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          A Killer Strikes . . . Again

        

      

    

    
      I focused my flashlight on his chest. The killer had buried a large, black-handled knife in it. I pressed a wrist with my fingertips, holding no hope of finding a pulse. Blood drained in all directions, even under the glass case. I put my ear to his mouth and my hand on his chest, avoiding the knife sticking out of it, straining to hear a sound, feel a beat.

      Nothing but my own desperate breathing.

      I felt his dime-store notebook in his breast pocket, the one he’d scribbled in earlier in the evening. I tugged it out. The knife had narrowly missed piercing it. Blood stained the edges of the pages. I slipped it into my pocket next to my own notebook, and slumped against the glass case. The backroom clock ticked distantly, slightly out of rhythm.

      It was happening again.

      Dear god, it was happening again!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Denver is still a nickel town, the way I figure it. Maybe Chicago or Boston can get away with jacking the price of a tune from a nickel to a dime, but I sure as hell ain’t gonna drop a dime to hear Frankie Laine warble “Mule Train.”

      I plugged in my nickel and punched B4 on the Wurlitzer, a glowing red, green, and blue monster bigger than the front end of a beer truck. Billie Holiday came on singing “Tain’t Nobody’s Business if I Do.” I returned to the counter at Al’s Diner, adjusted my Sam Browne belt, and settled on the stool next to my shift partner. He didn’t act any more sociable than when I’d left. One of his meaty hands stirred his untouched coffee, the spoon clinking against the cup.

      Benedict Greene had been staring into his coffee for weeks now, chewing on something. He was more sullen than usual tonight—edgy, too, as if whatever was on his mind was coming to a boil.

      This wasn’t his pattern. We’d partnered for the past five months, and I’d known him several years before that. He’s an upbeat guy by nature, which is something considering he’s a cop. Then again, the war shadows Benedict as it does many of us. He’d fought in the bloody Battle of the Bulge in the snowy forests of Belgium. Perhaps those nightmares had returned to haunt him. God knows, the war still haunts me.

      I considered asking what was gnawing on him, but figured it wasn’t my place. Only civilians and rookie cops ask where they have no call to ask. If it were my place to know, Benedict would tell me. Good partners are that way. If something is worth telling, they’ll tell each other before they tell anyone else, even their wives.

      So I left him stirring his coffee and reread the shocking black headline plastered on the front page of a well-thumbed copy of the morning Rocky Mountain News.

      
        
        Truman Fires MacArthur

      

      

      The bony finger of the fry cook appeared and tapped the newspaper. “The Taft folks are talking impeachment,” he said approvingly behind his stained white apron as Billie sang the blues. “Put Truman in jail with them Rosenbergs.”

      If I should take a notion

      To Jump into the ocean

      Ain’t nobody’s business if I do

      No, it wasn’t a smart move, firing a war hero like Douglas MacArthur. The Tafties were itching to impeach Harry Truman and now was their shot.

      Not that I blamed the hat man for firing the general. Sure, we need to stand tough against the commies, but the general wanted to invade China, for god’s sake. Against his president’s orders. Sounded like a nightmare to me. MacArthur had been disloyal to his own commander, and I detested disloyalty.

      On the other hand, I wasn’t buying into this limited “police action” crap. Hell, we could be bogged down in those bloody Korean hills forever.

      War and life were clearer back when Benedict and I fought in the Big One. We had a well-defined mission: kick the Little Corporal’s ass to hell, along with his puppets in Italy and Japan. Nothing limited about what we were doing. Unconditional surrender or die. But in Korea, all we seemed to be fighting for was a dumb line on a map.

      Maybe the Tafties were right. Foreign wars were like the measles. Something you got over as quickly as possible.

      I swear, I won’t call no copper

      If I’m beat up by my papa

      Ain’t nobody’s business if I do

      I finished my coffee. We’d taken our short five long enough. Time to get back to the streets. I stood to leave. Benedict glanced at his watch for the umpteenth time tonight and rose. His coffee remained untouched, but he slid a nickel under his saucer. He always paid for his coffee. No self-respecting cop pays for his coffee. It’s an unwritten code on the street. But that was Benedict for you. “Saint Benedict,” cops called him behind his back. A regular choirboy. He never took free meals, cut-rate car repairs, free cigs to smoke or sell, juice from bookies and bondsmen—the harmless goodies that keep hardworking, underpaid cops and their families above water. He always made me feel a little guilty for not paying for my coffee. But someone needed to make the barkeeps, tamale vendors, and shop owners feel they were getting a little extra protection, an extra rattle on their doorknobs, in turn for a free bottle of milk for the kids or a hot tamale on a bitter January night.

      I shrugged toward the fry cook in apology for my partner’s saintly behavior, and we hit the streets in our patrol car, a black three-year-old Ford already on its last legs. Benedict drove, a half-smoked Old Gold clamped in the middle of his lips, as we crawled deeper into Five Points, what the locals called the “Harlem of the West.” We passed the Roxy theater, its marquee glittering as a handful of Negroes lined up to watch “Destry Rides Again.” Being a Wednesday, the street wasn’t crowded, but on weekends there was no room to walk on the sidewalks. We passed blocks of stately Victorian homes owned by doctors rubbing elbows with row houses owned by Pullman Porters. The sad sounds of jazz drifted out of the Ex-Servicemen’s Club.

      Benedict took in none of this. His eyes stared dead ahead, never glancing to either side, never scouring car tags for hot heaps or faces for wants. An asshole could have been jack-rolling a drunk for shoes and change, and Benedict would have missed it.

      Luckily, the April twilight was crisp and dry, keeping down the tempers on the streets and in the backrooms. Just the usual barflies, monte men, and hookers drifting in and out of the pool halls and jazz joints, their dark faces scowling at us as we passed. A beer bottle shattered on the sidewalk. Two men argued over a raggedy coat. The usual.

      At 9:14, we caught a call of a female screaming in one of the newer two-story brick-faced projects on Stout. A Mexican gandy dancer had been fired by Burlington Railroad and was taking it out on a bottle of cheap gin and his overweight wife. By the time we arrived, the bottle was empty and the wife insisted life was just peachy, despite a right eye resembling something worked over by Jake LaMotta. She must have been listening to Billie Holiday.

      Benedict returned to the patrol car while I hung around the building for a few minutes, picking up skinny and handing a family a sawbuck that a gin mill owner juiced me with the previous night. When I returned to the car, Benedict had already filled out the log sheet fastened to a clipboard and was scribbling in his dime-store pocket notebook. He never told me what he wrote in his brown notebook. Names of snitches. A grocery list. Poetry for all I knew.

      He glanced at his watch, again, as if he had somewhere more important to be.

      We took a smoke break with another cruiser from Precinct 52 behind K. K. Miyamoto’s Fine Photography studio. Later, cruising by the dark, silent South Platte river bottom, among the warehouses and railroad tracks, Benedict finally got around to speaking what was on his mind.

      “We got this little deal goin’, Joe,” he said in a low voice, with another glance at his watch.

      When he didn’t say anything more, I said, “Whattya mean, a little deal?”

      “Something we thought you’d wanna be part of. There’s some scratch in it for you.”

      “From this deal?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So what’s the deal?” I pressed.

      “It’s kinda hard to explain.”

      “Try me, Benedict. I’m a bright guy.”

      He fell silent. I came at it from a different angle. “Who’s ‘we’?”

      “Some guys.”

      “What guys?”

      “You know, our kind.” It was as if he were digging for words in a junk drawer.

      “Cops?”

      “I’m not explaining this well.”

      “Shit, Benedict, you ain’t explaining it at all.”

      “Lemme show you, Joe. You’ll understand after I show you.”

      He drove us several blocks to a dark alley between Arapahoe and Curtis. As we eased into the alley, he doused the headlights, rolled down his window, and listened as we crept through the narrow canyon between the backs of small, tired businesses. Grit and broken glass crunched under the tires. A third of the way, Benedict stopped and flicked on the spotlight. Its beam snared a junkyard dog rooting in an overturned rusty barrel. The dog yanked its head out. A white sack muzzled its snout. It glared at us, sick yellow eyes glistening in the spotlight, holding them on us before slinking off into the darkness, the sack still clinging to its snout.

      Benedict drove on before stopping mid alley between a furniture store and a pawnshop. The furniture store looked fine on my side, but the security light above the rear door of the pawnshop was busted out. Benedict painted the spotlight across the building, snaring barred windows, a No Parking sign, peeling paint, and a heavy door with a small grimy window. Above the window, white lettering spelled out

      
        
        Lennie’s Loan and Music Co.

        Use Front Entrance

      

      

      “You got a tip about Lennie’s?” I said. “Half the shit he sells is stolen.”

      My partner’s eyes were large and jittery. “That’s the beauty of it.”

      “The beauty of what?”

      He killed the spotlight, drove a few feet beyond the door, and stopped.

      “See something?” I said.

      “Wait here.” He slid out and eased his door closed. He walked behind the car to the pawnshop. Normally, Benedict walked stiffly, spine erect, trying to appear taller than he was. Now he walked with his back hunched, his muscular shoulders rolled up tight, his head glancing side to side. He looked small in the alley.

      I peered out the rear window. The pawnshop door was ajar. I scrambled out of the car, the interior light spilling into the empty alley, highlighting me like a target. I eased the door shut.

      “Benedict—the door,” I half-whispered.

      He stopped and waved me off.

      “Someone’s busted into the place,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” his voice low but not hushed.

      “What do you mean, don’t worry?”

      “Trust me.”

      He merged into the shadows of the pawnshop and pulled the door farther open. Hinges screeched like lost souls. He scanned the alley in both directions.

      “Benedict! What the hell you doin’? Wait for me.”

      “Stay. Keep your eyes peeled.”

      “Peeled for what?”

      “Anything unusual.”

      Swell.

      He disappeared into the dark building.

      “Shit!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stood in the alley, eyes peeled as Benedict had instructed. Peeled for what? A burglar? An alky looking for a place to sleep off his muscatel? Other cops? Jesus, Benedict and I were the good guys. Why did I feel like a juvie stealing his first car?

      I started toward the pawnshop. Grit crunched under my thick-soled shoes. I froze. The sounds of cars passing the ends of the alley echoed between the buildings. A rooftop exhaust fan hummed. The alley reeked of rotting garbage and dog shit.

      I trusted Benedict more than any cop on the force. He not only was by the book, he was fearless, and better yet, a smart cop. He carried a sixth sense, knew who to shake down and when. He worked hard, unlike more than a few slacker uniforms I knew. In six years, he’d earned more citations and commendations than Audie Murphy. The only reason he wasn’t a detective by now was he preferred working the streets. So what the hell was he doing in—

      A sharp noise caught my ear. I reached for my .38 special. Benedict emerged from the pawnshop lugging an enormous cabinet radio. Two men would have struggled with it, but he carried it to the car on his own. He set it down by the trunk.

      “What the fuck are you—”

      He raised a hand. “Shhhh! The burglar left this behind.”

      I brought down my voice. “What burglar? What the hell you doin’, Benedict? Christ, you can’t—”

      “Ellen’s been wanting a nice radio like this.” He touched the dark wood cabinet. A Stromberg-Carlson, if I wasn’t mistaken. They build some fancy ones. “Our Crosley is on the fritz. Can’t miss Life of Riley. This one’s a combination radio and phonograph. Plays those new long-play records.” He was talking fast now, his words slamming into each other like boxcars on a fast-braking train. “There’s more of this, Joe. I know where we can get more of this.”

      “That’s swell, Benedict. Really swell. Is this the goddamned deal you were peddling? Is this how I pick up a few extra bucks—burglarizing stores?”

      He laughed uneasily. “It’s okay, Joe. It’s not like we kicked in the door. We’re just taking a little extra. Like you said, half the stuff in Lennie’s is stolen. He ain’t gonna squeal.”

      I looked up and down the alley and back at Benedict and back at the pawnshop. “I don’t believe this. Not from you, of all people.”

      “Nobody’s gonna find out.” His voice carried less conviction than my racing heart. “If somebody shows up, we tell ’em we found the place kicked in and this in the alley.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. Jesus, what am I’m gonna to do, arrest my own damn partner?”

      A stupid, uneasy grin cut across his shadowed face. “You wouldn’t do that, Joe. You’re one of us.” He tried to look me in the eye as he said it but couldn’t. “You recognize a good deal when you see it. It’s perfect. Who’s gonna believe a cop took this stuff?”

      “If it’s so goddamn perfect, Benedict, why do you look so damn nervous? Why do you believe I’d go for this?”

      He said nothing. He stared up and down the alley as if we were being watched.

      “Who else you got in on this deal, Benedict? Who the fuck is the ‘we’?”

      “I’ll explain everything in a minute. Wait here. I gotta get one more thing.”

      He headed for the rear door. I went after him but he raised a hand like a traffic cop. “Just wait.” He tossed the car keys toward me. I missed them in the gloom and they splattered to the cracked cement. “Put the radio in the trunk,” he said as I picked up the keys. “I got a place where we can stash it later.”

      I straightened up. “I’m not going to do that. Put the damn thing back.”

      He was nearly to the pawnshop, back into its shadows. He stopped and said in a banked voice, “I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I’m sorry, Joe,” he said, his voice somber. “I have no choice.”

      He stepped through the entrance, pulled the door nearly shut behind him, and was gone.

      I stood in the alley, unsure what to do, stunned by my partner’s actions. Yeah, yeah, cops are supposed to arrest guys lugging stolen radios out of a store. It’s our sworn duty. But this thief was a cop, and cops don’t do that to each other. Not if you want to remain a cop. More than a fellow cop, Benedict was my partner. That made him as close to me as my wife. I saw more of him most days than I saw of Paula and our daughter Olivia. We held each other’s lives in our hands every day. What the hell was I going to do, tell him to come out with his hands up? Draw my gun and go in after him? Call dispatch and tell them the most honest cop on the force just burglarized a pawnshop and would they please send over a couple of squad cars?

      I stared at the rear door. Through the grimy window, the interior was pitch black. Between the passing cars and the hum of the rooftop fan, I couldn’t hear anything inside, either.

      The radio loomed larger than ever in the bleakness of the alley. I’d heard the rumors. Every cop on the force had heard them. Dirty cops. Dark riders. Cops who helped themselves to more than free lunches, free cigs, and a little scratch under the table. Cops who burglarized restaurants and hardware stores, cracked safes, carted off merchandise before owners arrived after a “real” thief hit a place. Cops even operating in rings.

      None had been arrested, and I suspected most of the rumors weren’t true. Still, you can always count on a few being bad.

      I just didn’t figure Benedict Greene for one of them.

      I paced the alley in both directions in the cool night air, alert for what, I had no idea. Where the hell was he? He said he’d only be a minute and several had already passed. Any moment I expected to see him carting out a kitchen appliance or shotguns or another fucking radio. Then what? I wasn’t a thief, I couldn’t let it ride. I wasn’t one of the “we,” whatever he thought of me. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to arrest him. Maybe I could talk him into putting it back. Maybe there was a simple, innocent explanation to all of this.

      Impatient, I strode toward the pawnshop, ignoring the crunching glass. I pulled my flashlight from my belt and ran its beam up and down the door. Someone had jimmied it open with a pry bar. My partner was not that someone.

      Then why insist no one had broken in, no need to “worry”?

      I drew my gun from my holster and flattened myself against the wall. Cool rough brick dug into my back.

      “Benedict,” I whispered through the ajar door.

      No response.

      Louder this time. “Benedict!” My mouth went dry.

      Silence.

      I pushed the door farther open. The hinges groaned. I leveled my gun chest high. “Benedict, where are you, goddammit?”

      A passer-by at either end of the alley could have heard me, but I didn’t care.

      “Is this a goddamned joke? It ain’t funny.”

      No response.

      “Goddammit, Benedict, get the hell outa there. Screw the radio. Let’s just get the fuck outa here.”

      Silence.

      Time to make a decision, and it wouldn’t be to call dispatch. I scanned the alley, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed the door farther open, ignoring the shrieking hinges. I flicked off the flashlight and slipped through the doorway. I stopped and let my eyes adjust to the darkness.

      “Benedict,” I said loudly.

      No sounds. Even the mice weren’t moving.

      I held my flashlight out at arm’s length and flicked it on. No shots rang out.

      I was in a backroom. A desk with ledgers. Pawn tickets pinned to a wall along with a pinup calendar two years out of date. Shelves cluttered with hocked items not ready for sale. A small workbench for repairing pawn. A wall clock ticked 10:44. A whiff of cleaning solvents and scorched coffee mixed with the smell of my own sweat.

      I crept to the open doorway between the backroom and the showroom. An exterior neon sign at the front of the pawnshop flickered red and green off two scratched glass cases of jewelry running down the center of the room. Guns, musical instruments, army surplus, toasters, sewing machines, radios and record players, brass table lamps, clocks, leather jackets, and a mish-mash of other pawn crammed the narrow aisles and cluttered the walls. A car passed on Curtis, headlights momentarily brightening the interior, highlighting a shattered side case.

      “Benedict!” Only my raw breathing answered.

      The cold heaviness of my gun filled my hand.

      My flashlight combed the shadows for the slightest movement. My ears alert for the faintest of sounds, for breathing, for any hint Benedict was okay—or someone lying in wait.

      Nothing.

      I sucked in another deep breath and stepped into the room, ducking behind the end of one of the center cases. I panned my flashlight across the side case with the broken glass. The beam caught a small pile of watches scattered on the linoleum floor, spotted with a dark liquid.

      My flashlight moved, then froze. The sole of a heavy shoe stared at me several feet beyond the watches. I inched the light. A second sole, this one worn unevenly along one side of the shoe. My hand shook as I panned the light up the legs. The body lay sprawled on its back. A uniformed body. Something long and wicked protruded from the middle of the chest.

      “Benedict!”

      I scrambled to his side and touched his neck for a pulse. A sticky wetness clung to my fingers. I jerked my hand back and shined my flashlight on his neck.

      Someone—someone hateful and ugly—had slashed my partner’s throat.

      I focused my flashlight on his chest. The killer had buried a large, black-handled knife in it. I pressed a wrist with my fingertips, holding no hope of finding a pulse. Blood drained in all directions, even under the glass case. I put my ear to his mouth and my hand on his chest, avoiding the knife sticking out of it, straining to hear a sound, feel a beat.

      Nothing but my own desperate breathing.

      I felt his dime-store notebook in his breast pocket, the one he’d scribbled in earlier in the evening. I tugged it out. The knife had narrowly missed piercing it. Blood stained the edges of the pages. I slipped it into my pocket next to my own notebook, and slumped against the glass case. The backroom clock ticked distantly, slightly out of rhythm.

      It was happening again.

      Dear god, it was happening again!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Within two minutes of my “officer down” call to dispatch, the distant wail of sirens cut the darkness. One minute later, the first patrol car squealed to a stop in the alley nose to nose to our car where I stood waiting. Two uniforms emerged, one I recognized.

      Gary Evensky was a thin, sad-faced old timer of sixteen years whose uniform always hung on him like rags on a scarecrow.

      “Who’s down?” he said.

      I nodded toward the open door of the pawnshop. “Benedict.”

      He started toward the door but I raised my hand and shook my head.

      “Ah, shit,” he said. He and Benedict had partnered once.

      “What the hell happened?” asked Evenksy’s partner. “Ives,” I think his name was.

      Before I’d called dispatch, I’d mulled over what story I would tell. There was no good story. No good lies. Not even a good truth. Just Benedict carrying that damn radio out of the pawnshop—and I knew how that would look to the department and the public. It would devastate his wife Ellen and son Timothy, and jeopardize his pension. The slugs on the force who detested his unbending honesty would smirk over their free coffee and cigs. As a loyal partner, I wouldn’t let that happen. Benedict was dead, why needlessly destroy his reputation?

      It wouldn’t look good for me, either, the truth. I could hear the detectives.

      You’re saying you partnered with a dirty cop for the last five months and you didn’t have an inkling? Until tonight, when he suddenly walks out with a radio in his arms? You sure you want to go with that story, Stryker? You sure you don’t want to come clean now before we drag it out of you?”

      More than anything, I couldn’t bring myself to believe that Benedict was a dark rider. There must be a good explanation why he’d lugged out the radio, a reason he’d gone back in. Something wasn’t as it appeared.

      No, I wasn’t going to divulge the truth—not until I found out what the hell the truth was.

      “We drove down the alley and found the place broken into,” I said to the two patrolmen. “The asshole musta been hiding inside when Benedict entered. Killed him and fled.”

      Evensky stared at the pawnshop and dropped his hand to his holstered gun.

      “It’s okay. I cleared it.”

      He instructed his partner to go around front and stand guard at the door. Then he prodded for more details.

      I explained that we’d come across the large cabinet radio sitting in the middle of the alley behind the pawnshop. The rear door showed signs of forced entry. Benedict sent me around front to make sure any burglar couldn’t escape out the front door. He’d give me time before he’d yell “police” and enter through the rear door. It took me time to get around front, the pawnshop being in the middle of the block. I reached the front door and waited. No warning yell from Benedict. Nothing. I peered in the window and spotted a body on the floor. It looked like Benedict but I wasn’t certain. I yelled his name but no response. I tried the front door but it was locked. I broke the glass but still couldn’t open the damn thing.

