






Alex handed her the rolled-up paper, his expression sober



Crista smoothed it out on her lap and smiled. It was a crayon drawing, and on the bottom, scribbled letters spelled out S-A-M.


“She told me she made it for you.”


“How sweet.” And how sweet of him to come all the way over to give it to her in person. “It’s…” She angled her head, trying to decipher the child’s artwork.


His arm brushed against hers as he pointed to the stick people. “What do you think?”


Think? She couldn’t think of anything except the searing heat she felt where his arm had touched hers. She was acutely aware of the man’s sexuality. “I’m sorry. I’m really bad at this. Is that supposed to be you and Sam?”


“Sam told me that’s a car, and these two are the people inside.”


“And the line there?” She pointed to something coming from one of the stick figure’s hands.


“Sam’s exact words when I asked the same thing were, ‘I don’t know, but that’s when I got blood all over Snuffy.’”


Crista’s stomach dropped like an anvil. Oh, my God. Had the little girl actually seen the shooters?
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PROLOGUE



“SANTIAGO, GET UP HERE!”

Sixty recruits in the Houston Police Academy and the instructor picks her to be the guinea pig for their first self-defense demonstration. “Yes, Sir.” Crista crossed to the mat and stood at the edge.

“Okay. I’m gonna show you guys how to get away from someone who’s grabbing you, regardless of your size. Santiago, pick a partner.”

“Oh, pick me,” Bernie Schwartz, the largest, most obnoxious man in the class, said in a girly voice and elbowed the recruit next to him.

A rash of laughter filtered through the group. “Yeah, if she wants to be in traction tomorrow,” someone else said.

“Don’t listen to him,” Mei Lu Ling whispered.

Crista couldn’t help listening. The women in the class had nicknamed Schwartz “The Mouth” because he continually harassed them. Every other word had a sexual connotation or was something related to how the women would never make it through training. So far, Crista had ignored his gibes, but she was tired of it—and there was only one way to shut a guy like that up.

Her adrenaline surged. “Okay, Schwartz. You’re on.”

The man grinned. “Uh, maybe you better pick someone else, sweetheart. I wouldn’t want to hurt a little thing like you.”

Her nerves bunched at the condescending tone in his voice. She wasn’t sure which was bigger, Schwartz’s mouth or his inflated ego.

When she didn’t back down, he glanced at the other recruits and shrugged as if it was going to be her fault when she got hurt.

“Get up here,” the instructor ordered.

Schwartz sauntered over, so impressed with himself Crista wanted to puke. Instead, she stood quietly with her arms crossed and, after glancing at her friends on the sidelines, she gave them a tiny, satisfied smile. It was time for Bernie Schwartz to go down.

Chose your fights wisely. Crista remembered Catherine Tanner’s warning. Catherine was their first instructor at the academy and had privately told the women in the class that they might not like some of the things that happened during training. The police department was still a brotherhood of sorts, and if the women wanted to make it through their six months, they’d do well to ignore a lot of things.

The thought galled Crista. She’d had enough abuse in her life and had vowed never to get in that position again.

But right now, it was more important to protect her future. Getting hired by the Houston Police Department was the single most significant thing she’d done with her life, and it wouldn’t mean much if she didn’t make it through the academy. Heeding Catherine’s advice, she’d kept her mouth shut. All the women in the class had done the same.

Only this time, the situation was different. She had the perfect opportunity to make a statement without saying a word.


“Okay, you two, over here on the mat.” Their instructor, Max Wilson, pointed to where Crista and Bernie should stand, and then he explained the maneuver, point by point.

Crista considered her opponent. Broad chest and biceps that strained at the seams of his tight T-shirt, overdeveloped thighs that rubbed together when he walked. Schwartz was a bodybuilder, and bodybuilders weren’t known to be fast on their feet. Certainly no match for her expertise. She wasn’t a Master’s level yet, but she knew she was a worthy opponent for any man.

Wilson looked at Crista. “Santiago, Schwartz is going to grab you and you’re going to attempt the maneuver.”

Schwartz gave a lecherous grin and did a Groucho with his eyebrows. More laughter tittered through the group.

Crista focused on her attacker. “Okay, Schwartz, do your thing.”

Just as he reached out, Crista grabbed his left arm at the elbow, shoved her leg behind his and pulled hard as she turned into his body. In one quick flowing motion, she bent over, yanked his arm to bring him across her back and he landed on the floor in front of her with a thud.

A hushed “Ohh,” emanated from the recruits and then—utter silence. After a moment, isolated clapping broke the air. One of her friends, no doubt. Then she heard a couple hoots and one of the guys said, “Hey, Santiago! I want you to be my partner.” Another said, “Yeah, you can cover me on the streets anytime.”

The Mouth, still flat on his back with the air knocked out of him, glared up at her. She reached out a hand to help him. “Thanks for volunteering, Bern.”


Schwartz batted her hand away, rolled to a sitting position and then launched to his feet, every muscle in his body tensed for a fight.

“Okay, let’s do a few more routines before we take a break.” Wilson gave Crista a nod and said, “Good job, Santiago.”

Later, as the larger group scattered and Crista’s friends rushed to her side, she heard some of the guys ribbing Schwartz about getting taken down by a woman. Then she heard, “That bitch better watch her back.”

Mei was standing next to Crista and patted her on the shoulder. “Nice work.” Lucy gave her two thumbs up, Abby reached out for a hug, and Risa said, “Way to go, sister!”

Crista nodded and smiled, the rush of adrenaline still pumping through her veins.

“Did you hear him?” Abby asked. “It’s gonna be tough on you to go through the rest of training with that jerk hauling his bruised ego around.”

“Crista can handle Schwartz,” Risa piped up.

“I made the decision, I’ll live with it,” Crista said softly. “Besides, I have my friends for moral support.” It was true. The closeness and camaraderie they’d developed in such a short time meant a lot to Crista.

By the end of their first week at the academy, the women in the class—Risa Taylor, Lucy Montalvo, Abby Carlton, Mei Lu Ling and Crista—quickly realized they needed to support one another and had formed a sisterhood. Catherine Tanner, who’d taught the Law Enforcement Ethics class and had warned them right off to play it cool, joined, too.

