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ONE

Sarah blew off the phone entirely on the first ring. Her brain took grudging notice of the second ring but she just muttered ‘stinkin’ minute’, and went on banging out her report on the Cooper homicide interviews. She was trying to state precisely why she thought the children of the deceased had given her verifiable answers but not the whole truth. For openers, why didn’t they ever look at each other? She believed in the validity of first impressions, if you could get them into the record before you got too distracted by interruptions like this stupid phone. She snatched up the miserable thing on the third ring, took a deep breath to stifle her frustration and said quietly, ‘Burke.’

‘Sarah,’ Delaney said, ‘you know Artie Mendoza, right?’

‘Sure. Worked graveyard with him for a couple of years.’ And he helped me last Fall, when my druggie sister went down the rabbit hole.

‘Pick up line three and see what he wants, will you? He’s ranting about a box of bones.’

‘A box of... ?’ She abandoned the question because Sergeant Delaney’s line had gone dead. Running the homicide division of the Tucson Police Department in a recession year kept him tightly focused on getting from one calamity to the next without blowing any new holes in his budget. Polite enough in public, in-house these days he mostly skipped frills like hello and goodbye. Sarah shrugged and punched the lighted button on line three. ‘Artie?’

‘Ah, Sarah, good, it’s you. Listen, you coming to see about this now? Because I need to get going.’

‘See about what? Nobody told me...’ She began looking around for her notebook, getting ready to move. Arturo Mendoza didn’t fragment easy.

‘I got this call, go to the corner of Seventeenth Street and Park. That dead-end street down past the Seventeenth Street Market?’

‘OK. For what?’

‘Dispatch said meet some guys who claim they were hunting for a geocache in the area and found part of a body. I said, “Aw, they probably just found some old coyote bones.” Went down and found three guys standing on the corner waving handheld GPS units. I said, “Show me what you got,” and they told me to park in the turnaround and follow them into the alley. So I’m out in the noonday sun sweating like a hog in my vest, trying to keep up with these geezers tracking over weeds and rocks like a herd of goats. You know about this game?’

‘My mother’s boyfriend is a cacher. It’s just an Internet version of a paperchase, right? She says it’s for old guys that still miss their Orphan Annie decoder badges.’

‘What, she thinks the GPS units are a little over the top?’

‘Yeah, using satellite technology to find hidden treasure that’s really just worthless trinkets.’

‘Mom can get mean, huh? Why, does she want him to do something else?’

‘Ballroom dancing. He says when hell freezes over.’

‘God, Sarah, you mean love doesn’t get any easier in the golden years?’

‘Nope. Looks like it’s a fight right down to the wire.’ She gazed longingly at her computer screen. ‘What about the bones, Artie?’

‘They’re in a plastic tub, the kind you store records in, or extra bedding? Usually has a lid, but this one’s full of cement and there’s a piece of something sticking up so they couldn’t get the lid on. Maybe a shoulder, part of an arm? Smells terrible.’

‘And you’re calling me because?’

‘I called the ME’s office, said send a wagon to take this corpse out of here. That office manager they got down there – Ethel, you know her? Ethel got all huffy with me, said they can’t be running around picking up bones every time somebody calls. Could be a dead dog, Ethel says. I said, “When’s the last time you seen dog parts set in cement, Ethel?” And she said, “Officer Mendoze” – she can’t be bothered learning how to say my name, y’know? – “Officer Mendoze, your story keeps getting crazier, you better get a detective down there to handle things right.” That’s why I’m calling you.’

‘Well...’ Every synapse in Sarah’s brain protested leaving her almost-finished crime scene report to run a fool’s errand in the ratty south end of Seventeenth Street. But she and Artie Mendoza had backed each other up during many a long night in Midtown. And on the terrible night last fall when her niece disappeared, he had stayed on the hunt, quiet and resourceful as only a good street cop can be, till they rescued Denny from her mother’s neglect. There was only one way she could answer to a call for help from Artie Mendoza.

‘Be right there.’ She copied the next crime scene number onto a report form, clipped her Glock in its paddle holster onto her belt, and pulled on her jacket as she trotted downstairs. This errand was almost certainly a waste of time, but as soon as she agreed to it she adopted Burke’s Law: Don’t waste time bitching, just do it.

Thirteen years on the Tucson Police Force, plus a bad divorce that laid waste to her savings, had sealed her stoicism. She’d put a couple of speed bumps in her career path with a habit of speaking the unvarnished truth when a little diplomacy wouldn’t have hurt anything. She was learning to be more circumspect now, in hopes of being next up for Delaney’s job when he moved on. Meantime she put in her hours in the gym, did her share of dog work and guarded her reputation as a straight-ahead police detective who did not mess around. Three minutes after she hung up the phone she was pulling out of the parking lot, headed south.

They were waiting for her on a weedy strip of gravel near the corner of Sixteenth and Park, three fit-looking retirees standing by a Jeep waving electronic devices. Artie was nearby, sitting in his Crown Vic talking on the phone. He folded it up as soon as he saw her, and jumped out to introduce her to the men who had called 911.

‘This is Team Low Gears,’ he said, watching her face with unconcealed pleasure as he pointed to each and recited their handles. ‘Huffie the Horrible,’ – the white-bearded one, ‘Naughty Dick,’ – friendly-faced and quiet, ‘and Punxsutawney Phil,’ – thin, with a humorous glint.

‘But that’s too long to write down, isn’t it? So just call me Phil,’ the third man said, smiling as he put out his hand. He added, tentatively, ‘Officer?’

‘Detective,’ Sarah said. ‘What’s with the fancy names?’

‘Oh, just... you know... noms de search. To give us a little more profile,’ the bearded one said, smiling brightly. ‘But you can just call me Huffie and this is Dick.’

‘Pleasure.’ She shook hands all around. Behind them, Artie was pointing an anxious finger at his watch. ‘And I know you good citizens have already waited quite a while, but now I have to ask you to wait here just a little bit longer while I debrief Officer Mendoza.’ She walked with Artie toward his car, saying, ‘Show me.’

‘Quickest way from here is on foot.’ He walked a step ahead of her, pointing out the hazards among the trash heaps.

As soon as they were a few steps inside the alley, the city noises began to fade. The neglected backs of the buildings seemed older than the fronts, at once funkier and more glamorous. Looking around, Sarah imagined she could hear a distant echo of zither music from The Third Man theme.