      “You know Lennie,” I said. “Keeps the place locked up tighter than a fat lady’s girdle.”

      “What did you do then?”

      “I ran back around here and went inside. That’s—that’s when I found him.”

      “You’re saying this asshole killed Benedict and escaped out the back door while you were goin’ round front?”

      I struggled to ignore the skepticism in his voice. “He musta. He sure as hell didn’t come out the front door.”

      Truth be told, I’d found the front door unlocked after I discovered Benedict’s body. The killer must have escaped through it while I’d waited in the alley. But I could hardly reveal that to investigators. It would raise uncomfortable questions. So I’d thrown the double deadbolts and the top lock, hurried around front, broke the door glass with my gun so the glass fell into the store, returned to our car, and called dispatch.

      Evensky stared at the pawnshop door, his features laced with confusion and doubt. “Why didn’t Benedict wait? Why did he go in before you got around front?”

      “I don’t know. Honest to God, Gary, I don’t know. Maybe he heard something that made him go in.”

      Why the hell did Benedict go back in? What was the “one more thing” he needed to get? Why were his last words, “I’m sorry. I have no choice.”?

      “You heard nothing?” Evensky pressed. “No one inside, no gunshot, no—”

      “No gunshot, Gary. The killer slashed his throat and left the fuckin’ knife in his chest.”

      “Jesus.”

      I motioned my hand to the alley rooftops. “The alley is noisy, too. Besides, he was likely killed while I was dashing around the block to the front door. I never heard a thing. No struggle, screams, nothing. Benedict never saw it coming.”

      My last words were about the only truth I told Evensky.
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        * * *

      

      More sirens. A second prowl car and Denver General’s black hearse meat wagon pulled into the alley. The driver said the M.E. was on his way. He and his partner lounged in their vehicle. No need to rush inside.

      Evensky ordered the lone occupant of the second prowl car to stand guard at the rear door while headed for the pawnshop. I snagged his arm, my voice low. “You don’t wanna go in, Gary.”

      He went in anyway. I remained in the alley. I couldn’t look at Benedict again, not like that.

      More uniforms arrived, squad cars clogging the alley and blocking the street in front of the pawnshop. A few arrived in private cars, off-duty officers tipped off by those on duty. The cop grapevine is faster ’n Ma Bell, especially when one of their own is brutally murdered in the line of duty.

      Wisely, the cop at the rear door kept the growing crowd out of the pawnshop. We didn’t need dozens of cops trampling through the crime scene. They were reduced to gawking through the front window like nosy civilians or milling around in the alley, speaking in hushed voices. Some pestered me with questions. “Who” was always the first, as Benedict’s name would not have gone out over the radio. The second question was always what happened.

      I repeated the half-truths and lies I’d told Evensky. My story had holes, but retained enough plausibility not to be out of line. If I’d been anyone but a cop—a Mexican, a Negro, a known felon—they’d have pounced on my story. They’d have called me a lying sonofabitch and leaned on me so hard my own mother wouldn’t have recognized me by the time they were through. But I was a cop, the victim’s partner. They wouldn’t figure a cop for lying about the murder of one of our own. And if the details of my tale didn’t quite add up, they’d attribute it to my being shaken by the events, distraught, my memory frazzled.

      The murder of a second partner would shake up anyone.

      My deeper concern was the impending arrival of the detectives. They would ask more probing questions, and ask them over and over, poking for flaws. They’d be less forgiving than my fellow uniforms.

      The medical examiner arrived, along with a photographer and two lab guys. They went inside. Interior lights flickered on. My district duty sergeant Ray Hawkins arrived a few minutes later.

      “Jesus, what the hell happened, Joe?” he asked.

      I gave him a quick report.

      “This is a fuckin’ nightmare,” he said gloomily before pushing on into the pawnshop.

      The pawnshop owner, a scholarly looking man named Lennie Kaberec, arrived and tried to get into his store, but was ordered to remain outside until detectives could interview him.

      A few minutes later, Gary Evensky came out, pale. He slowly shook his head. “Benedict was a good cop. That never shoulda happened to him.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement, even if many loathed Benedict’s zealous honesty.

      “Is it true you two found the radio in the alley, Stryker?” said a husky voice behind me. I turned to look up at Sergeant Dominic Zingano. He wore a cowboy shirt, cowboy hat, and boots fashioned from the skin of some exotic animal. Someone must have phoned him at home.

      “Yeah, it was there when we pulled up,” I replied.

      Zingano was the biggest damn cop I’d ever known, especially for an Italian. The guy stood like a damn oak tree with its bark peeled. Big Z, some guys called him. He could have played basketball for the Knicks except for a gimpy awkwardness in his movements. He worked the Morals Division, though every cop in the city knew of Dominic Zingano because he was president of our Police Union. When he wasn’t collaring homos and hookers, he was battling the chief of police over wages and working conditions, and going to bat for officers who got in trouble with the brass.

      “It was sitting there in the alley? Like that?” he asked, staring intently at the radio.

      “No, it was turned on, blaring out Count Basie.”

      He frowned at my sarcasm. “Anything else taken?”

      Not one compassionate inquiry about Benedict or me.

      “The owner will have to tell us that,” I said. “But I’d guess some watches were snatched. One of the cases was broken. I found a few on the floor near Benedict’s body. The way I figure, he surprised the asshole and the guy dropped the stuff and pulled a knife.”

      “But you didn’t see it happen, right? You were off somewhere taking a piss or something.”

      I didn’t like the tone of his voice. I knew what he was thinking. What the others standing around us were thinking.

      How the hell did another partner end up dead—yet you end up alive?

      I ignored Zingano’s remark and reiterated the same lies I’d told everyone else who’d asked.

      He pulled me aside and said in a low voice, “You said you two found the back door jimmied open. Just between us, you and Greene didn’t jimmy it, did you?”

      “No! Why the hell would you say that?”

      “I want to clarify events so no false rumors start getting around.”

      “What rumors?” I challenged. Zingano was edging too close to what little truth I knew.

      “Anything that might call into question the integrity of our officers. As union president, it’s my job to ensure that the department and the public don’t get the—”

      A flash of light exploded in the alley.

      Everyone jerked to see Lou Sheppard lowering his four-by-five Speed Graphic. He yanked out the hot spent bulb with a handkerchief and tossed it to the ground.

      “Hey, Sheppard, get the fuck out of here!” barked Zingano.

      “Just doing my job, sergeant,” said the Rocky Mountain News crime reporter. He always carried his own camera. The Rocky’s photographers were never around when he needed them. He popped a fresh bulb into the flashgun and raised his camera. Bright light again froze us.

      “Out of the damn alley!”

      Zingano directed a uniform to escort the reporter to the street and stand guard. It wasn’t Zingano’s crime scene, but he posted another uniform at the other end of the alley. He turned back toward me with more questions in his eyes. But at that moment, two men in suits and fedoras strolled down the alley from the Curtis Street end, one with an all too familiar shape and face, a cigarette dangling in his mouth.

      Swell. Luther Bock. One more reason to avoid telling the truth.

      Bock was a homicide detective, and there wasn’t a sorrier excuse for a dick. We’d clashed over the headline kidnap and murder case two years before of the city’s biggest banker, Seth Rawlins. I’d solved it running my own side investigation, and in the process made Bock and the entire homicide department look like Abbott and Costello. Lou Sheppard got the story all down in the Rocky—at least the story I gave him—making me look like Sherlock Holmes. Neither Bock nor the brass were ones to forgive and forget. If I told Bock what really happened tonight, he’d come after not only Benedict but me. Anger and a sense of betrayal at my partner’s perplexing actions swelled in me. Anger at the deep shit he’d thrown me in. But I pushed it away. I needed to do this for my dead partner’s wife and son.

      The uniforms parted for Bock’s paunchy body, and his taller, thinner partner, Daniel Kaufman. Laurel and Hardy always came to mind when I saw them, except they weren’t funny.

      Bock pulled up short when he saw me. He adjusted his brown fedora, removed his cigarette, and blew out a stream of smoke. “Well, well, if it ain’t the infamous Denver Kid. On the crime scene again, eh, Stryker? Guess they didn’t need to send me and Danny.”

      “The victim is my partner, Bock.”

      His tired, watery eyes widened. “Your partner?”

      “Benedict Greene.”

      He shook his head. “You’re a fuckin’ walking landmine, Stryker. Two dead partners in four years.” He paused for effect, and images of my old partner Derek Flemming being gunned down in the rain raced through me like flames through a cheap house. “Shit, I’d quit the force before I’d partner with you,” he said.

      “I’d help you put in your papers,” I offered.

      Chuckles broke out among the cops watching us. Bock scowled. “Everybody outa here. I don’t need gawkers trampling all over my evidence. Go home.” He turned to Zingano. “That includes you, big boy.”

      “Benedict was a union member,” Zingano shot back. “I need to be—”

      “You don’t need to be anything but gone, sergeant. This is my crime scene. Unless you were with Landmine here when everything blew up.”

      Big Z held Bock’s gaze long enough to register a silent protest, then stormed off, the remaining uniforms trailing him out of the alley except for the uniform guarding the rear door to the pawnshop.

      As the alley emptied, Bock caught sight of the big radio sitting behind our patrol car. “What the hell is that doing there?”

      I explained how Benedict and I found it, and then spotted the jimmied pawnshop door. The detective pondered my information for a few moments before dropping his cigarette to the ground and crushing it with a size thirteen shoe. “Stay put. We’re gonna take a peek inside and then we’re gonna talk. I got questions.”

      Stay put? What did he think I was going do, wander off for corned beef at Al’s Diner?

      The two detectives disappeared. I stared at the radio, my heart thumping in my chest. The radio loomed as a major kink in my account, I realized. I could only hope Bock wasn’t smart enough to figure it out.

      Dammit, Benedict, what the hell did you get me into?
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        * * *

      

      I leaned against the wall in the shadows of the pawnshop. I craned my head toward the door, trying to catch what was going on inside, but the voices were hushed, like mourners whispering at a funeral.

      My thoughts turned to Benedict’s death bringing out all the extra cops. Most came out of curiosity or to pay respects to one of their own. But I sensed some came out of more ulterior motives. Motives unclear to me. Particularly Sergeant Zingano. Showing up as union boss made sense. But his focus on the radio and his outrageous suggestion that Benedict and I had jimmied open the pawnshop door were curious. Nothing as to what happened to Benedict or how the hell was I doing. Only the radio and the door. Was he aware of something about my partner I wasn’t?

      A sharp whistle echoed down the alley from the Curtis street end. Lou Sheppard waved me over.

      “What’s the scoop, Joe?” he asked as I passed the officer posted on guard. “Why are you here?”

      Lou’s rickety, black 1930s Triumph motorcycle sat parked across the street and I gave him a bad time for arriving even later than the duty sergeant. The newshound prided himself on being the first civilian to a crime scene. Sometimes even before the cops arrived.

      “My police radio wasn’t working,” he grumbled. “City desk called me. Slow as usual. The Rocky ever burn down, city desk will be the last to find out.”

      Lou straightened his tie, which he’d fastened to his shirtfront with a paper clip. His small eyes looked bright despite the hour. He always got excited when he found me at a crime scene. Lou was the reporter who’d tagged me The Denver Kid years before, when I made a record number of felony collars as a rookie. He’d figured me for good copy ever since, even when I didn’t feel like being good copy. I hadn’t given him much to write about since the Rawlins case. I was keeping a low profile in an effort to regain the good graces of the brass, even make detective someday.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Joe,” he repeated. “Officer down, I hear, but nobody’ll give me a name.”

      “You know I can’t tell you.”

      “Well, goddamn half the force didn’t show up ’cause Lennie ‘The Weasel’ Kaberec bought the farm.”

      “Talk to Sergeant Hawkins or Bock.”

      “Bock! God forbid, not him. C’mon, gimmie a name, Joe.”

      Hell, the reporter would find out soon enough. We moved out of earshot of the sentry and told him it was my partner, Benedict Greene.

      He jerked back, stunned, and let out a low whistle. “Christ, Joe, what are the odds of that?”

      Yeah, what are the odds?

      Lou begged for details but I waved him off and returned to the pawnshop. I stared at the radio, trying to figure out how to explain its presence. A few minutes later, Sergeant Hawkins appeared. Bock wanted me inside.

      Inside! I didn’t want to go inside.

      Bock and Kaufman were interviewing the pawnshop owner while Hawkins walked over to the M.E. A photographer was snapping pictures of the broken glass case where the watches had been scooped out. The two lab boys were dusting for prints. One asked if I’d touched anything.

      I tried to avoid staring at Benedict’s body, yet couldn’t resist. He lay alone where I’d found him, his arms at his sides. A ragged chalk line outlined him now except where the blood pooled on the faded linoleum. Under the harsh overhead fluorescent lights, I could see both his hands were bloody. Yet little blood was on the handle of the knife. The killer had slit his throat first, then, while Benedict’s hands desperately tried to stanch the horrific wound, the killer drove the blade deep into his chest.

      Sadness crushed me. And anger. Anger at his inexplicable behavior.

      “Will somebody cover him up?” I said. “Don’t leave him there like that.” Heads turned but no one moved. “Christ, have the decency to cover him with a blanket!” I said louder.

      Bock came over. “When the photographer’s through and I’m done.”

      “Somebody tell Ellen yet?”

      “Who?”

      I frowned. “Ellen. His wife! Has anybody told her?”

      “No.”

      “Christ, nobody’s told her? I’ll go.”

      “Sergeant Hawkins can take care of it, Stryker.” Bock drew close enough I could smell his Aqua Velva aftershave. “You’re not going anywhere. You got other worries.”

      I forced myself not to swallow hard, not to move or blink. “What worries?”

      The detective steered me into the backroom, which looked smaller now in the bright overhead light. I went through my story. Detective Kaufman joined us part way through. Both scribbled notes. They took me through it again, with different questions this time, as if trying to trip me up.

      I repeated the lies I’d told Evensky and Zingano and the others. The more I told my lies, the more confident I grew that they would pass muster. Unless a mystery witness emerged from the shadows who’d seen me do other than what I claimed, the detectives had only my version of facts.

      Bock scratched the nape of his neck. “You sure you wanna stick with your story?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure. It’s the truth.”

      “Then explain your partner’s gun.”

      “Explain what?”

      We went into the showroom and Bock pointed to Benedict’s corpse. “His gun is still holstered. If you two suspected a burglary was in progress, why the hell would your partner go in with his weapon holstered?”

      My heart skipped. “I have no idea. I was hustling round to the front at the time.”

      “Did you draw your gun?”

      “Yeah,” I lied after too much hesitation.

      “Then why not your partner? He was inside the building.”

      Every clock in the room tolled as loudly as church bells. “Maybe . . . maybe he thought the place was clear and he re-holstered. Then the killer surprised him.”

      Bock scanned the room. “Helluva shitty job clearing it. The joint ain’t big enough to hide a Pekingese, let alone a killer.”

      I stared at the holstered gun, recalling my partner’s lack of surprise at the jimmied pawnshop door. “Trust me,” he’d said. As if he’d known before we ever pulled into the alley that someone had already burglarized the pawnshop. As if he’d brought us to scoop up any leftovers that suited our fancy. Like a nice cabinet radio. The scenario would fit the “we.”

      Or was there another scenario? One that involved someone waiting inside for us. Someone Benedict expected to be there and trusted?

      Did Benedict know his killer?

      Kaufman took his turn at me, like a tag-team wrestler. He usually chomped on an unlit pipe. Tonight all he chomped on was a grim expression. “You never called for backup?”

      “We didn’t see a need.”

      “Did you hear anyone inside before you or Officer Greene entered?”

      “No.”

      “Did you hear anything once you got around front?”

      “No.”

      Kaufman nodded toward the carnage in the room. “You musta heard something.”

      “I didn’t. He musta been killed while I was going around the block.”

      “You don’t seem to know much of anything,” snapped Bock. “An asshole slices up your partner like fried potatoes and waltzes out while you’re standing around picking your nose.”

      I braced in preparation to take a swing at Bock, which was exactly what he was goading me into. Draw me up on charges.

      “How long did it take you to get from the back of the pawnshop to the front and spot your partner’s body?” Kaufman interjected, causing me to momentarily ease off.

      “Three or four minutes.”

      Suddenly I became aware my hands were smeared with blood, blood on my shirt, blood on my right knee where I’d knelt by Benedict’s body. I tried wiping it off my hands but it was sticky and only smeared more.

      Bock tapped his pen on his notebook. “Where are the keys to your vehicle?”

      I looked toward Benedict’s body.

      “We checked his pockets, but can’t find them,” he said. “You got ’em?”

      I patted my pockets and felt something. I pulled out the keys. I stared at them, then handed them to Bock.

      “You said your partner was driving,” he said.

      “He was.”

      “Then why do you have the keys?”

      Why did I? Then I remembered. Benedict had tossed them to me so I could stash the radio in the trunk while he went back into the pawnshop.

      “I forgot,” I said. “He gave me the keys to drive the car around front to trap anyone inside the pawnshop. But then we decided the guy would hear the car and bolt out the front door before I got there. So I ran around instead. Guess I left them in my pocket.”

      “Don’t you think the killer heard the car when you first pulled into the alley?”

      “Obviously not enough to make him run,” I said. “Might not have realized it was cops.”

      The neon sign in the window—“Pawnshop” in red and “Instant Cash” in green, with dollar signs in place of the letter S—mottled the detective’s face, his features twisted with skepticism.

      We went into the alley where Bock pointed to the big radio. “You said you two came down the alley and spotted the radio in the middle of it. That made you stop and that’s when you spotted the jimmied door. That right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then why is the radio behind your vehicle?”

      “I don’t follow,” I said, stalling. He’d spotted what I feared would be a flaw in my story.

      “I assume you drove headfirst into the alley. You didn’t back into it. Which meant when you saw the radio it was in front of your vehicle.”

      “Yeah, it was,” I acknowledged.

      I was sinking in quicksand.

      “Then how did it end up behind the vehicle?” he pressed.

      While my previous experience with the detective found him slovenly and incompetent, I grudgingly had to admit the man was no slouch tonight. Maybe his loathing of me gave him rare focus. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good for Benedict or me. They would discover Benedict’s fingerprints on the radio. I tried to stay locked on Bock’s suspicious eyes and his aftershave, and told him the lie I’d conjured up while waiting in the alley.

      “It was in the way,” I said. “We couldn’t leave it in the middle of the alley. Benedict carried it around to the back of the vehicle. He was going to put it in the trunk until we figured out where it came from.”

      “He carried it by himself?” asked Kaufman.

      “He was a strong man.”

      Bock crossed his arms. “You didn’t figure the radio belonged to the pawnshop? Which someone broke into?”

      Shit! Now what?

      “We didn’t notice the jimmied door at that point,” I said. “Benedict spotted it while carrying the radio to the trunk. He set it down and we went to check out the pawnshop.”

      “You didn’t mention this when you told your story earlier,” Bock challenged.

      “Hey, I’m pretty shaken up right now.” I pointed toward the pawnshop. “I got a dead partner in there. Excuse me for not remembering every bullshit detail.”

      Bock stared at the radio. “Doesn’t strike me as bullshit.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “You know the stories going round.”

      “No, I don’t know the stories, detective,” I said, ignoring the “rumors” Sergeant Zingano didn’t want getting around. Rumors no self-respecting street cop would ever snitch to a detective.

      “’Bout merchandise gettin’ pinched and stashed in the trunks of squad cars. By dirty cops.”

      I moved toward him but Kaufman stepped in front of me. “Easy.”

      “Then get your Nazi partner off my back. I don’t like what he’s implying.”

      “His story’s shit, Danny,” said Bock.

      “His partner just got iced, Luther. Give ’im a break.”

      Bock glared at me. “You better come clean on your fucking story, Stryker, and soon.”

      “You done with me?”

      “For now. Get the fuck outa my sight and write up your offense report. We’ll talk again. Soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      I returned to the district station, scrubbed my dead partner’s blood off my hands, and wrote my offense reports: a superficial summary available to the newshounds and a more detailed report for homicide, not available to the press. Both reports danced around the problematic facts, such as the radio in the alley and Benedict’s holstered weapon. One day, I suspected, my statements would come back to haunt me—if not already, what with Detective Bock calling my story “shit.”

      It was 3:30 in the morning before I arrived home at our ranch-style prefab on the south side of the city. I peeked in my daughter’s bedroom first—Olivia lay on her side entangled with her favorite white stuffed lamb. I lingered, watching her breathing, soft and steady. Innocent breathing. I lingered longer than usual, stalling from waking Paula. I dreaded telling her the news of Benedict’s murder.

      Not because she would be appalled at the horror of it. She would. Nor because Benedict was someone she knew, though not well, nor because it was my second dead partner, nor because she would cry for his wife. She would feel all of that.

      What I dreaded would be her inevitable anger at me.

      She hated my being a cop. She feared the day I wouldn’t come home—even more so now that we had a child.

      Benedict’s death would be one more cruel reminder.

