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THE END OF MARCH

It was one of those March days
when the sun shines hot
and the wind blows cold:
when it is summer in the light,
and winter in the shade.

CHARLES DICKENS


[image: image]

March 31, 9:59 p.m.

I should have stayed in California. It was seventy degrees in San Diego yesterday. Almost orange on the weather map. It snowed here last week. And then the DePaul University kids showed up in swimsuits at Wrigley for the Cubs game today. I was stuck next to a screaming troop of baboons. They distracted me from a good game. One yammering monkey spilled beer on my scorecard. I hate it when my scorecard gets smudged. I like a neat scorecard. If I sit near that profane waste of human life again—and he howls at drunk girls in bikinis the whole game—I will kill him. I wonder if he’s bright or ever sober enough to realize that’s not a figure of speech when I use it.

Maybe I’ll teach him what the word exsanguination means. A slice to the femoral artery would be a simple and effective lesson— much too kind for him, really. He spilled beer on my scorecard.

I can’t figure out what to wear in this wasteland of broken asphalt. I left my jacket at home when I went to the art museum two days ago. I froze on the walk over. It almost hurt as much as suffering through the Mark Rothko exhibit. I think I know why he killed himself. That’s not art; that’s misery with a straight edge. Then I put my jacket on the same afternoon and was sweating. I don’t like to sweat when I’m not in my workout clothes.

Chicago weather. Why would anyone want to live here? I should be able to help a few of the city’s denizens find ultimate relief.

My days of living in self-imposed limbo are coming to an end Six months of restraint and anticipation. Painful. Excruciatingly painful. Being denied of what is rightfully mine—not being able to experience my life in full. It has been torture to my soul. But you don’t do what I do without a precise and careful system. And personal discipline. I am rich in both. That’s what makes me unique. Special. A force above all others.

They don’t have a clue as to who I am and all I’ve accomplished yet. That’s good. But that makes me feel sad, too. My signature artistry will never be on exhibit for the world to marvel at. I suspect certain law enforcement agencies know I exist by now. I would certainly hope so. But what can they do about it? Nothing. I’m too careful, too meticulous, too good. Someone is sitting behind a computer right now looking for me and wondering where I’ll show up next. I bet I’m driving him crazy. Maybe it’s a her.

Tomorrow is April Fools’ Day. Fools indeed.

Here I am. Sitting at the precipice of my next great work. Ready.

I am back.


THE MONTH OF APRIL

April is the cruelest month.
T.S. ELIOT
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Mom, I told you this isn’t a good time. I’ve got to go.”

“Honey, it’s never a good time.”

“I know, Mom, but it really isn’t a good time this time. I have to go. Now.”

My partner looks at me with utter incredulity. He’s just bounced our car through a couple potholes, slammed the gearshift into park, and unbuttoned his sports jacket. I see him flip the snap on his holster for easy access to his Glock. I shouldn’t have picked up Mom’s call, but I thought I could get off the phone fast. She keeps nagging that I never pick up. Now I’m going to hear how I’m always the first to hang up. I can’t win.

“Mom, I’ll call you back. I’m getting off right now. I have—”

“You’ll be at Jimmy and Kaylen’s Sunday?”

“Yes, Mom. I have—”

“And church?”

I don’t get to answer because Don reaches over, snatches my cell phone from my hand, and hits the red “end call” button. I wonder if it’s possible to make the sound of slamming the phone down by hitting the button with force. If so, Don just did it.

“Momma’s going to have to wait, Kristen. He isn’t going to hang around all day waiting for us to say hi. Let’s get in there. Now.”

A surge of adrenaline courses through my body as I step out of the car, touch the gun that’s holstered on my side one more time—just to make sure it hasn’t mysteriously disappeared—snap and unsnap the top strap, and head into the Gas & Grub, game face on.

As we walk through the door the two guys working the cash register nervously look up at us, probably wondering if they’re about to get busted for selling cigarettes to minors again. We pulled into the parking lot in our unmarked, mud-brown Crown Victoria—not the world’s greatest disguise when you want to approach a suspect under the radar. The extra antennae on the trunk lid don’t help either. Might as well put a Chicago Police Department billboard on the roof in neon letters.

My partner, Don Squires, gives a nod as he heads down one aisle and I take the one next to it. I quickly round the corner to cut off our suspect’s line of escape. Don is four or five feet away from him on one side and I position myself an equal distance away.

“Don’t move. Leave your hands where we can see them,” Don says with the throat-rumbling snarl he saves for special occasions like this.

Lloyd, a friend and a 300-pound EMT from one of the ambulance services, recognized the punk’s description from an APA bulletin and put the call straight to my cell phone. I know what Lloyd was doing there and need to kick his butt for eating those quarter-pound hot dogs they serve. I called Dispatch for backup while Don hung a U-turn in heavy traffic and stomped on the accelerator.

The punk, late teens or early twenties, is a retro-’80s piece of work. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with a skull and the name of a group that I don’t recognize in jagged, blood-red letters dripping off a computer screen. TwistedTweeters. Clever—almost. He’s got a thick heavy chain hanging from the front pocket of his black jeans, connected to what I assume is a wallet that he doesn’t like to use, based on his current crime spree. All he needs is those black boots with the metal and leather straps to finish his ensemble. But surprisingly he has on a pair of comfort shoes that look like what we used to rent at the bowling alley; all black, of course, but you can see the stitching. Footwear isn’t going to slow him down if he makes a run for it. But it’s not going to be an issue; he has nowhere to go.

Neither Don nor I have pulled guns because the convenience store is packed. Doesn’t mean our hands aren’t touching the brushed metal grips, however. There must be twenty gas pumps out front on a busy street. And people from the blue-collar, working-class urban neighborhood are using the back door too. So we’ve got people coming and going from every direction. No sense starting a panic. We have a CPD mandate that prohibits us from taking risks that are likely to result in collateral damage—even if it means allowing a suspect to escape. Not that that’s happening today.

I’m staring at the punk’s hands. If he even twitches anywhere near a pocket, my Beretta 96 is coming out in a hurry.

The kid looks up to see Don holding up his detective shield. Even with the punk in near profile, I can see his glare of hatred. He mouths something to Don that I can’t make out, but I’m guessing he’s not complimenting him on his choice of ties this morning. Don bristles and they face off. I want to jam the kid’s arm behind his back right now, but protocol says I wait for Don to issue verbal instructions. If the punk doesn’t obey, then the leash comes off. Relax. Follow the rules.

The punk is probably six foot one and less than 170 pounds, soaking wet. Did I mention the tattoos and slouch? Even if he wasn’t into armed robbery, which turned just short of lethal for the seventy-seven-year-old victim who fought back, I still wouldn’t like this kid on sight. We’re obviously not supposed to profile, but my daddy didn’t raise a fool. This is a kid who screams anger and rebellion at the world without having to move his lips.

My money is on Don if this takedown gets physical. Heck, my money is on me if Don decides to turn around, pour himself a cup of coffee with two creamers, and leave the heavy lifting to me. I can take this punk. I’m not the greatest shot, but I’ve taken every hand-to-hand combat course the Chicago Police Department offers.

The punk breaks eye contact with Don and then turns toward where I block the other end of the aisle. He slowly looks me up and down and smiles. I’ll give the jerk credit for being cool under pressure. He rolls his eyes and blows me a kiss. He will pay for that. Suddenly he slings a spinner rack filled with chips in Don’s direction. As Don pushes the rack aside, the punk vaults over the condiment counter between us. Nacho cheese sauce and pickle relish fly everywhere. He knocks two people down by the dairy cooler and crashes through the back door in a frantic sprint. I wonder if I can hit a moving target with the Beretta while running. Just a flesh wound.

I’m half hoping he wants to play rough, because I’m more than ready. He nearly beat a senior citizen to death—and he just made us look foolish with his escape. Temporary escape. This won’t be the first time I ask God to forgive me for wanting to smash someone bad’s face in today—or tomorrow—but I badly want to be the one who cuffs him. Tightly.