‘Isn’t this amazing?’ She looked around. ‘The isolation – I don’t think I’ve ever come in here before.’

‘Looks like hardly anybody ever does.’

It was one of those spaces a big city sometimes creates and then leaves behind. Half a block south, a steady stream of customers flowed in and out of the Seventeenth Street Market, chattering happily over its astounding hoard of bead curtains, Asian produce, exotic canned goods and noodles from around the world. Twenty feet below the eastern retaining wall, heavy traffic roared by on Aviation Parkway. But here they were in a nearly moribund space, an alley between two rows of warehouses that faced north and south. All the loading docks had been moved out to the street sides of the buildings. In here the old windows were boarded up, most of the back steps had been removed and the rear doors, three or four feet off ground level, were locked up and covered with undisturbed grime.

‘There’s where they found it,’ Artie said, ‘over there where my tape is. The box is next to that pile of rubble.’

‘How messed up is my crime scene?’

‘Not bad. They pulled off the trash that was covering it up – they thought they’d found their treasure, you know? But soon as they saw... they backed right off and called 911, and they say they haven’t touched anything since.’

‘You believe them?’

‘Oh, yeah. They’re kind of spooked. You’ll see why when you look in the box. Can you smell it now?’

She could, plainly. She stepped over the tape, picked her way across the rubble heap, and peered down at the plastic tub. Her first feeling was doubt.

‘This can’t be a whole body,’ she said. ‘The tub’s too small.’

‘I know,’ Artie said, ‘but chopped up, maybe?’ On that cheerful note, he looked at his watch again and said, ‘Look, I got about a hundred calls on my screen, I gotta go.’

An hour later Sarah had parked her car on the gravel strip facing into the alley, and was sitting in it with the A/C on, chewing on a granola bar and watching a couple of crime scene techs at work. Before they arrived, she’d photographed Artie’s taped square from every possible angle and noted down the distances from both ends of the alley. Now she added the names of the streets on all four sides and, thanks to the geocaching team, the GPS coordinates of the box of bones.

After Artie left she’d walked the alley with them, making notes as they explained how they’d followed their electronic tracking toys in here, looking for their hidden treasure. They tried briefly to impress her with statistics, telling her how many more than five hundred caches each of them had logged, all over the country. They gave up on that brag when they saw that her look of disbelief contained no admiration.

‘Just show me what you did,’ she said, and they all raised their GPS units and showed her the arrow on the face, and the digital printout of distance.

‘When all our units were reading eight or ten feet we stopped and looked around,’ Phil said, ‘and right away we all said, “Up there on that rubble heap.” You get a feel for these sites after a while. We could see it was the best hiding place around.’

‘But couldn’t you smell this box before you found it?’

‘Sure,’ Huffie said, ‘and I said, “Oh, damn, there must be something dead right close to it.” So we were kind of careful how we pulled off that trash.’

‘But soon as we got it uncovered,’ Dick said, ‘we could tell the smell was coming from the box.’ He had his back to it, trying not to look at it any more.

And she believed them when they said it was still exactly where they had found it. A three-foot square tub of cement and body parts was obviously very heavy, and was not going to be easy to pull down across old splintered boards and broken glass. A ball-and-socket joint and the top portion of what looked like a humerus protruded a couple of inches above the top of the cement that filled the plastic tub right to the brim. Any flesh that had hung on the bones had been eaten or weathered away, but a few strands of hard brown tissue clung to the undersides. The stench of death was still quite strong and added to the creepiness of the alley, where decay seemed to be attacking the buildings themselves.

Phil’s voice wobbled a little when he asked her, ‘You think that’s a human in the cement?’

‘A body anyway. Or parts of one,’ Sarah said. ‘The box looks too small for a whole grown-up, but that bone’s too big for a child.’ She felt relief in her chest when she said that, and saw the feeling echoed in their faces. She was also glad to be able to add, ‘But I’m no expert, so I called a crime scene unit. They’ll be here shortly. In the meantime will you just go through this one more time with me? What exactly did you touch?’

She made notes of everything they said, then made them promise to call the crime lab and make a date to be fingerprinted, a prospect that clearly pleased them. When she thought they’d covered everything, just as she was getting ready to send them on their way, Dick suddenly said, ‘Now would you like to hear about the cache?’

‘What? You went ahead and... you said you didn’t touch...’

‘It wasn’t right by the box,’ Phil said hastily. ‘We all watch CSI, we knew we weren’t supposed to go near that any more. We didn’t even intend to look for the cache, but then...’

‘Dick walked a few feet along the bottom of the rubble heap and said, “Doesn’t that pile of rocks right there look kind of... arranged?” and we both said he was right,’ Huffie added, pointing. ‘You want to see it?’

They showed her where to stand, a dozen feet or so from the box. She said, ‘I still can’t see it.’

‘I know,’ Huffie said proudly. ‘It’s a pretty good hide. But if you move this rock and this one...’

‘I still don’t see anything.’

They all made little satisfied sounds, like, ‘Heh, heh,’ and then Dick reached and picked a small dark box out of the rubble heap, saying, ‘Yeah, it’s a pretty good match.’

‘And when we saw it,’ Phil said, ‘we all had the same thought, that maybe it would be helpful if we opened it up and told you what it said.’

‘Oh? Why? What does it say?’

‘Well, here, we’ll show you.’ He opened the flat metal box and scrolled it out. ‘See, the log always says how long the cache has been in place, and when it was last found.’

Huffie pointed a careful finger. ‘This one was placed here the first of last October, see? Four months, two weeks and two days ago, to be precise.’ His face showed her how much pleasure he took in being precise.

‘Yeah, and it’s been found more than thirty times,’ Dick said, ‘but for some reason, not so much lately. The last time anybody signed for this cache, before today, was February fourteenth. Three days ago.’

‘So probably this box of cement got dumped here since then.’

‘Unless somebody with a bad cold was geocaching on the fourteenth,’ Phil said.

‘Have to be the worst sinus infection ever, right? Look, I need to keep this log book for a while. I don’t need the whole cache, but I suppose it should all stay together, shouldn’t it?’ Sarah stuffed the little notebook back in the box and clipped it shut. ‘Is there a way for me to notify the owner that his site is... uh...’