      All loving wives of police officers feared for their husband’s safety every day they walked out the door. Most never knew where their husbands were or what they were doing or what dangers they faced that day. Most didn’t want to know. Most wives learned to take it in stride, to hide their fears, to not cry, to not probe, to not get angry.

      Paula would never grant me that.

      Yet I couldn’t slip into our bed and go to sleep and let her learn of the murder from the morning news. I’d learned the hard way the last time I’d lost a partner that I would need to be truthful with her, to get it out in front of us.

      I entered our dim bedroom and stirred her awake.

      “Where have you been?” she said, relief yet unease in her voice. She slept restlessly when I worked swing and night shifts, which was most of the time these days. “Your shift finished hours ago.”

      “At the station. Had to write reports after my shift.”

      “When you didn’t come home on time, I was certain something happened to you.”

      “I’m—I’m okay.”

      “I was afraid to call the department,” she said, a growing edge to her voice.

      “I’m sorry, I should have called but it was late. I, uh—I need to talk to you, Paula. In the kitchen.”

      “At this hour?”

      I walked into the kitchen and turned on the lights. The walls were a depressing puke green. I seemed to have neither the time nor money to paint them. Several crayons and an open coloring book with multi-colored scribbles lay on the small Formica kitchen table. Paula entered tying the belt around her lavender terrycloth bathrobe.

      “What’s so important you need to—” She froze like a marble statue when she got a good look at my clothes in the harshness of the light. “Oh, my god!”

      She stepped toward me but I waved her off. “It’s not my blood.”

      “Then whose?”

      I said nothing and slumped in a chair at the kitchen table. I rubbed my face in my hands. The weight of the evening sank into my shoulders. I wondered if I would ever be able to rise again.

      A trembling hand touched a shoulder. “You want coffee?”

      “No, a beer.”

      She pulled a bottle of Falstaff from the refrigerator and set it and a church key on the metal-rimmed table. “I’ll make coffee, anyway,” she said.

      I pried off the cap, took a long tug, and decided I needed something stronger. I retrieved a bottle of Old Taylor Kentucky bourbon from a cabinet, poured three fingers in a glass, and chugged half of it.

      “What happened, Joe?” she said as she fixed the coffee.

      “In a minute,” I said. I sat at the table and downed the rest of the bourbon and poured a second, and drank half of it.

      Silence fell over us like a shroud. She banged the large can of coffee on the counter, measured out the water and the grounds into the aluminum coffee pot, banged the pot on the stove, snapped on the gas burner.

      It had been two years since the nightmare of the Seth Rawlins case, the case that drove my wife, pregnant, to the home of her sister in Lincoln, Nebraska. After catching the killer, I’d gone after her. We’d reconciled, or at least came to an arrangement. An uneasy truce, a cessation of combat, based on the unspoken condition she would live with my being a cop if I would live with her reminders of how much she disliked my being a cop. Our arrangement also stipulated that I would no longer be The Denver Kid solving crimes on the side. I’d work a straight eight, and not a minute longer.

      She’d come home and delivered our baby.

      Ever since, I’d done everything I could to be on my best behavior—not only in our marriage but at work where I’ve been on an unspoken probation after breaking pretty much every departmental rule investigating the Rawlins case. Despite my solving one of the most infamous and complex series of crimes in Denver history, the department would have fired my ass but for the public pressure Lou Sheppard put on them by writing articles extolling The Denver Kid. Stuck with me, the department banished me to night and swing shifts. Normal rotation should have brought days every three months, but day shifts proved rare.

      I’d kept my head down and been a good cop since Paula’s return. A good husband. A good father.

      The Denver Kid was retired.

      Benedict Greene’s murder threatened to change all that.

      The coffee began to perk into the glass knob and Paula lowered the heat. She sat at the table, her empty hands on the yellow surface, her hazel eyes assessing me.

      I looked up from my bourbon. “It’s Benedict.”

      She stiffened. “Oh, god.”

      I sucked in a breath. “He was killed tonight.”

      Her hands went to her mouth. “Oh, dear God!”

      To my relief, she didn’t say, “God, not again!”

      She rose and hooked her arms around my neck, pressing her soft brown hair against mine. “Oh, Joe, I’m so sorry.”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist and squeezed her hard. Her tears wet my cheek and ran down my neck. I wasn’t certain whether they were for Benedict or me.

      “I think the coffee’s ready,” I said after a while.

      She turned off the burner, poured two cups, and returned to the table. I poured my remaining bourbon into the cup and sipped the coffee without blowing it cool. I’d drunk station house brew while I labored on my reports, but the stuff tasted like piss. Paula made hers strong and black.

      We drank in silence until she said, “What happened, Joe?”

      I stared into the darkness of my coffee. “We were investigating a break-in. Benedict went inside and someone killed him.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. The killer escaped. I never saw him.”

      “No clues? You saw nothing that—”

      “Drop it, Paula.” She sounded like Detective Bock. “I can’t tell you more than that right now. It’s under investigation.”

      “You always want to drop things when it comes to work, Joe. You might not live with the nightmares again if you talk about this now.”

      I’d live with them. I’d live with them rest of my life. Just as I did with my first dead partner. Talking wouldn’t stop the nightmares. Nightmares were part of being a cop, like old bullet wounds.

      Paula jerked to her feet and held out a hand. “Give me your shirt.”

      “What?”

      “Your shirt! I’m going to wash the blood out.”

      “Is that even pos—”

      “Give it to me.”

      I stood. I was still wearing my Sam Browne belt, so I unstrapped the leather rigging holding my gun and flashlight and looped it over the back of my chair. Paula began filling the sink with cold water. I started to remove my shirt, but remembered the small notebook I always carried in my pocket and pulled it out.

      Two notebooks. Benedict’s and mine. I’d been in such shock, I’d forgotten I’d removed his at the pawnshop. I slipped them into my pants pocket.

      Paula snapped on yellow dishwashing gloves and pointed at my chest. Benedict’s blood was soaked through to my sleeveless undershirt. I peeled it off. She pointed to my pants. A bloody knee.

      “Later,” I said.

      She carried the bloody clothing to the sink as if it were a dead rat. She rubbed the bloodstains with bar soap and began scrubbing with the brush she used to wash potato skins.

      “What happened exactly?” she asked.

      “I told you, honey, I can’t get into the details. It’s under investigation.”

      She stopped scrubbing and glared at me. Her voice rose. “I don’t care about your damn departmental rules. You never have. I’m your wife. What happened?”

      “Shhhh, you’ll wake Olivia.”

      “Tell me, damn it!”

      Until that moment, I’d intended to tell her the truth and why I suspected Benedict’s murder was more than a simple burglary gone wrong. But my intentions faltered in a haze of fatigue, bourbon, her barely repressed anger—and my cowardice. If I confessed the truth, she would detect my need to dig deeper into Benedict’s death and to once again conceal my investigation from the department. I would do exactly what I’d vowed to her two years ago I would never do again—become The Denver Kid. This time, it would destroy our marriage for good. My only hope was to stall, to hope that whatever truth I found would lead to a place where it wouldn’t hurt anyone.

      “Paula, please. I’m exhausted and I can’t—I can’t discuss it right now. Later. I promise.”

      She sighed. “I’m sorry, honey. You’re right. This is a terrible time.”

      She returned to scrubbing and I returned to my bourbon-laced coffee. A few minutes later, she stopped and shook her head. “Poor Ellen. Have they told her?”

      “The duty sergeant was going to break the news.”

      I should have been the one. I should have gone. But Detective Luther Bock saw other plans for me.

      “I’ll call her later today,” said Paula.

      “You barely know her.”

      Paula had met Benedict’s wife only once, when we’d gone to their home for dinner after Benedict and I teamed up. Paula had gone grudgingly. She tried to avoid socializing with cop families. They reminded her too much of my job and its inherent risks.

      “She still needs my support,” she said.

      “There’s nothing you can do for her.”

      “I can cry with her.”

      “Ellen won’t cry.”

      She scoffed. “Sometimes you’re a damn fool, Joe Stryker.”

      Whimpering came from Olivia’s bedroom.

      “Dammit, now you’ve awakened her,” I said.

      “Good. She’ll know her father’s still alive. At least for today.”

      I went into my daughter’s bedroom and lifted her out of her crib.

      “There’s my princess,” I said, holding her high in the air. She squealed with joy.

      Her diaper was soaked, so I changed it, carelessly sticking a finger with a safety pin. I carried her and the stuffed lamb into the kitchen.

      “Hi, sweetie,” Paula said. “Sorry we woke you.”

      Olivia yawned and sat on my lap. After a few minutes, she reached for the coloring book. I pushed aside my coffee and barely touched bottle of beer and brought the book forward. It was open to a lion with several colors scribbled over its body. “What are you coloring?”

      “Lion,” she said proudly.

      Clutching the lamb in her left arm, she picked up a chunky blue crayon and began scribbling over the lion’s head. Paula resumed scrubbing my shirts.

      “I like blue lions,” I said as Olivia scribbled. She stopped and smiled, her eyes as hazel as her mother’s. She studied my shirtless chest and picked curiously at my chest hairs.

      “Uhhh, my shirt is in the laundry,” I said. “Stinky.”

      She giggled and returned to coloring.

      I glanced at Paula scrubbing the bloodstains more fiercely than ever. “This is what I worry about,” she said, her voice banked. “You have a child. You need to be here for your child.”

      “Lots of cops have children.”

      “Tell that to Ellen’s fatherless son.”

      “Kids lose their fathers every day, Paula. Disease, traffic accidents, war . . . divorce. Somebody has to do the job.”

      We fell silent. I brought Olivia a lidded plastic cup of water and two pieces of Zwieback toast. I glanced in the sink in passing. The soap foamed pink.

      “Paula, stop scrubbing! You’re not going to get them clean. I’ll buy new shirts.”

      She lifted the dripping shirts and slammed them back into the sink, splashing water onto the floor. She leaned against the counter and sobbed.

      I rushed to her side and hugged her until her sobbing eased. Olivia was dead silent.

      “Forget the shirts, hon,” I said. “Let’s have some eggs and toast. Nobody’s going back to sleep.”

      Paula peeled off the rubber gloves and turned on a burner under a cast-iron skillet. She broke several eggs into a bowl, added milk, grabbed a fork, and beat the mixture to death.
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong that none of us was going back to sleep. Exhaustion overtook me and I slept until three in the afternoon. I awoke to Paula’s singsong voice in the living room and Olivia bouncing on her knee.

      “This is the way the lady rides, the lady rides, the lady rides, this is the way the lady rides, so early in the morning. This is the way the gentleman rides, the gentleman rides, the gentleman rides, this is the way the gentleman rides, so early in the morning.”

      By the time I staggered into the bright light of the living room, Olivia was bouncing hard on Paula’s knee as the farmer rode early in the morning.

      “Wheee!” squealed Olivia as Paula dropped her halfway down between her knees.

      They both looked up as I blinked tired eyes. I smiled. “Will you bounce me on your knee, too?”

      “I thought you’d sleep longer,” said Paula, faintly returning my smile. “You need the rest.”

      I shrugged. Nightmares kept waking me. Nightmares I couldn’t remember.

      I warmed up a cup of coffee and resettled in the living room. On Thursdays I usually cared for Olivia while Paula attended class. But Paula let me sleep today, and she probably was no more in the mood to go to class than I was to go to work.

      Paula took morning classes twice a week at the downtown Extension Center of the University of Colorado. Mostly refresher courses in economics because she hadn’t used her degree since the war. Furthering her education was another of her demands for returning from Nebraska. She’d worked military intelligence during the war and wanted to use her GI bill to develop a career worthy of her educational background. She’d almost gone to work for an oil company two years ago, until she learned she was pregnant. I wasn’t enthused about her taking classes. I wanted her to be a full-time mom, like many women who’d worked during the war but quit afterward to raise families. But she would have none of it. She loved Olivia but was determined to have more.

      I played with Olivia while Paula fixed me a grilled cheese sandwich. “Any calls while I was asleep?” I asked.

      “That Detective Bock.”

      I tensed. “What did he want?”

      “He wants you to come in to headquarters tomorrow morning. Nine o’clock.”

      I squeezed the bridge of my nose. The man was proving to be a pit bull that wouldn’t let go of my bloody pants leg. “Any other calls?”

      “No.”

      None of my fellow officers had called to offer condolences or ask how I was doing. No one wanted to talk to a pariah, a bringer of death.

      I puttered around the rest of the afternoon doing minor household repairs. In the evening, we listened to Father Knows Best. Rare for me. Normally I was on duty Thursday nights. Nothing like having a partner murdered so I could catch Father Knows Best with my family.

      During it all, Paula and I walked on eggshells. I sensed she wanted to comfort me, to salve my pain. Just as I had tried to be a good husband and a good cop these past two years, she’d tried hard to be an understanding wife, coming to terms with my being a cop. But there was no escaping the shattering reality that Benedict’s death ripped open old wounds.

      It hadn’t always been that way. Paula and I had met on a blind date. We each came to Denver after the war, a city where everyone came from somewhere else. We were looking for new beginnings. I’d changed during the war and couldn’t return to my old life, the family farm. Paula also had changed and couldn’t return to the religious rigidness of her sister and the family in Nebraska. We hit it off. Maybe because we were genuinely attracted to each other—or because we were two lost souls in the dark.

      Within months we were engaged, and months later, married. It was a small wedding, all we could afford. My parents came from Iowa. Paula’s mother died years before, and her father, a pharmaceutical salesman, was on the road at the time, likely banging one of his road mistresses. But three of her four siblings made it, including her uptight religious sister Eloise.

      At the time, I was working as a mechanic in a small garage, with vague aspirations of owning my own garage someday. Paula worked at a couple of meaningless jobs. She wanted a career, but jobs for women, even ex-military intelligence officers, were scarce.

      One day the owner of a car I was fixing mentioned that the Denver police were looking for patrol officers. Pay was shit, but hell, being a cop sounded far more exciting than lying under greasy motors. The rush of war was still in me. Two months after our wedding, I entered the Denver Police Academy.

      Paula was not happy about my decision. Becoming a cop “was not part of our original bargain.” She’d been pushing me to get out from under the cars and take advantage of the GI bill. Get a college degree, though in what, neither of us knew.

      Although disappointed in my decision, she didn’t harbor the hostility back then that she did now. In my first year on the force, in fact, she found my being a cop rather exciting. That’s when I was making a record number of felony arrests as a rookie and my success attracted the attention of Lou Sheppard at the Rocky Mountain News. Paula was as caught up in The Denver Kid as I was. My career looked bright. I could see making detective. We discussed starting a family.

      Then came the murder of my partner, Derek Flemming. A death I blamed myself for, my failure to pull the trigger during a sliver of an opportunity.

      For Paula, it was a blunt reminder that death was the ultimate risk for a cop. Despite my catching Derek’s killer two years later, it was too late for us. Paula’s hostility toward my job hardened beyond repair. My defiance of the departmental brass while hunting down the killer didn’t help. My shot at making detective waned.

      Paula’s initial eagerness to have children also waned. Who wanted kids when on any given day their father might be killed?

      Looking back, I wondered how our marriage survived those days. Habit? Fear of separation? Fear of the unknown? Heaven knows, many cop marriages don’t survive.

      Olivia’s unexpected arrival changed things yet again. We made our compromises. I’d tried to live by them.

      But now—now Benedict.

      “I should go see Ellen tomorrow,” I said after Olivia went to bed. “The department won’t make me come into work.”

      “I’ll go with you. Olivia can play with Ellen’s son. What’s his name?”

      I hesitated. “It’s best I see her alone.”

      “Why?”

      I have questions I don’t want you to hear.

      “Seeing her will be tough enough as it is,” I said aloud. “It will be easier if it’s just me.”

      “Having all of us there would be comforting for her. Maybe for all of us.”

      I hesitated. “Tell you what. Why don’t you and Olivia try to see Ellen tomorrow. I’ll let her know. But I need to go alone first.”

      Paula accepted the compromise, but then asked, “What are you going to tell her, Joe?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “About what happened to her husband? You promised you’d tell me after you got some rest. What are you going to tell her?”

      I went into the kitchen and got a beer. I came back, sat down, and lied. The same lies I’d told Bock and the others. Nothing about the radio or that Benedict might be a dark rider or that he likely knew his killer. I felt like shit doing it, but I saw no other way.

      Paula listened without interruption. But the tenseness in her body betrayed her feelings. Her eyes closed at times, though I avoided the bloodiest moments of that night. When I finished, she leaned forward in her chair, eyes accusatory, and said, “It could have been you, Joe. If you’d gone inside instead of Benedict . . . ”

      I held my peace. I couldn’t reassure her that I didn’t believe his murder was a matter of bad luck, bad timing. I couldn’t tell her I suspected the killer was waiting for Benedict.

      She went to bed without another word.

      I sat in the living room downing one beer after another. I speculated what Detective Bock wanted. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good.

      More worrisome was the thought of facing Benedict’s wife. I had no idea what I would tell her. Not the truth, that was certain. Yet I had questions. Questions I couldn’t explain why I was asking. I would have to sneak them in carefully. Maybe it would help if I took the blame for Benedict’s death. Hell, my second murdered partner. Why not? It would be believable. More believable than telling her some asshole ambushed Benedict for reasons I couldn’t yet fathom. More believable than confiding that her husband might well have been a crooked cop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      Gene Krupa and his orchestra pounded out “Drumboogie” on the radio in my pre-war Studebaker coupé, my foot tapping absently. I lit my third Lucky Strike in the past twenty minutes and blew smoke out the window. A breeze rifled the green shoots on mature maple trees. The sun was working its way to mid-afternoon. The neighborhood where I was parked edged the south side of Sloan’s Lake, 1920s single-story brick bungalows with pre-war Chevys and Fords lining the street. A nice neighborhood but showing its age. My dead partner’s neighborhood.

      Krupa rattled off a drum riff, then a songbird wailed, “Drumboogie, it really is a killer.”

      A killer, yeah, exactly what I needed to hear in a song.

      Following Detective Bock’s orders yesterday, I’d gone to headquarters this morning. Bock, Kaufman, and a third detective re-questioned me for two hours. I’d repeated my story, trying to keep my lies straight. But I was tired. God knows what mistakes I made. Kaufman and the third detective seemed to buy my version, but Bock appeared no more satisfied than he was the night in the alley. Maybe Benedict’s wife would provide answers that would show me a way out of this mess.

      I got out and walked past several homes before turning onto a narrow path to one of the bungalows. A familiar Ford sedan sat parked in the driveway. A boy’s bike lay in the patchy grass, as if hurriedly flung aside.

      I stepped onto the small porch and rang the doorbell.

      “Joe!” answered Ellen Greene from behind the screen door. She rubbed at her milk-white arms showing below her checkered housedress. She wore no makeup except for a touch of faded reddish orange lipstick. Black-rim glasses. Auburn hair cut in a short bob, like Joan Bennet’s in Father of the Bride.

      “Pardon me for dropping by out of the blue, Ellen. I wanted to see how you’re doing.”

      She opened the door. “Come in, come in.” She took my hat and hung it on the hat rack next to a familiar brown fedora. I trailed her into a tiny living room.

      I’d been in the house several times over the years, but this time I took everything in more closely, as I would a suspect’s place, alert for clues. What did I expect to find? Loot stuffed among the knickknacks that filled the floor-to-ceiling bookcase Benedict had built? Burglary tools stashed behind the dark, heavy furniture and chintz drapes?

      Nothing out of the ordinary caught my eye, however. No new furniture, expensive redecorating, or baubles revealing money flush from burglaries. No new car in the driveway. Even the Crosley radio—the one Benedict claimed was on the fritz—sat on the floor as it always had at the far end of the living room.

      If my partner was dirty, what the hell was he doing with the money?

      Ellen directed me to a brown mohair easy chair. Benedict’s chair. I felt uneasy sitting in it.

      “I won’t stay long,” I said. “You must have a lot to do for the funeral.”

      She managed a faint smile. “Benedict’s brother and his parents are doing much of the planning. And the department.”

      The funeral was scheduled for Tuesday. It would be a big show. The department always puts on a big show when an officer was killed in the line of duty. Except when they’d buried my first partner four years ago. No crowd, no pomp and circumstance for that one. Rain that day, for one thing, and Derek Flemming was no Benedict Greene. When I partnered with Flemming as a rookie, he was pushing retirement. A smart cop once but slovenly by then, a tired cynic, divorced, a boozer. No role model for the department to honor.

      “Paula sends her condolences,” I said. “She wondered if she and our daughter might visit tomorrow.”

      Ellen nodded. “I’d like that. Have her call. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Nothing. I only dropped by to—”

      “There’s beer in the fridge. I don’t drink beer.” She paused. “It’ll go to waste otherwise.”

      “Okay. Beer’s fine.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen. I bolted from the chair to their console radio. I brushed my hand over the walnut cabinet. The exterior looked in good condition. I turned it on and the radio dial lit up along the edge. An announcer’s voice boomed into the room and I jerked.

      “We give you now Stella Dallas, a continuation on the air of the true-to-life story of mother love and sacrifice, in which Stella—”

      I fumbled for the volume knob and turned it down. I stared at the radio, angry, betrayed.