Don and I bump shoulders in the doorway to the back lot, but don’t lose a step. Don’s wearing his shiny black leather wingtip shoes, which are not good for speed. I have no sympathy. I’ve told Don forty times to get some Rockports or Eccos with a soft, flexible, comfortable sole. He just looks at me in abject horror. Focus, Kristen.

The kid is surprisingly fast. Real fast. I wish some nice high school track coach could have gotten a hold of him before he got into all this trouble. He clears the lot behind the Gas & Grub and turns right on a residential street of classic Chicago row houses. Don is sprinter fast—he was a running back in college, he likes to remind us—but if the kid makes us run more than half a mile, he’ll be sucking air and puking. I was a college soccer player and ran distance back in high school. I may still complete a marathon someday. Depends on if my surgically repaired knee will hold up.

I already hear Don’s labored breathing as we near the street. I’ve barely broken a sweat. I make a hard right on the sidewalk two or three steps ahead of Don. A kid on a bike swerves to miss me and plows into my partner. I slow to see the two of them sprawled out on the sidewalk. I look the other way and can see the punk’s at least fifty yards ahead, not a good thing, so it’s time to turn it up a notch. My macho-man partner won’t like it, but this is no time to make sure his male ego gets proper care and feeding. Don’s on his feet and helping the kid up as I give chase on my own. He shouts, “Fall back and regroup. Too dangerous. Kristen! Hey, KC, hold up!”

“You fall back,” I yell over my shoulder, which isn’t very mature. I hate when people call me KC. I don’t think I have a major anger issue, even if I do have a temper. Despite what my mom says. But lately, I admit, I get mad at people pretty easily. Too easily. Dad said I’d grow out of it, but I wonder if it’s an occupational hazard. Focus, Kristen. Pick up the pace. Fast hands!

I let my track training take over, speeding up my hand movements but keeping my arms low.

My feet follow my hands’ lead and I am closing the gap on the punk. I can’t believe he’s run this hard, this far. But that adrenaline is going to burn out soon. I’m not going full speed but I’ve lengthened my stride and am on pace to run a sub-six-minute mile. My energy tank is not close to empty.

The punk turns into an alley and I’m less than half a basketball court away. Top of the circle and taking it to the hoop, baby. I barely slow down as I round the corner, and now he’s in my sights. He rolls two metal trashcans in my path. Amateur. Did I mention that I did hurdles for my high school track team too? The effort has slowed him down, but not me. I am going to catch him soon, any way you look at it. He’ll have to make a decision really soon. Fight or flight.

The punk turns to face me and he has a knife in his hand. So it’s fight. Not only is he fast enough to make any high school track team in the city; he can just as easily get a part as a Shark or Jet in the school’s rendition of West Side Story.

I’m mad he’s managed to surprise me. Stupid. The knife has been his MO in all three of his known robberies. I put on the brakes fast before I run right into his range of attack and reach toward the small of my back for my Beretta, but the punk is already rushing at me. He’s red in the face and sucking air, but he lunges quickly to close the gap before I can de-holster my weapon.

On cop shows and in the movies all you have to do to deflect slashing metal is employ some serious martial arts moves. Even if you were trained to fight by Jackie Chan, it doesn’t work that way. When two people fight and one has a razor-honed blade, the person without the weapon is going to lose some blood.

His first slash catches the sleeve of my suit coat and pops the button off as I dance away. No problem. Mom will sew it back on— and it was a half-off of a half-off sale at Macy’s anyway. I feel just a trickle of blood soaking my sleeve. Okay, he got more than a button. So much for Mom rescuing it with her Singer. I barely felt it, so I don’t think he got deep—hopefully not enough to scar. I don’t want another scar. I have enough from ACL surgeries.

I am on my toes and jump back and dance to the left. He circles and gives a head fake in my direction like he’s going to charge. I jump again and he smiles. He’s way too cool about this; he’s done it before. His next move is a step left and then right. I lean the wrong way and he slashes at my face with a wide sweep of the knife. My head jerks back and he misses, but I swear I felt the air on my cheek. His feints and parries make reaching for my gun next to impossible. For the first time, I wonder if I should’ve waited for Don.

Simply evading the knife isn’t working. If the punk can go on the offensive, so can I. I stutter to my left and he mirrors it. I quickly spin right this time and let loose a round-house kick that I bet is beautiful to behold. Not as fine as a Jackie Chan move, but well executed.

But the punk ducks under my kick and I miss his head. I catch some shoulder and he stumbles. I pounce with a combination jab to his ribs and jaw. I thought I had him nailed, but this dude knows how to slip a punch. He staggers back, instantly recovers, and kicks at me. I rotate sideways so his shoe scuffs my hip with no damage. He takes a step back but lunges straight at me, steel in hand leading the way. This punk is fast. And sneaky. I move to block his knife thrust. He anticipates that perfectly and throws a tight left hook that clips the edge of my chin. Way too close. I try to hook his foot and trip him. He jumps and spins, slashing at me again. I catch his wrist and use his momentum to half-turn him. I finally connect with all my weight behind a punch to his kidneys. It doesn’t put him down, but from the sound he makes, I know I hurt him. Suddenly he throws an elbow that catches me square in the side of the head. My ears ring. But I hold on to his arm and jam a knuckle into his upper back, digging for the suprascapular nerve, which should put him on the ground and slow his arm movement.

He’s a fighter. He almost catches me with a back head snap and when I flinch he is free again, but not without me getting a nice kick to his right quad just above the knee. A little lower and he’d be down for the count. A foot and a half higher and he’d sing soprano in the choir. We face each other. Both of us are in fighting position and looking for an opening to attack. He is limping, but I’ve learned not to trust appearances with him—he’s sly and resourceful. I dart in and get a combination to his torso but miss the solar plexus. I am back out as his knife slashes through air. Slower than before. I’ve got him. I’m crouched and ready to spin in either direction. Our eyes meet and lock.

His eyes dilate. He drops the knife and raises his arms.

Don walks past me calmly, his gun aimed at the center of the punk’s chest.

“Keep your hands where I can see them, kick the knife to the side, and get down on your knees.” There’s a nanosecond of hesitation and Don shouts, “Now!”

“Make it easy for us and I’ll make it easy for you,” I add as I push him flat on his face, maybe with a little extra nudge, and cuff his hands behind him. I see blood splatters on the shiny metal.

Don keeps the gun trained on the punk as he hits a speed button on his cell phone to tell the uniforms where we are.

“We got him,” he says to me as he snaps his flip phone shut.

“We?” I ask him, but not loud enough or with enough conviction to start a fight.

Then he says, “You need to listen to your partner and stand down next time.”

“One of us needs to catch bad guys,” I storm back. “And by the way, it’s only a flesh wound, so I’m fine. Thanks for asking how I’m doing.”

We glare at each other until his phone chirps again.

Don’s a great partner and I won’t stay mad. Neither will he. I don’t think he will. I like that he is a big time family guy. He’s got an almost stay-at-home wife and a girl and a boy—bless my poor dad’s jealous heart, he just had me and my two sisters. Talk about a committed guy, Don doesn’t smoke, drink, cuss—at least not much, which is saying a lot in our line of work. And great for me as a partner, he doesn’t flirt and would never think about fooling around on his wife. I’m not trying to be presumptuous, but let’s be honest: when you’re a female in a male-dominated work environment, inappropriate things get hinted at. And sometimes not hinted, just said outright. What is it with some guys always testing the waters? Sometimes the married ones are the worst.

Don has a finger stuck in his free ear and is growling directions to someone. He glances over where I lean against a big green trash dumpster, a blood-soaked sleeve. Is that guilt in his eyes? I hope so. I hear sirens heading our way. No time to fight with the partner. I roll back my sleeve to see how deep the cut is.
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It’s 7:00 on a Saturday morning. There are no cars in line at the JavaStar drive-through, but I refuse to pay almost five bucks for a cup of steamed java and not get at least a little ambience to go with my caffeine. I have to be at the soccer fields in thirty minutes, so at most, I’ve got ten minutes to sit in an orange vinyl chair, savor the image of coffee beans overflowing from burlap sacks on terra cotta wallpaper, watch sleepy people in sweatshirts read their papers, and listen to a soundtrack with number-one hits by the Beatles, sung by people like Bono, Carrie Underwood, Mick Jagger, Sheryl Crow, and John Mayer. John Mayer doing “Revolution”? I like his music but it’s not the right song for a crooner. Someone in Seattle has very weird taste in music.