‘Muggled,’ Phil said.

‘Oh, yeah? That’s what you call it?’ They all nodded happily and she laughed. ‘You guys do have fun, don’t you? Listen, I don’t want a stream of gawkers down here, what can we do about that?’

‘I know Aces High,’ Huffie said. ‘The owner of this cache. I could phone him up and ask him to archive it and not talk about it.’

‘Archived means it’s out of order?’

‘Yup.’

‘That would be good,’ Sarah said, ‘but do you really think there’s a chance he can resist talking about it?’

‘It does seem like kind of a stretch, doesn’t it? Should I tell him to get in touch with you?’

‘Do that, will you? And email me his phone number. Then if he doesn’t call me I’ll call him and describe how unpleasant police investigators can get if you cross them.’

She smiled into the white-bearded face of Huffie the Horrible, and he smiled back and said, ‘Bet you’re good at that.’

Dick said, ‘Can we log it?’

‘No,’ Sarah said. ‘Later.’

They all looked at each other. Phil shrugged.

‘Just as well,’ he said. ‘I mean, think about it. It’s the best thing we’ve ever had to put in a comment box, and the detective says we can’t even mention it.’

‘You be good guys and help me now,’ Sarah said, ‘and when this is over I’ll see you get a commendation and a pip of a story for the comment box.’

‘All right,’ Naughty Dick said. He put his elbow against Phil’s shoulder and tapped on his fist. ‘Hear that, Punxy? We’re gonna be heroes.’

‘About damn time,’ Phil said.

Now they were gone, and Sarah was waiting for the crime scene unit to finish up. Watching the numbers on her watch scroll past noon, she washed her energy bar down with one careful sip of water and slid her seat back. There were no rest rooms within easy driving distance of the corner of Seventeenth and Park. She was counting on the sweat she’d lost walking the alley with Team Low Gears to keep her bladder empty enough to last till the ME’s van arrived.

Meantime she had nothing to do but think, and no reason not to think about the crime scene report she’d left on her computer. She put her head back and closed her eyes. Traffic faded to white noise as her mind went back to Monday, when she’d first seen Tom and Nicole Cooper in front of their dead parents’ house.

When the summons to a homicide scene called her out of the shower that morning just after six, Sarah woke Denny and told her she was on her own for getting to school. No big sweat, because they always did a checklist of clothes and school supplies the night before, in case of a work call like this. The upside of taking in a previously neglected kid like Denny Lynch was that she knew how to get her own breakfast and board the bus on time.

The crime scene was in Colonia Solana, a residential area that bordered on Reid Park. Built in the fifties, the neighborhood featured sprawling brick ramblers on one-acre lots with huge trees. The Cooper house was typical, hand-split shakes over red brick with a great deal of white-painted woodwork, three carports filled with a big SUV, a crossover and a sleek red Porsche convertible. Neighborhood streets were curving, and punctuated with speed bumps to keep traffic slow. The sweeping curve in front of the house was lined with TPD vehicles by the time she arrived, so she parked by the curb across the street.

The officer guarding the crime scene checked her in, held up the tape that crossed the sparsely-graveled yard and told her to go around to the back door. ‘And stay on the gravel, please, we’re trying to keep everybody off the brick sidewalk and away from the front door.’ She picked her way around huge clumps of overgrown agave and prickly pear to the back door, where she put on booties and gloved up.

A uniform she didn’t know told her, ‘Press down hard on the latch, it’s not locked but it opens hard.’

She entered a recently remodeled kitchen. Top-of-the-line stainless-steel fixtures and granite countertops, an island with a butcher-block top, all looked barely used. She crossed into a dining room filled with older furniture, a mahogany table and sideboard. Delaney was standing in the middle of a long dim living room with two detectives, Jason Peete and Leo Tobin. The room had a big picture window across the front, but it was double-draped with white sheers and lined chintz drapes. The sparse light in the room came from end-table lamps with small bulbs.

Delaney looked across the other two detectives and said, ‘Ah, Sarah, good, you’re just in time. You can go along with Jason and Leo, see the bodies first. It’s through that door there and down the hall. Leo’s going to be primary and Jason’s got the scene. Come back here and see me as soon as you’re done over there, Sarah, will you?’ Not waiting for an answer, he began punching numbers into his phone.

Leo and Jason left his side and walked toward the door into the hall, where they turned and waited for her. Jason was a buffed-up black man who had sported glorious dreadlocks while he worked in an undercover drug unit, then switched to an elegantly sculpted jawline beard and soul patch when he was assigned to a gang squad. Homicide rules said only conventional hair and minimal mustache if any, so Jason had gone overboard as usual and shaved every hair off his head. Now he had a nervous new habit of patting the top of his naked dome.

Tobin was in his late forties, with a retreating hairline and weathered body that he kept in reasonably decent shape by hiking in the mountains. He had a long-standing interest in local history, loved old mining claims and ghost towns, and was everybody’s go-to guy for where to find petroglyphs and ancient ruins.

When she caught up with the two men at the door, Sarah, whose summons had not included much information beyond this address and ‘homicide’, asked them, ‘Two victims, is that right?’

‘Man and wife, yes. Both here in the hall,’ Leo said. He opened the door and they filed in. ‘Shee. Look at this mess.’

The smells were very strong in the enclosed space. Sarah took shallow breaths at first to get acclimated. After a couple of minutes, the intellectual effort to take in other impressions crowded out the discomfort. From then on she breathed normally.

They were in a long hall with doors opening along the left-hand side. The entire right wall was windows shaded by a wide overhang, looking on to a pool and bushes.

The woman’s body was nearest, lying on its side facing away. There was a spray of blood up to about four feet on the wall behind her, chunks of bloody tissue stuck to the molding lower down. But most of her blood had soaked the carpet and spread out in a stain all around her.

‘I can’t see a wound,’ Sarah said. ‘Can you?’ Leo was four inches taller.

‘No.’

A crime scene tech, booted and gloved like themselves, was standing in an unsoiled patch of carpet beyond the woman, taking pictures.

Beyond her, the ME crouched over a second body at the end of the hall. Splatters of blood and bloody tissue, rapidly browning, clung to the walls, floor and ceiling in a great wide swathe behind that second body.

‘Ah, Greenberg.’ Jason said.