In her whole life, Crista had never felt such a close bond with anyone as she did her five friends. She doubted anything could tear them apart.








CHAPTER ONE



Six years later

THE LITTLE GIRL was still alive.

Detective Crista Santiago braced one arm on the door frame of the ICU at the Texas Children’s Hospital, closed her eyes and drew a breath.

Alex Del Rio, the child’s father, slumped in a chair at her bedside, his dark head bowed, hands clasped and pressed against his forehead.

Crista prayed, too. Prayed the girl would live.

A moment later the man started humming, his voice barely audible. Hush little baby, don’t you cry…a lullaby he’d probably sung to his daughter from the time she was an infant. Grief was etched in deep lines on his face as he reached out to hold the child’s tiny hand.

Swallowing around a sudden lump in her throat, Crista pushed away from the door, dark memories of her own surfacing like demons from the deep, memories of another hospital—another time. Fourteen years ago.

She hurried down the hall and past the nurses chatting in hushed tones at the desk, her boot heels clicking too loudly against the tile, the sharp scent of alcohol burning her nostrils. No…she couldn’t question Alex Del Rio right now. Not when he didn’t know if his little girl would be okay.


As she approached the glass doors to exit, she saw her partner, Pete Richter, pacing outside.

“Finished?” he asked as the automatic doors swished open.

Crista stepped outside into the crisp autumn air, squinting in the morning sun. She shook her head, still disturbed by the image of Del Rio at his little girl’s bedside. The child’s name was Samantha, and whether she lived or died, Crista still had to question her father about the shooting.

“You must think I’m really good if you expected me to finish in ten minutes.” Crista kept walking toward the car, her partner in step alongside.

“I would have.”

“Of course. You’re a much better cop than I am,” she said facetiously.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” The tall, blond man shrugged.

Pete hadn’t gone in with her because his wife was about to have a baby and had kept him on the phone while she was experiencing false labor pains, the third time it had happened in the past two weeks. And from the dry tobacco scent in the air, Crista guessed he’d needed a cigarette, as well.

“So what’s the problem?”

“The father was distraught. I couldn’t question him right now.”

Pete looked at her askance as she slipped into the passenger seat of the gray, department-issue sedan.

She knew the look. “I know. I know. I’m thinking like a woman, not a detective. And Englend’s not going to be happy.”

Pete nodded, not mentioning the most important part of the equation. Houston’s mayor, Stan Walbrun, was all over their captain about the recent increase in drive-by shootings, most of them in the tougher barrios. On Wednesday there’d been a drive-by in Paloverde Park, and a man had died. This time the shooters had targeted Encanto, the old but upscale Hispanic community where Alex Del Rio, one of the mayor’s staff, lived. Bottom line—the mayor wanted the case solved and he wanted it done yesterday.

Pete pulled onto Fannin Street, the main road that curved around the Texas Medical Center. “So where to?”

“We’ve got some research to do.”

Her partner popped a breath mint into his mouth and made a quick U-turn to head back to the station. “I say gang initiation. Open and shut.”

“It appears that way, doesn’t it. Or maybe one of the gangs was claiming new turf.” She was going to need a reliable contact to find out anything about the shooting. “You know any good snitches in the barrio, Pete?”

He shook his head. “Nope. I was North Patrol before I came here. You’re the one with the experience.”

“Not recently.” It’d been fifteen years since she’d lived in the Paloverde barrio—a place she despised and had vowed never to return to. How ironic that her new assignment would take her right back. Anger coiled in her stomach at the thought.

When she’d received the promotion to detective a year ago, she’d put in for a job in Special Operations. She’d heard nothing until several months later when she was transferred to Homicide’s Chicano Squad—supposedly because she knew the culture and spoke the language.

Lord, she was tired of being labeled. Tired of being defined by a happenstance of birth. Her identity didn’t hinge on her heritage—only now it seemed, her job did.


“Yeah, but you have experience with the homies. Right?”

Crista had to chuckle at Pete’s attempt to sound hip. “It was a long time ago. And if you talk like that in the hood, you’ll be laughed off the street.”

She knew there was more to her transfer to the Chicano Squad than experience. In her former unit, she’d been branded a troublemaker for speaking up for herself and for standing up for her friend Risa when she was under investigation. Voicing her opinion when it was different than most officers on her team was the same as breaking the code. The silent code every cop knew. Cops didn’t make waves against the system. One cop didn’t complain about another. If you had a problem, you had to suck it up. It had taken a long time on the force for Crista to learn that lesson.

She figured the powers that be, namely her old captain, wanted to show her she had to toe the line if she planned to remain on the force. In addition, she’d heard the Chicano Squad had an affirmative action quota to meet. How convenient that Crista hit two AA marks—she was a woman and a Latina.

Well, she had no plans to stay on the Chicano Squad and was going to put in for a transfer as soon as another opening in Special Ops came up. But for any transfer she needed the captain’s recommendation. To get that, she had to prove herself—and solving the Encanto case seemed the perfect way to do it.

At headquarters, they cruised into the parking garage and up to the fourth floor, pulling into the space for unmarked police vehicles. Together, they headed inside to the Chicano Squad’s offices, a unit separate from the rest of Homicide, located at the end of a long hall.


Crossing to her desk in the middle of the room, Crista nodded at Laura, the department clerk, ignoring the low whistle, the click of a tongue. More subtle than catcalls, yet the effect was the same.

At least she could wear pantsuits with long jackets to cover herself. But nothing stopped the guys with only one thought on the brain. Thank heaven the whole unit wasn’t like that. She sat at her desk and pulled out the papers to write up her report.

“Hey, Pete. You and J. Lo crack the case?” Clyde Hanover, asked. From the suggestive tone in his voice he wasn’t talking about the drive-by.

Pete gave the other detective a hand gesture. “You guys are animals.”

Thank you, Pete. If she’d been there longer, she would’ve given Hanover a shot herself, but after all the trouble she’d had in her last unit she wasn’t going to challenge something so insignificant. Before she’d arrived, the Chicano Squad had been an all-male unit, and she knew she had to gain the team’s confidence before they considered her one of them. Even then, she wasn’t sure it would happen.