“What can I get for you this morning?” a guy with a tongue stud and a green apron asks me with a little too much enthusiasm for a Saturday morning. He should know I haven’t had my coffee yet.

“Quad-shot, one Splenda, grande soy latte,” I answer carefully and clearly. If you don’t say things in the right order, for the next five minutes you’ll be explaining that, no, it’s only one Splenda, not four, and yes, four shots of espresso, not one.

He writes my order on the cup and asks if he can get my name. There is no one behind me in line nor currently awaiting an order. I am about to ask him how hard it’s really going to be to identify me and make sure I get the right drink when it’s finished, but I’m working on my attitude, so I answer nicely, “Kristen.”

He asks if Kristen is spelled with a K or a C, and it’s all I can do not to threaten him bodily harm if he doesn’t have someone start grinding beans and pushing buttons on the spaceship console they use to make coffee. Taking a breath, I answer, “K.”

Then he tries to entice me with a pastry.

“No, thank you,” I answer with all the matching polite earnestness I can muster. Can he tell I’m faking it?

It’s been a tiring week. We arrested Jared Incaviglia, the punk, but Don ruined a $300 pair of shoes, which the department is not going to reimburse him for, and he was in a foul mood all day Friday. I looked it up online and told him that Allen Edmonds will refurbish his shoes for free if he’ll pay for the shipping each direction. That useful information didn’t help his mood a bit.

“Those bad boys were brand-new,” he told me. “I don’t want refurbished.”

“Can you tell a difference?” I asked him.

“Yes, I can.”

Okay. A wrinkle on the front of a dress shirt is traumatic for Don, so I’m not convinced any of the rest of us will be able to notice a small scuff on one of his shoes hidden by freshly applied shiny black polish.

I ended up doing all the paperwork for the arrest, which is only slightly more appealing than jumping into a tank of sharks with a bloody nose, but Don did brighten up in time to smile widely and vigorously shake hands with the deputy commissioner of the CPD, who wanted to personally congratulate us for our fine work. Commander Czaka thanked me too, but my handshake was a lot shorter and less enthusiastic. Did that have anything to do with our recent heated email exchanges? Being the ace detective I am, I suspect yes. I think he gave me a dirty look with the handshake. I think I returned the favor. Dumb.

I’ll give Don credit. He carefully pointed out that I was first on scene and that I was the one who got the tip in the first place. He pointed out my bandaged left wrist, which was embarrassing. Doc doesn’t think it will leave much of a scar. What’s “much of”? I still accused Don of being a glory hog afterward. His mind was still on his shoes—and he was worried the dry cleaner wouldn’t be able to get the nacho cheese sauce off a silk tie he really likes—so he hasn’t taken the bait and fought with me. Sissy.

Then, twenty minutes before end of shift, my boss, Captain Karl Zaworski, head of detectives for the Second Precinct, called me into his office. He let me know that Jared, the punk, felt his civil rights were violated by the “excessive force” of my grinding his face into the ground.

Excessive force? Jared better hope I don’t get to spend time alone with him in an interview room.

Once the phrase “excessive force” is added to your personnel files, the CO has the option to immediately suspend you with or without pay pending further review, which Zaworski didn’t do. But my work on the case just got a whole lot tougher. Some defense attorney is going to have a heyday with this to try and tie a jury up in knots. After a terse meeting with the captain, I logged back onto my computer and went back over the paperwork, making sure I dotted every i and crossed every t twice.
 
Internal Affairs will be called in to investigate me, Zaworski informed me, and as every cop in America will tell you, IA is not your best friend under such circumstances. Meetings with them are rarely pleasant. Of course, I’d be in a bad mood if I spent all day trying to fire cops, too. Okay, I’m not being fair. There are bad cops who need to get the boot.

The timing for this kind of scrutiny is never good, but based on a few conflicts I’ve had—namely with Commander Czaka—this couldn’t come at a worse time.

“Kirsten,” my barista announces loudly enough for the crowd across the street at Dunkin’ Donuts to hear. I am five feet away from him and he is looking right at me. Is there the start of a smug smile on his face? Since he got my name wrong, Kirsten instead of Kristen, I hope he at least said it with a K.

I ask for a java jacket to keep my fingers from burning off, which for the price, should have been slipped on the paper cup without my asking. Java jackets are now in the same category as having a clean new towel each day of an extended stay in a hotel. You can have it but not without feeling a little guilty for destroying the planet. I’m not feeling guilty today. I consider sitting a minute in the funky chair they might have bought from the Jetsons’ garage sale, but look at my watch and head for the door instead.

I wonder again why I am not sleeping in. That would, of course, be because I’m the coach of my niece’s soccer team. Her name is Kendra. All the girls’ names in my family start with the letter K. My sisters are Klarissa and Kaylen. I guess we’re just special that way. A guy friend from my high school days called us the Special K girls. I don’t think he meant it as a compliment since he would usually add that Special K girls deserve special education.

Kendra is seven. My older sister, Kaylen, thought it’d be great for Kendra if Aunt Kristen was her coach. I played competitive soccer after all, and neither she nor Jimmy ever played the sport. To satisfy his own competitive impulses, Jimmy said he played on the chess team and was a regular at the science fair. Tell me he was joking.

I wanted to ask Kaylen if seven-year-olds need someone with my playing experience as coach, or if having a parent, preferably one with infinite patience and a low-stress job, wouldn’t be better. I congratulated myself on keeping those thoughts unspoken; Kaylen would have just spent an hour explaining to me—in that annoyingly sweet and patient way she has—that being a full-time mom has its own stressors.

“How much time is required to coach?” I asked.

“The girls are only allowed one practice a week and then Saturday games,” she answered, while trying not to smile triumphantly.
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Our team name is the Snowflakes—Coach Kristen wasn’t consulted—and our uniforms are naturally, uh, yellow. Wasn’t there an old song that warned us about yellow snow?

The zinger was when Kaylen asked if it would be too much for me to pick up Kendra for pre-game warm-ups when we were scheduled for early games. That way she could sleep in a few extra minutes.

“We’ll be there before the game starts,” she said. “We’ll never miss.”

Of course not. And since their house is only a few miles out of the way, it really wouldn’t be any extra work for me. Did someone tape a sign on my forehead that spells s-u-c-k-e-r?

I said yes, of course. Kaylen and Jimmy are the nicest people in the world. He’s a pastor. They’re really busy and need a little help with their two kids. Mom told Klarissa and me that Jimmy and Kaylen are working on number three. Should I ask how much work is really involved?

Since I spend my days chasing thugs like Jared in back alleys, I need to be with a group of Snowflakes, I guess. Despite my expert training—and being the only coach of seven-year-olds who insists that the team show up thirty minutes early for warm-ups and drills— we’ve lost all our games so far. But it’s a new day. The girls don’t seem to mind the losses as much as the parents. Or me. I wonder if I would get reported to the commissioner for doing some extra practice sessions the next couple of weeks.

The girls are actually having a lot of fun, and I’ve only had one run-in with a parent. Tiffany’s dad would like to see more scoring— especially from Tiffany—and was getting quite loud from the sidelines the first couple of games. He explained to me he was just encouraging the girls. When I explained that screaming at seven-year-olds wasn’t encouragement in my book, he tried to intimidate me with the knowledge that he had played soccer. I just pulled a concept from my cop training on him: repeat if necessary, but never explain. He backed off.

I look at my watch. I’m going to get Kendra and me to the fields on time for warm-ups, thank God, without having to do more than ten miles over the speed limit. I’m five minutes away from Kaylen’s and switch to a news station. A young woman has been murdered. I wonder which precinct has the case. If it’s ours, I wonder who Zaworski and Czaka will give the lead assignment to. Zaworski knows Don and I get the job done. But Czaka doesn’t like me and his commander rank wins tiebreakers.