‘Well, The Animal always claims to like a challenge,’ Leo said, ‘this ought to suit him fine.’ Dr Greenberg owed his nickname to his liking for extreme athletic feats, hundred-mile runs and cross-country bike rides. He was so fit he seemed to vibrate if you got too close.

‘Did Delaney give you a take on this?’ Sarah asked them. ‘Who called it in?’

‘Housekeeper,’ Leo said. ‘She got hysterical and started to shake shortly after we got here, so Delaney had a uniform take her to Emergency.’

‘The housekeeper lives in? How come she didn’t hear the shots?’

‘She doesn’t live here. She found the bodies when she came to work.’

‘At six in the morning?’

‘Five thirty – that’s when the call was clocked.’

‘What kind of a housekeeper starts work at five thirty?’

‘I don’t know,’ Leo said impatiently. ‘Maybe she’ll come back here after she calms down and tell us what kind of a housekeeper she is.’

‘Helluva mess down there,’ Jason said, squinting toward the other body. ‘Lot more of him spread around, did you notice?’

‘Shot standing up, looks like. In a hall with no chairs, why not?’

‘But I wonder why their spatter pattern’s so different,’ Jason said. ‘Like she was leaning over, or... what?’

‘Let’s see the other side,’ Sarah said. ‘Looks like they want us to walk on these pads.’ They crossed by the window, in single file, and huddled in a clear spot in the middle of the hall. From over here, it looked as if the woman had been shot in the ear, or just in front of it. A thin line of blood had streaked down her cheek from there, and dripped on to the carpet until it congealed in a short stalactite off her chin.

The lower half of her head was mostly missing.

‘Why, that’s Lois Cooper,’ Sarah said.

‘Well, yeah,’ Leo said. ‘Delaney didn’t tell you whose house this is?’

‘Didn’t tell me anything,’ Sarah said. ‘Just the address, and two victims.’ The woman on the floor had waited on her years ago at the little Cooper’s Glass & Paint on Grant Road. Sarah had been a rookie cop furnishing a first small apartment. And years later, furnishing her honeymoon house in Oro Valley, she would see Lois Cooper sometimes in the big new Cooper’s Home Stores on Oracle, although by then she mostly managed the other big store on East Speedway.

Lois would have been in her fifties by now, Sarah figured. Her dark hair was streaked with gray, her figure thickened. Wearing her church clothes, probably, a good suit and even a hat, tumbled off to one side, the veil stuck in the gore. Purse right there, partly underneath her, still clipped shut. Not robbery, then. Very dressed, for Tucson, but she remembered hearing from someone that Lois Cooper was a traditional Catholic who took her observance very seriously. Out all day Sunday in her church clothes? Came home and got shot.

‘So that must be Frank Cooper, is it? Did you know him?’

‘No,’ Leo said, ‘but all the cars are here, so that must be Frank.’

‘OK, entry wound in the ear, no guesswork about the exit,’ Leo was saying. ‘I don’t understand about the angle yet, but work with what you got.’

‘Slug’s probably in the middle of that mess there,’ Jason said, pointing to the biggest cluster of bloody tissue clinging to the wall.

‘Everything still looks a little... sticky,’ Leo said. ‘We don’t know yet if anybody heard this train wreck, huh?’

‘No,’ Sarah said. ‘Add it to a long list of things we don’t know.’

‘And we can’t learn much more about them here,’ Leo said, ‘since we can’t get close enough for a decent look. Let’s go see what Greenberg says.’

When Sarah’s plastic booties appeared by his shoulder Greenberg said, without looking up, ‘Step there and there and stand over there in the corner.’ He turned, having glimpsed two other pairs of legs, and glared up at Leo and Jason. ‘Oh, what’s this now, the whole herd? Step there and there – carefully! – and go stand by Sarah.’ The three detectives obeyed him wordlessly, as most people did, because an argument with Greenberg was too exhausting to include in the average working day.

‘I need a few minutes of silent concentration,’ the doctor said, ‘before I answer any more questions. Can’t get this job done with people chattering over my shoulders! Why don’t you sleuths go through that bedroom door and talk to the techies for a while. Come back in ten minutes or so.’

They walked into the master bedroom and almost collided with the backside of a female criminalist who was spreading black powder along the edge of a dresser. Her badge said her name was Diane.

‘Whoops!’ she said. ‘Hang on while I finish this lift, will you? Only take a minute.’

‘No problem,’ Sarah said, and stood still, scanning the room without moving.

Diane peeled off the print, looked at it critically and nodded. She pasted it into her little spiral notebook, noted the place and time, and said, ‘OK, guys. I’ll go work in one of the other rooms for few minutes while you have a look. I’m not done in here yet, though, so please...’ She rolled her pleading eyes at them.

‘Have no fear, dear,’ Jason said. ‘We are highly skilled master detectives who watch a lot of TV, so we know not to touch things.’

‘Excellent plan,’ Diane said, and rewarded him with a radiant smile. She fit the spiral notebook into its place in a complex basket of tools, made a mark on a list of tasks, and left carrying the basket.

They were in a sparsely furnished bedroom with white walls, gray carpet, blue drapes. A perfectly pieced and hand-quilted comforter in rosy colors, folded on the end of the bed, provided the one homey note. Otherwise the whole room looked as if it had been lifted, in a quick half-hour’s decision-making, out of a store display.

Standing in one spot, Leo started a slow three-sixty turn, and the other two followed his example. Hardly less impersonal than a motel room, the bedroom had two forgettable prints on the wall. One family photograph on the dresser showed the Coopers about twenty years ago, with two grade-school-age children. Continuing the turn, Sarah saw plenty of closets and drawer space in a practical room with no books or memorabilia. One hard-looking armchair. Nobody sat in here having coffee and a chat. This was a room where you slept, got dressed quickly, and got out. It was too uncluttered to be the bedroom of a living couple.

Maybe it wasn’t? Sarah pulled out a couple of drawers and looked in the closet.

‘Only women’s clothes,’ she said. ‘Mr Cooper had his own room. Connection through the bathroom?’

She stepped into the bathroom, which like the bedroom was clean, neat and impersonal. ‘No connecting door in here,’ she said. She came out and said again, ‘Not connected. Separate.’

‘OK, Sarah, I got the picture,’ Jason said.