      Benedict had lied at the pawnshop that their radio was on the fritz and Ellen wanted a new one. What other lies?

      I punched a button and Judy Garland came on singing “Friendly Star.” She was finishing her song when Ellen entered carrying a tray laden with two cups of coffee, a gold can of Stag beer, and a china plate smothered under a slice of cake.

      I turned off the radio. “Sorry. I’m looking to buy a new radio. Maybe a Crosley like yours.”

      Ellen set the tray on an Early American maple coffee table next to the chair. “Benedict’s folks gave it to us when we moved in. It’s been a good one. Benedict replaced the tubes not long ago. I don’t listen to it much myself. But he and Timothy would sit for hours listening to ball games.”

      Her eyes welled up and she hurriedly bent over the tray. “Have some cake, Joe. I made it shortly before—” She paused, collected herself. “Lemon chiffon was Benedict’s favorite. Timothy and I aren’t eating it. I had some coffee brewed, so I thought you might like it with the cake.”

      I returned to Benedict’s chair. I didn’t have an appetite for cake, either, but I picked up the plate and took a bite anyway, then a sip of coffee.

      Ellen sat on a couch across from me and smoothed her dress over her knees.

      “How is Timothy?” I asked. “Is he back to school?”

      “No, he’s in his room. He won’t go back until after the funeral.”

      Of course. What a stupid question.

      She looked down the hallway. “He never leaves his room except to eat. He’s old enough to understand that his father isn’t coming home again.”

      For the first time since my partner’s death, it struck me what a nightmare it must be to have a loved one in your life gone suddenly, permanently. When Paula left two years ago for her sister’s, perhaps to never return, a hole had grown in me. When she returned, the hole had refilled. But this hole, for Ellen and her son, would remain forever.

      I guzzled a hard drink of beer. “How are you doing, Ellen?”

      She smoothed her dress again and blinked back tears. “It’s like a bad dream that’s happening to someone else.”

      “I keep going over in my mind what I could have done, what I—”

      “It’s okay, Joe. It’s okay. I’m sure you did everything you could. Don’t blame yourself. Benedict was always clear about the risks.”

      I’d known Ellen almost as long as I’d known Benedict. But only in the past few months, since he and I partnered, had I come to know her better. She was one of those cop’s wives proud of the work her husband did. She took in stride the dangers that came with it, never questioning what he was doing or why. Four months ago, I met her at the emergency room at Denver General. Benedict had taken a shotgun blast while trying to settle a domestic. Ellen remained composed and clear-eyed, no hysterics. With the calmness of Lou Sheppard gathering facts for a newspaper story, she asked how badly he was hurt and how it happened. It turned out the asshole had fired birdshot and Benedict’s leg wound was superficial. But from that day forward I never forgot her composure.

      She leaned forward and asked the question I dreaded coming. “What happened, Joe? What went wrong?”

      “Homicide hasn’t told you the details?”

      “Only that he was killed during the burglary of a pawnshop. Nothing beyond that.”

      A pawnshop burglary. At least the department was sticking with my account for now.

      “You should wait for the department—”

      “I want to hear it from you, Joe, not the damn department,” she snapped, her face flushed.

      I took a slug of beer and marshaled the lies of a burglary gone wrong. As with Paula, I left out the radio in the alley and the bloodiest parts. Ellen didn’t need to hear the details of her husband’s slashed throat and a knife sticking out of his chest. So far, the department had managed to keep those details out of the paper. Only that he was stabbed to death.

      “If I’d gone inside with him,” I said at the end, “if I’d . . . ”

      She shook her head. “Don’t second-guess yourself, Joe. This can’t be easy for you, either.”

      Yeah, two dead partners in four years. Ranks right up there with widowhood.

      “Benedict was a good cop,” I said, the words catching in my throat. “I’ll miss riding with him.”

      I bit back my bile of anger and sense of betrayal for his assumption that I was burglar material. “You’re one of us,” he’d said moments before he died.

      We fell silent. A clock tick-tocked in another room. I dragged at my beer. Her coffee sat untouched. I complimented her on the cake and then asked, “You two doing okay for money?”

      She blinked as though snapping out of a daze. “You know how it is living on patrolman’s pay. But we’re getting by.”

      “No major debts or medical bills, anything like that?”

      She shifted in her chair. “Why are you asking, Joe?”

      “Something was on Benedict’s mind the last few weeks. He wasn’t himself. He didn’t say what. I thought it might be money issues. You don’t want money issues at a time like this. So if I can help in any way . . . ”

      She hesitated.

      “What is it, Ellen?”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “I went through some financial papers yesterday and discovered that Benedict took out a bank loan several months ago for thirty-five hundred dollars. It’s secured against the house. They showed he was behind in payments. There are letters from the bank. They’re threatening to repossess the house if the loan isn’t brought up current.”

      “God, I’m sorry, Ellen. I’ll do what I can. Guys at work would be more than happy to pitch in to—”

      “It isn’t the money, Joe. We have life insurance and money coming from the Benevolent Association. And his small pension, of course. It’ll be tight but his folks will help out, if necessary. I’ll get us up on the bank payments. I’m telling you because I wasn’t aware of the loan. Did he say anything to you?”

      “No. But it might explain his unusual behavior these last weeks.”

      It sure as hell might explain why a “saint” turned to burglary

      She shook her head. “Benedict handled our finances. Paid all the bills, everything. Thirty-five hundred dollars is a lot of money, and I have no idea why he borrowed it. It’s not as if we bought a new car or built an addition on the house.”

      I pondered for a moment. “Is it possible he got into gambling?” I hadn’t known him to gamble, but as I was painfully coming to discover, even partners keep secrets. It would be easy. Every cop knew bookies.

      She vehemently shook her head. “He seemed under a lot of stress lately. Maybe it was the loan. Though something else upset him, too.”

      “What?”

      “I answered the phone last week and this man identifying himself as Detective Lancaster asked for Benedict. Benedict was on the phone a few minutes with him and got very upset. Said he didn’t want him calling at home anymore. After he hung up, he left right away. I’ve never seen him so angry.”

      “Did he ever say what this detective wanted, why he got upset?”

      Ellen shook her head. “Do you know this Detective Lancaster?”

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell.”

      I talked to detectives as little as necessary these days. Lancaster could be new to the department, or worked for another police department.

      “Did the guy call again?” I asked.

      “Not that I am aware.”

      I’d gone into this to cover for Benedict, as partners do for each other. To protect Ellen and their son. Until I could find what must be a sensible explanation for his bizarre behavior that night. Now I was beginning to question the man I was trying to protect.

      We fell into a conversation concerning the funeral preparations. I managed to eat half of the cake and finish the beer before standing to go. At the door, I offered my condolences. She gave me a hug I didn’t see coming and for which I felt unworthy.

      She trembled against me. “I miss him, Joe,” she sobbed, and she cried into my shoulder for what felt like an eternity. Paula was right. I was a damn fool about Ellen.

      I held her at arm’s length. “I’ll have Paula call you. Oh, and this Detective Lancaster, let’s keep his name between us for now. Should anyone ask.”

      She blinked tears from her eyes. “Why?”

      “I want to find out who he is first, that’s all.”

      “Do you think he knows something about Benedict’s death?”

      “Doubtful. His death was a random act, Ellen . . .  bad luck. Wrong place, wrong time. I’m curious why Benedict got upset by the call, that’s all.”

      Her eyes hardened. “There’s more to this than you’re telling me, isn’t there, Joe?”

      I let her go. “Give my best to Timothy,” I said, and stepped off the porch.

      Curiosity was not a smart path for me to take, I reflected as I walked to my car. Nosing into the mysterious Detective Lancaster risked drawing yet more attention from Luther Bock. But I needed to get ahead of anything incriminating they might turn up, and Detective Lancaster was my first lead. I needed to talk to him before Bock did.
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        * * *

      

      I was home nursing my third beer and listening to a ballgame when the phone rang. A rookie named Willie Mays had just cracked a long home run, so I was slow getting to the phone. Paula answered it.

      “It’s that disgusting reporter from the Rocky,” she snarled, not bothering to muffle the mouthpiece. She’d hated Lou Shepard for creating The Denver Kid.

      I took the receiver and she stomped out of the room. “Whattya want, Lou?”

      “Boy, you’re a sour soul.”

      “I just lost a partner. And it’s Sunday. I’m home with my family. What the hell do you want?”

      “I thought you’d want to hear the headline for the bulldog edition before the paperboy tosses it in your bushes tomorrow morning.”

      “More of your purple prose?”

      “The dicks believe they caught your partner’s killer.”

      I stiffened. “Who?”

      “A taco bender named Hector Diaz. They brought him in this morning.”

      “Jailbait Diaz?”

      “You know him?”

      “I’ve hauled him in a coupla times. Half the uniforms on the force have. You’d need to print a special edition to cover his yellow sheet.”

      “‘Jailbait’ is his nickname?”

      “He likes young skirts.”

      Sheppard yelled aside to someone in the city room asking if there was still time to add to his Diaz copy. Someone yelled back. “Hang on,” Sheppard said to me. He set down the phone and began pounding on his typewriter.

      I downed more beer and mulled over the implications of this development. The manhunt for Benedict’s killer was extensive. Everyone was working off the official line that Benedict stumbled on a vicious burglar inside the pawnshop and was killed—everyone except Detective Bock. I knew my lies risked pushing the investigation in the wrong direction, but that’s the way it would have to be for now.

      Where they’d come up with Diaz, I had no idea, but a scumbag like him could reinforce my story. Maybe get Bock off my neck.

      I heard Sheppard rip paper out of his typewriter and tell someone to rush it downstairs. He picked up the telephone and said, “You still there, Joe?”

      “How’d they come up with Diaz?”

      “Somebody dropped a dime, what else? Those yahoos in homicide couldn’t find an outhouse on a hot day unless someone gave them a map.”

      “Tip from who?”

      “Anonymous.”

      “What evidence?”

      “The snitch claimed Diaz boasted that he stuck the cop. He’s got no alibi for that night. The dicks also found several watches hidden in his room, which he claims he’d never seen before. The pawnshop owner is examining them as we speak. God, criminals sure aren’t bright.”

      “The owner won’t claim them,” I ventured. “They’re probably hot.”

      “They’ll at least hold Diaz several days on suspicion on account he’s a parolee. Regardless, my sources figure the spic is their man. They might get this case wrapped up before the funeral.”

      Hector Diaz could have killed Benedict, all right. His yellow sheet stretched back to age twelve, including assault and battery. He’d pulled three jolts at Cañon City. If he’d been inside that pawnshop, he wouldn’t have hesitated to kill a cop. Yet it was likely Benedict knew his killer. The question Sheppard’s news raised was whether the “we” Benedict mentioned that night included a three-time loser named Hector “Jailbait” Diaz.

      “By the way, I talked to a guy in the M.E.’s office,” said Sheppard. “Cost me a bottle of Old Crow but he laid out Greene’s autopsy. Man, the killer did a number on your partner. No wonder the department wants his ass.”

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t need to hear this.

      “What does Diaz look like?” Sheppard went on. “He a strong guy?”

      “Strong enough, I suppose. Why?”

      “According to the report, the killer was very powerful. Right handed. He slashed Greene’s throat from the front like someone hacking through jungle with a machete. Then he stabbed him in the chest. Jesus.”

      I pressed my forehead with my fingertips as if it could drive away the memory. God, Benedict going through that horror while I stood like a lump on a log in the alley, staring at the damn radio, wondering what the hell my partner was doing inside, hearing nothing.

      “You’re not going to print that, are you, Lou,” I said stern-voiced. “His wife—she shouldn’t have to read that.”

      “No, no I won’t. You figure Diaz capable of doing that?”

      “I dunno, Lou. Talk to homicide.”

      For a moment, I considered asking the reporter if he knew a detective named Lancaster, but I feared Lou might become too curious or spill the name to the wrong people in the force.

      Then the reporter’s words registered with me. Right-handed. I  scratched my memory. I seemed to recall that Diaz was left-handed.

      “Any slash marks on Benedict’s hands or arms,?” I asked.

      “Like he’d tried to protect himself? Nope. Only the throat and the chest showed wounds. Why?”

      “Curious, that’s all.”

      No defensive wounds was another sign Benedict knew his killer, that the attack came unexpectedly.

      “I’m always curious when you’re curious, Joe. You know something I don’t?”

      Panic rose in me. I could see Sheppard hunched over his typewriter, working feverishly. The Denver Kid Returns! he bangs out for a headline. He’s into the body of the story, spitting out prose like a heavy Nazi machine gun, my name riddled throughout the article.

      “No, no, I don’t know any more than you do,” I insisted.

      “The guy was your partner. You don’t let go of cases that are personal.”

      “I am this time. I’ve leaving it to the dicks.”

      “Bock and the rest of the Uncle Miltie show?”

      “I went through that shit once before, Lou. I’m not going through it again.”

      “Yes, you will. You find a loose thread and you pull and pull at it without a clue what’s at the other end. It’s in your blood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      A sea of blue surrounded Benedict Greene’s gravesite, his brass-railed casket draped by an American flag and a wreath of white lilies. Breath ghosts floated in the cold April sunshine as hundreds of police officers stood motionless, hatless, wearing black armbands, white gloves, and solemn expressions. I’d never seen so much law enforcement in one place. They’d come not only from the Denver area, but as far away as Grand Junction and Durango. The funeral procession from the Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception downtown to Riverside Cemetery up north snarled traffic along York Street for almost an hour. One of the pallbearers with me cracked that every crook in the city had a free run for the afternoon.

      The pomp and circumstance would have embarrassed Benedict. He was too private a man to have so many strangers attend his funeral and to listen to eulogies by the chief of police and the mayor praising his dedication, courage, and ultimate sacrifice to the welfare and safety of the city’s citizens. He would have frowned on holding his mass at Immaculate Conception, a grandiose structure towering over the hookers, bookies, and barflies of Colfax Avenue. The cathedral wasn’t even his church. The departmental brass picked it to draw maximum public exposure, a warning to those out on the street: don’t mess with one of our own.

      Graveside, Ellen Greene, in a long black coat, black hat, and black veil, sat stiffly on a folding chair clutching a handkerchief. Son Timothy sat to one side. On the other side sat Benedict’s parents: his mother, a smallish woman whose earlier sobs had echoed high among the paired arches of the cathedral, and his father, a dry-faced slender man whose body visibly trembled, like a man facing execution. A retired cop, Benedict once told me, as by-the-book as Benedict. Next to them sat Benedict’s younger brother, looking bewildered by it all.

      I shifted uneasily in the shadow of a blue spruce a few feet away. I needed to bury my partner, but I wanted to be anywhere but here. I’d suffered the withering stares from fellow officers as I’d passed with Benedict’s casket. Wariness. Questions. Suspicion.

      How the hell could you lose a second partner?

      When my anguish and anger threatened to overwhelm me, my attention drifted across the surrounding ornate headstones marking where many of Denver’s early prominent citizens were interred. And beyond, where wind-driven spring snow curled off the mountaintops, one of them named after a denizen of the cemetery, former territorial governor John Evans.

      Inevitably, my eyes drifted back over the mass of uniforms and I wondered whether among them was Detective Lancaster, the man Ellen said called Benedict the week before his murder. The detective who’d angered her husband in a way she’d never witnessed before. I’d sneaked in a few calls to several Denver-area police departments, including my own, asking as a citizen to speak to Detective Lancaster, but each department claimed no officer by that name on their force. The State Highway Patrol and the FBI’s Denver field office didn’t claim the guy, either. Maybe Ellen misheard the name.  Maybe he was a private detective. But a search of the Yellow Pages turned up no PI businesses sporting the name Lancaster.

      More unsettling as I scanned the law enforcement that came to honor Benedict was the likelihood that one or more of them were the “we” Benedict referenced that night as we drove to the pawnshop. People he thought I’d want to be part of, people with some kind of deal going. Dark Riders! If he’d gotten himself mixed up with other dirty cops, it raised the horrifying possibility one of them—not a three-time loser like Hector Diaz—murdered him. Yet the thought of a cop killing a fellow cop . . .

      Two priests sprinkled the coffin with holy water and intoned final commendations for Benedict. “May his soul and the souls of all the faithful departed through the mercy of God rest in peace.”

      The chief of police, Christopher Hamilton, presented a triangular-folded American flag to Ellen. A lone bugler played Taps, the notes stilling the crowd. I hated Taps. Heard it too often during the war, and at Derek Flemming’s funeral. They better not play the damn thing at mine.

      Officers broke rank, headed back to duty or home. My fellow pallbearers scattered without so much as a word to me. Uniforms walked past. A few nodded, fewer spoke condolences. Most shunned me as if I were a rabid dog. But one uniform I recognized from District One, Jim Ellison, stopped and extended his hand.

      “I’m sorry about Benedict, Joe. It coulda been any of us. It’s the damn uniform.”

      No, it wasn’t the uniform, I thought as I nodded. It was the man inside the uniform.

      “He was a stand-up guy,” Ellison said. “Some guys weren’t too keen on him, but I worked with him a couple of times. I liked him.”

      “What do you mean, not too keen on him?”

      He shrugged awkwardly. “You know, a little too saintly and all.”

      Not as saintly as you think.

      “These guys saying other stuff about Benedict?” I probed.

      “Like what?”

      “Stuff. Rumors.”

      “No. What rumors?”

      “Nothing. He was a damn fine cop, Jim. A damn fine cop.”

      Ellison scurried off. I glanced back toward the gravesite. The police chief was glad-handing several city councilmen. The mayor chatted with a nightclub owner every cop in town knew hijacked liquor trucks, pimped, and ran drugs out of his northside club.

      Paula and Olivia walked up. My wife hugged me. I felt her trembling beneath her brown cloth coat. Tears streaked her face.

      We walked toward Benedict’s grave where Ellen stood clutching the American flag. Chief Hamilton was talking to her, so I veered off to Benedict’s parents and his brother several yards away. Timothy stood with them. I shook the boy’s hand and looked into his face. It was like looking into the face of his father.

      “Hey, buddy. Remember me? I’m Joe Stryker. I worked with your dad.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to tell him I’d been with his dad the night he’d died, that I’d failed to prevent his death.

      The boy mumbled an acknowledgment.

      “Your father was a good man,” I said. I set my hand on his head, like a priest anointing the sick. “You gotta be tough for your mom now, Timothy. You’re the man in the family. You can do it. You’ve got your father in you. That’ll make you tough.”

      Platitudes, but I didn’t know what the hell else to say.

      The boy mumbled another acknowledgment. I squeezed his shoulder, spoke briefly to his grandparents, and moved away. I caught up with Paula and Olivia waiting to speak to Ellen. Chief Hamilton finished talking to her. He tossed me a long stare but said nothing and walked away. He knew who I was. Every officer in the department did.

      We approached Ellen. She’d pulled back her veil. Her pale cheeks were red from the cold, her soft brown eyes dry. Paula hugged her and cried. She and Olivia had visited her the day after I had. Paula told me little of the visit, other than Timothy came out of his room and entertained Olivia. I’d worried Ellen might divulge our conversation, especially her sense I wasn’t telling her everything. But Paula had said nothing.

      When they separated, Ellen said, “I never realized so many people would come.”

      I stepped forward and hugged her. “Everyone respected Benedict, even those who knew him only by reputation.”

      “Thank you, Joe.”

      “If there is anything I can do for you and Timothy? ”

      “No, we’re fine. Are you back to work?”

      “Yeah. You know the department. They only gave me two days.”

      One more day than I got when Derek Flemming was murdered. Hell, two or three more dead partners and I could take a real vacation.

      Ellen squeezed my arm. “It’s best you’re back. We have to keep moving in life.” She turned toward Paula. “Don’t let Joe get down on himself. I’ve seen officers—and their families—go under when things like this happen. They blame themselves. They quit the force. Or worse.”

      Paula glanced my way. She’d love nothing better than for me to quit.

      Paula and Olivia moved over to Benedict’s parents and brother. Dominic Zingano approached Ellen. He nodded in my direction and shook her hand, introduced himself, and expressed his condolences.

      She grew rigid at the introduction of his name.

      “The union will take care of you and your son, Mrs. Greene,” he reassured her. “We always look after our own.”

      She thanked him, but appeared uncomfortable.

      “At least we have this Diaz guy,” the sergeant said. His eyes settled on me. “Isn’t that right, Joe? A violent burglar you two had the misfortune to catch in the middle of a crime.”

      “No doubt,” I said, taking the hint.

      He turned back to Ellen. “I realize his arrest does not bring your husband back, ma’am. But I hope it brings at least a small measure of comfort and satisfaction.” He handed her an embossed business card. “Don’t hesitate to call if you and your son need anything. I’ll personally see to it.”

      The union president left. I turned to Ellen. “I don’t mean to pry, but I sensed something about him bothered you.”

      She watched Zingano’s retreating figure. Several cops closed ranks around him, minions in his wake.

      “He and Benedict were partners once,” she said.

      “When was that?” Benedict had never mentioned that tidbit.

      “Three years ago. Not for long. Benedict didn’t like working with him.”

      “Why?”