Her first day on the job, she’d learned she was one of five Latinos on an eight-person team. An interesting mix. In addition to regular duties, the Chicano Squad provided investigative support and follow-up on homicides, serious assaults and kidnapping that required knowledge of the Hispanic culture and language.

On that same first day, the captain had made no secret of the fact that he liked his unit as it had been before her arrival—testosterone across the board. Rumor had it that he’d taken her on under the threat of demotion.


Six years of law enforcement and she still had to prove herself.

At her desk, Crista glanced at her teammates. Across the room on her right, Clyde Hanover, the loudmouth in the group, and his clone, Dylan Farrell. On her left, Jesus Garcia and David Munez, a guy who looked like he might’ve been a sumo wrestler in another life. David’s partner, skinny Martin Vargas, sat behind Pete, whose desk butted against hers. Except for her partner, she’d made no friends yet.

She was definitely the outsider. And maybe that wouldn’t matter as much if she’d still had the support of her academy friends. Until four months ago the six women, Crista, Risa Taylor, Lucy Montalvo, Abby Carlton, Mei Lu Ling and Catherine Tanner, had maintained their strong friendships. And then Risa had come under investigation for shooting her partner.

By openly supporting Risa, Crista had incurred the wrath of the guys in her old unit who’d worked with Risa’s partner before. When Crista stood behind her friend even after it was confirmed the bullet had come from Risa’s gun, she’d been shunned by her fellow officers. Her old academy nemesis Bernie Schwartz had led the pack.

She hadn’t known how dangerous taking that lone stand would be. Until she’d been sent in as a decoy on a drug sting that went bad. She had called for backup three times, crouching behind a Dumpster, gun in her trembling hand. After the third call, she knew no backup was coming. She withdrew, made no arrests and was subsequently reprimanded for screwing up the job.

Devastated, she’d told Risa she could no longer openly support her. Crista hadn’t given her friend all the ugly details, because, Lord knew, Risa had enough to worry about. Risa said she understood. But when Crista’s calls went unreturned, she finally quit calling.

Each of the six friends had an opinion—and some disagreed bitterly. Lucy was convinced justice would prevail in Risa’s case, but Crista knew firsthand what the system could do to a person’s career.

In the end, Crista had made the only choice she could. Self-preservation. She’d worked too long and too hard to let her career slip away. And she’d learned a hard lesson in the process. Stay neutral. Never take a stand that appeared to be against a fellow officer.

When Risa was cleared and it came out that she’d been set up, Crista made another stab at resurrecting the friendship and called Risa, telling her how happy she was that the investigation was over. Risa had said thanks, and that was the end of it.

Crista felt a sharp pain in her chest just thinking about it. Four months since she’d made the decision to step back and she still wondered if she’d done the right thing. She missed her friends terribly.

Pushing the half-finished paperwork away from her, Crista looked up to see Captain Englend motioning her to his office. Embarrassed that he’d caught her daydreaming, she got up, trooped into his office and stood facing his desk, her hands on the back of the chair in front of her.

He nodded. “Sit.”

“I’m okay.” At five-foot four, she’d always felt she had more leverage when she was standing. Besides that, she had too much energy to sit for very long.

The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Suit yourself,” he said and dropped into the black, high-backed leather chair behind his desk. All the desks in the unit were gray metal except the captain’s. His was oak.

Captain William Englend oozed authority. A bull of a man with close-cropped white hair, he was all about power and control. He didn’t manage his unit, he reigned over it.

“What’ve you got?”

“Nothing yet. The child is in intensive care. The bullet nicked her shoulder and hit an artery. She lost a lot of blood. Her condition is still questionable, so I thought it best to wait and talk to the father tomorrow.”

Englend’s expression never changed, but she could tell by the rigid set of his mouth that he wasn’t happy with her answer.

“And if the kid doesn’t get better?” Without waiting for a response he continued, “If we worried about everyone’s feelings, we’d never get a case solved. Get it done, Santiago. I want someone in jail.”

“I’ll do what I can, Sir.”

She started for the door.

“In this unit, we don’t do what we can. We get the job done.”

His words stopped her cold.

“If you want to stick around, forget the sentimental crap.”

Gnashing her teeth, Crista stormed back to her desk. From the second he’d assigned her lead detective on such an important case, she’d thought something was fishy. She was the newest detective in the group and was partnered with a guy who, though he’d had years of experience in other units, hadn’t been with the CS much longer than she had.

Until the Encanto case, the captain hadn’t given her any lead assignments, and she’d found it hard to believe he was giving her a chance to prove herself. Now her gut was confirming her suspicion. She’d been given three other detectives to work with and so far none of them except Pete had done anything on the assignment.

Worse yet, the captain was demanding action—never mind that drive-bys were rarely solved unless you had hard evidence or could find a snitch or an eyewitness who could identify the perp.

And so far…she had nothing.

 

CRISTA GLANCED at the two-story Spanish-style home with its balconies and soaring windows and then checked Alex Del Rio’s address again. Yes. Right place.

The Saturday afternoon sun glinted off the tiled rooftop, the brightness reflecting her own mood since hearing about Samantha Del Rio’s improved condition. She’d called the hospital every couple of hours last night and at about 4:00 a.m., they’d given her the good news. The child was going to be okay. Thank heaven.

As she climbed the steps to the huge home, she wished her partner was with her. But Pete had thought it more productive if they interviewed separately, and he’d gone off on his own to talk to some of the neighbors.

She rang the bell and waited, her nerves drawing tight under her skin. No matter how many times she questioned victims, she never got used to it. Making someone recall a traumatic event so soon afterward was like flaying open wounds.

One of the carved double doors swung open and a matronly woman appeared, her eyes puffy, her clothes rumpled.


“¿Puedo ayudarle?” the woman asked.

Yes, the woman could help her. “Sí. Señor Del Rio, por favor. Detective Santiago.” Crista flashed her shield. This was probably the woman who’d taken her message when Crista had called earlier to say she was going to stop by. A housekeeper maybe.