Then I again recall the punk we collared and Internal Affairs. It’s conceivable I won’t be working for the next month or so. Then I think there’s no way I’m going to be in serious trouble for it. Incaviglia has a couple of misdemeanors on his record—and now he is facing major assault charges and resisting arrest. I have a bruise on the end of my chin and a couple butterfly stitches on my wrist, which should give allowance for me cuffing him with, ah, enthusiasm. But you never know when IA gets involved. I didn’t push his face down that hard, did I?

As I pull in the driveway to get Kendra, I hit another preset button on my radio. The murder story is getting a mention on the classic hits station, too. The last thing I hear before I turn off my engine is, “Police are reporting that Sandra Reed has been found dead in her Washington Park apartment, the result of a dispute with her boyfriend . . .”

Good old domestic violence. We’d be out of a job without it.
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April 3, 8:19 a.m.

I couldn’t sleep last night. Even popping that little blue pill from her cabinet couldn’t temper my happiness. I’m still wired this morning. My pulse rate must be at 120 sitting still. Oh, how I’ve missed this. I feel . . . euphoric.

I like that word. Euphoria. Wish it would never wear off. But it always does. That’s when the thoughts, the cravings, the all-consuming need starts up again. It’ll be time to find a new girlfriend, then. Maybe blonde this time. One I saw at the coffee shop was quite attractive. But her tattoos were repulsive. What kind of mental illness would make someone mar what is supposed to be pure? I like skin that is smooth, without barbaric markings and piercings. It’s the clean slate I require for my art.

The media has it all wrong. Par for the course. Sandra was killed by her live-in boyfriend in a case of domestic violence? Is it any wonder so many newspapers are going out of business? They apparently hire only the lazy and inept. I would call them idiots but that would be an insult to idiots everywhere.

My work is my legacy and I dislike seeing such shoddy reporting on it. It’s been that way everywhere I’ve gone. To know that my accomplishments might be lost forever makes me feel sad . . . wistful.

When I was a teen, my assigned therapist said I should start keeping a journal. I had problems with self-aggrandizement and self-delusion, he said, and perhaps writing it all down would help me “sort it out.” But is what you believe and say about yourself really self-aggrandizing if you’re truly better than everyone else? My deeds prove it.

What did that therapist know, anyway? He wanted to keep me a prisoner of the state forever. Probably just to make sure he had a full caseload and job security.

But the thought of keeping a journal appeals to me now. Maybe I’ll pick one up and start writing my story. That way it will never be lost.

I could even send a copy to the FBI when the time is right.

They don’t have a clue. Literally.
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No, Kendra! The other way! That way! Kendra! Dribble the ball that way!”

I bellow and wave my arms like a crazy woman. Tiffany’s dad is watching me, his arms folded and a smug look on his already smug face. Better take the volume down a notch. Or three.

The score is tied, 3-3. According to my stopwatch, we have only two minutes before the ref blows his whistle to end the game. We need a win. I need a win. I could deal with a tie, but a win would be so much sweeter.

Kendra has scored two of our goals. Since then she’s been getting mugged. The other team is tugging on her jersey even now. She’s been tripped four times. These are sweet little seven-year-old girls, so the other coach has got to be instructing them to foul. No way are they thinking of this on their own.

I’m giving the coach a piece of my mind in my imagination when Kendra, who has lost the ball, steals it back and becomes a yellow streak set to score a breakaway goal. She’s not old enough to keep dribbles close to her feet, and the other coach—Attila the Hun—is screaming for his goalie to leave the box and charge the ball. Apparently her name is Olivia, as anyone within a mile of the soccer complex can attest.

“Charge the ball, Oliviaaaaaa.”

I might charge Attilaaaaaa.

It’s going to be close. Kendra isn’t quite in control of the ball. It’s about equal distance between her and the goalie with the speed of the roll. I’m praying, really praying for a miracle, for a win. Does God hear the prayers of sports fans? What if two people rooting for opposing teams are praying equally hard? I’m not a theologian, so I just keep praying—even if God is laughing at me or just not listening.

Please, God, help her to be first to the ball.

Maybe it was my prayer that did it. Kendra redirects the ball with the outside of her left foot—and any coach of seven-year-olds will confirm that this is a miracle, especially when you consider she is right-footed—leaving her all by herself in front of the goal. She taps the ball in for the winning score just as an opposing player tackles her from behind.

The goal counts. I feel a tingle in my surgically repaired knee as I start to run out to check if Kendra is hurt. She bounces up instantly and appears to be fine. The girls high-five her and jump in the air and attempt to do butt bumps as they head back for the other side of the field. As the Snowflakes line up for one more kickoff, the ref, with everything his ample pot belly can muster, blows the whistle to end the game. We get the win, but I’m still furious with the other coach. After the girls form a line, hold their arms out and slap hands with the other team, run through the tunnel formed by two lines of parents who have linked outstretched hands into an arbor, and then head toward the cooler for juice pouches—the highlight of the game for many of my girls—I am in the other coach’s face.

“Hey, pal, you better get your girls under control before someone gets hurt,” I say as I poke his chest with my finger. Not smart. Kristen. Don’t touch.

“What are you talking about, little lady?” he storms back, taking a step into my personal space.

Little lady? Who calls anyone that these days? Maybe his license plate is expired and I’ll arrest him in the parking lot and cuff him.

“You know exactly what I’m talking about, big guy,” I answer, not backing off an inch. “I’m making sure my girls don’t get injured because some Neanderthal is teaching seven-year-olds to trip and push.”

“Teaching girls to push and trip?” he nearly sputters. “How would I do that? You’re out of your mind. Is this your first time coaching youth soccer? They all trip each other without any coaching help.”

Do they? I don’t know if that’s true. It is my first year to coach little girls. I do know I’ve blown it again. What gets into me? Sometimes I excuse myself as the victim of an occupational hazard.

The ref, who has no sense of the drama unfolding right before his eyes—almost as oblivious as he was in the game—walks up and we both back up to let him stand between us. He sticks a game card in my face.

“Need your ‘John Hancock’ on the bottom line,” he says.

I sign. Attila signs.

“Good game, coaches,” he says as he trots toward the referee hut.

I look over at my Snowflakes. They are contentedly slurping juice and munching on granola bars. Jimmy’s arms are folded and he is unhappy, though he won’t make eye contact with me. Kaylen does. And she is scowling.

I know it happens in professional sports all the time, but I wonder how often volunteer soccer coaches get fired mid-season.
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Kristen, you’ve got to get your temper under control,” Kaylen says to me. We have our own table at Pizza Palace for the Snowflakes’ celebration lunch. It is only late morning, so I guess we’re having pizza brunch.

Eleven girls are munching greedily at a long table we’ve created by pushing several tables together. The parents, including Jimmy, have morphed into groups of four or five at surrounding tables.

I guess I’m at the time-out table because it’s just Kaylen and me. I have an untouched piece of pizza in front of me and have taken just a couple of sips of my Diet Coke as I get chewed out by my older sister.

“Kendra could have been hurt,” I protest. “That guy is ruining things for the girls.”

“Maybe so, but he wasn’t the one trying to start a fight with you, and the girls seem no worse for wear,” Kaylen says. She points to the Snowflakes who are laughing and shoveling food into their mouths. Kendra is now standing on her chair and is rotating her hips like she is twirling a hula hoop. I hope that’s what she’s doing at least. She is explaining to the other Snowflakes how she scored the winning goal. I guess that’s her celebration dance.

“Kendra!” her dad barks and she is immediately back in her seat, a sheepish expression on her face. I can tell she’s trying not to smile. I’m doing the same thing because I know how she feels. I’m in trouble, too. No smiling allowed.

“Where did she learn to do that?” I ask Kaylen, hoping to change the subject. Doesn’t work.