      “He wouldn’t say. I sensed he didn’t trust him. Though Benedict worked for his security firm, for a while.”

      Dominic Zingano ran a side business called Zingano Security. It provided off-duty cops for special events, concerts, bars, construction sites, store security, sporting events, and personal protection.

      “When was this?” I asked.

      “Off and on for the last six months. You weren’t aware?”

      “He never said anything to me.”

      Five months we rode together and he never once mentioned it.

      “He probably was too embarrassed,” said Ellen. “He said we needed the money, though he never brought much home, considering the late hours he worked.”

      “It went to the secret bank loan,” I suggested.

      She nodded.  “Yet he was still behind on payments.”

      “What did he do for Zingano?”

      “Security at bars, mostly. He was a bodyguard once for Peggy Lee when she was in town. He thought she was really nice.”

      “He was doing this up until . . . until he died?”

      “Not the last several weeks. He had a falling out with Zingano.”

      “Over what?”

      She shrugged. “He wouldn’t say.”

      There seemed to be many things Benedict didn’t say.

      I was full of questions but Paula and Olivia came up. We hugged Ellen, left the gravediggers to their unhappy work, and headed for our car. We were almost there when Luther Bock’s schlumpy body came puffing toward us. I sent Paula on and waited with crossed arms for the detective.

      “What do you want?” I asked when he arrived, out of breath. Good thing he didn’t work the streets. If forced to chase down an asshole he’d keel over from a heart attack.

      “I still got unanswered questions,” he said between gasps.

      “This is neither the time nor place. We just put my partner in the ground.”

      “It’s never the time or place with you, Stryker.”

      “Why the questions, anyway? Looks like you guys got Benedict’s killer.”

      They’d jailed Diaz for four days, but I hadn’t picked up a peep on how their case was progressing. Even Lou Sheppard wasn’t coming up with much.

      “We kicked the spic loose this morning,” said Bock. “Not enough to hold him for now.”

      I showed my surprise. “You couldn’t keep him on the stolen watches?”

      “Pawnshop owner wouldn’t confirm they were his.”

      “But Diaz remains your main suspect, right?” I said. Keeping homicide’s eyes on Diaz kept them off Benedict—and me.

      “The rest of the guys like him for it,” said Bock. “I ain’t so sure.”

      I forced myself to stare the detective in the eyes. “Why not?”

      “Even if he did the actual killing, there’s more to this than you two stumbling onto a random burglary.”

      “Back to that again?”

      “We found Greene’s fingerprints on that radio. You got an explanation for that?” He looked as wild-eyed as a crazed dog.

      “I told you the other night, he moved it out of the middle of the alley and was going to put it in our trunk until we figured out where it came from.”

      “Thoughtful of him but not very bright.”

      “He picked it up before we realized the pawnshop was broken into.”

      The detective poked a finger at me. “I’ve never liked your story from the night you told it. Too many things don’t add up.”

      “Then take a remedial math course.”

      “What I smell is dirty cop. And nothing makes my blood boil more than dirty cops.”

      “You better be careful how far you go with that one, friend.”

      “I’ll go as far as necessary. There’s talk about dirty cops, and I believe I’ve stumbled into their nest.”

      “Benedict Greene was clean. A choirboy. Why don’t you do the job you’re supposed to do and nail his killer. Quit listening to old-lady gossip.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about your dead partner, Stryker. It’s your ass you gotta worry about. You and Greene were up to something and I’m gonna find out what the hell it was. I’m gonna nail you.”

      I turned and walked to my car. I didn’t want to dig deeper into Benedict’s death, despite my bewilderment and anger at his betrayal. I’d already lied about the burglary to protect him and his family. No recanting now or I’d lose my job. Another clandestine investigation would once again jeopardize my career and marriage. Yet Bock gave me no choice. Now I needed to uncover who killed Benedict Greene and why he’d betrayed me—or I could end up in prison.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, while Paula was off to a class and Olivia was down for a nap, I dug out a shoebox from the back of our bedroom closet. It held a pair of my black dress shoes—and the brown dime-store notebook I’d stripped from Benedict’s body the night he died. I’d hidden it inside one of the shoes and not looked at it since.

      In my stupor of shock witnessing Benedict’s brutalized body, I’d taken his notebook for reasons hazy at the time. Some deep instinct, I guess. I should have left it. Tampering with possible evidence. Yet he’d scribbled in it a lot that night, and now I realized I’d taken it out of a subconscious fear it might contain evidence implicating him in the burglary and his own murder.

      With Hector “Jailbait” Diaz back on the streets and Bock riding my ass, it was time to examine the notebook. Maybe it would provide a clue whether Benedict and the three-time loser were linked.

      Rumors had floated around for a while now that a few dirty cops sometimes conspired with civilian thieves. Provided cover for them in return for a cut of the loot, or even broke in with them. Or used them to fence the swag cops themselves stole. The notion of Benedict working with a sleazeball like Diaz remained beyond my comprehension.

      My partner’s blood had dried the notebook pages stiff along the edges. I delicately peeled them apart and began flipping through the notes. I recognized several names: street people we’d interrogated or arrested, potential witnesses, snitches, along with case notes and leads. Zingano Security’s business number. A few names I didn’t recognize. Some notations were difficult to decipher because of the blood stains and Benedict’s cramped handwriting. Other notes were scribbled in initials, meaningless phrases, and in numbers, several of which appeared to be phone numbers.

      One number caught my eye: 10:45. No p.m. or a.m., and no date. But the number roughly matched the time we’d arrived in the alley behind the pawnshop. It also explained my partner’s incessant checking of his watch that night. He wanted to arrive at the pawnshop at a predetermined time.

      Which reinforced my earlier sense that Benedict knew his killer. He entered that pawnshop expecting to meet someone. Just not expecting to die.

      I continued through the notebook, pausing with a bowed head at a short grocery list.

      One name I searched for but didn’t find was the mysterious Detective Lancaster. Had the caller given Ellen a false name? A code name to Benedict?

      I re-examined the entire notebook.  This time I stopped at one of the meaningless initials I’d seen before: M.R., a phone number next to it. The initials meant nothing to me, nor the phone number. Code for Detective Lancaster? A link to one of the mysterious “we”?

      Only one way to find out.

      “Yes?” answered a man with a wary, high-pitched voice.

      “Who is this?”

      A pause. “If you don’t know, you’ve called the wrong number. This number is unlisted.”

      “Are your initials MR?”

      Another pause, longer this time. “You’ve called the wrong number,” he repeated. The phone clicked silent.

      Unlisted? Unlisted numbers were not common.

      I called an employee at the phone company I knew. I’d given him a break on a solicitation charge the year before and probably saved his marriage. He owed me. But he wasn’t available.

      I called Benedict’s wife. I didn’t like bothering Ellen the day after we buried her husband but I had an urgent question.

      “I just wanted to check in, to see how you and Timothy are doing,” I said.

      “Okay.” She sniffed, her voice verged on the edge of tears. “It’s tough, especially for Timothy.”

      “I can understand. If there’s anything Paula and I can do for you . . . ”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know if there is. Benedict’s family has given us a lot of support. We’ll get through this. How are you doing, Joe?”

      “The same.” I paused, then asked, “You heard they released this Hector Diaz guy?”

      “Yes,” her voice rose. “How could they let him go, Joe?”

      “Not enough evidence at this stage, is my guess. Even on the stolen watches. They still like him for it, though. They’ll get him, Ellen.” I paused. “Did Benedict ever mention Diaz’s name?”

      “That’s the same question that detective asked.”

      My stomach clenched. “What detective?”

      “Two of them, actually. They were here this morning.”

      “What were their names?”

      “One was, uh, Kaufman. A tall, thin man. Very nice. I can’t remember the other detective’s name. I was in such a daze. I should remember him. I didn’t like him.”

      “Luther Bock?”

      “Yes, that was him. He kept his hat on the whole time. Rude. The other detective took his hat off like a gentleman. This Bock was the one who asked whether Benedict ever mentioned Diaz to me.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Benedict never mentioned his name. Why would he have?”

      “Probably no reason. But maybe in passing—arrested him and something stuck in his mind about the guy.”

      A strangled laugh came through the phone. “Benedict rarely discussed his work. Any more than he spoke of the war. There was always a wall of silence when it came to certain things.” Her tone was reproachful, as if she and Paula periodically swapped notes on their tight-lipped husbands. “Why are you asking, Joe?”

      “Curious. I arrested Diaz a couple of times, but I never heard Benedict mention him. I wondered if he ran across him at some point before we partnered. A lot of cops have.”

      “You arrested him? Do you think he was capable of . . . of killing Benedict?”

      “Yes, it’s possible. Did the detectives explain why they released him?”

      “No. They weren’t at liberty to say.”

      They were, I thought. But they’re keeping something close to their chest. “What were they at liberty to say?”

      “No much. General stuff about how they were exhausting all leads. Little more than what I’d already read in the papers. I kept asking questions but they said they couldn’t release information right now. Even to me. His widow.”

      Again, she verged of tears.

      “Did they bring up my name?”

      “No.”

      I wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad. “What else did they ask?”

      “Not much. They didn’t stay long. Mainly to update me on the investigation and ask about this Diaz. Detective Kaufman did much of the talking. Detective Bock seemed to barely listen. He kept looking around the living room, as if searching for something.”

      “Searching for what?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. He acted almost as if Benedict was the bad guy and not the victim.”

      Searching as I did my previous visit, scouring for signs of stolen goods, of furniture or furnishings above a patrolman’s pay. If Benedict was as a dark rider, he certainly hadn’t spent his loot on anything visible.

      “One other thing,” I asked. “Do the initials MR mean anything to you? Initials for a man’s name?”

      “No. Why?”

      “Just checking a lead. Did they ask about Detective Lancaster?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s still keep that between us, okay?”

      We said our goodbyes and I hung up. Olivia was stirring. I returned the notebook to the shoebox.

      With no leads on Lancaster or M.R., my next move was to find Diaz, learn what he knew about Benedict, if anything. I needed to find out before homicide dug up more evidence and brought him back inside, where he might rat on Benedict in exchange for a lighter sentence. Even if it were all lies.

      The challenge was doing all this without assistance and without anyone the wiser. I couldn’t trust anyone, especially other cops. If Saint Benedict was a dirty cop, anyone could be a dirty cop.

      Even if I confided in someone I could trust, the fact remained that good cops almost always cover for each other. As for command, I didn’t trust them in the best of times. Nobody in the department wanted dirty laundry hung out in public—especially laundry suggesting a fellow officer might have murdered Benedict. And they sure as hell didn’t want me nosing into it.

      Yet I couldn’t let Benedict’s killer go. Not for the murder of my partner. Not with Bock on my ass. Not with the possibility the detective would come around to tagging me for Benedict’s death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      Shortly before roll call, Sergeant Ray Hawkins summoned me into the duty sergeant’s office and broke the bad news.

      “You’re joking?” I shouted. “You stuck me with Moroni Perdue?”

      In the three days I’d worked since Benedict’s funeral, I’d been partnered with three different officers I barely knew. Which was fine by me, though I would have preferred patrolling alone.

      But Moroni Perdue! Anyone but Perdue.

      Perdue had dragged me into the infamous Seth Rawlins murder case two years ago with his pesky questions and rookie exuberance. He’d trailed me around like a lost puppy dog. He wanted to be the next Denver Kid, at a time I desperately wanted to bury that reputation.

      “That’s the assignment,” Hawkins confirmed.

      “This your bright idea, sarge? Or did command come up with this bullshit?”

      Hawkins heaved his rangy body out of his chair. “Ease off, Joe.”

      “Like hell I will. I got stuck with Perdue when he was a rookie fresh out of Academy. Once is enough. He’s an annoying motormouth who believes in flying saucers. He’s like a gnat. No, a swarm of gnats.”

      Hawkins nodded. “You don’t need to tell me what he’s like.”

      “And the LifeSavers,” I said, shaking my head. “Constantly gnawing on ’em until it drives you nuts.”

      “He smokes these days. It’s quieter. And he drinks. A regular Jack Mormon.”

      “Swell. Why are you doing this to me, sarge?”

      “It’s nothing against you,” he said. “It’s a matter of manpower disbursement.”

      “Manpower disbursement? What the hell does that mean?”

      “We’re short staffed and I’m putting together the best shift assignments I can.”

      “I’ve been on this force five years, Ray. That oughta carry a little weight.”

      Hawkins leaned his arms on his desk. “How goddamn easy do you think it is, Joe, finding guys game enough to partner with you? They’re calling you ‘Typhoid Joe.’ Partnering with you is like partnering with a one-wing duck during hunting season.”

      His words came as no surprise. “But why Perdue of all people?”

      “He volunteered. You two worked together once. He helped you solve the Rawlins case, right? I figured you could work together again.” Hawkins looked down at the paperwork on his desk as if to dismiss me. “Live with it.”

      I blinked. “What do you mean he volunteered? Why the hell did he do that?”

      He kept his eyes on the paperwork. “Beats me. Ask him.”

      Yeah, Moroni Perdue was a motormouth and an annoying gnat. But the deeper reason I didn’t want him again as a partner was that I’d put him through hell the first time. Despite my initial suspicions about him, he risked his new career and his life for me when I went hunting for the man who killed my partner—and he nearly lost his life doing it.

      I wouldn’t risk doing that again. He didn’t deserve that.

      Two dead partners were enough.

      And frankly, I didn’t trust partners these days. Beyond my shock at Benedict’s heist of the radio, I still smarted from the disappointment he never mentioned working for Zingano’s security business. Several times he’d spouted off—before going all moody and barely speaking at all—his distrust of our union boss. He believed Big Z ran the police union to enrich himself and a few pals, not the rank-and-file. Ellen cited conflict as patrol partners, too. Yet he worked for Zingano’s private security firm. Why? If they needed extra cash for the bank loan, there were less stressful to make it.

      Detective Bock was right. Too many unanswered questions and odd behaviors. Yet finding answers while concealing what really happened at the pawnshop would be all but impossible with a partner draped over me, especially a nosy partner like Perdue. A partner keenly aware of how prone I was to break departmental rules.

      All of which left troubling questions. Lou Sheppard’s laudatory press stories two years ago kept the two of us from being fired on grounds of insubordination for meddling in the Rawlins homicide case. But command separated us to make certain we didn’t collude again. A smart move at the time. We both had endured a lot. Why allow us to team up again?

      And why did Perdue volunteer?

      “Is this going to be permanent?” I asked Hawkins.

      “For now. I can’t keep running you through new partners, Joe. Losing Benedict was tough. We’re all living with that one. But the public needs us at our best.”

      “Forget a partner. I’ll go it alone.”

      “Ain’t happening, Joe. Orders.”

      “Orders? Is Perdue my babysitter? Is that it? Command doesn’t trust me?”

      Sergeant Hawkins remained silent on that question.
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        * * *

      

      “You listen to MacArthur’s speech?” asked Moroni Perdue. He’d been jabbering nonstop since we’d left roll call and hit the streets in what I swear was the most decrepit prowl car in the department, which is saying something considering the extensive competition.

      “What?” I said.

      My attention had drifted. How was I going to inconspicuously track down Hector Diaz with Perdue hanging around my neck?

      “Did you catch the general’s speech this morning?” he repeated.

      “Didn’t everyone?”

      I’d sat in my favorite chair by the radio, Olivia in my lap and Paula sitting nearby, listening to Douglas MacArthur speak before Congress. Every American in the country listened to him from what I gathered. Hell, they even let the school kids out for the day. The spectacle must have pissed off President Truman. He’d made the right move firing the insubordinate general, but I have to admit MacArthur gave one helluva speech. Toward the end, when his voice dropped and he spoke of old soldiers never dying, just fading away, shivers ran up my spine.

      Perdue lit a Chesterfield and rambled on about the general’s speech. It was a mild evening, so I rolled down the window. Hawkins was right. The Moroni Perdue I knew never smoked. Didn’t drink. Not even coffee. He was a Mormon, for god’s sake. Now he puffed away like a wizened old cowboy.

      Two years on the force had clearly changed him. His rookie baby face had aged dog years for a guy still in his twenties. His gym-built body looked soft. He moved like an old man. His eyes were darker, the exuberant rookie light gone out of them. The polished belt and shoes he’d proudly worn as a rookie was now a dull black.

      Then it occurred to me as he babbled on that he was nervous. He’d always been a motormouth, but tonight he was above and beyond the call of duty.

      Riding shotgun with “Typhoid Joe” will do that to a man. Perdue’s way of whistling in the dark of a cemetery.

      Taking a break from MacArthur, Perdue stuck his head out the open window and scanned the sky with a pair of binoculars he’d brought along. I dreaded asking but did anyway.

      “Let me guess, you’re looking for flying saucers?” I said, making no effort to disguise my scorn.

      Assholes selling narcotics on the streets and drunks beating their wives, and my partner was scouring the skies for alien bogeymen.

      In our prior incarnation as partners, he’d claimed seeing a banana-shaped flying saucer near Provo, Utah. Now he launched into a long story of spotting a disk-shaped saucer while he and his wife were up in the mountains, at dusk, near Berthoud Pass. A silvery craft, with rows of lights on the underbelly.

      From what I’d read in the papers, and calls the department received daily, everybody was seeing saucers these days. Either we’re under invasion or there’s a lot of heavy drinking going on.

      Perdue elaborated on the nuances of alien aircraft sightings. Disk-shaped saucers were the most common, along with cigar shapes. But they also came triangular, bat-wing, conical, pencil, Saturn-ring like, and teardrop shaped. Even one resembling an upside-down toy top. To say nothing of the countless sightings of blurred lights moving at unearthly speeds. Apparently, aliens bought their saucers in a variety of makes and models produced on assembly lines at some sort of intergalactic Detroit.

      I drifted in and out of his commentary, brainstorming how to track down Diaz with an alien-watcher at my side. Perdue prattled on. Turned out he collected and evaluated “sightings” in his spare time from observers all over the country. He published the reports in a mimeographed bimonthly six-page bulletin called SAUCER—Sightings of Aliens and Unknown Craft Evaluation and Research.

      He set down his binoculars and looked my way. “I think they’re signs from heaven, don’t you?”

      During his speech, MacArthur cautioned the nation on many things, but flying saucers were not among them. Good enough for me.

      “I’ve received over two hundred bona fides in the last year,” said Perdue.

      “Bona fides?”

      “Sightings that can’t be explained by the Air Force, weather, or recognizable celestial phenomenon.”

      “And you believe these are real space ships flown by little green men?”

      “Not green, Joe. That’s a silly cliché. But you don’t believe we’re alone in the universe, do you?”

      Only when I’m on duty with you.

      “Some sightings could be the Russkies,” he said, lighting another cig. “Some kind of new weapon. Or worse, the commies could be in cahoots with the aliens. Whoever they are, we have to be vigilant. That’s what my readers are—the first line of defense.”

      God, I thought I was paranoid these days.

      Calls picked up. Not aliens, but real people with real problems. We checked out reports of a loud radio and a fight in the projects, both of which proved elusive. We caught a fender bender and a break-in at a dry cleaners, dropped in on the trouble bars and pool halls, and rattled a few doorknobs. We responded to a beer brawl at a pool hall on Curtis, where the loser sat slumped against a table nursing broken ribs, the winner long gone. We took down conflicting witness descriptions, conflicting names, and conflicting stories.

      With no address for Hector Diaz, everywhere we went I tapped snitches, barflies, barkeeps, hookers, and anyone else who might have an idea where to find the Mex. I tried keeping my inquiries out of Perdue’s earshot, but eventually he caught wind.

      “Why are you looking for that spic?” he asked.

      I hesitated. I carried the same concerns I carried the last time we’d partnered, when our discovery of a headless body on the railroad tracks sucked us into the swamp of Seth Rawlins and nearly got both of us killed. Back then, I suspected Perdue was reporting my extra-curricular investigatory work to command. He proved me wrong. He never once betrayed me. But could I trust him this time around? He was a changed man. Could I count on anyone after the betrayal by Saint Benedict?

      I sucked in the evening air and drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. The problem remained—hunting for Diaz with Perdue at my side would be impossible unless I took him into my confidence. Well, at least a little into my confidence.

      “I want to chat with him,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I have a few questions.”

      “You don’t believe he killed your partner?”

      “No, I think he probably did. It’s why I want to talk to him.”

      That, and could Diaz confirm whether my dead partner was a dark rider.

      “That’s not a wise idea, Joe. Homicide won’t like that. You remember what that’s like.”

      Yeah, I remember all too well. It’s why I didn’t ask them for Jailbait’s address. Not that they would have provided it. Why the hell did I want his address? they would have asked. Was I seeking revenge? Stay out of it, they would have warned.

      I steadied my eyes on him. “Homicide won’t have a problem if they don’t know.”

      Perdue put his hands up in mock surrender. “They won’t hear anything from my lips. I said nothing the last time we worked together, and I won’t now.”

      “Good. You do and I’ll toss your body in the South Platte and tell Hawkins that aliens sucked you up into one of their flying cigars.”

      Though to be fair, the South Platte was a far cry from New York City’s East River for disposing of bodies. It was so damn shallow you couldn’t drown a dog in it, let alone a man.

