hall would need at intake. When the phone rang, she contemplated letting it go to voice mail but picked it up after four rings.

“What took you so long to answer the phone?” Captain Garrison’s baritone assaulted her ears.

“Sorry, Captain; I’m by myself right now.”

“Never mind. I’m downstairs in the lobby, and the boy’s mother is here making a scene with the press. She wants to see her son. Set it up.”

“Captain, we don’t allow visiting; we don’t have any space for it. She’ll have to wait until he gets up to juvenile hall.”

“It wasn’t a question, Edwards. The woman is grandstanding and it looks bad. Set up a visitation.” The phone clicked.

Hung up on twice in a row. This day was going from bad to worse. Carly called the security officer and asked him to try to arrange for visiting as quickly as possible. The elevator doors opened, and off stepped Dora Akins. Surprised recognition flickered in her eyes. Carly nodded hello, a little chastened. The poor woman probably hadn’t thought her son’s jailer would be her best friend’s daughter.

“Hello, Carly. I’m here to talk to my son.”

“It’ll be a few minutes. The security officer is setting up a visitation area.”

An awkward silence followed. Dora took a deep breath and stepped away from the counter, looking around the reception area. Her back to Carly, she spoke again. “You know what they’re saying about my boy? They say he killed the mayor. They say he was high on drugs and he killed her for her car.” She turned and faced Carly, one tear sliding down her right cheek. “Did Londy tell you he did that?”

Carly was spared a response when the security officer poked his head out from the detention area and said everything was ready. Dora wiped her cheek, and Carly buzzed her in through the security door. They followed the officer back to the makeshift visitation area.

The original jail contained several visiting cubicles, or booths. The booths were converted to storage when the jail moved out. The security officer shoved some boxes out of one booth so Londy and Dora would have places to sit.

They were separated by a thick plastic partition yellowed with age. Doors to the booths had long since been removed. The visit couldn’t be unsupervised because there was no enclosure. The security officer stood a discreet distance behind Londy, and Carly stood behind Dora. Her spot was in the hallway, about ten feet back, where she leaned against the wall and tried to be unobtrusive.

Carly watched as Dora and Londy held their hands up to the plastic separating them. She looked away when they both started crying. She heard Dora begin to pray, and when she finished, Londy began a vehement protestation of innocence. Carly couldn’t help but hear the conversation. Dora is just like Mom, she thought, so sure God will sort everything out.

When the visit was over, Carly led Dora back out to the elevator and explained the next steps.

“He’ll be sent to Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall. Unless he’s certified to be tried as an adult, he’ll be charged in juvenile court separately from the nineteen-year-old he was arrested with.”

“Darryl Jackson,” Dora said. “There’s a worthless child. Londy never should have been near him.” Dora regained all of her composure. She stepped onto the elevator and fixed her gaze on Carly. “I have my faith, and that is a strong anchor. I will not stop praying. I believe all things happen for a reason. We may not see it right now, but Londy will be vindicated, and God will work all this out for the best.”

Carly said nothing, just watched Dora disappear as the elevator doors closed. Definitely just like my mother, she thought. Always talking about God and prayer.

Carly shook her head. Bible-thumping hadn’t kept Londy out of trouble. Dora said things happen for a reason. What possible reason could there be for a brutal, senseless murder?
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