The lady motioned for her to come in and then disappeared into another room. Waiting in the foyer, Crista took inventory. A wide mahogany staircase rose directly in front of her, a sparkling crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling decorated with faded frescoes and a statue of the Madonna rested on an ornately carved table in an alcove on the wall on her right.

She’d always admired the old homes in this neighborhood, but had never been inside one to see how truly elegant they were.

“The police were already here,” a smooth bass voice came from her left. She turned to see Del Rio standing in the archway to another room, his eyes somber, his dark-as-midnight hair disheveled. He wore black dress pants and a white shirt, open in the front and left hanging out, as if he hadn’t had time to get fully dressed or didn’t care. His chest was smooth and muscular and under other circumstances she might have had trouble drawing her gaze away.

“Hello, Mr. Del Rio, I’m Detective Santiago. I’m sorry to barge in at this time, however, I do need to ask you some questions about the shooting last night.”

“I told the other officers everything I know,” he said, buttoning his shirt. He shifted, standing taller, and his shoulders seemed to broaden in the process. “I didn’t see anything.”

Despite his obvious weariness, the man carried himself with panache, his presence almost larger than life. His dark eyes warned her not to get too close. Yet at the same time, the intensity of his gaze drew her in.

Crista kept her feet firmly planted. “I understand your reluctance to answer more questions, but the other officers were here to collect evidence, my job is to conduct further investigation.”

Thoughtful, his gaze circled her face. “When Elena told me a detective was here, I expected a man.”

“Well, as you can see, I’m not. Is there someplace we can sit?”

“Can’t this wait until another time?”

“The first twenty-four hours are critical in gathering information. The longer it takes, the colder the evidence will get and it’ll be difficult to find out anything.” Crista pressed, “If you could go over what happened one more time with me and then answer a few questions, it would be really helpful.”

“It might be more helpful if the police were out there trying to find out who shot my daughter,” he said, anger vibrating in his words.

“That’s what I’m here for, Mr. Del Rio. We have to know where to look.”

He stared at her, and when she didn’t waver, he gave a nod, motioning her inside what seemed to be both a library and an office.

Crista observed an eclectic blend of modern technology and old-world elegance, mahogany bookshelves covered one entire wall while, to her right, stood a sleek desk of glass and chrome. On the desk were an assortment of photographs and computer equipment.

To her left, a supple leather couch and two well-used Cordovan leather chairs flanked a Chicago brick fireplace with a mahogany mantel. A wine and ivory oriental rug under the couch and chairs separated the room like a demarcation between the past and the future.

Family photos, she guessed, were everywhere—walls, tables and bookshelves. Several were of the little girl and a very beautiful young woman. Probably the child’s mother. Del Rio’s wife.

“When we’re finished, I’ll need to talk with everyone who was here last night.”

“Please,” he said, indicating one of the chairs.

She sat, pulling out her notebook and a pen. He sat across from her, leaning forward, elbows on knees, apparently anxious to get this over with. She couldn’t blame him. “Who else lives here with you?”

“Just Sam and my mother-in-law.”

“And your wife?”

He took a quick breath. “My wife died two years ago. A brain aneurysm.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

He’d lost his wife and last night he’d almost lost his daughter. She couldn’t imagine how he must’ve felt. At least now he knew his little girl would be okay.

“Elena has lived here since Sam was born,” he said. “She was sleeping last night when it happened, and she didn’t see anything, either.”

“I’d still like to talk with her when we’re finished.”

Del Rio nodded, but she could tell he didn’t like the intrusion.

“Her full name?”

“Elena Reyes-Vasquez.”

Crista jotted the woman’s name on her pad, then said, “Please tell me what happened as you remember it. From the beginning.”

“I was in my office and heard gunshots. One came through the window over there.” He motioned toward a shattered window now taped and covered with plastic. “And the other came through Sam’s window. I didn’t know that at the time, but my first instinct was to go to her and make sure she was okay.”

He stopped talking, rubbed his eyes with the thumb and forefinger of one hand. When he continued, his voice was hoarse, his emotions raw. “She was unconscious on the floor when I came in. I saw the blood, shouted for Elena to call 911 and applied pressure to her shoulder to stop the bleeding.”

Crista kept her eyes on her notes. She wasn’t supposed to feel anything. This was her job. Yet she’d never been able to dissociate when people got hurt, especially innocent children.

“She must’ve gotten up for some reason, otherwise…” He coughed, then continued, his voice soft, his tone bewildered. “I don’t know why she was out of bed.”

“Was the light in her room off or on?”

He frowned, then shook his head. “Off, I think. But there’s a night-light and I saw her on the floor.”

“Did you see anyone else? Out the window, maybe?”

A flash of anger swept across his face. His hands clenched into fists. “If I had…” He cracked the knuckles of one hand against the other. He inhaled deeply and a moment later, spoke with enormous control. “No, I didn’t see anyone. My only concern was Sam.”

He had every reason to be angry. She would probably be just as furious if she’d had a child who’d been shot.

He glanced up at her, his eyes filled with hurt and disbelief. “You know, you think your home is your sanctuary, that your family is safe and no one can harm you as long as you’re together.” He shook his head. “But that’s not the case at all. Is it?”

She’d never known that kind of security, never had a sanctuary. It must be wonderful to feel that way. But growing up in the barrio and working a beat for five years, she knew nothing was safe. “There’s no explanation for why tragic things happen, and then when they do we feel helpless.”

“Yeah. That’s exactly how I feel.” He leaned back in his chair, drained.

He was in a world of pain, but she couldn’t allow herself to be swayed by it. She had to continue the interview. Looking down at her notes, she asked, “Did your daughter see anything?”

He shook his head. “When she woke up, she was too groggy to talk much about it. Said she didn’t know what happened.”

Crista continued taking notes as she asked questions. “How did you know that you heard gunshots and not fireworks or something?”

“If you’ve ever been shot at, you don’t forget the sound.”

She glanced up, surprised.

He added, “I was in the Marine Corps during the Gulf War.”

Yes, she could picture him in a uniform. Posture perfect, tall, muscular and imposing. Definitely marine material. “How long have you lived in Encanto?”

“Five years.”

“And before that?”

“California. My family still lives there.”