      Perdue lit another cig and we rode in silence for a while before he said, “I was at your partner’s funeral. A lot of officers were there.”

      “Yeah,” I said low-voiced.

      “Is it true, what I hear about him?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “No, I mean his being squeaky clean. A saint, isn’t that what guys called him? I never met him but that’s what I heard.”

      “He was a good cop.”

      “Hey, don’t get me wrong, Joe. It’s terrible what happened. It’s just . . . ”

      “Just what?”

      “ . . . guys are saying stuff, that’s all.”

      “Saying what?”

      “You know, the circumstances of his death.”

      “No, I don’t know.”

      “They don’t understand why he was in that pawnshop without his gun drawn or how the spic got the drop on him like that.”

      I didn’t understand either. I also didn’t understand how Perdue learned that.

      “Where did you hear that?”

      He shrugged. “Around. Did you see him draw his weapon before he entered?”

      “No. I was heading around front.”

      “And this radio you guys found in the alley, was that—”

      “What is this, the third degree? You sound like Detective Bock.”

      “Just curious, Joe. I’m hearing talk, that’s all.”

      Maybe Perdue was spying for Detective Bock. Looking for a promotion.

      “Didn’t I tell you the first day on the job to never trust what you hear from other cops?” I said. “They’re less reliable than a strung-out snitch. What you’re hearing is nonsense. Benedict was a good cop in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Perdue turned his attention to the sky with his binoculars, so I asked the question bothering me since Sergeant Hawkins assigned us. “The sarge said you volunteered to partner with me.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to work the street again,” he replied. “I was doing too much desk work in Morals. It was boring. This slot came up and I jumped at it. I thought it’d be fun working with you again.”

      “Fun? It’s fucking dangerous riding with me. You of all people oughta know that.”

      “I survived before.”

      Christ, two years later and the kid was still a rookie.

      Half an hour later, during a bar check, a hooker provided a possible location for Hector Diaz, a dump of an apartment building over on west Forty-first and Tejon. Out of our precinct. We drove over anyway.

      The place was easy to spot: two white columns and a fake southern facade as out of place as a white-trash Yankee at a New Orleans cotillion. The apartment manager was a heavyset man whose greasy slick-backed pompadour reflected his vain attempt to remain above the social strata of his tenants. He claimed he hadn’t seen Hector Diaz in days. Said the man dropped out of sight minutes after his release. Scared, was the rumor.

      “Scared of what?” I said.

      “Dunno. I ain’t talked to him since homicide dragged his raunchy ass in for questioning. He really ice that cop? Your guys tore the shit out of his room, just so you know. You might wanna pass that on to your boss. You wanna see the goddamn mess they left? I ain’t touched it. Thinkin’ ’bout suing the department.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “Maybe you can get ’em to at least fix the dresser their goons busted.”

      “You got no idea where Diaz mighta gone?” I pressed. “Relatives, friends?”

      “See, that’s the problem with you cops. All you do is want sumthin’. Never willing to give sumthin’ back.”

      The distant squawk of our car radio filtered through the open window of the manager’s first-floor apartment.

      “Go check,” I told Perdue. As he headed for the car, I shoved the manager against the wall. “I’ll give you something back. Tell me where I can find Diaz or you’re gonna need more than a cheap dresser repaired.”

      “All right, all right. You don’t gotta play rough. Jesus, you guys are all alike.”

      “Where do I find him?”

      “He’s got a cousin named Nunez. Guadalupe, I think. Find him, you can find Diaz.”

      “Where do I find this cousin?”

      “Pounds the ivory at one of them holy roller places. Church of the Holy something or other.”

      I knew the place. Storefront on Larimer Street’s skid row.

      I let go of his shirt and walked to the car. The manager yelled a reminder about the busted dresser.

      Back in the patrol car, Perdue said the dispatch call was the El Sótano again. A drunken woman creating a disturbance. I hate drunk-women calls. The El Sótano was a popular, tough Mexican bar on Larimer Street. We’d already been to the place once tonight. Drop in unannounced we usually could pinch someone with wants or warrants on them. A fun place.

      “So what’s our next move to find Diaz?” Perdue asked on the way.

      “Let’s drop it. You’re right, I shouldn’t be looking for him. If I catch up with him, I’ll do something stupid.”

      If Perdue was keeping tabs on me for the department or Bock, maybe they’d take the hint and leave me alone.

      I stared out on the dark streets as I struggled to regain control of myself after slamming the manager into the wall. I’d worked hard these last two years putting my life and my marriage and my career back in order. Now I felt it slipping away, felt myself getting sucked into another off-the-books investigation and the nightmares that come with it. Yeah, my ass was on the line, along with Benedict’s. Still, why the hell couldn’t I leave well enough alone?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Early the next afternoon, I went searching for Guadalupe Nunez before my shift. My excuse to Paula for going in early to work was a follow-up with the detectives working Benedict’s case. A plausible lie I sensed she bought.

      Before hitting Larimer Street for Nunez, however, I tried again to reach the employee at the telephone company who owed me a favor. This time I got through to him from a pay phone and told him I needed the name attached to an unlisted phone number. He hesitated. Legally, they required a warrant, he reminded me. His wife might like to know about his hiring a hooker, I reminded him. He wrote down the unlisted number and the pay phone number and said he’d call back in a few minutes. When he did, I could tell by his voice he was more than curious how the hell I’d dredged up this particular unlisted number attached to this particular name. As I scribbled down name that belonged to the initials M.R. in Benedict’s notebook, I understood his curiosity.

      Marcus Raschke.

      Raschke had been in the headlines for months. He’d taught as a professor of economics at the Denver extension of the University of Colorado. Paula, in fact, was taking one of his classes when none other than Senator Joseph McCarthy publicly fingered Raschke as a commie agent, resulting in the quick dismissal from his teaching post. Considering the local public firestorm that ensued, it was no surprise Raschke unlisted his phone number.

      The question was, why the hell did my dead partner have the phone number of an alleged commie agent?
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        * * *

      

      The Church of the Holy Spirit occupied a street-level storefront on Larimer Street, formerly a haberdashery whose owner gratefully gave me a fedora after I’d nailed the guy who’d burglarized his place. Maybe the Church of the Holy Spirit would give me a free path out of my mess.

      I took my chances Nunez would be there. It  wasn’t your standard Sunday-morning church. It administered its Angel Food mostly to the derelicts, alkies, and other lost souls who inhabited lower downtown, so it kept long, irregular hours during the day and evenings. I had no idea where it got money to operate. The church belonged to no denomination as far as I could determine. Doctrine was whatever came into the preacher’s head that day.

      At least a few souls were inside. Dispirited singing drifted into the street. I entered the front door under a large black-lettered sign announcing the Church of the Holy Spirit. A light rain was falling, so more souls than usual scrunched into the small room, fifteen or so. Mostly men in shabby clothes, but one was a young woman nursing a baby. Everyone but the mother held battered hymnals and sang as if attending a funeral instead of praising the Lord. The young woman swayed to the music, the baby hanging on to the teat for dear life.

      Wary faces eyed my uniform as I shut the door. Leading the motley congregation from behind a crude pulpit was a bone-thin woman, her reedy voice piercing the room as her skinny arms and arthritic gnarled hands flailed the air. Mother Emma, I knew her by. She wore a dirty white robe. Her iron-gray stringy hair and emaciated face reminded me of the dirt-farmer wives who trudged past my family’s Iowa farm during the Depression.

      Behind her sat the piano player I hoped was Guadalupe Nunez. He wasn’t difficult to spot considering the amount of space he occupied. His upper body blocked much of my view of the upright he was pounding. His ass spilled over the tiny round piano stool like warm bread dough over the side of a bowl. His whole body jiggled as he banged out a spiritual I didn’t recognize, his head rolling loosely around a thick ring of neck fat. The singing subsided as he shifted to a gentle version of “Deep River,” his sausage-thick fingers surprisingly light and easy on the keys.

      Mother Emma stepped forward and began to preach over his music. The piano player stopped after a few more bars, rose with difficulty, and waddled into a back room. I sidled my way around the edge of the congregation, their guarded eyes tracking me.

      I entered the back room without knocking. “You Guadalupe Nunez?”

      The large man crushed a small spongy bed in a tiny windowless room that smelled of unwashed sheets, Musterole, piss, and a rancid odor I couldn’t quite place. He was light skinned for a Mexican, with a lumpy face, a wisp of black mustache, and a potato nose riddled with broken veins. He set aside a small St. James Bible and nodded.

      “You got a cousin named Hector Diaz,” I said. “He’s not at his apartment. Where can I find him?”

      Dark, half-lidded eyes swiveled behind thick folds of flesh. “Dunno. Why you lookin’?” he said in a voice that was almost feminine. He didn’t appear impressed by my uniform.

      “To give him a good citizen award. He got a job someplace?”

      “Hector?” he said as if I were as funny as Bob Hope.

      “No idea? Family who might know? Shitbirds he hangs out with?”

      He shook his head and coughed something wet and phlegmy.

      “You’re aware your cousin is suspect numero uno in the murder of a cop?” I said.

      The fat man shrugged, as if to say what else was new with Jailbait?

      I stepped farther into the room, avoiding a slop jar with newspaper covering the top. “Someone tipped the dicks on Diaz. Boasted that he killed the cop while stealing watches from the pawnshop. That anonymous caller wouldn’t have been you, would it?”

      The flesh of his cheeks wobbled as he shook his head. “Hell, no. He’s my cousin. I wouldn’t do that.”

      “When did you last see him?”

      He shrugged.

      “Answer my questions or I’ll spread the word you’re the one who tipped off homicide.”

      Panic came into his brown eyes. “A few days ago, at my mother’s over in Peter Town.”

      Peter Town was a collection of shanties on the other side of the Platte river, built on land owned by some guy named Peter T. No electrical or running water, and a single outhouse. Better than a cardboard box on Larimer Street, but not much.

      “Before or after the cop was murdered?” I asked.

      “After.”

      “He boast that he took out a cop?”

      “No. Hector can be mean, but he wouldn’t do no cop.”

      “Then why disappear? Word on the street is he’s running scared. Of what? Taking the big sleep in the electric chair?”

      Nunez coughed again, harder this time. When he caught his breath, he said, “No, scared cops’ll kill him for murdering one of their own. Which he didn’t. Is that why you’re looking for him? To kill him?”

      “I’m trying to keep him alive. Your cousin carry a big knife?”

      His eyes turned away and he said nothing.

      “He’s going to use one on you when he learns you gave up his name,” I said.

      His eyes grew big. “Okay, okay. He carried a knife. But he didn’t kill no cop with it. He said somebody stole the knife the week before it all happened.”

      “Yeah, likely story. I assume he didn’t report it stolen?”

      Nunez shrugged.

      Of course Diaz didn’t. Parolees aren’t allowed to carry pig stickers. “What did the knife look like?”

      “Black—even the blade was black. Kind of a ringed handle thing. Mean-lookin’. Hector said it was a World War Two British commando dagger.”

      The identical knife sticking out of Benedict’s chest. “Where the hell did he come up with a British commando dagger?”

      “Got it years ago from an uncle in the war. Real proud of it. Kept it hidden in a black leather case.”

      “Detectives talk to you?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      Figures. The dicks could only find Nunez through the street, and they always lost touch with the street when they get kicked up to the bureau. Which means they weren’t aware of Hector’s knife. He would have denied owning one assuming they’d asked.

      Nunez coughed more violently and reached for a five-gallon lard can sitting on a varnished nightstand next to a small white statue of Christ and the Virgin Mary. He gripped the can with both hands and coughed up gobs of dark red sticky blood.

      I stepped back to the door. “You got TB?”

      He coughed harder, his whole body rippling in spasms.

      “You shouldn’t be playing the piano around all those people like that, friend, not with TB. You oughta be in a fuckin’ clinic.”

      He caught his breath. “Mother Emma says it’s okay. Mother Emma says God’ll protect everyone and He’ll cure me.”

      Mother Emma’s Holy Joe voice pierced the door. “Screw God and Mother Emma,” I said. “You’re a menace to people. Hell, you might as well go around shooting ’em with a gun.”

      He tucked his head down and coughed more into the lard can.

      Common sense told me to leave immediately, but I needed more answers. When he finished coughing, I said, “Your cousin ever say anything about dirty cops?”

      That brought up the piano player’s head. “What dirty cops?”

      “Crooked cops, cops burglarizing stores. He ever say he worked with crooked cops?”

      “He tole me he fenced for some cops. Bragged it up. Said it was the safest fucking job in the world. Who better to work for than cops? I figured he was bullshitting. Hector bullshits ’bout a lot of things he don’t know nothin’ ’bout.”

      “He mention names of these cops?”

      Nunez shook his head.

      That could explain why Diaz went to ground. Fencing for cops might be the safest illegal job in the city, but once he was made the number one suspect for killing a cop, he’d become a liability. Too big a risk he’d trade their names for a reduced murder sentence. That could get you killed.

      I turned to leave, eager to escape the fat man’s deadly cough, but Nunez called after me. “Hector didn’t kill no cop,” he said with conviction. “He be in trouble since he was a kid, and he don’t follow our Lord Jesus. But he wouldn’t kill no cop. He helped me out since I got sick. He helped out my mother.”

      “I’ll be sure to recommend Hector for a presidential commendation.”

      “Ask his parole officer. He wouldn’t let Hector kill nobody.”

      “Who’s his PO?”

      “A guy named Fitch. A real hard-ass from what Hector said. Hector always bitchin’ about the guy ’cause he was always ridin’ him, but he was ridin’ him so Hector don’t get into no trouble again. Hector wouldn’t cross the guy. Maybe he knows where you can find Hector.”

      He might, but asking the PO the whereabouts of Jailbait was not something I was eager to do. Too much risk word would get to homicide that I was nosing into their case. Yet I needed to find Diaz before homicide rearrested him—or some dirty cops decided he was expandable.

      “See a doctor about that fuckin’ TB, friend,” I admonished Nunez one last time, and hurried out of the tiny room and past the ear-banging Mother Emma into the wet, fresh air.
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      Saturday afternoon I took the family car to run several errands, leaving Paula and Olivia home. The one errand I didn’t mention was a stop at a library. I picked a branch farther away than the one nearest our house and began digging through back issues of the newspapers to bone up on Professor Marcus T. Raschke. Age forty-six, Raschke had worked not only as a professor of economics, but the author of several controversial books on economics and politics. He’d served as an administrator of Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, and later as a deputy administrator at the Granada War Relocation Center, commonly called Camp Amache, a World War Two Japanese-American internment camp stuck in a desolate corner of southeastern Colorado.

      Raschke’s commie troubles surfaced several months ago in a national publication called Counterattack, devoted to exposing communist activity in the United States. Citing its sources as members of the “Loyal American Underground,” the publication claimed Raschke was a card-carrying member of the U.S. Communist party (Party card No. 47171 issued in 1945).

      Senator McCarthy latched on to the report, denouncing Raschke along with several other college professors in a speech in Madison, Wisconsin. “Known agents of the Communist government,” he’d railed, a glaring example of how “godless Communism is infiltrating and corrupting America’s educational system.”

      McCarthy’s accusations were in turn picked up by Crawford Kane, a state senator from Colorado Springs with ambitions of becoming governor. Kane accused Raschke of being a fifth columnist, undermining the nation by sowing the seeds of Communist aggression through his avid support of the campus chapter of the American Youth for Democracy, a known Communist front organization. Kane called Raschke unfit to teach and lobbied for “this Jewish radical to be expelled from our midst.”

      Kane didn’t stop there. He accused Raschke of being one of fifty to seventy-five Communist agents operating undercover in Colorado, preparing to blow up public utilities and local schools the moment they received their “marching orders from the heathen forces in Moscow.”

      Three weeks before Benedict’s murder, the university’s Board of Regents fired Raschke. They based their decision on grounds of attempting to “indoctrinate our impressionable youth through writings of alien ideologies of Socialist and Communist design,” serving as an “unrenounced member of the Communist party,” “lying on his application” regarding his Communist membership, and being a “pedestrian teacher.”

      Paula was livid at his firing. Nothing but a witch-hunt, she ranted one morning standing in our kitchen. Raschke was anything but a pedestrian teacher, and the Regents had kowtowed to McCarthy zealots. But the professor’s public defenders were few and anonymous.

      Curiously, the normally outspoken professor reacted with restraint in his response, publicly denying the charges only once. Since receiving a subpoena to appear before the House Un-American Activities Committee, he’d retreated from public view. Anonymous friends reported him to be depressed, immersed in his writing, and remaining in seclusion with his wife of twelve years, Kim, a former Miss Missouri.

      Unless Benedict was a secret commie agent working with Raschke, none of this suggested a clue why he’d written the disgraced professor’s unlisted phone number in his notebook.

      My instinct was to call Raschke and show up on his doorstep. Catch him off-guard in an attempt to get him to explain his connection to my dead partner. But I couldn’t fit it into the rest of my errands for the afternoon without the risk of  Paula asking where the hell I’d been, so I let it go for later.
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        * * *

      

      Monday, I dropped into the parole offices, located downtown in a shabby brick building on Fourteenth. Hector Diaz’s parole officer, Simon Fitch, worked in a dingy second-floor office with an inspiring view of an alley.

      “You get your ass in here tomorrow, Lulu, or I’ll swear out a revoke and have you paintin’ your toenails in the joint before sundown,” he barked into his phone as I stood in my uniform in the open doorway to his closet-sized office. “Got that?  . . . I don’t give a rat’s ass what your excuse is. Parolees don’t get excuses, Lulu, ’cept death, and you gotta get my permission even for that  . . . Tomorrow, my office, nine-thirty sharp, teeth brushed and a big goddamn smile on your face. You ain’t here at nine-thirty on the dot, I call in a revoke. Got that?  . . . I knew you’d hear me, babe.”

      Fitch slammed the receiver down on the cradle and shook a weary head. “Damn broad skipped her last visit. Thinks it’s no big deal. Thinks doing parole is doing juvie time. Not with Simon Fitch, it ain’t.”

      “Tough job,” I said.

      The PO motioned toward a stack of papers on his gray metal desk. “I used to make surprise house calls on broads like Lulu to jack ’em up. Now I got so many cases I spend half my time on the damn phone and the other half doing paperwork. Helluva way to supervise these assholes.”

      He made an exasperated motion with his hands, large hands attached to a short, muscular body. He looked in his late thirties. Many of the newer parole officers these days were college types with degrees in psychology or social work. Fitch looked old school. He projected a rough quality to him. Ex-cop or ex-military.

      “So what can I do for you, officer?” he asked in a voice that sounded from back east. He worked on a kitchen match in his mouth. “One of my parolees pissing in your precinct? Drinking in your bars? Waving a gun?”

      I shut the door and stepped into the airless room. “Hector Diaz.”

      The PO straightened in his chair. “Yeah, good old Hector. Looks like he’s going away for good, this time. One less guy on my caseload. What do you want with him?”

      “I’m trying to find him. He’s not at his apartment. Word is he’s gone into hiding.”

      Fitch frowned. “Why? Homicide released him. For now.”

      “Apparently he’s worried some cop will give him the final big ride for the cop killing.” I skipped the fact the Mexican might be more afraid of being killed by dirty cops. That was too close to Benedict. “I figured you better than anyone might have an idea where I might find him. Another sleeping address, hangouts, family, buddies, job location.”

      Dark brown eyes under thick eyebrows studied me for a long moment, hard curiosity in them. “You look familiar.”

      I was hoping to avoid revealing who I was or why I wanted to find Diaz. I didn’t want word getting back to Detective Bock. Yet I had no a choice if I had any hope of finding Diaz. “Joe Stryker, District One.”

      Fitch snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “The same Stryker who—”

      “Yeah. Benedict Greene was my partner.”

      Lou Sheppard had made sure my name made the paper.

      “Shit! Sorry to hear that, pal,” he said. “Gotta be a bitch, losing a partner that way. Twice, I understand.”

      The parole officer stood and extended a hand. “My condolences.” Tiny initials NT were tattooed just above the V between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. He caught my inspection and said, “Old girlfriend. Hard to get rid of the past, isn’t it?”

      Ain’t that the truth.

      Fitch laughed at his own line, a hard laugh that sounded out of place. He sat down and ran fingers through black, wavy hair slicked with Brylcreem. I settled in a chair in front of his desk. Like his desk, the rest of the tiny room was cluttered, the wall behind him plastered with overlapping photos of what I presumed were current parolees. Men, women, young, old. Two of the larger photos showed Fitch leading handcuffed parolees to jail—a blunt reminder to his caseload what happens when they disobey his ass. A long curved sword with fancy design work on the handle also hung on the wall.

      “Quite a sword,” I said.

      Fitch glanced at it and grinned. “A samurai sword. A war souvenir. It makes my parolees nervous that I might yank it off the wall and use it on them when they don’t obey.”

      The parole officer’s chair squeaked as he leaned back, curiosity etched in his face. “Why do you need to find Hector?” he asked.

      “I have questions regarding the investigation.”

      “Are you working with homicide?” he asked.

      I hesitated. “Not officially.”

      The PO chewed contemplatively on his matchstick. “Then I can’t officially help you.”