They went back into the hall and stood carefully in clean patches on the carpet, like good children in school. Frank Cooper lay in a heap. His limbs were tangled except for his right hand and arm, which lay stretched out toward the weapon that must have killed him. His face looked undamaged. The back half of his head was missing.

Still not looking up, the doctor said, ‘So?’

‘Looks like he stood sideways in the hall and ate his gun,’ Leo said.

‘Sure does. And dropped his big blunderbuss –’he pointed to the .357 Magnum Smith & Wessen revolver lying near the dead man’s outstretched right hand – ‘right at his feet when he fell. So convenient, right? No doubts about the weapon.’ Greenberg’s face wore a funny little sneer. Even for Moses Greenberg, Sarah thought, that’s an exceptionally dubious face.

Jason said, ‘Sure looks like the same gun did them both, huh?’

‘Well, I’ll wait till I hear what you geniuses dig out of the walls here before I venture an opinion on that. But yeah, the wounds certainly appear similar.’

Leo asked him, ‘You going to be able to autopsy pretty soon?’

‘With a scene like this one? Bet your ass. Nothing short of a massacre’s going to take priority over these two.’ The doctor squinted ironically up at them. ‘Any other questions you’d like to have answered?’

‘I’m curious about times of death,’ Tobin said.

‘You are, huh?’ Greenberg looked pleased. ‘Damn, I do like to see signs of intelligent life in the detective division.’ He pointed to two places on either side of the body. ‘Step here and here very carefully, kiddies, and get out of my face. I might have something by tomorrow night, but probably not until Wednesday.’

They picked their way carefully back down the hall toward the other body. Sarah said, ‘Imagine that housekeeper opening the door into this hall and finding these bodies lying here. All alone in this house in the early morning. You wonder how she had the courage to make the call.’ She looked at Leo. ‘Did she, by the way?’

‘You mean was she the one who called us? Um...’ He looked at Jason. ‘Isn’t that what they said, that she reported the bodies?’

‘I think so. She was kind of babbling by the time I got here, we were all thinking about getting her away before we had to carry her, so... I guess Delaney knows.’

‘Or we can check the tape downtown.’ Leo frowned, all business now. ‘Let’s get on with this.’

‘Does it seem to you,’ Sarah said, looking down at Lois again just before they went out, ‘that she’s a little... juicier than he is? Like her bowels and bladder voided somewhat later?’

‘Oh, please, can’t we leave the juice to The Animal?’ Jason said.

The living room looked even cleaner and more uncluttered after the grisly scene in the hall. Sarah walked back to Delaney, who as usual was talking on the phone. He finished his conversation with a few quiet monosyllables and said, looking at his notes, ‘Sarah, I think I’m going to ask...’ A loud conversation was suddenly audible outside the open front door. Delaney stepped into the small foyer and looked out, saying, ‘What’s going on?’

Sarah followed him and heard an assertive male voice telling Shelby, the officer at the tape, ‘Of course I can go in, this is my parents’ house.’ A tall, strong-looking man in hiking boots and good outdoor clothing stood on the sidewalk, carrying a handsome black leather camera case on a strap over his shoulder. His face was flushed and he held his shoulders a little high and his back stiff, like a soldier on parade. He brought a discordant note of controversy into a crowded space where many law enforcement professionals had been moving carefully and keeping their voices down.

Sarah thought, Well, after all he’s not used to being stopped at this door, it must feel...

She took back that dollop of sympathy when the man leaned over Shelby and insisted, ‘I was told to come here at once and ask for a Sergeant Delaney. Find him for me right now, please.’

Shelby opened his mouth to explain that he couldn’t leave his place at the tape, but Delaney walked down the front steps saying, ‘Mr Cooper? I’m Sergeant Delaney.’ He stepped off on to the gravel and walked down to the tape, where the tall young man stood glowering at Shelby. ‘I’m sorry I can’t let you come in here just now. It’s a crime scene until we’re finished. You know about your parents?’

‘Yes, Rosa told me. And Phyllis, I checked with her because I couldn’t believe... What the hell’s going on here, who are all these people?’ A TV truck had just arrived and two more squad cars; the whole street was filling up with cars.

‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ Delaney said. ‘I know this is a terrible shock. But just for now... do you mind walking down this row of cars here to the RV that says Tucson Police Department? Right there, yes. And this officer –’ he signaled Ollie Greenaway who was still putting markers in the yard –’will let you in and stay with you until we... till one of my detectives comes over there to talk to you.’

‘Are you serious?’ Cooper kept getting redder and angrier, his bright blue eyes glaring out of his ruddy face. ‘Both my parents are dead in this house and you’re telling me I can’t go in and see them? You want me to go and sit in a... trailer?’ He spat out the last word. Sarah thought he might be going to explode in a minute and walked toward him, ready to help subdue him if need be.

But Delaney as usual got cooler and quieter as the opposition heated up. He had summoned two officers out of the street, the angry young man was surrounded by large men with guns now, and began to look aware of his narrowing options.

‘I know this is a very hard time for you,’ Delaney said. ‘We want to help you all we can and I’m sure you agree the best way to do that is to complete this investigation as quickly as possible. And to find out what happened to your parents, we need to get all the evidence collected while it’s still fresh.’ He talked soothingly beside the yellow crime-scene tape, doing his stolid blinking thing, and the man gradually calmed down.

‘So, if you’ll just wait for us over there for a few minutes... there you go.’ Delaney nodded around at everybody as if he was relieved to see they all agreed, and in a few more seconds Tom Cooper was walking toward the department’s modified RV with his three-man escort. He almost balked at the doorway, waved his hands and shook his head, but Ollie had the door open and was helping him up the step with a hand under his elbow.

Delaney walked back inside and told Sarah, ‘I want you to do the inside interviews. Besides this piece of work that was just here – he’s the son, Tom – there’s a daughter, uh... Nicole.’ He was flipping through his notes. ‘I’m told she’s on her way. You’ll need to get Tom’s stats and his whereabouts yesterday and today till now. Same for the daughter. It seems they both work in the family business, Cooper’s Home Stores. Family whereabouts first, and then who hates who and why, and anything they’ll tell you about employees, money –’ he spread his hands – ‘fights... the whole ball of wax.’

‘Sure.’ Something about this set-up was making him nervous, he was telling her things he knew very well she didn’t need to be told.