“Any relation to Del Rio Wines?”

A trace of interest flickered in his eyes. “Yes. My parents bought the small vineyard fifty years ago and with a lot of hard work made it what it is today. Most of my sisters and brothers still work for the business.” He gave her a studied look. “Are you a wine connoisseur?”

She suppressed an urge to laugh at the irony. Her favorite wines were Chardonnay and white Zinfandel. Beyond that, she was clueless. “No. Not at all.” In her quick perusal of the room, Crista had noticed a plaque with the Del Rio Winery emblem on one of the bookshelves. She nodded toward it now.

He glanced at the bookshelf, then gave her a quick flash of a smile. “Oh. Yes.”

When he smiled, just that tiny bit, he made her feel warm inside. “So why did you move to Texas when your whole family is in California?”

He frowned. “Is this information important?”

“Yes, it is. The more I know, the better I’ll be able to decide where to look for pertinent information.”

“Information about what? I fail to see how my past has anything to do with last night. Someone needs to get out there and find those creeps.”

“Right now I’m exploring all possibilities. And one of those possibilities is that someone may have intentionally targeted you, and it might have been someone from your past. Do you know any reason why someone would want to harm you?”

A look of resignation crossed his face. “No. My family is very close.”

“What about friends? Co-workers? Have you made any enemies on your job?”

He shrugged. “Not everyone likes the way I do things, but I haven’t made any enemies that I know of. I create programs to get kids off the streets, and hopefully give them a sense of belonging so they don’t have to get that support by joining gangs. The task force’s goal is to rid the East End barrios of gangs. Most people are happy with what I do.”

“Most? Who’s not?”

He shook his head. “No one that I know of. You’re looking in the wrong place for your evidence, Ms. Santiago. There was another shooting just two nights ago in Paloverde. Drive-by shootings are common in the barrios and most of the time there’s no good reason.”

“Not in this neighbourhood. There’s never been a shooting here before, so it doesn’t fit the pattern.”

She stopped writing and looked at him. According to the case file, Del Rio was the director of the mayor’s Anti-Gang Office and Task Force and had been since its inception. The office had only been set up a year ago at the community’s insistence that the mayor do something to reduce gang-related violence and crime. But since then, the crime rate had only increased.

“What did you do before you had this job?”

“I worked for the mayor in another capacity. When the director’s position came up, I applied.”

“Interesting. What exactly do you do?”

“I’ve created a database with extensive information on the local gangs, developed some activity programs and found a building to use as a center. I’ve recruited some of the youth from the neighborhoods, kids I believe can persuade their peers to participate. Once they begin to get involved, I’m hoping they’ll want to stick around, support the programs and spread the word.” His face had brightened.

It was obvious he took pride in his work. “The kids you’re recruiting…do any of them belong to gangs?”

His eyes narrowed, his hands curled into fists on his thighs. “If you’re thinking any of them would be involved in this, you’re wrong.” He stood.

“I’d like their names so I can talk with them.”

“Most of my recruits aren’t too fond of the police. And they could eat a tiny thing like you for breakfast.”

Crista stood to face him. She wanted to tell him that she could take care of herself better than most men. Instead she said, “I can handle a couple of teenagers. I’m trained to do my job and I do it well.”

He studied her for a moment. “Yes, I expect you do. But I’m still surprised they put a woman on a case like this.”

The skin on her arms prickled. “Fortunately, your opinion doesn’t count.”

He looked a little surprised at her response, but didn’t pursue it. It was also apparent he wasn’t going to cut loose with any names. How could she blame him? She knew those kids would never trust him again if he sent the police to their homes. “Okay. If you won’t give me names, then maybe you can persuade a couple of them to call me?”

“…Okay.”

She heard the hesitation in his voice, but handed him a card with her office and cell phone numbers anyway. “There’s a recorder, so they can call anytime—24/7.” They wouldn’t call, she knew that. But she had to start somewhere.

“So once again. Did you see anyone, or is there anything else you haven’t mentioned?”

He hiked his shoulders again and his frown returned. “I told you everything. My word is good.”

“No offense intended. It’s my job to ask more than once because often people don’t remember everything right away. Sometimes they remember things days or weeks later.” She took the card from his hand and scribbled her home phone number on the back. “If you think of anything, I’d appreciate a call. If it’s important, and if you can’t get me at the other numbers, use that one.”

She handed the card back to him. “Please don’t give that number to anyone else.”

He nodded. “Are we done?”

“We are.” she said. “I’d like to talk to your mother-in-law before I go.”

“It won’t be helpful.”

“Then it’ll be a short conversation.”

He stalked from the room and a few moments later, he returned with Señora Reyes-Vasquez.

The woman sat on the couch opposite Crista, while Del Rio stood like a sentinel behind her. Glancing at Del Rio, Crista said, “If you don’t mind, it would be better if we talked privately.”

His back visibly stiffened. “She speaks little English.”

“That’s not a problem.”

His gaze locked with hers—a battle of wills, it seemed. Crista didn’t look away. Finally he said to his mother-in law in Spanish, “I’ll be right outside the door.”

The interview with Elena Reyes-Vasquez was short. She’d been asleep and hadn’t heard the shots, she’d only heard Alex when he’d called out to her. Listening to the older woman, Crista was pleasantly reminded of her grandmother who’d lived with the family before Crista’s father died.

Despite Alex Del Rio’s reluctant attitude, she decided he was a kind man to provide a home for his mother-in-law.

Alex was standing outside the door waiting when Crista came out. “She lived through it,” Crista announced.

“Encuentren a estos malvados!” Elena said, coming up behind Crista.

Crista couldn’t help but smile at the older woman’s spirit. Yes, Elena Reyes-Vasquez very definitely reminded Crista of her grandmother. “We’ll do everything we can to find the person who did this,” she answered in Spanish. “Or persons.”

Crista turned to Alex. “I’d like to take a look at the bedroom, if you don’t mind.”

Del Rios’s expression went cold.

“It’ll only take a few minutes. I need to see it for my report.”

Taking a breath, he nodded to Elena and asked her to show Crista the room. Apparently he couldn’t bring himself to go back there yet, a response she understood only too well.