      “Unofficially?”

      Fitch shook his head. “No way. If something happens to Diaz and it comes back that I gave you a lead, I’d be out on my ass.”

      “Nothing will happen to Diaz.”

      “He’s suspect number one for killing your partner.”

      “It would be stupid for me to harm him, don’t you think? I’d be the obvious suspect.”

      He jerked a thumb toward a four-drawer filing cabinet. “I got files full of stupids.”

      “All right, if you can’t suggest where I might find him, at least tell me some things about him.”

      “Like what?”

      “He ever mention my partner’s name, before the murder?”

      The PO shook his head. “Never heard it. Should he have?”

      “Curious if they’d crossed paths before that night. Maybe my partner arrested him in the past and Diaz had it in for him—something like that.”

      Fitch chuckled. “If Hector killed every cop who’d arrested him, you’d have only half the police force you got now.”

      “What was Diaz in prison for last?” I said.

      “He served thirty months on a four-to-six for burglary and grand larceny. Been out nine months.”

      “He’s got a long rap sheet beyond that, right?”

      Fitch nodded. “As thick as the Yellow Pages. He’s been a busy boy. B and E, auto theft, felony menacing, assault and battery, fencing stolen goods—”

      “He do time for fencing?”

      “A little in county. Stuff wasn’t worth much.”

      “Detectives found watches in his possession. Presumably from the pawnshop, though the owner won’t fess up to it.”

      “That’s what I heard,” Fitch said.

      “Possession doesn’t prove he actually took the watches from the pawnshop the night my partner died. Maybe he was fencing them for the killer.”

      Fitch narrowed his eyes on his wide face. “Possible. But as I said, Hector has a history of assault and battery, and felony menacing. Did prison time for assault.”

      “You believe he could have killed my partner?”

      “Absolutely.” Fitch cocked his head. “You have reason to suspect otherwise?”

      “No, no,” I said hastily. I was fishing in dangerous waters. “Just satisfying myself that homicide has the right guy. They’re not the most competent bunch.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” The PO’s tongue shifted the match to the other corner of his mouth. “They call you The Denver Kid, don’t they?”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “You solved that Rawlins case. Helluva coup for a street cop. You made homicide look like idiots.”

      It doesn’t take much.

      “You know something they don’t?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. His skepticism was exactly the kind of response I feared. I could see him high-tailing it to homicide and blabbing that I was trying to prove them wrong—again. “I’m just doing a little backstopping.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I understand,” he said, though I wasn’t convinced he did.

      “Did Diaz own a black-handled British commando dagger?” I asked.

      He pursed his lips. “If he had, I woulda confiscated it and revoked his ass. Was that the murder weapon?”

      I nodded. The phone rang and Fitch talked several minutes before telling a guy named Sid he had somebody in his office. He hung up. “Can’t get some parolees to get to my office on time. Then I get guys like Sid I can’t get off the fuckin’ phone. A bomber just outa Cañon City. All he ever does is jaw about dynamite and how to make bombs. Bet he’s back in before the year’s out.”

      “A cousin of Diaz said you supervised Hector like a hawk,” I said.

      Fitch worked up a tight smile. It looked like a lot of work for him. “You gotta with guys like Hector. He grew up in Brownsville, Texas, with an alcoholic uncle. Dropped out of school at eleven, was doing juvie time by thirteen. Used to stand out in the streets and dare cars to hit him, to show off to his pals. A bug doctor called him a ‘sociopathic personality.’ I didn’t let him shit without my permission. If I learned he was out drinking or hanging round pool halls, I’d track his ass down and jack him up. Guys like Hector, you gotta nail their back door shut and sit on the front porch and hope the fuck they don’t go out a window.”

      “Seems like he went out the window.”

      His tight smile narrowed into a scowl. That didn’t take as much work as the smile. “You come here to say I didn’t do enough with Hector and that’s why your partner is dead?”

      “No, no. I’m sure you did all you could. You got any idea where Diaz was that night?”

      “None. I sit on his ass, I don’t sleep with it.”

      “He doesn’t have an alibi.”

      “That’s hardly news. I can tell you that homicide called and said Diaz claimed he was home that night waiting for me. Claimed I’d made an appointment with him.”

      “Did you?”

      “Hell, no. Like I said, I don’t have time for that. Besides, I never announce parolee visits in advance. I was out having a beer with friends.”

      I rose from the chair. “I won’t take any more of your time.”

      “Sorry I can’t help you. But tell you what I will do. I’ll look into where he might be. On my own time if I have to.”

      “He due for a check-in with you?”

      He flipped through a large black appointment book. “Wednesday morning. Ten a.m. sharp.”

      If I didn’t find Diaz before then, I could lay in wait for him outside the building. Even in hiding, he’d be a fool to skip on this guy.

      “Let me know if you find Hector,” he said. “Tell him he better show up Wednesday. My condolences again for your partner.”

      The phone rang as I left the room. “Fitch,” he barked. A young kid in green work clothes sat on a stiff wooden chair in the hallway. He put on a show of nonchalance but wasn’t succeeding as he listened to the PO’s voice rise behind the door.

      My visit had been a mistake. A serious mistake. The risks were for nothing. No leads on where I might find Jailbait. Fitch was a by-the-book PO, which made it a damn good chance our conversation would worm its way back to Detective Bock.
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      With no help from Hector Diaz’s parole officer, and no one else willing or able to reveal where I might find the Mexican, I’d hit a dead end. I switched focus to Marcus Raschke and called the professor before my evening shift. No answer. I was striking out everywhere.

      Then it struck me. Like most seasoned criminals—like most people—Diaz was a creature of habit. In Jailbait’s case, his habit was underage poontang. He might be in hiding, but I’d bet my house and my car he wouldn’t give up his young girls. All I needed to do was find out which poontang.

      But that meant bringing back in Moroni Perdue. After leaving Diaz’s apartment building the other night, I’d let it be known I’d lost interest in finding him. But time was running out. Either homicide would bring him back in or he’d wind up dead.

      So as we moseyed in and out of pool halls, bars, and flop houses Monday evening, I poked around for a lead to Diaz and his girls. It didn’t take long to come up with the skinny that Jailbait was humping a fourteen-year-old named Tomasita Ortiz, who lived with her parents on the 3300 block of Vallejo. My source, a small-time drug pusher with the nickname “Stinky” for reasons all too obvious if you’re standing within fifty feet of him, added that Diaz drove a red, late 1930s Ford pickup.

      “I thought you gave up on finding Diaz,” said Perdue after we escaped the foul air of Stinky.

      “So did I,” was all I said.

      We drove to the 3300 block of Vallejo, which ran north and south on the other side of the South Platte river from our precinct. Small, square clapboard houses lined the block, along with vehicles so run-down you suspected they’d found their final resting place. I didn’t know which house the girl lived in, but if Diaz were around so would be his red Ford pickup. We cruised the street and crawled along the alleys that backed the homes along Vallejo, but no signs of his pickup.

      We returned to our precinct, answered two calls, one a violent drunk in a bar, the other a tip of a B&E at a dry cleaner’s, which turned out to be a false alarm.

      When calls slowed, we returned to Vallejo street, but still no signs of Diaz or his pickup.

      The next evening we repeated our surveillance. Same results. Except for our last check, around eleven. A late thirties beat-up red pickup with a spare tire on the running board sat snugged next to a chain-link fence in the alley behind a house in the middle of the block. We pulled up behind the pickup.

      I hopped out. The driver’s side of the pickup was unlocked, so I opened the door and shined my flashlight on the registration spring-wrapped around the steering column. The pickup belonged to Hector Diaz.

      I scanned the house. It fit the houses on the rest on the block, small and tired. Two strips of concrete for a driveway with dead grass in between ran from the side of the house to the street. No garage. Also no vehicle in the driveway. Diaz most likely showed up only when her parents were out.

      I returned and told Perdue to drive to the street side of the house while I checked out the backside. Stay with the patrol car, but stay alert. If Diaz came busting out, detain him. If nosy neighbors asked what was going on, tell them we’re responding to a report of a break-in and to go back inside.

      “This isn’t a good idea, Joe,” said Perdue.

      He drove off and I slipped through a gate into the backyard. The yard was missing most of its grass. A truck tire filled with sand and toys sat next to a broken swing set. Luckily, no dog was pulling guard duty. I scooted around to the side of the house with the driveway strips until I could peer in a window that looked into a tiny living room. A lamp was on but no one was in the room.

      I returned to the back of the house and this time caught voices seeping through a shaded window cracked open a few inches to let in night air. No, not voices. Moaning and heavy breathing. Either someone was working out with weights or Diaz was working out with his poontang. I peeked through the crack. Enough light spilled in from the rest of the house to reveal two people going at it on a rickety bed.

      The back door was unlocked and I crept into a kitchen. I tiptoed to the bedroom, reached in the half-open door, and flicked on the bedroom light.

      “Jesus Christ!” yelled Hector Diaz, bolting naked out of bed. The young girl mixed up in the sheets screamed. Perdue must have heard her all the way to the squad car.

      I raised my hand for Diaz to relax, though my gun was drawn in case he didn’t.

      He froze at the sight of my uniform and my gun, his erection dying fast.

      “Sit,” I said, nodding toward the bed.

      He didn’t move. “You can’t bust in here and pull a fuckin’ gun on—”

      I wiggled my gun. “Sit!”

      He sat and cupped both hands over his privates. He had a stocky body with a wide square face and short black hair.

      I scanned the room, taking in the frilly pink bed cover, a wall plastered with pictures of movie stars ripped from teen magazines, a phonograph on a dresser with a stack of 45s piled next to it, an ashtray littered with cigarettes.

      “I recognize you,” he snarled. “You’re Stryker. I’ll report you to your superiors.”

      “Do that. While you’re there, tell ’em I caught you screwing an underage girl. With your record, statutory rape will put you away the rest of your sorry life.”

      “She ain’t underage,” he insisted.

      I looked at girl. She’d pulled the sheet up to her neck, her eyes wide with fright. “How old are you, hon?”

      “Four  . . . eighteen,” she stammered.

      “Eighteen my ass. If you’re a day over fourteen you can have my badge.”

      I looked back at Diaz. “You want to try this again?”

      “What do you want?”

      I relaxed my gun hand, but kept the gun out. “It was my partner murdered in that pawnshop. The one homicide likes you for.”

      His dark eyes widened, like those of a cornered animal. “I didn’t kill him, I didn’t kill no cop. I swear on the Blessed Virgin Mary. That’s what I tole your pals downtown. Even after they beat me.”

      “You’re lucky you came out alive, Hector. Cop killers often don’t.”

      “I ain’t fuckin’ dumb enough to kill a cop.”

      “Then why are you hiding? You haven’t returned to your apartment since homicide kicked you loose. Not the behavior of an innocent man.”

      “I didn’t kill no cop.”

      “I found your commando knife sticking out of my partner’s chest.”

      He hesitated, his jaw working long enough to confirm that the knife was his. Still, he insisted, “I ain’t got no commando knife.”

      “A World War Two British commando dagger. You carried it around in a leather case. You mention the dagger to homicide?”

      Diaz fell silent.

      “I could put them in touch with your cousin Guadalupe. He knows it’s yours.”

      “Dumb prick.” He bowed his head. “Okay, okay. But I lost that knife a week before the cop got stuck. Somebody took it. Swear to god. I didn’t stick it in your partner.”

      “God doesn’t listen to shit like you. Who took the knife?”

      “How the hell would I know? If I knew, I’d tell you and let ’im take the murder rap.”

      “How could somebody take your knife from you?”

      “They did, that’s all. Pissed me off. I liked that knife.”

      “The watches the dicks found in your apartment. I suppose you know nothing about them, either?”

      “I didn’t take ’em and hide ’em there. Somebody else musta.”

      “Somebody? Does everybody and your cousin have a key to your place?”

      He fell silent again.

      “Did you know Officer Greene? Before that night?”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “He never ran you in for anything?”

      “No.”

      “Were you in the pawnshop the night he was murdered?”

      He jerked up his head. “No. I was at my apartment.”

      “On Tejon?”

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Doing what, reading French literature?”

      “Sleeping.”

      “Can you prove it? Tomasita there with you? Or Shirley Temple?”

      “No. Like I told the dicks, I was waiting for my PO. He said he was coming to check on me. He’s been doing that a lot. A hard-ass, in case you don’t know. I stayed at my place like he asked. I ain’t gonna cross that bastard.”

      Diaz’s naked body shivered even as hot as it was in the room. The girl huddled under the sheet as if it were mid-January.

      “That’s horseshit, Hector. POs don’t announce checks in advance. I talked to Fitch. He made no such plans with you. He has no idea where you were that night.”

      Diaz narrowed his eyes. “The muthafucker’s lyin’.”

      “The point is, Hector, you got no alibi for the night my partner was murdered.”

      “I tell ya, I didn’t kill nobody.”

      “I hear you bragged about fencing for dirty cops,” I said.

      He shifted uneasily on the edge of the bed. “You’re nuts, flatfoot.”

      “What cops you fencing for, Hector?”

      A look of terror seized his eyes. “Don’t know nothin’ ’bout no dirty cops. Nothin’.”

      I pointed my gun at his head. “I got all night,” I said.

      A hand left his groin and shot up in front of his head, as if it could stop a bullet. “I don’t know nothin’. I swear.”

      “My gun says you’re lying.”

      “I tell ya, I dunno nothin’. And if I did, ya think I’d be fuckin’ crazy ’nuf to tell you? No way I sell out no dirty cops. No fuckin’ way. I wouldn’t make it twenty-four fuckin’ hours before some blue coat guns me down and claims self-defense.”

      I lowered my weapon and he lowered his hand to his crotch. “Who’s got you scared, Hector?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll pull life in the joint before I squeal.”

      I walked over to the dresser and picked up a fist-sized snow globe holding Santa and an evergreen tree. “Life’s a long jolt, Jailbait.”

      “I can do it. I can do it standing on my fuckin’ head. I been inside. It’s okay inside. Fuckin’ better live inside than dead outside.”

      “Not if you go down for killing a cop. Cops have friends in prison. Guards, inmates who owe them. If the state doesn’t give you the gas, you’ll get a shiv in the shower. You’ll be as dead in there as you are out here.”

      I tossed the snow globe at him and he snatched it in mid-air. With his left hand. According to Lou Sheppard, his source in the M.E.’s office believed Benedict’s killer was right-handed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The next evening, I attended a meeting of our police union. I usually worked Wednesday nights, but for reasons unclear to me, Sergeant Hawkins bumped me and Perdue off this particular Wednesday and reassigned us to Saturday night. Paula was rightly pissed, but I pleaded that it was out of my hands.

      The union meeting at least provided a good excuse to take a closer look at our union boss, Dominic Zingano. I’d found it troubling that he’d been more concerned about the radio in the alley than the tragedy of a fellow officer being murdered, an officer he’d once worked with. That, and Ellen’s revelations that Benedict worked for Zingano Security before quitting over some sort of dispute.

      I left the house early and called Professor Raschke again from a pay phone. Still no answer. I killed time in a bar before going to Union hall, located in the two-story brick Tyler building at Santa Fe and West 5th Avenue. A run-down pool hall occupied the bottom floor and our union occupied the second floor, along with an office that doubled as home for Zingano Security, Inc.

      The meeting was short, more pep rally than meeting. Mostly Zingano standing in front of our union banner apprising us of our progress in negotiating a new contract with the Denver Police Department. We were a fledgling union chartered only five years ago under the A.F. of L. The union was controversial, even among rank-and-file. Most of the public frowned on the idea of unionizing public servants. Hell, most unions were frowned on by the powers-that-be in the country. But we were gaining numbers and strength and I had to give Zingano credit. He pushed hard for better pay and better working conditions. The more power the union asserted protecting its members, the more patrol officers we recruited.

      Moroni Perdue was among the members who attended. I worried he’d want to hang around after the meeting, muddling my plans. He said hi but headed home after briefly speaking with Zingano.

      “Stryker!” Zingano called as I ambled toward the exit.

      He motioned me into his office, a roomy, well-appointed space with large windows, oak-paneled walls, and a fine large wood desk. He didn’t even have to duck his head under the top of the door frame; they’d built it high enough to accommodate his height. I’d never been in the office, and it struck me that although union members liked his aggressive negotiating style, many complained that he was overpaid. In fact, he was wearing a nice tailored suit. Maybe he was running the union to financially benefit himself and a few pals as Benedict claimed, and that had sparked their falling out.

      “What are you hearing from the dicks regarding Benedict’s case?” he asked as he settled into a padded banker’s chair.

      I eyed an empty hat rack and a stiffed-back empty chair in front of his desk, but decided to keep my hat on and remain standing. “Nothing. They ask the questions, they don’t answer them.”

      “What questions?”

      “What happened that night.”

      Zingano set down a pony glass and poured from a half-empty bottle of tequila. He knocked it back and refilled. He didn’t offer me any. “What did you tell them?”

      “The truth.”

      “What is that again?”

      I was unclear what he was after, but all I could do was reiterate what I’d told homicide and everyone else. The lies were beginning to feel as comfortable as a worn set of clothes. Rolled out my words as if I were reliving actual events.

      “Did homicide tell you how they came up with this Diaz guy?” he asked.

      “Only what I read in the papers. A tip.”

      Zingano canted his head as if assessing whether I’d made the tip. “I’ve heard that Detective Bock isn’t as set on Diaz as the other dicks. Something to do with not liking your explanation of events that night.”

      I had to admit, he impressed me with his inside knowledge. “Bock is never satisfied about anything that involves me.”

      “I hope your story is solid.”

      My chest tightened. “Why the questions, Dominic?”

      He knocked back more tequila. “I’m always looking out for my men.”

      “Looking out for what? You asked that night in the alley whether Benedict and I jimmied open the pawnshop door. Why the fuck would you suspect that?”

      “I wouldn’t use the word suspect,” he said. “I wanted to make sure we wouldn’t be ambushed by some surprise.”

      “Quit dancing around, Dominic. You implied we were burglarizing the place.”

      He opened his huge hands to his sides. “I wasn’t implying anything, Joe. It’s my job to make sure rumors don’t get spread around. False rumors or otherwise. So again, is there anything I should worry about?”

      “We were not burglarizing that pawnshop! The door was jimmied when we got there.”

      Though why did Benedict not seem surprised to find it jimmied?

      “Then we have no worries,” he said in a tone laced with worry.

      I started to leave, then stopped. “Benedict worked security for you for several months, is that right” I said.

      “Yes, he did.”

      “Doing what?”

      “The usual. Bars, sporting events, shows. Is that something you’re interested in doing?”

      “Not at the moment. Benedict quit, though. Why?”

      Zingano shrugged. “He didn’t say. I guess he didn’t need the extra money.”

      “I got the impression it wasn’t about the money. It was more personal.”

      “You got the wrong impression, Joe. It’s always about the money.”

      I let it go and left. I didn’t need Big Z on my case along with Detective Bock.
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        * * *

      

      A loose spring prodded my back as I slumped behind the steering wheel of my car. I squirmed to avoid the steely point but to no avail.

      I’d been staking out the union hall building for twenty-five minutes since my encounter with Zingano. I was parked with a good view of his office, which overlooked Santa Fe. He’d left the curtains open on the large windows, probably to let passing cops observe he was on the job. Twice, private vehicles pulled up front and men in uniform entered the building through a door to the right of the pool hall and climbed a flight of stairs to the second floor and Zingano’s office. Probably checking in for Zingano Security jobs.

      I wasn’t sure why I was staking him out, or what I expected to observe from my car. Something about his persistent questioning of the story I’d told homicide, and his evasiveness as to why he and Benedict had a falling out.

      Two squad cars stopped out front and uniforms I didn’t recognize made the pilgrimage to his office, then left. A man in civilian clothes dropped by. Through binoculars, I recognized him: Wes Jackson, a patrolman from District Three before he’d moved to the Morals division, the same division where Zingano worked. Jackson served as treasurer of the police union, though he hadn’t attended tonight’s pep rally. Moments later, his outline appeared in Zingano’s office.

      I checked my watch. Quarter to ten. I couldn’t sit around much longer, with nothing  happening and Paula no doubt impatient for my return.

      Then something strange occurred.

      A prowl car pulled up, but instead of parking on Santa Fe in front of the hall it turned down an alley that ran on the south side of the Tyler building right below Zingano’s office. Halfway down, its brake lights flashed. I slumped in my seat to reduce their chances of spotting me. Two men emerged though I couldn’t make them out in the dark alley. One went inside a side door of the Tyler building, the other lounged against the car. Two minutes later, three men came out the alley door. Shadowy shapes, but one definitely was Zingano, his figure towering over the others. I assumed the other two were Jackson and the one patrol officer. I confirmed that moments later when Jackson ambled to the mouth of the alley and lit a cigarette.

      I slumped lower, barely peering through the passenger window. He scanned the street. Traffic was light and foot traffic nonexistent. He looked right at my car at one point but passed over it. He checked out the adjacent pool hall, where a handful of men played listlessly. During a lull in traffic, and a second quick scan of the pool hall, he raised his hand holding the cigarette and gave it a slight wave. One of the uniforms opened the trunk. Zingano lifted out something large and box-like. Heavy, judging from the way even he struggled with it. He wrapped his two huge arms around the object, like Benedict wrapping his arms around the large console radio at the pawnshop, and disappeared inside the building. The two uniforms lugged in a smaller but clearly heavier box.