“Kristen, I’m serious. You’re thirty and this in-your-face anger has got to stop. You were almost as bad as Tiffany’s dad today.” She looks over her shoulder to make sure he didn’t hear her. “Check that, worse,” she continues in a lower tone. “He was very well behaved and only cheered today, per the coach’s order.”

Ouch. I’d argue some more, but the problem is, she is right. I’ve always had a temper. I’ve always been in your face. But it’s never been so relentless and as personal until now. For a while now, actually, I admit to myself. And I’ve never lost it in front of the kids. Never before. I’m a good girl. I don’t smoke and I don’t chew, and I don’t go with guys that do. What’s happening to me?

I start to apologize when my phone begins playing Tchaikovsky’s “1812 Overture.” I am going to ignore the call, but I recognize Captain Zaworski’s number. The boss rarely calls on the weekend. I’m hoping this doesn’t have anything to do with Internal Affairs and the punk.

“Conner,” I answer, turning away from Kaylen and putting a finger in my free ear to buffer the noise. She is watching me with suspicion. She obviously thinks I’m trying to escape this conversation by slinking away. And she would be right most days. I listen for half a minute, tell him it will take me twenty—my eyebrows furrowed enough to cause permanent wrinkles—and hang up.

“Kristen, you can’t get away this easily; we need to finish this conversation,” Kaylen begins. I knew that was what she was thinking.

I cut her off. “But not now. There’s been a murder and I’m on the case.” I’m on the case? My language skills sound like a B movie.

I’m already standing up and pulling car keys from my purse. I’m about to leave without a word, but I stop myself. “I’m sorry,” I say as I turn and hug Kaylen close. “I am. Honestly. Just say a prayer for me and don’t be mad. I’ve got to go right now.”

“ ’Bye, Coach!” eleven voices chirp in near-unison. I turn and smile. I tell them they played a fabulous game and circle around the table to give a little love to each one. Kendra hugs my neck hard as I bend down to kiss her. Kids can be very forgiving.

There is almost a tear in the corner of one of my eyes as I walk out the door and into the sunlight. Man, it’s bright today. I blink it away.

Did my sister say I was thirty? She’ll pay for that.
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I flip stations the whole way over to the Second Precinct. I know more about who to call for all my insurance needs to save money, but don’t catch a peep about our murder case or the score of the Cubs game last night, the only two items of vital interest to me. Bulls might make the playoffs but since the day Jordan retired, I was never as interested in the NBA. On the murder case, the media usually gets it screwed up anyway, so better to start with a clean slate and no false information embedded in my mind.

I consider stopping by my place to grab a sixty-second shower and a change of clothes. No time.

I’m still the last person to the conference room after parking, entering the back door with my electronic key, and pounding up five flights of stairs to Homicide in the Second Precinct, too impatient to wait for an elevator. I look around and realize this could be about a hundred different rooms in our precinct. Gray table and chairs. Gray walls. The white ceiling must have been the interior designer’s idea of a contrast. A couple of the ceiling tiles are cracked and chipped at the corners. Several tiles are rust-stained from a leak on the floor above and look like they are ready to cave in. I used to drink water from our antiquated porcelain fountains when I first joined the force. I shudder and thank God for bottled water. Who knows where that leak came from.

“Grab a seat,” Zaworski says, barely nodding at me. I sit next to Don. He looks dapper in designer jeans and a white mock turtleneck. Summer weight. Loafers with no socks. You’ve got to be kidding me. Does he not have to clean the garage or mow the lawn on a Saturday morning?

Four other men are at the table besides Zaworski and Don. One is in uniform with sergeant stripes; I think his name is Kincaid. Then there are two detectives from another precinct that I recognize, both wearing jeans with one in a cotton pullover and the other in a couple layers of T-shirts. I don’t know either by name. Finally, there is a very nice-looking man, maybe early thirties, wearing a suit way too fine for local law enforcement. Except for Don, of course. Navy blue with a light blue stripe, white oxford shirt with button-down collar and monogram on the chest pocket and sleeves—AER—and a pale yellow tie with a diagonal blue stripe. This guy has got to be a federal agent or a salesman for IBM. I am suddenly self-conscious of my worn-out soccer shorts and ratty NIU sweatshirt. I wore my cleats to the game but have switched into a pair of Crocs with Mickey Mouse smiling on one and Minnie Mouse on the other. Christmas present from Kendra.

I don’t catch myself in time to not take a quick glance at the Fed’s ring finger, which is naked. I think he catches me looking, which is very embarrassing. I kick myself for even wondering because I have a sort-of boyfriend who is madly in love with me—at least that’s what he tells me. The problem is I’m not crazy in love with him. So I don’t reciprocate with the words he longs to hear. Every time I try to break things off completely, he assures me that he’s very comfortable just being very good friends and that he is willing to wait for me to feel the same way for him that he feels for me. I have got to put him out of his misery and end this thing.

Captain Zaworski makes the introductions.

Nice suit guy is FBI, like I guessed, and his name is Austin Reynolds. The sergeant’s name is Konkade, not Kincaid, so I was close. If he has a first name other than Sergeant, he’s not giving it out. The detectives are Bob Blackshear and Antonio Martinez from Third Precinct. We all shake hands, say our “heys,” and nod.

The mood is somber and I resist any temptation to crack a joke. Don’t know why I would think to do so in the first place. We’re talking about murder—and no one laughs at my jokes anyway. Except for Kendra. She thinks I’m hilarious. Focus.

Captain Zaworski passes crime scene photos around the room. A very pretty girl in the alive photos; a very disfigured girl in the dead shots. No details were given on the radio. Good thing. She died at the hands of someone very nasty and very good with a knife. Nope, no jokes today.

“How long have we been on the scene?” Konkade asks.

“Detectives from the Third got there at five or so,” Zaworski answers, nodding at Blackshear and Martinez. Don and I look at each other in surprise. Konkade purses his lips and runs a hand over his bald scalp.

“Why aren’t we all there now?” Don asks for both of us. “Time’s wasting and the bugs are eating our clues.”

For detectives, rule number one in investigating a murder is that you get to the scene of the crime as quickly as possible to see things as they really are with your own eyes. Even though you can practically guarantee the first officer on the scene will be diligent in protecting evidence—everything from segregating witnesses to establishing a non-invasive traffic pattern to the victim—you know there is going to be corruption. If every criminal leaves a trace of his activity—so does every investigator looking for him. Or her.

“Soon enough,” Zaworski answers. “Everything will still be in place, including the body, when you get there. I know that on one hand, we’re not doing this exactly by the book, but on the other hand, we’re going to make sure the book is followed to the letter of the law. So we’ve decided to go slow on this one. Blackshear and Martinez got the first call and they got to look around a couple minutes before we pulled them out for this briefing. They’ll share initial impressions in a moment. The deed was done right on jurisdictional lines.” Zaworski pauses and continues, “We’re not sure if the Second or Third Precinct owns it, so you’ll be working together.”

Uh oh. Sharing and police work rarely go hand in hand.

“We’re not sweating the politics,” he adds, looking pointedly at me. “This one gets even more complicated.” He looks around to make sure he has our undivided attention. “The second our initial report hit the data ports, a red flag went up in DC at FBI headquarters. They’ve tagged a guy with a very sophisticated and extensive crime pattern. He’s been killing lots of people and moving to new cities for a number of years now. They think he’s been a member of our community for the past six months, getting ready for his first victim in Chicago and a good number to follow. Sandra Reed may have been first, not last.”

Oh man. What’s a “good number”?

The captain goes on. “Major Reynolds was flown in specially by the US Army this morning in order to assist us in our investigation. He’s going to fill you in on what the FBI knows about our perp and help us apprehend him. Not only are we going to work well between the Second and Third precincts but also across agency lines. That order has been jointly issued from the director of the FBI and the CPD commissioner. Mayor Doyle’s office strongly endorses it. I do too.”

He nods to Reynolds.