The little girl’s room was pink and white, with a poufed up coverlet on her four poster bed and fluffy clouds painted on the ceiling. Crista could almost feel the love that went into creating this room. She gave a long sigh and hurried through her inspection. A single shot had come through the window. The hole was tiny and Crista was amazed the bullet could’ve inflicted such damage. A lighter spot on the carpet revealed where a throw rug had been removed. She knew from the case file that there had been blood on the rug and the Crime Scene Unit had taken it as evidence. She made a few notes and hurried out. The file contained the rest of the information she needed.

Coming down the stairs, Crista crossed directly to where Del Rio waited by the door, ready to escort her out. “I know this was difficult for you,” she said. “But it really was helpful.”


She stepped outside, then turned to face him. “Oh, one more thing. Are you planning on staying in the area? In Encanto, I mean.”

“Of course,” he said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

She shrugged. “Living so close to the Paloverde barrio…and, well… With all that’s happened and because you have family in California, I just wondered, that’s all.”

A puzzled expression crossed his face. “This is my home. My daughter’s home. I have no intention to move anywhere.”

“Not even to a different neighborhood?”

“I’m not going to run away.”

Macho to the nth degree. “Admirable in principle,” Crista said. “Except drive-by shooters don’t care much about principles… I guess you know that already.”

If he didn’t, he was deluding himself. Then again, considering all his pie-in-the sky hopes for the barrios, delusion was probably the best word for it. He’d never lived in a neighborhood like Paloverde or Segundo, and he’d only worked with the Hispanic community for a year—yet he thought he knew how to fix what was wrong.

“I would move away instantly if I thought that would keep my daughter safe. But random shootings can happen anywhere. If the police apprehend the criminals, we’re one step closer to a safer community.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Besides, if I moved away, how credible would I be to those I’m trying to help?”

His credibility wasn’t going to change anything. For eighteen hellish years she’d lived in the barrio—a place where the poverty ate at your soul and the violence kept you awake at night. She knew the only changes since she’d left the place were more poverty and more violence.

No point in bursting his bubble, though. He’d find out soon enough. “I see your point.”

His dark gaze seemed to cut right through her. “No, I don’t think you do.”








CHAPTER TWO



HE’D ACTED LIKE a jerk. Alex sat at his desk, staring at the taped-up window. He hoped the detective didn’t think he was being uncooperative.

It was just that he’d been through all the questions before. And when she’d started probing his past, his family and then his job and the kids he was working with…he didn’t see the point. The police should be tracking down the scumbag who did this, not wasting time with irrelevant questions about his family.

Maybe he was wrong not to give the detective the names of the boys he’d recruited, but he knew those boys. They wouldn’t be at the center if they were still on the streets. Hell, if he thought for one second they might be involved and had hurt his little girl, he’d give out their names in a New York minute. But he didn’t believe that. He trusted them. They trusted him. Giving the detective their names could break that trust and ruin the mayor’s program he’d worked so hard to put in place.

“El te’esta listo en la cocina,” Elena said from the doorway, letting him know she had tea ready in the kitchen.

“Thank you, Elena, I’ll be right there.” Since his mother-in-law knew little English, they always spoke in Spanish, and it drove his daughter crazy. Sam wanted to talk “American” because all her friends in preschool did, but she was forced to converse with her abuela in Spanish.

For him, speaking his native language was a matter of pride in his heritage. His father was a proud, hardworking man, who’d instilled the same values and beliefs in his children. Never forget who you are and where you came from. Alex found himself spouting his father’s favorite phrase to Sam on more than one occasion. The thought made him smile. If his siblings ever heard him say that, they’d tease him unmercifully.

He pulled in a tired breath, rose to his feet and trudged to the kitchen. He needed to sleep, except right now sleep would intrude on his time with Sam. While the bullet had gone clean through the right shoulder, Sam had lost a lot of blood from the damaged artery, causing her little body to go into shock and putting her life at risk through the night. When her physician had finally given him the word that she was going to be fine, he’d collapsed in a heap. God had answered his prayers.

He’d only gone home because Dr. Rosenthal told him the medications would keep Sam out until late afternoon. But he hadn’t been able to rest, and the detective had taken the brunt of his foul mood. She was there to find out who was taking potshots at his house and he’d acted like an ass.

He glanced at the table in the breakfast nook where Elena had set the teapot, then shook his head. Since Marissa died, Elena had stepped up the attention she lavished on him and Sam. He knew why. She had to do something to take her mind off her daughter’s death. Unfortunately, he’d gotten used to all the fuss. Liked it, in fact. He just wished Elena would take a little time for herself. “Join me, please?”

“No, gracias,” Elena said, explaining that she had to get things ready for Sam when she came home. He suspected Elena worried about being useless now that her daughter was gone. He’d told her many times that he and Sam needed her now more than ever, but he wasn’t sure Elena believed it.

“Gracias,” Alex said again and, when Elena left the room, he moved the tray with the delicate china teapot, cup, saucer and cookies to the center island where he preferred to sit. He pulled up one of the wrought-iron stools and perched on the edge, going over the detective’s questions.

The jangle of the phone disturbed his thoughts. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone, but it could be the hospital or someone on the task force. He got up and answered, “Hello?”

“Alex, that you?” Tom Corcoran’s voice bellowed from the other end.

“What can I do for you, Tom?”

“I just wanted to let you know the papers are in the works to transfer ownership of the building and everything should be completed by the end of the week.”

The task force had already started work on the building despite the paperwork holdup, so Alex was relieved to hear it. “That’s great, Tom. The city can’t thank you enough. I can’t thank you enough.”

At Alex’s suggestion, Tom Corcoran, Houston’s largest building contractor, had agreed to donate one of his vacant buildings in the barrio for use as a neighborhood center.

Alex had had no idea who owned the property when he’d chosen it as his ideal spot. After hours of research, he’d been surprised to find that the owner of the building was none other than Tom Corcoran. Tom owned it under a corporation’s name instead of his own, probably for tax purposes. And he hadn’t seemed too pleased that Alex had been able to track him down.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about doing that for a long time. Why not put the building to good use helping the community… But I do have one requirement.”