‘There’s the manager at the Oracle Road store, a woman named Phyllis Waverly who seems to be kind of the Big Cahuna of the employees. She says she can’t get away from the stores right now, somebody has to be in charge, but she’ll try to get to the station by afternoon if you can see her then. Try to see her today – sounds like she’ll know what’s been going on. There’s a housekeeper we took to the ER, you know about her?’

‘Leo told me, yes.’

‘OK. Her name is, uh, Rosa Torres. She found the bodies so you need to see her as soon as you can, but it may not be today – she started to tell us about finding the bodies and just totally lost it, they were sedating her in the ambulance as they drove away. Here’s her number and the manager’s number at the store. No sign of forced entry, by the way. Rosa used her key on the front door like always, and Jason did a quick check of the other doors and windows, didn’t find anything unlocked or broken. Oscar and Ray have started the neighborhood canvass.’

The department command post was a modified RV fitted out with a couple of desks in front, plenty of communications gear, photography equipment and computers. They’d kept the galley but the dining table was gone. In the back, though, instead of a bedroom there was a private space with a booth, table and chairs, which worked well for interviews. The digital recorders were very sensitive and picked up any background noise, so the vehicle had to be parked at some remove from a crime scene, in a quiet spot. They’d parked it in the driveway of an empty house with a For Sale sign.

Sarah found Tom Cooper rummaging through the refrigerator. He backed out holding a bottle of water, looked down over his noble nose, said, ‘Well, so I’m going to be grilled by the lady police, hmm?’ and made a small sound that just missed being a chuckle. Sarah put on her Ice Cold Cop face, led him to the interview table, opened her notebook and started the who-what-where-when questions that had to be asked.

Tom said he’d spent the weekend in Madera Canyon. ‘I go there often, I love the place. Stay at a small bed and breakfast and hike on the mountain. My hobby’s photography, and the flora and fauna there... there are several different microclimates...’ He seemed ready to launch into a wildlife lecture.

‘I know, I like it too. How did you hear about your parents?’

‘Rosa called me. Soon after she called the police, I think. She was crying... kind of babbling, but she insisted they were both dead, I got that much out of her but I still can’t believe it. Is it true? Are you sure?’

‘Yes. I’m sorry.’

‘God.’ He took a printed bandanna out of his corduroy pants pocket, and mopped his face. ‘Rosa said come right home, so I did. Now I’m here and your sergeant won’t let me in the house. How long is that going to last, not being able to get in the house?’

‘Quite a while, I’m afraid. It’s a big crime scene and we need to process it all as soon as possible.’

‘Jesus.’ He looked at the ceiling and thought. ‘It feels so unreal. Like a Kafka novel. They’re my parents, for God’s sake. I rush home after getting terrible news about them and I’m met by a lot of strangers saying, “I’m sorry, you can’t come in.”’

Confusion and grief were to be expected at such a time. But Sarah thought part of Tom Cooper’s unhappiness stemmed from the fact that he was accustomed to having his own way. He seemed determined to stay on the attack till he got it. She decided to shake him up and see what dropped out. ‘Do you think it’s possible that your father killed your mother?’

‘What?’ He was startled right out of his chair, jumped up, staring. ‘Of course it’s not possible.’ He paced around her, waving his arms. ‘Whose crazy notion is that? You shouldn’t be repeating it, I won’t put up with that kind of talk!’

‘You weren’t aware they might be fighting or—’

‘No, of course not. And I want you to stop spreading this terrible lie right now! You should be ashamed of yourself, insulting my parents when they’re not here to defend themselves!’

‘Will you sit down so we can talk, please?’ He sat on the edge of a chair, crossed his legs, wagged the top foot. He looked ready to fly off again at the next thing she said. ‘When did you see them last?’

‘Saturday afternoon. We have a rule that we all go our own way on Sunday, and sometimes I start a little early. I said goodbye to my father at the East Speedway store about two o’clock, went home and packed my gear in the car and drove to Madera Canyon.’

‘Did he seem at all upset when you said goodbye? Anything unusual?’

‘No. My father was never upset. He was exactly the same every day of his life, always in charge.’

Must have been some store when the two of you were in it together.

‘Has the house been broken into? Is that what happened, he found somebody stealing something? He was always fierce if he caught anybody stealing anything at the store. If he caught somebody in the house—’

‘We haven’t found any sign of a break-in, Mr Cooper.’

‘See, but I’d know right away if anything was missing or out of place. That’s why you should let me in, so I could look around and see...’

‘Mr Cooper, there was no forced entry. Rosa used her key to open the front door just as she always did.’ Cooper looked puzzled and dissatisfied. ‘What about employees? Any of them have a grievance?’

‘Well, it’s always possible somebody could be mad at the boss. My father was pretty strict, and he wasn’t very tactful if somebody screwed up. Nicole would have a better idea of that, I don’t do much in the merchandizing end.’

‘Oh? You just do the buying?’

‘No, no. I don’t do any buying.’

‘What other part is there?’

‘The money part. I’m the money man.’ He ducked his chin and showed a small, self-satisfied smile.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Just what it says. I manage the money.’ She waited. Silence, she had learned, sometimes elicits its own answers. She kept her eyes on his face until he added, ‘We run a big organization, two warehouse-type stores and a third in the planning stage. My parents have always been too busy making money to think much about investing it. So gradually I’ve taken over that end.’

‘I see,’ Sarah said. She didn’t, exactly, but decided she had more important questions now. ‘I’ll need to see your receipts from the hotel where you were staying, please, and the pictures in your camera, they’ll be dated and timed. Anything else that will confirm you were in the canyon.’

‘Dear me, what else? Charges on my gas card, I suppose?’ His sarcasm made it plain how insulting he felt it was for her to ask for proof. His pomposity was so annoying, Sarah caught herself thinking how satisfactory it would feel to slap the cuffs on him and read him his rights.

But in the next minute the door of the RV squeaked open, and the floor gave the little bounce that signaled somebody standing on the step. Tom Cooper, whose chair was facing the door, said softly, ‘Oh, God, here’s Nicole...’

His sister stood motionless in the doorway for a long couple of heartbeats. Then her eyes moved, but not toward her brother. Sarah found herself being assessed. Apparently that didn’t take long. Nicole closed the door and moved toward them along the narrow aisle. The small space felt colder with her in it. She said, ‘Detective Burke?’