“Actually, I wish we knew more about who the perp is and how we’re going to apprehend him, but we don’t,” Reynolds begins, clearing his throat. “About six years ago we received some software programming money from the Department of Homeland Security. We hired some geniuses from Silicon Valley to create a specialized search engine to cross-collateralize and correlate a number of local, state, and federal databases. The purpose was tracking terrorist activity, but some other good things came out of Project Vigilance.”

Reynolds pauses dramatically for a sip of water and I whisper to Don, “Wow, it’s got a name—Project Vigilance, just like a spy novel.” Don leans away, frowns, and arches his eyebrows to let me know I need to keep my mouth shut, and let anyone else know with his body language we are not a team.

We all wait as Reynolds sets his water bottle down slowly and picks up his papers again. I can’t pull off a similar “pregnant pause” because I live in a constant state of fear that I’m putting people to sleep when I talk. There’s precedence to support me on this one.

“PV is one of the biggest breakthroughs in profiling unsolved crimes,” he continues. “Obviously, it connects the dots between federal, state, and local investigations. It gets computers talking to one another—and that leads to people talking to one another. One of the key ideas was to make information available whereby other law enforcement agents and analysts could study and make suggestions on a case, even if there was no solid line of connection with something they were working on. PV stole a page from a business textbook and has become a kind of ‘best practices’ online symposium.”

“I bet that goes over real good with the guys working the case,” Martinez chimes in. “Sounds like one more way everybody in the world wants to second-guess you and look over your shoulder if you’re a cop.”

“You’d be surprised at how well it works and how well it’s been received, Detective Martinez,” Reynolds answers. He’s good at remembering names. “I guess ideas and advice don’t offend as much when someone’s nose is in your case from a thousand miles away. But the unexpected positive outcome from Project Vigilance is that it has revealed to us almost 1,000 connected cases. PV has correlated crime events that were once treated as singular and jurisdiction-specific crimes into non-isolated crime streams.”

What did he just say? Jurisdiction-specific? Non-isolated crime streams? I’m writing this stuff down. I think I’m back at NIU in an advanced level criminal justice seminar.

“So, Boss, how come we aren’t on Project Vigilance, if it’s so good?” Martinez asks, turning to face Zaworski.

“It’s still under review,” the captain answers curtly. His steely look suggests further comments and interruptions are not welcome.

I look straight down at my notebook. No way am I going to snicker. Don must have been worried about me because he kicks me under the table. Ouch. That one I didn’t deserve.

“So did you start this Project Vigilance? Do you run it?” Black-shear asks Reynolds.

“I wish,” he snorts. “No, I’m a single investigator who has benefited from someone else’s vision and work.”

I’m impressed. Handsome and dutifully humble.

“I do have the distinction, however,” he continues, “of identifying thirty-seven streams; more than any other investigator. I’ve spear-headed seventeen busts nationwide.”

So much for being humble.

“But I’ve had my eye on one stream from the first day PV started connecting dots for us. This particular stream pulled together six unsolved crime factors. And by factor, I mean each of the cities that have experienced multiple murders at the hands of the same perp, who I’m about to tell you about.”

“How many murders in all?” Konkade asks.

“As I said, we’ve identified six factors, which means six cities,” he answers. After a pause he continues, “There are now forty-seven known murders. We aren’t counting Chicago as a factor yet. It’s also possible PV has missed some of his handiwork, so there could be more.”

Everyone is still. Blackshear gives a low whistle. Don whispers, “Sweet Jesus,” under his breath. Martinez crosses himself and mumbles, “Santa madre de Dios, apiádate de nosotros!”

“If we’re right about who the killer is, today’s murder is just the first he has planned for your city,” Reynolds continues. “We believe Sandra Reed is victim number forty-eight.”

I can’t help myself—I gulp. An hour ago I was poking my finger in a coach’s chest for encouraging rough play. Or maybe girls just trip each other. Now I am saying a prayer for help with something that really matters. Someone has committed forty-eight murders and is planning more. How can that be?

“We haven’t seen our friend for almost seven months, so we were afraid he had changed his modus operandi and disappeared from PV’s ability to detect patterns. Honestly, I was starting to go a little crazy with the thought that I wouldn’t get another shot at him. But last night tells us—or at least strongly suggests—he’s back.”

Reynolds lays out details of forty-seven murders in six cities and why last night’s murder in my city looks like a fresh start and factor number seven.

“This guy sounds smart,” Blackshear interrupts. “He’s going to be tough to catch. Have you all gotten close to him yet?”

“Catching him is going to be tough,” Reynolds responds. “He is smart. And we haven’t gotten close yet. But he’s a sociopath. And sociopaths are delusional—especially about themselves. So they leave clues.”

“But you said this one doesn’t,” Don says.

“I said he hasn’t, but believe me, he will. Sociopaths love narratives. As long as they are the star of the story, of course. They start believing they can dictate life by force of will. We all know the Burns’ line, ‘the best-laid schemes of mice and men often go awry.’ Even though everyone in this room gets frustrated when plans go awry, most of us know that’s part of life. Sociopaths are not quite as understanding and get a lot more frustrated. That’s when they make mistakes. I’ll admit this guy is on one incredible roll. But not every break is going to go his way.”

Handsome and literate. He goes on to tell us what they guess they know about the perpetrator’s childhood and adolescence, about what makes him tick.

Forty-seven murders in six previous cities. Murder number forty-eight has happened in my precinct—or at least right next to it. Holy cow. He’s back.

I hate when bad people go free. My younger sister, Klarissa—already a star news reporter on a local TV station—says I get too uptight and worry about things I can’t control. Dad would have said that makes me a good cop. And now I’m on the primary investigative squad tracking a serial killer. That means I do have some control.

If I can keep my temper under control—and Internal Affairs doesn’t bust my chops.
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I turn the ignition on my Miata; it starts right up. That’s a good thing because it’s been acting real funny for the past couple of months. I keep meaning to get it in the shop tomorrow, but tomorrow becomes today. I end up looking for parking spaces located on inclines, so if it won’t start, I roll it backward and pop the clutch in reverse. I’m glad I couldn’t afford an automatic transmission when I bought the thing slightly used. There would’ve been no clutch to pop. And it would’ve been a lot more expensive to repair.

Don looked up my car online and said a salvaged starter will cost about 200 bucks. I could actually afford the starter if that was the total bill. But that doesn’t cover labor, which will be the same amount. I almost had enough put aside when I decided to switch from a standard-issue Glock service handgun to a Beretta. For 900 bucks, I better shoot straighter.

I look at the cracked leather passenger seat and think about how hot this thing used to look. No major body damage but a small dent in the back left corner. There’s a little rust there now. Something else I don’t have money to fix.

I look down at my cell, which I left in the front passenger seat. Six missed calls. Great. Only one person that can be. I’ve been at the crime scene for four hours, still decked out in my torn, paint-stained sweatshirt. I realize now that I forgot to call Dell, my sort-of boyfriend, to let him know something had come up. He’s been after me to drive out of town about a hundred and fifty miles to see a historic Amish village. I’ve been putting him off. I think my new case qualifies as a good excuse; a great excuse, in fact. But after having used several lame excuses in previous weekends, he’ll just feel put off again. I could be honest and just tell him I’m not interested in eighteenth-century customs and furniture, even if they managed to make it all without metal nails or the aid of electricity. Mom keeps telling me that this sounds like a lot of fun. I think my point is made.

Dell gets offended pretty easily, even if he fights hard not to show it. He’s easy to read. Of course, I am a detective. Wonder if he feels put off because I always put him off? I met him at church six months ago, which I’ve been told—by my mom, of course—is a great place for single adults to meet members of the opposite sex with shared values and beliefs. I agree with all that, but it certainly doesn’t mean I’m morally obligated to fall for him, just because he’s good-looking, has a great job, drives an expensive car, and is very spiritual.

Maybe it’s the pressure I feel from everyone, including my sisters. Maybe it’s his name: Dell. I am thankful I haven’t met his parents yet because there’s a good chance I’d bring the name thing up. Maybe it is Dell’s earnest patience with me that sabotages my feelings for him. He basically says he’s there for me and is willing to wait until I feel the same about him. That’s a turnoff.