“What’s that?”

“I prefer to do my charity work anonymously, if you know what I mean.”

If he hadn’t known before, he did then. Corcoran didn’t want anyone to know he was a slumlord.

“I don’t expect you’ll want anything more from me.”

The words were matter-of-fact, but the man’s tone held a warning. Did he think Alex was going to come back for something else? That he might blackmail him? The idea of blackmail was so far removed from Alex’s code of ethics it was laughable. But he found no reason to defend himself to Corcoran. The program needed the property, and he was grateful for the donation.

“You’re more than generous, and of course our office will respect your wishes.”

“Good. My attorney will be contacting you to finalize details.”

Alex said goodbye and went back to his tea, the phone call a reminder of Detective Santiago’s question, “Do you have any enemies?” He thought about Corcoran’s caustic remark, then dismissed it. While the guy might not have been happy about being discovered as a slumlord, he doubted he’d hired someone to shoot at Alex’s house.


The detective had asked about his family, too, but as far as family went, his brother-in-law Stan was the only one who might have an issue with him. And that was only because Alex had told him if he ever laid a hand on his sister again, he’d make sure he didn’t have a hand to hit her with.

Neither Tom Corcoran nor his brother-in-law were likely suspects in a drive-by. The shooting had to be random, just like all the others in the East End barrios. Gang related. It bothered him to think the violence was spreading. He’d always felt safe in Encanto, but now he had to wonder if he was wise to keep his family here.

He pulled the woman’s card from his pocket. Crista Santiago. Nice Latino name. It made sense that she’d wanted to talk to his program leaders, but he had to talk to them first. He knew a couple of them had previously been associated with local gangs, and he knew how hard it was to break away. Impossible sometimes. They’d made progress, but still had a long way to go. He didn’t want to break the fragile trust they’d developed.

While he felt bad that he wasn’t more help to the detective, he’d had no other choice.

When he finished his tea, he walked to the wall phone next to the kitchen door and, reading Detective Santiago’s card, punched in her home number.

Saturday evening, he doubted she’d be home. He’d noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and a single woman who looked like Crista Santiago didn’t sit home on a Saturday night.

“Hello.”

He’d expected a message machine and was surprised to hear her voice—soft and sleepy, different from the all-business tone she’d taken with him earlier. He imagined her shiny dark hair spread on her shoulders instead of the tight bun she’d worn at his house. “Ms. Santiago. This is Alex Del Rio.”

“Yes, Mr. Del Rio. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to apologize for my rudeness earlier.”

“You’ve been through a lot. I understand.”

“There’s no excuse for being rude,” he said. “I also wanted you to know that after you left, I thought of a couple people who may not be too fond of me. But neither one would be involved in something like this.”

“Go on.”

He told her that he’d had a misunderstanding with Corcoran and then explained about his brother-in-law and that both episodes had been resolved. She must have thought the same, since she didn’t seem too interested. Or maybe she thought it was an excuse to call her. He smiled. Maybe it was.

“I just wanted you to know that I’m not the boor that I must’ve seemed to be.” He wished for just a second that he had something else to say so they could keep talking. But he couldn’t think of anything else. “That’s it, I guess.”

“How is Samantha?”

“The doctor says she’s doing great and should be able to come home soon,” he responded, surprised by the question.

“Wonderful. That’s good news.”

Her voice rose, as if hearing about Sam’s improvement was important to her. Despite her surname, he heard no trace of a Latino heritage in her speech. She didn’t sound as if she was from Texas, either, and he wondered where she’d grown up.

“I’m sure you’ll feel much better when she comes home.”


Her empathy was refreshing. The other officers hadn’t even asked about Sam. “Yes, yes I will. Thank you for your concern.”

“Thank you for the information, Mr. Del Rio. Please call again if you think of anything else.”

“I will if you call me Alex.”

She hesitated, then said. “Okay, it’s a deal—you call me with more information, and I’ll call you Alex.”

He laughed, the first time in two days. She was a professional all the way. He liked that. It meant she’d do a thorough investigation. She also had a sense of humor, and he liked that about her, too.

“It’s a deal,” he said. “And can you let me know if you get a lead?”

“I will if I can,” she said, her tone all business again, ending the conversation.

 

SMILING, Crista leaned back on the couch and dropped the phone into the receiver. Alex’s laughter, subdued as it was, was a good sign. It meant that he’d probably come out of this okay. She would have to talk to the little girl, but this was certainly not the time to mention that to the child’s father. Regardless of how soon Englend wanted this case solved, some things couldn’t be rushed.

She clicked on the television to watch the news, but her thoughts kept going back to the Encanto case. Finding evidence to tie it up was going to be tough. Pete wouldn’t be much help, she feared, not with his wife ready to deliver at any moment. He and Sharon had waited fifteen years for this child. And Crista might as well forget the rest of the guys. It was obvious she’d have to work around the clock.

Her thoughts went round and round and eventually she drifted off, awakening in the morning still on the sofa. She seemed to be doing more and more of that lately, finding it more comfortable to fall asleep with the television talking to her. She stretched and then rubbed her eyes. Rustling in the birdcage behind her made her sit up.

“Awk. What’s your twenty. Awk. Awk.”

Crista glanced at Calvin. “I’m right here. Same location as you, silly bird.”

She got up and checked the parrot’s food and water.

“Awk. Same location as you, silly bird. Awk. Awk!”

Calvin hadn’t said a word for the first two months after she’d rescued him from a crack house. After that he’d started spouting everything that hit the airwaves—dialogue from TV programs and commercials and things Crista said on the phone. Things she’d rather he didn’t repeat, sometimes. After two years together, Calvin had an extensive vocabulary and she wasn’t sure what would come out of the little guy’s beak next.

Despite his large repertoire, Calvin wasn’t much of a conversationalist. She sometimes tired of hearing him spout off, but mostly she was grateful for the company.

She went into the tiny L-shape kitchen, ground some coffee beans, filled the espresso pot and pressed the On button. Sitting at the kitchen table she’d bought on sale through the Ikea catalogue, she inhaled the nutty scent of freshly brewed coffee, her addiction most intense in the morning.