Despite being six inches shorter and a hundred pounds lighter than her brother, Nicole Cooper exuded self-confidence in a way he didn’t. She wore blond-streaked straight hair in a chic cut, discreet make-up in desert tones and a simple, expensive-looking pale gray suit. Her voice was so quiet Sarah had to lean forward to hear her ask, ‘Are my parents still over there, in the house?’

Sarah said, ‘Yes. I’m sorry you can’t see them yet – it’s a crime scene, and we have to protect the chain of evidence.’

‘I understand. Where’s Rosa, do you know?’

‘Last I heard, still in the hospital.’

‘In the hospital? Rosa? What happened to her?’

‘I understand she had a sort of breakdown while she was telling the first responders about finding your parents this morning.’

‘Breakdown? I can’t imagine Rosa breaking down.’

‘Well, she had a pretty bad shock. And look, the rules say I need to talk to you and your brother separately the first time.’ Her instincts were telling her to get this odd couple apart and see if she could find out why they didn’t speak to each other. ‘Do you mind if we go across the street and sit in my car?’

‘Not a bit.’ Nicole walked back to the tinny door at the front of the RV and pushed it open. All her movements were lithe and decisive.

Sarah turned to Tom in the chair beside hers and said, ‘Will you just wait right here, please?’

‘For what?’ He was getting red again, hating to be told what to do.

‘For me to come back,’ she said, keeping her voice level and her eyes fixed on him in a neutral stare.

‘Oh, well, hell yes, where am I going to go anyway?’ He rattled the coins in his pockets. ‘I just feel as if I should be doing something!’

‘You are. You’re helping us find out what happened,’ Sarah said, to the top of his head.

He looked up quickly at that and said, ‘Oh, I know!’ and went back to scanning his shoes.

Like most homicide investigators Sarah sometimes claimed that nothing surprised her very much any more. But she thought, as she caught up with Nicole and led her to the department car, that if Delaney thought Tom Cooper was a piece of work on his own, he should really see him with his sister.

Meeting each other for the first time after hearing about the death of both their parents, most siblings would rush to each other, hold on hard and try to give comfort. Sarah and her sister had often ridiculed the stand-offish behavior of their brother, but now she thought, Even Howard the Stick would give me a hug at a time like this. The Cooper siblings had stood half an RV length apart without saying one word to each other. Didn’t say hello, never met each other’s eyes. The mutual avoidance was so total it didn’t even convey anger. Loathing? Maybe, but it seemed more like dread. As if the sky might crack open and rain lava if they spoke one word to each other.

The contrasts were interesting, too. Tom Cooper was aggressive in a pushy, sneering way that Sarah thought might be a cover for insecurity. Nicole moved and spoke with the quiet authority of a person accustomed to having the final say. Right now, along with her self-assurance, she had the slightly distraught air of someone who has mistakenly locked herself out of a house in a cold rain – an obviously intelligent person taken aback by a shocking event. Sarah thought her demeanor seemed much more appropriate than her brother’s, except that she hadn’t offered him any more comfort than he’d given her.

She had been driving home this morning after a Sunday in Phoenix with friends, Nicole explained, when she got word ‘from somebody at the police department, I didn’t get the name,’ that there was a ‘problem’ at her parents’ house. ‘Neither one of them answered their cell, so I called Phyllis. She told me to pull off the road, and as soon as I was parked she told me what had happened.’ Nicole rested her forehead briefly on two fingertips. When she raised her head and looked at Sarah, her eyes were bright with unshed tears, but her voice was steady.

‘She asked me if I wanted to close the stores for a couple of days, to show respect. I said, “What would they have wanted?” and right away we both said, together, “Keep ’em open, take care of the customers.”’ She gave a little dry bark of a laugh, halfway between irony and pride. ‘She said she’d see to it, and I should go ahead and take care of... whatever there is to take care of. Every organization,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘should have at least one Phyllis.’

‘Reliable?’

‘Like a rock. And smart and tireless.’

‘Do your parents... were they still working in the two stores?’ Sarah remembered them well, the busy, capable couple to whom she’d paid so many dollars when she was decorating her big honeymoon house in Oro Valley.

‘My mother still manages... managed East Speedway. Dad’s been acting as CEO of the entire operation for some time. We share an office downtown, I supervise the accounting for both stores. Which means I do the lion’s share of the ordering too, because the system’s set up for reordering to be automatic till we change a line. Just-in-time supply systems, that’s the name of the game today.’ She perked up a little, began to look better fed and warmer, when she talked about the business.

‘Have you always worked for your family?’

‘Yes. Even in grade school we were expected to run errands and do odd jobs around the store – the first one, the little one on Grant Road. By the time I was in high school we had the big store on Speedway and we built the second one on North Oracle while I was in college. I put in thirty hours a week, split between the two stores, while I got my degree at U of A.’

‘That must have been hard.’

‘Sometimes. But it was also motivating. I was always at the top of my class because I knew exactly what I was studying for.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Control.’ I think I’m hearing her power-point speech to Rotary. ‘Control is everything in business. Information. Knowing what your costs are, where everything is, how to move it, what to charge.’

‘And you know all that?’

She shrugged. ‘That’s what I do. Yes.’ Then she seemed to realize how much of what she had thought she controlled was gone. She said, ‘Will you excuse me for just a minute?’ and without waiting for an answer she opened her door and got out. She walked along the sidewalk for half a block to a corner, stared into the middle of the street for a few moments, took some deep breaths. When she got back in the car, she opened her mouth and closed it a couple of times and finally said, ‘I still can’t... are they really both dead?’

‘I’m afraid so, yes. I’m sorry you can’t see them yet. Later today, though.’ Sarah let a little tick of time go by and added, ‘I know this is very hard for you.’

‘Yes.’ She closed her eyes briefly, swallowed, and said, ‘Thank you.’ She took a tissue out of a box on the console and blew her nose. ‘What else do you need to ask me?’

‘Did your father own a gun?’

‘Yes. A big one, uh... I don’t know much about this subject, but... some kind of a big revolver. Does Smith & Wessen sound right?’

‘That’s what’s in the house there, with his... beside him. Yes. What about your mother, did she own a gun?’

‘Yes, she did, because Daddy insisted. He bought two just alike for us, tiny things, from... let me think... Beretta? I forget because I never look at mine, it’s in a drawer in my house.’