Kaylen says his patience with me is incredibly romantic. Yeah, whatever. And what’s with the Amish village thing? My mom says I always decide whether something will be fun or interesting before I give it a real chance—and that I’m often wrong. I don’t remember the being wrong part as much as she does.

I’ve missed one call from Kaylen and five from Dell. Did he call her to tattle on me? Three voice messages. I just hit the call-back option for Dell. I’m not crazy about him, but I do think I should explain what’s going on and why I’m missing our Saturday date. The ringtone bleats four times then clicks into voicemail: “You’ve reached the phone of Dell Woods . . .”

I jab the off button with my pointer finger. Better to listen to my voicemails from him first anyway. I do believe this is the first time Dell hasn’t picked up my call within the first two rings. I guess I made him mad. Good for him. It should make him mad. I don’t treat him as well as he deserves. If I don’t feel guilty, it’s because I’ve been honest with him all along, except for the Amish village thing. Besides, six months isn’t very long to really know who someone is. Especially when you refuse to let someone get to know you.

I’m on the entrance ramp to the cross-town expressway that will deliver me to my apartment and a hot shower in twenty minutes. I work through the gears quickly and have it in fifth before I’ve merged onto the highway. The Saturday night party crowd is still at home getting ready, so I have pretty light traffic to weave through.

Austin Reynolds of the FBI was pretty thorough on what we should expect when we got to the victim’s trendy townhouse. But I don’t think you can be thorough enough to prepare someone for the shock of what we saw.

I’ve been in homicide two years now. Got my promotion and gold detective shield a year earlier than my dad did. And plenty of people let me know that my dad is the reason I got bumped up so young. So I’ve seen my share of death and destruction. But whoever this guy is, he’s a sicko. He’s evil. I’m not positive the case is going to stay with Don and me, but I have some intense feelings coursing through my body and soul. I can physically feel something from the top of my head to the soles of my feet. I’m angry, but it doesn’t feel like the lousy kind of anger I’ve been mired in the last couple months. Maybe I’m feeling a little of the holy anger Mom likes to brag about when talking about Democrats and the liberal bias in the media. All I know for sure is that I want to be the one to bring this guy in before he does any more damage. I won’t push his nose in the pavement, though.
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I wrap one towel around my body and one around my hair after a thirty-minute shower. Got every last ounce of hot water there was. I’m fading fast now. I want to do my nails—a ten-minute job for me and an afternoon for media star Klarissa—but may not have the energy. I plop on my couch and pick up the remote. I’m debating between watching a TV show I recorded and just hitting the sack. Haven’t done a crossword in a week. My brain’s gonna turn to mashed potatoes.

I grabbed an oven-roasted turkey sandwich at Subway on my way home and then did a workout in my living room on a foam mat to blow off steam. I started with eagle jumps, but they make too much noise and I didn’t know if the old guy who lives below me was home or not—he has complained about me to management regularly since I moved here—so I only did one set of thirty. I shadowboxed with weighted gloves for ten minutes, keeping my fists at chin level the whole time—my arms were on fire the last two minutes. Then I did a core workout that had my abs screaming.

I look at the top of my left wrist. A thin line, dark rust down the middle and a few angry dots—from where the stitches got pulled—flank it on both sides. The doc said it will be almost impossible to see. My orthopod said the same thing about my right knee, which has a very noticeable road map of scars.

I look at my cell phone. No new messages. Dell still hasn’t called back. I left him a pretty detailed explanation, leaving out crime scene details, of course, but I suspect he has had his fill of my explanations and is throwing some passive-aggressive payback in my direction.

Good for him.

Sometimes, no matter how long of a shower you take, you just can’t feel clean. I toss the remote on my couch and head to the bedroom. I pick up a Lee Child novel I got at the library. I only make it through ten pages before my eyes get too heavy to continue. I turn off the light and pray, but sleep and prayer elude me.

He’s back keeps echoing over and over in my mind.
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THE CHITOWNVLOGGER
APRIL 2, 6:03 A.M.

He clicked replay one more time before posting the video on his YouTube channel. From there it would travel seamlessly to his vlog site and over to more than a hundred thousand RSS feeds plus another couple hundred thousand direct subscribers.

Axl Rose screeched out the words “Welcome to the jungle” as the title DEATH IN THE CITY: NEW IN A THEATER NEAR YOU! rolled on the screen.

He was well-known in Chicagoland, having been news anchor at the city’s largest local TV station until he was fired. No reason was publically given, but a publicist for the station hinted that there had been “professional conduct issues.” There were rumors of a sexual harassment suit being settled quietly for big bucks. He would admit he drank a little too much in public—and maybe in private—but he knew he had never harassed a woman. Leave that for presidents and senators. He knew very well the real reason for his dismissal. He had packed on an extra thirty pounds. That coupled with a receding hairline, and long story short, he wasn’t as handsome as he used to be.

No matter. It turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to him. Now he had his own news show—a couple of two- or three-minute reports most days—and he could say whatever he wanted. With a million hits every twenty-four hours, he was making more money off of Google advertising dollars and a few small sponsors—well, the city’s largest Harley dealer wasn’t that small—than he did when he was with the mainstream media.

Go figure.

He watched himself carefully. He had leaned back in his battered office swivel chair, and looked right into the miniature digital camera he had set up on a tripod. He could have wetted down his white hair and run a comb through it, but no big deal. For his reports, he used no notes. He recorded them in one take, every time. He edited everything himself. Talk about low overhead. He watched himself. He wasn’t the striking figure he had been when he dreamed of anchoring the CBS Evening News, but his trademark baritone voice was deep and clear as ever. His blue-gray eyes had not lost their ability to bore into the hearts and minds of his viewers.

“Welcome to my jungle, friends and family, fans and foes. You are watching the ChiTownVlogger—Chicago’s number one source for news that matters. It’s the wee hours of the night, so good thing for you, I never sleep.

“I started getting some calls and texts and email messages late last night. Some very interesting—and very disturbing—chatter. So I reached out to people who are in the know in the mayor’s office and at Chicago Police headquarters—and no one wanted to talk to me. That hurt my feelings a little, but it made me even more curious about a potential story of blood and horror. You already know that when I get curious, it turns to suspicion. And when I get suspicious, I really go to work. Usually when people won’t talk to me it means they have something they want to hide. It also means our very own führer, the one and only Mayor Doyle, is doing his best Joseph Goebbels impression and trying to suppress your access to important news. Particularly news that doesn’t help his reelection campaign.

“After pulling strings for a couple hours, I learned that the mayor was awakened from his beauty sleep—not an easy task—and spent a long night on the phone with the director of the FBI in Washington, DC, and his favorite crony at the Chicago Police Department, Commissioner Fergosi.

“Good to know they’ll put in at least a little overtime since crime and violent crime is up in Chicagoland for a third straight year. What caught the mayor’s attention? No, they still haven’t captured the old lady who keeps letting her dog do a nasty deed on the sidewalk in front of city hall without scooping it. That wasn’t it.

“I did check with the big boys, the serious news sources, to see what they knew first. But when you’ve sold your soul to Chicago politicians and the Corporate States of America, you’re content not to know much. Case in point, they didn’t know what has caught the mayor’s attention either. They’re still asleep even as I speak.

“Let me make it simple, folks. You heard Sandra Reed was murdered. Maybe you weren’t paying attention—and that’s just what Mayor Doyle and Commissioner Fergosi hoped for. If you can remember her name and the report at all, you probably heard she was murdered in a dispute with her boyfriend. Wrong. She doesn’t even have a boyfriend. What Commissioner Fergosi and the men in blue don’t want you to know is this was no domestic dispute, no crime of passion, no simple shoot or stab murder.

“One of the fair maidens of our city was brutally cut up. Yeah. You heard me right. She was slashed and bled out in a gruesome death that might have been designed to last an entire night. Sadist? Satanist? Sicko? All of the above? Or a different kind of animal? You’ll know when I know. I don’t operate like Mayor Doyle. And I’ll know before ‘they’ know. You know who ‘they’ are.