Crista pulled her hair back, twisting the length of it around her fingers before letting it fall again. If Alex Del Rio had come through with the names of the teens in his program, she’d have had a start. She’d already checked the department’s snitch list and while she hadn’t found a single reliable resource, she’d taken a few names anyway. She’d severed all her contacts in Paloverde fourteen years ago and vowed she’d never return. The thought of going door-to-door in her old neighborhood made her stomach cramp.

But it wasn’t exactly true that she had no contacts. There was Diego.

Diego. A lump formed in her throat. Thinking of Diego sent shards of guilt and regret through her. Guilt because she’d had to leave her little brother behind. Regret that she hadn’t been able to keep him from joining the Pistoles when he was twelve.

While they’d not talked in fourteen years, he was always in her thoughts. She’d planned to contact him immediately after his release a week ago, but the urgency of the Encanto case had taken over her life.

Crista sighed. Okay. If she was honest with herself, she’d admit she hadn’t gotten in touch because she was afraid he might reject her again. Just as he had while he was in jail. And because Diego didn’t have a phone, getting in touch meant a trip to the barrio. Two good reasons to be apprehensive, but it didn’t appear she had any other choice.

She got up, poured a mug half-full of milk, added a little hazelnut flavoring and stuck the cup in the microwave. Not the best way to make a latte, but it worked for her.

After the microwave beeped, she filled the cup with espresso and sat at the table again, savoring the rich, nutty flavor and wondering if Diego would even know what was going down on the block. Ten years in jail would put anyone out of touch. She leaned against the back of the chair and closed her eyes.

On the other hand, word on the street spread fast, and a week was plenty of time for Diego to get back into the swing of things. As it stood, any information she could get from him would be more than she had right now.

After she finished her coffee, she hurried into the bathroom and splashed water on her face. If she hustled, she’d have time to see Diego and go to the gym. She pulled on a pair of jeans, a black turtleneck sweater and grabbed a leather jacket to cover her gun. It was her day off and she normally wouldn’t carry, but no way was she going into the hood without protection.

 

“HOLA, SAMITA,” Alex said, entering his daughter’s hospital room. She’d been moved from the ICU to the children’s floor, and there was another little girl in the bed next to her.

Sam turned her head toward the door as he came in and, seeing him, her eyes lit up. She seemed so small and fragile in the hospital bed, his chest hurt just looking at her. But they’d taken the monitors off, and the doctor had assured him there would be no ill effects. The wound had been clean, the artery repaired.

“Daddy, Daddy! The doctor says I can go home.”

“That’s wonderful, Sam.” He sat on the edge of the bed next to his little girl and gently cradled her hand in his. “I bet you’re anxious, too.”

“Uh-huh. I like the doctor and the nurses, but I like it at home better.”

She still didn’t seem to remember anything that had happened. When she’d first awakened, the medical staff had told her she’d had an accident. Though he’d asked her several times what she was doing out of bed and what she remembered, all she said was that she had to go potty and then she got an owie. The hospital therapist had advised him to let the child take her own time and not to frighten her by pressuring her to remember.

“That’s Jenny,” Sam said, pointing to the girl next to her. “She had a op-ray-shun.”

“Op-er-a-tion,” Alex corrected, then waved to the other child. “Hi, Jenny. Nice to meet you.”

The little girl gave a limp wave back and said softly, “Hi.”

“She’s shy,” Sam said. “Her mommy told me that.”

“Then you’ll just have to be extra friendly.”

“Uh-huh.” Sam nodded. “I want to see Snuffy.”

Alex tweaked her nose. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that her beloved Snuffy had been confiscated by the police as evidence. “I know you do. But first things first. We’ve got to get you better.”

When he’d found Sam, she still had the bedraggled, blood-covered stuffed rabbit in her hands. Apparently she’d been holding the toy at the time and the bullet had gone right through it. The officer collecting evidence told him that the stuffing might include trace evidence, so they’d taken the toy. He wasn’t sure he’d want her to have it back now anyway. Seeing her beloved Snuffy in that condition might be traumatic for Sam.

He’d decided to replace the animal, only he didn’t know where he was going to get another. Marissa had bought the toy on a trip to Galveston before Sam was born.

“The doctor says I’m okay now,” Samantha insisted.

Alex smoothed a lock of dark hair from her eye. She so resembled her mother, it made his heart ache. “You are, Punkin. But we have to get the official okay before you can come home. And the doctor tells me that won’t be until tomorrow.”


Sam’s bottom lip protruded.

“You’re a big girl, you can handle one more night. I know you can. Now let’s see a smile.”

Sam kept frowning, so Alex made a face, one that always made her laugh.

She broke out in giggles. “That’s no fair. I didn’t want to laugh.”

He laughed, too. “But you did.” Making faces had started out as a trick he’d used after Marissa passed away. Sam had been only two, but she kept asking for her mommy and crying. In desperation, he’d started making faces to see if he could get her to laugh. When he came up with the cross-eyed gooney bird, she’d giggled herself silly.

Later, when he was sad, Sam started making faces herself. From then on, whenever one of them was unhappy, it was the other one’s job to get a laugh. It had worked every time since then.

“This way, you’ll get a chance to say goodbye to all the nice nurses who took care of you.”

Sam nodded, fiddling with a string on the blanket, winding it around one tiny finger. “And that other pretty lady, too?”

“What pretty lady is that?”

“That police lady with the shiny badge.”

His adrenaline surged. Had Detective Santiago come here? To talk to Sam? Blood pounded through his veins. No one had the right to question his child without his permission. “What did she say to you?” He attempted to calm himself so his daughter didn’t see how upset he was.

Before Sam had a chance to answer, a nurse came in to take her blood pressure. “How about if you come with me, young lady.”


“Where to?” Alex asked.

“For an X ray and a couple other tests to make sure she’s ready to go home tomorrow.”

“Do I get another sucker?” Sam’s eyes widened like dinner plates. “A red one.”

“Absolutely. You might even get two. But only after lunch.” The nurse turned to Alex. “She’ll be busy for a couple hours, so if you have something else to do during that time…”

Yeah, he had something else to do all right! And it involved one lady detective.
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