‘But you know how to use it?’

‘Yes. Or I did at one time, I guess I’d need a refresher now. He managed to drag us both out to the practice range a couple of times to practice. But we both hated it. Mom kept telling him, “Frank, we’re not going to shoot anybody, no matter what you say.”’

‘Your mother kept hers in her bedroom?’

‘Last I knew. Daddy wanted her to carry it in her purse, but she wouldn’t – she was afraid of guns. Was she really shot?’

‘It looks that way.’

‘That’s so... obscene. Who could have... somebody got in the house? How?’

‘We don’t know yet. Was your father a good shot, did he practice?’

‘Yes, routinely. He got sort of fanatical about self-defense as he got older, joined the NRA and got all passionate about the Second Amendment. That’s the other thing that’s so hideously ironic about this. All those hours of practice, big talk about being prepared to protect yourself – why would he let them both be killed?’

‘You never know how you’re going to react till you have to do it,’ Sarah said.

‘I suppose. He belonged to a gun club, competed in shoots. Practiced at a range south of town. There’s a whole shelf full of trophies in the house there – in the den. My mother always wanted to call that room the library, but they never got around to buying any books, so Daddy called it the den and kept his shooting trophies and his biggest TV in there.’ Nicole closed her eyes for a few seconds, opened them, and said, ‘Families are the hardest thing to figure out, aren’t they?’

‘Yes. When did you last see your parents?’

‘We all had lunch together Friday at the Machiavelli’s near the North Oracle store. We were contemplating another expansion, a third store in Phoenix. It’s a risky year for it, but by the same token bargains are available that you don’t see every year so... my father and I agreed it was worth the risk, to get ourselves positioned in the market before the turnaround gets started. We went over some of the numbers.’ She licked her dry lips. Sarah pulled a bottle of water out of the cooler in the back and handed it to her. She drank it thirstily.

‘My mother was dubious. She thought it was too soon to make this move. The discussion got... pretty heated.’ She drank some more. ‘That’s too bad, isn’t it? Big noisy fight at our last lunch? And now the whole subject is moot.’

‘I suppose. How did your mother seem to you? Anything unusual about her behavior?’

Her pale face showed a quick flash of irony. ‘No, Mom was pretty much her usual self.’

‘Which was?’

‘Loud, argumentative, occasionally abusive toward my father.’

‘Oh?’ Sarah thought it was the most unsuitable comment she’d ever heard from a newly-bereaved daughter. The Cooper family wasn’t getting any easier to understand – every time you moved, you sank into a new swamp. She was trying to wade carefully. People said things in emotional moments they didn’t quite mean. Reminded of the statement later, they often turned their anger on the detective. ‘So... she didn’t have a quiet voice like yours?’

‘No, I guess everybody within two blocks of Machiavelli’s that day knows she thought her husband was getting ready to launch a folly. Risking everything they’d worked so hard for, she said, in this terrible year for the building industry. She kept saying, “What are you thinking?” She wanted the whole idea put on the back burner till she agreed it was time to go ahead.’

‘So would you say your mother was extremely unhappy?’

‘Not exactly. She liked to get her own way and in the end she would certainly have got her way about the new store, if she really wanted to. My father couldn’t get any of the loans he was talking about until she was ready to sign for them.’

‘You said, “if she really wanted to”, but you make it sound as if there wasn’t any doubt what she wanted. Was there?’

‘Maybe. Sometimes she liked to play devil’s advocate – make him really fight for an idea, see if he could convince her. It wasn’t pretty but she was shrewd about spotting the holes in his reasoning. Daddy often said, if he could get it past Mama, he could be pretty sure he had a winner.’

‘How did your father behave at that lunch?’

‘He wasn’t exactly in top form. He’d been out talking to bankers, and the news wasn’t good.’

‘They didn’t want to lend him the money?’

‘No. He was pressing them hard, talking about his track record. He said, “Those bastards have made a lot of money off me, now when I need them they go soft.” But the market is pretty spooky right now. And they kept telling him, “With your cash flow, you should have a bigger bottom line.” That made him angry – he hated being criticized.’

‘Ah. Was your brother at that lunch?’

‘No.’

‘I thought raising money was his job.’

‘What, Tom find capital? No, no.’

‘But he said—’

‘That he deals with the money. I know. But Tom just deals with the leftover money.’ A small, secret smile curled her pale mouth.

‘OK.’ Giving up on understanding this family circus for now, Sarah decided on the direct approach to the crime. ‘Was this fight serious enough to make your father want to kill your mother?’

‘To kill...’ She stared at Sarah, swallowed a couple of times. ‘Is that what... ?’ She finally managed, just above a whisper, ‘Is that what you think happened?’

‘Some evidence points that way.’ Sarah watched Nicole’s thin, pale face as she closed her eyes again and swallowed several times. Was she going to vomit? Sarah got ready to grab a plastic bag. But Nicole drew a few careful breaths, took a small, cautious sip of water and fitted the bottle carefully into the cup holder. Sarah gave her a few seconds to collect herself before she said, ‘Do you think it’s possible? Were they just arguing, or were they really fighting?’

‘Were they... ?’ Nicole uttered a laugh that ended in a choking sound and mimicked, ‘Were they really fighting?’ Color came up in her face. Sarah watched her warily. ‘Of course they were really fighting! Fighting was who they were, it was what they did!’

‘Oh?’ She thought about the industrious couple she’d known at the store. ‘Funny, I’ve known them a long time, and I never saw that.’

‘Probably not. They saved it for the planning sessions, out of sight of customers. In twenty-five years, they grew from one tiny store to two huge ones with a contracting division on the side. All those years, they expanded or rebuilt something every couple of months, and disagreed about damn near every item on the shelves. Whether they should carry it, how it should be displayed, which colors – and after everything else was decided, there was a constant struggle over how much to charge. She wanted margin, he favored undercutting the competition and going for volume. So yes, indeed, if this is still Tucson, Arizona, on the planet Earth, you can be pretty certain they were really, really fighting.’

The memory of Nicole’s bitter laughter was still in Sarah’s mind as she raised her seat-back at midday Tuesday, and pushed her review of the Cooper case to the back of her mind. The medical examiner’s van had just parked beside her, facing the weedy alley where an unknown body waited in its cement cocoon.
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