“I won’t keep you any longer. So now you can go listen to the hacks from WGL, WCI, and the other serious news sources as they play catch-up with the ChiTownVlogger. Check back into my jungle soon. There’s a predator on the prowl.”

Satisfied, Allen Johnson hit the button to upload and publish his report.

I’m going to get a million hits before noon.


[image: image]

I look at the clock on my nightstand. How did it get to be 9:40 already? Did I just sleep ten hours? Since I tossed and turned all night and never really drifted off, I guess the better question is whether I’ve been in bed ten hours. Regardless, the answer is that I’ve overslept, big time. I jump out of bed with a start. I told Kaylen I would get to church early to help her with Kendra’s Sunday school class. Soccer coach; class helper; what next? Weekend babysitter? Yeah, I’ve already done that gig, too. Not that I’m complaining. Not really.

[image: image]

I slide into the pew next to Kaylen. She’s singing and barely acknowledges me. That means she is not happy with me. She finally looks over a stanza or two later and gives a half-hearted nod. I don’t think her smile is totally sincere. Not very nice for a pastor’s wife. In my typical contrarian pathology I immediately feel better. If the nicest woman in the world is being pouty, then I can’t be that bad, right? I almost smile. I look over to see if there is any sign of a cute little baby bump. Not yet. Maybe she and Jimmy need to work harder. She feels my gaze and scowls at me. Now I do smile. My gorgeous, kind-hearted, forgiving older sister can never stay mad at me—unlike my younger sister who can stay mad at me for years and who isn’t in church with us again this week, I notice.

I missed all of Sunday school and was fifteen minutes late for the worship service. That means another ten minutes of singing. All standing up. The words are projected on a screen. I understand contemporary church services are designed to appeal to contemporary people like me, but it wouldn’t kill us to sing a couple verses from the hymnal—preferably sitting down. Ten minutes of announcements and the offering will follow. Jimmy will preach about thirty-five minutes.

We’re usually out the door at 12:15. The Baptists, who are apparently more punctual, will have all the good restaurant tables tied up by then—the charismatics follow in waves at 1:30 or so. Our independent church is in the no-man’s land of Sunday dinner scheduling, so we always eat at Jimmy and Kaylen’s house. All of us are on a budget except for Klarissa anyway. We used to do it at Mom and Dad’s house, but there is more room at Jimmy and Kaylen’s. Tradition can be a good thing. Like I said, it wouldn’t kill us to pick up a hymnal and sit down for a song or two. I think the hip and contemporary train left the station without me. My news reporter sister got in the first-class car. She said she was just going to visit somewhere closer to her house for a week or two, but I think she has wanted a change, maybe something a little more formal and sophisticated—like her. No big deal. There has to be a reason there are so many different kinds of churches. At least I hope so. I’d criticize her for not just coming out and admitting that to Jimmy and Kaylen, but after not telling Dell that I did not want to visit an Amish village with him, it would be hypocritical.

I’m leaning hard with two hands on the chair in front of me. Kaylen’s giving me sideways glances and decides to forgive me for slinking in late. I get a sideways hug. Maybe she has put on five pounds.

My mind sometimes wanders in church, but not today. It stays focused. Just not on church. I’m thinking about yesterday’s meeting at headquarters. After Reynolds’ presentation, Captain Zaworski recapped the FBI profile of our alleged perp. Male. White. Very methodical, maybe an accountant or engineer. He’s intelligent. Watches TV, because he leaves next to no trace of his existence at the scene. All those shows on forensic evidence have seen to that, even though, technically, every human encounter does leave some physical record. He blends in well. Probably helps old ladies cross the street. Will say hi to new neighbors, but won’t engage. His relationships won’t be in his neighborhood. He’s a good actor.

How the FBI has identified his bonding issues, his desire for narrativity—a fancy way of saying he likes to tell stories about himself—and a childhood filled with an alienating, abusive, and neglectful mother and an absent father—left the family? died?—is beyond me. And as I like to tell Don and anyone else who will listen, I’m not just muscle and good looks. I am a college graduate. Not summa or magna cum laude, but cum laude by the skin of my teeth, and that’s still honors in my book. I’m on the slowest boat possible toward a master’s degree in criminal justice. That means I sign up for three classes a year and usually drop one of them on the exact date that doesn’t count against me grade-wise, but where I don’t get much of my tuition money refunded. My mom gets after me for wasting money, but I’m on my own dime now and can be stupid with money any way I want.

I’m not sure how all this psycho data is going to help us actually find him. But Reynolds does have one clue we can actually work on. In five of the six known cities our murderer has worked, multiple victims attended Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. This apparently confused the FBI a lot at first because the profiling doesn’t suggest someone who abuses alcohol or drugs. Someone suggested the obvious; he is pretending to have a drinking problem. Duh. All the pieces fell together.

Of course, we’re putting a lot of confidence in a computer program called Project Vigilance. We’re assuming Virgil—I’ve given the program a name of my own—hasn’t missed other cities that would reflect a broader or emerging pattern of behavior. To be fair to good old Virgil, he’s only going to be as good as the input he has to work with.

Reynolds is convinced that the connection of the forty-seven previous crime scenes is valid and that we are factor number seven. Why can’t he just say we’re the seventh city? Our perp has been hibernating for six months and is ready for serious business again.

Sandra Reed and many of the victims didn’t attend AA, but twenty-nine did—more than half—so it’s a major priority in our investigation.

Kendra, my niece, has switched spots with her mom and is at my side. She tugs on my sleeve. How long have I been the only one in the congregation standing? Kaylen looks over and stifles a laugh. Very funny, big sis. I guess long enough to be noticeable. Is Jimmy giving me a dirty look from the pulpit? I’ll remind him that pastors aren’t supposed to do that. I’m sure his message will be scintillating as he starts off with a joke that people find very funny, but my mind wanders away again to yesterday.

[image: image]

We agreed that the four detectives in the room would start attending a couple AA meetings a week. I don’t drink—okay, I’ve had a sip of Klarissa’s white wine once or twice—but I’ve heard enough sob stories from winos when I walked a downtown beat that I can fake it well enough. For that matter, there are enough cops with drinking problems—self-medicating with alcohol is one of our occupational hazards—that everyone on the force likely has firsthand experience with someone who has been in, or should be in, AA. We considered putting out the word that any department employees already attending AA meetings need to keep their eyes open. But we couldn’t quite figure out what they were to look for—or how to keep that kind of information from getting leaked to the press—so we scrapped the idea.

There was nothing else but the crime scene. We dispersed quickly and all seven of us headed for separate cars to caravan over to a small apartment house in Washington Park. I didn’t even mess with the starter on my Miata. I rolled it back and popped the clutch.

[image: image]

Jimmy is winding things down up front. He asks a couple of questions about the current state of our soul when it comes to anger. That wakes me up. If I had paid attention I wouldn’t have been so surprised that he wasn’t talking about having too much bad anger—the kind I’ve been wrestling with—but rather not having enough godly anger. Holy anger. Righteous anger. My mom’s kind of anger. Things that make God mad are supposed to make us mad.

I can embrace that. First of all, I already feel lousy enough about myself right now, and it’s nice to not feel judged, especially at church. And yesterday’s crime scene made me feel a little of God’s fury; it still was resonating in my chest today. I shook my head, remembering. It was unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed. Worse than any of the films they showed us at the academy. Slasher film bad. Torture more than murder. If seeing that doesn’t stir some godly anger, I don’t know what will.

We pray the benediction in unison as I stretch and arch my back; I think I sigh out loud because Kaylen leans over and gives me an elbow to the rib. Not very nice of her. Again.

Jimmy says “amen” and I turn into the aisle. I see Dell about six rows back. Our eyes lock. I squint and tilt my head to the side to give him a plaintive “I’m sorry” expression. He takes a step backward and half turns as a twentysomething puts her hand in the crook of his arm. He looks back at me, trying to stifle a look of triumph.

Okay. That was unexpected.

But you go, Dell. I had it coming.
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