      Through it all, Jackson kept smoking and scanning the block. During the next lull in traffic, and a last glance at the pool hall, he flicked his cigarette to the street and faded back into the alley. He grabbed something satchel-like out of the trunk, slammed it shut, and disappeared into the building.

      I might have chalked it off to cops delivering office supplies to union headquarters, but who the hell needs a lookout for office supplies?

      Five minutes later, the two uniforms emerged empty-handed, got into the patrol car, and backed out of the alley onto Santa Fe.

      Several minutes later, Jackson came out the Santa Fe door next to the pool hall and drove away in a late model Chevy. Soon after, Zingano’s office lights snapped off and he emerged from the building’s Santa Fe entrance. He went to his car parked in front of union hall. A nice car. A brand new light green Hudson Hornet with whitewall tires. The security business must be good.

      The Hudson roared off and I pulled out behind him, maintaining a safe distance. The way he drove, it was a struggle to keep up with him without giving myself away. Around Cherokee and 3rd, he pulled into a commercial-strip parking lot in front of a building with a glass-block facade and the name Jet X Laundromat in wide, neon-edged letters. One of those fancy laundromats I’d seen sprouting up around the city. Banks of washers and dryers filled the building. He went inside, carrying no laundry but dangling a large draw-string bag. I wrote down the address. He emerged ten minutes later, the draw-string bag looking heavy.

      He drove south and east to 2nd and Cook, where he parked in front of another Jet X Laundromat. This one was even bigger, with a sweeping arched roof and a sign that advertised 100 washers and dryers, open 24 hours a day, with an attendant always on duty. He carried in his draw-string bag and came out seven minutes later, the bag heavier.

      Either Zingano was robbing the change dispensers—or he was in the laundry business as well as the security business.

      He headed east to Colorado Blvd. When his left turn signal flashed, I knew he was headed north. I ducked down a side street and headed south toward home. I didn’t need to follow him to yet another Jet X laundromat, and I didn’t want to play out my luck and be spotted,

      Besides, it was late and the last thing I needed was Paula asking questions. I had enough of my own.
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        * * *

      

      I ran a check of state incorporation records for Jet X Laundromats. The two I’d trailed Zingano to were part of a string of five Jet X establishments, all owned by three men: Dominic Zingano, Wes Jackson, and some guy named Alan Haynes. I didn’t recognize the last name, but it didn’t take long to learn he worked patrol in District Three.

      Three uniformed cops who owned a string of fancy laundromats.

      Either cops were marrying rich these days or I’d uncovered something I didn’t want to uncover.

      The idea of cops running a burglary ring burned in me. It was one thing to take a few bucks under the table from citizens receiving something in return, like letting a bar’s penny-ante poker game upstairs survive another week  or overlooking a storeowner displaying merchandise on the public sidewalk.

      It was another to outright steal from people.

      Yet that was the way it was beginning to appear. It would explain the suspicious activity in the alley by union hall and the five high-end laundromats where they could, literally, launder their stolen goods. Zingano’s probing about the radio in the alley and his out-of-nowhere implication that Benedict and I—not some random burglar—had broken into the pawnshop also took on new meaning. Zingano wasn’t concerned that night that groundless “rumors” might damage the reputation of police officers and his union. He feared the investigation into the break-in and the murder might expose something bigger—something that would sweep up him and Jackson and Haynes—and maybe others.

      But if that were the case, why raise any suspicions that Benedict and I broke into the pawnshop? When Benedict worked for Zingano Security, was he doing more than providing security for bars and Peggy Lee? Was he part of Zingano’s dirty cops? Were Zingano and his company the “we” Benedict referred to that night?

      No, no, that “we” didn’t make sense. Benedict quit Zingano Security after a falling out  with Dominic, weeks before his murder. That suggested the “we” was a different group of dark riders. Did the union boss suspect Benedict was moonlighting with his own ring—and I was one of them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Perdue and I finished roll call and were headed for our vehicle the next afternoon when Hector Diaz’s parole officer intercepted us.

      “Diaz didn’t show for his appointment yesterday,” said Simon Fitch, half-eying Perdue. “Which means he’s broken parole. I’ve been trying to track him down but I can’t find his ass anywhere.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do?” I said.

      “Well, you were looking for him. You ever catch up with him?”

      I shot a glance at Perdue, cautioning him with my eyes, then looked back at Fitch.

      “No,” I said. “The guy’s dropped off the planet.”

      Fitch worried the matchstick in his mouth. “Shit. This ain’t gonna look good on my record. A murder suspect—a cop killer—skips on my watch.”

      “Doesn’t seem your fault,” said Perdue.

      “Tell that to my boss.”

      Sergeant Hawkins and two uniforms walked out of the muster room. We fell silent. Hawkins nodded as he passed, his eyes checking out Fitch dressed in civvies but wearing a .38 holstered on his hip.

      “Would you guys ask around for Diaz while you’re on shift?” Fitch asked when Hawkins got out of earshot. “Call me right away if you get a lead.” He handed me a slip of paper with his office and home phone numbers scribbled on it.

      “Sure,” I said. “We’re taking a short five at Al’s and then we’re hitting the streets.”

      That was our routine, and the routine of many patrol cops, to take a coffee break before starting our shift. A long five for dinner came several hours later.

      Fitch glanced warily at Perdue, then nodded for me to separate myself from my partner.

      Outside, the parole officer leaned against a curbed two-door 1946 blue Chevy coupe. He fidgeted as he spoke. “I didn’t want to appear rude to your partner or nothing, but I don’t know him. Maybe he’s a straight guy, maybe he ain’t. Maybe I can’t trust you, either.”

      “Decide,” I said, annoyed.

      Shaded under a pork-pie hat that looked silly on him, his dark brown eyes blinked rapidly. “What concerns me is not so much that Hector missed his meeting. He ain’t never been what you call a model parolee. But what you said last week, that he might be hiding because he’s worried cops will kill him for murdering your partner . . . ”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, I’m hearing another possible reason for his disappearance.”

      “What’s that?”

      “My sources say Hector might be working with some crooked cops. Fencing, helping them burglarize stores, that sort of shit. Definitely not allowed in the parolee handbook.”

      Shit, where the hell had he picked up that? I’d said nothing to him at his office.

      “Sounds like bullshit to me,” I said.

      “Yeah, it’s fucking crazy that cops would be bustin’ into places. But something scared Hector into hiding. I’m just worried that if those rumors are true, he might already be a dead man. We gotta to find him quick.”

      Perdue walked up as Fitch drove away. “You two apparently met before,” he said.

      “Yeah. When I first went huntin’ for Diaz.”

      “Why the secret pow-wow?”

      “He seemed to think I wasn’t being candid in front of you,”  I lied.

      “Did you tell him about the other night when you caught up with Diaz?”

      “Hell, no. I don’t want word getting back to homicide. Especially Bock. And especially if shit goes south with Hector.”

      “Are we going to look for him like the PO wanted?”

      “I’m not going out of my way. But we can ask around.”

      We hit the streets. Our first stop was out of our way: the 3300 block of Vallejo where we’d caught Diaz with his young poontang. No signs of his red pickup. The rest of the shift, we asked around about the Mex. No one had seen him or knew where he might be.

      I said nothing to Perdue, but the reality was, the parole officer’s sources claiming Diaz was fencing for dirty cops confirmed my earlier information. Diaz’s cousin said Hector boasted of doing just that. When I cornered Diaz, he’d made it clear he’d be murdered if he ratted out any dirty cops, that he was willing to spend the rest of his life in prison before doing that.

      The parole officer’s fears were well-founded. Hector Diaz might already be a dead man.

      And if he was, I had a growing suspicion of who might have killed him.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, while Paula took Olivia to the pediatrician for a regular checkup, I retrieved the shoebox where I’d hidden Benedict’s notebook. I sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and dug through the stiff, bloody pages. The last time through, I’d seen nothing linking Benedict to Diaz. This time, I focused on possible links to Zingano, Wes Jackson, and their Jet X laundromats.

      But other than the phone number to Zingano Security I’d seen the first time, I came up empty.

      Restless, and at a temporary dead end regarding Hector Diaz, I walked to a pay phone at the nearby branch library. While revisiting the notebook, I’d come across the initials M.R. and decided to again try the unlisted phone number for Marcus Raschke. This time the identical voice answered that had answered the first time I’d called.

      “Professor Raschke—you are Marcus Raschke, right?” I said.

      A long pause. “Who is this?”

      “Detective Lancaster with the Denver Police Department.”

      I didn’t want to use my own name, and I was curious whether the name of the elusive detective who’d called Benedict shortly before he died might draw a reaction from the professor. It drew an angry tone.

      “Are you the one who called the other day?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you find this number?”

      “On the body of a dead man.”
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        * * *

      

      The home of Marcus Raschke was a two-story brick affair in the University Park neighborhood. I stepped onto its large front porch and knocked. Next door, an old woman sitting on a porch fringed with bird feeders scrutinized me. I tipped my hat to block my face and knocked a second time. Moments later, a woman’s voice behind the door asked who I was.

      “A police detective. Your husband is expecting me.”

      Her muffled voice asked for identification. I’d intentionally not worn my uniform but had brought along my badge. I flashed it in front of the decorative glass pane edging the door. The badge was silver, not the gold shield of a detective, but hopefully she wouldn’t know the difference.

      A woman in her thirties I assumed to be the former Miss Missouri opened the door and ushered me in. It was 11:15 in the morning, but Kim Raschke looked dressed for a fast night on the town. All ivory and pearls and jasmine perfume, blood-red fingernails, a close-fitting sequined half-hat that framed a short bouffant hairstyle favored by movie stars, and enough makeup to cover the entire right half of the Rockettes’ kick line. Headed out for one of her luncheons, no doubt. From what I’d read, she was something of a swell on the charity and political circuits, organizing balls, raffles, and glittering fundraisers for her husband’s pet causes.

      Yet she carried a certain ragged quality to her. Her eyes were red and puffy below false eyelashes, as though she hadn’t slept in days. Her whole body, as sweetly as it was assembled, trembled in the late April air. What with her husband branded as a commie across the front pages, maybe her charity and political work was turning to dust. It didn’t help that she herself was suspected of Communist leanings, according to news stories, having once been a student of Raschke’s, becoming so enamored with his teachings she’d married him.

      She gave my brown gabardine suit and fedora the once over. Clearly not up to her standards, but she offered to take the hat, nonetheless. Perhaps with the plan to deposit it in the trash. I kept my hat. She instructed me to wait and disappeared into the dark interior of the house.

      Waiting like a good boy, I removed my hat and fiddled with the brim while I chewed on the lie I’d just told Paula. Again, I felt like a heel, but there seemed no other choice. Truth wasn’t an option these days. I needed to see Raschke as soon as possible after Paula and Olivia returned from the pediatrician’s, and we only had one car. I couldn’t leave without explanation. Not this far ahead of my shift. Yet I’d already milked the excuse that homicide wanted to chat with me about Benedict’s murder. If I were to continue digging into his murder, these off-duty situations would keep arising. I needed a more durable story.

      When they returned home, I told Paula I needed to go in early because homicide now wanted my help investigating Benedict’s death.

      “I thought they arrested their killer, this Diaz guy,” she said with immediate skepticism.

      “He remains their number one, but as you know they let him go for now for lack of evidence. They need my help to drum up more evidence to put him back in jail. I’ve got the street sources. Better sources than they have. They figure I might find people who would squeal on Diaz. Killers boast more than you might think. Hell, homicide doesn’t even know where Diaz is at the moment, so I’m also supposed to help them find him.”

      “A special assignment?” she said, distrust in her voice. A special assignment was the story I’d used during my unsanctioned investigation into the Seth Rawlins case, and that cover story hadn’t worked out well.

      “I wouldn’t call it a special assignment, hon,” I said. Most of it could be done during my regular shift hours, I explained, but sometimes it would require extra hours—like today.

      Distrust spread from her voice to her eyes. Yet I couldn’t tell her the truth. I couldn’t tell anyone what happened that night at the pawnshop. Not until I found the truth behind it.

      “Are you getting paid extra for this?” she asked.

      “No. But it’ll pay bennies with the department. Help me make detective some day. That means more money and less danger than street work.”

      I’d left the house dressed in my patrol uniform, still unsure whether Paula accepted my story. On the way to Raschke’s, I stopped at a gas station restroom and changed from my uniform into my suit and hat I’d sneaked into the car. I could hardly show up at Raschke’s in my patrol uniform pretending to be Detective Lancaster.

      Mrs. Raschke returned from the dark depths and lead me to a large study fronting the street. The study exhibited the ambiance of a funeral parlor. A thin shaft of crumpled morning light struggled through a crack in the drawn, heavy drapes, falling onto an oriental rug in the center of the room. Stray patches of light caught book spines and Japanese scroll paintings. The rest of the study shriveled in deep shadows.

      At the far end, farthest from the front window, squatted a large wood desk with claw feet. Behind stacks of papers and books, and a glowing green banker’s lamp, a man with dark unruly hair sat hunched over, writing furiously. The lamp cast shadows over half of his thin face. In the weak light, it was difficult to gauge his size, but my sense was I wouldn’t want him leading point through a rowdy Friday night beer crowd on Larimer Street. For a man in seclusion, he looked dressed for one of his professorial lectures—a dark blue suit and vest, coat buttoned, and a bow tie. All he was missing were students.

      Kim Raschke disappeared, but her husband kept writing, as if he had mere minutes to live and this was his last will and testament. I walked to his desk and stood hat in hand, the other hand in my trouser pocket fiddling with a book of matches. Maybe he was one of those ivory domes off in his own little world and didn’t realize a police detective was standing in front of him.

      I cleared my throat.

      “I’ll be with you in a moment, detective,” he said, his dark fountain pen never breaking stride on a white tablet, small, illegible letters racing to the end of the line. He hit a period, set down his pen, and looked up. The shadows on his face moved. Where the light struck, the flesh looked blanched and haggard. The newspapers said he was forty-one, but he looked ten years older.

      “One must bottle these moments of inspiration or they are lost forever,” he said. “My apologies for the badge check at the door. I can’t be too careful these days. What did you say your name was?”

      “Detective Lancaster.”

      “So what may I do for the Denver Police Department?” He didn’t bother to rise or offer a hand. “Has Crawford Kane made another one of his slanderous accusations?”

      “We’re investigating the murder of a police officer.”

      Raschke shook his head in disbelief. “I’m not only accused of being a communist agent, now I’m accused of being a murderer?”

      “No one is accusing you of being involved in the officer’s death, professor. But we found your unlisted phone number on his body.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Benedict Greene. Someone murdered him two weeks ago at a pawnshop. You must have read about it.”

      Everyone except those living in caves must have read about it.

      Raschke sank back in his chair, suddenly subdued. “I don’t pay attention to the news. It’s filled with lies and trash. You said he was murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      His face shrank deeper into shadow. “A tragedy. A victim, no doubt, of the pervasive moral blindness insidious in our society today. We have gangsters like Mister Cohen and Mister Costello, and public officials like the recent mayor of New York City and Senator McCarthy, and you can’t tell any of them apart.”

      “I wouldn’t know. All I care is we have a dead police officer and a case to solve.”

      Raschke spread his hands like a priest offering benediction. “I sympathize with your task, detective. However, I remain perplexed as to why you perceive I might be able to assist you.”

      “I’m puzzled now why Officer Greene had your unlisted phone number, yet you’ve never heard of him.”

      The professor held his look of bewilderment longer than necessary. “I have no idea. I changed to an unlisted number two months ago due to the harassing phone calls. Including death threats. I can only speculate that in the course of this officer’s official duties someone provided my telephone number, though I don’t know why. Was he investigating me?”

      “Not that we are aware of. Do you have reason to believe he was?”

      He scoffed. “These days, everyone is investigating me. Everyone claims to know something about Marcus Raschke, though few have the spine to admit my acquaintance.”

      “He carried your phone number and initials for a reason.”

      The ex-professor looked less composed than when I’d first entered the study.

      “Probably something to do with the McCarthyites,” he said. “They’ve infiltrated everywhere. Or the Tafties. One must never forget the Tafties. They’re McCarthyites without the chutzpah. They’re all nothing but a mob of patriotic philistines. They believe they are God’s legionnaires. Most of all, Crawford Kane. He’s so philistine he makes McCarthy look like a third cousin of Lenin. Teaching that course on communism is what triggered this hysteria. Idiocy. Pure idiocy. The Soviet Union is the largest nation in the world, yet Kane and his henchmen believe that the less we understand them, the better we’ll fight them. Medical schools teach students about syphilis and gonorrhea. That doesn’t mean they advocate sexual diseases. On the other hand, I can understand why Kane would not want syphilis discussed.”

      I intercepted the professor in one of the rare moments he took a breath. “Where were you the night of April twelfth?”

      The professor was growing testy at my questions. “Heavens, I don’t recall. That was two weeks ago.”

      “The day after Truman fired General MacArthur.”

      “Ahh, how could I forget that day? It was one of the few glorious days I’ve experienced these last months.” He burrowed under a pile of papers and dug up a small weekly calendar. He flipped back several pages. “No notation is written down for the twelfth, detective. I would conclude, therefore, I was here. I rarely venture out of this house, as you can imagine.”

      “Then you weren’t visiting a pawnshop that night over on Acoma?”

      Raschke harrumphed. “Definitely not.”

      I didn’t believe him. Not that I suspected him of lying in ambush in the pawnshop. He didn’t strike me as a brazen a killer. Yet I didn’t buy his claim that he didn’t recognize Benedict’s name or had no idea why the dead officer had his phone number. I sensed it in his body movements, his eyes when I could make them out in the shadows. Yet for now, there was nowhere else to go. I would need to investigate Marcus Raschke further through other channels. Maybe Ellen Greene would recognize his name.

      “Thank you for your time, professor.” On my way out, I stopped to admire one of the Japanese scroll paintings, this one depicting a young woman in bright traditional Japanese dress holding a parasol. At least I guessed it was traditional dress. I didn’t know Japanese art from barn art.

      “From the 1800s,” said Raschke. “Ink on silk.”

      I turned toward him. “Now I remember. You served as an administrator at that Jap relocation camp. Camp Amache.”

      “Is this another area of your investigation? What I did during the war?”

      “I read it in the newspapers.”

      The professor stood, as preparing to lecture students. “Then you need to get it right, detective,” he admonished. “Amache was not a Jap camp. It was a Japanese-American camp. It was not a relocation camp, either, though that’s what our government euphemistically called the camps. It was a concentration camp. Like all the other so-called relocation camps in this country. Their sole purpose was to imprison loyal American citizens born to the misfortune of being of Japanese descent during a time of national hysteria. The government called them ‘residents,’ or ‘evacuees,’ as if they were being moved out of harm’s way in a war zone. Even the word ‘camp’ is deceptive. It evokes the great outdoors where you pitch your tent and cook over an open fire for pleasure. This camp was surrounded by barbed wire, armed troops, and gun towers.”

      I was battling the Krauts when President Roosevelt signed the order to forcibly evacuate and intern more than 110,000 Japanese living along the West Coast. At the time, it seemed a reasonable precaution in the interest of national security. The Japs hit us hard at Pearl Harbor. How the hell could we tell the difference between a loyal Jap and a Nip spy? Since the war, what few times I thought about it, I’d come to have my doubts of its wisdom and rightness.

      “Yet you were an administrator there,” I pointed out.

      His eyes closed briefly in the shadows. “Better me than the racists who worked there or the racist xenophobia that infested the branches of our government, in particular the military. The hysterical claims of sabotage at Pearl Harbor by Japanese Americans and the planned armed uprising by Japanese in San Francisco. Alleged fifth columns. Nonsense, pure racist nonsense. Much of it instigated by that crazed General DeWitt. They never discovered any sabotage. They never uncovered any disloyalty among the Japanese Americans. Germany and Italy declared war against us four days after Pearl Harbor, yet we didn’t round up Germans and Italians en masse. It was racism. Aside from slavery and the genocide of native Indians, the Japanese were victims of one of the worst travesties of justice in our nation’s history. It was a time I’d just as soon forget.” He collapsed into his chair. “Please, I’m tired. If you have nothing else, detective . . . ”

      I left unescorted, Mrs. Raschke nowhere in sight. Probably off to join the others swells at one of her fundraisers. I blinked in the bright May sun, like coming out of a dark movie theater after a Saturday matinee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      Hector “Jailbait” Diaz finally turned up, though not quite the way his parole officer or his mother wanted him found. At dusk Friday evening, an old man walking his dog stumbled across the Mexican face down in a field of freshly planted cabbage just off Highway 85 northeast of Commerce City.

      One shot in the back of the head at close range.

      His murder was splattered all over the news the next morning. I read Lou Sheppard’s account in the Rocky. A dead Mex rarely rated such attention, but this one was the prime suspect in my partner’s death. The Adams County coroner had not yet released the victim’s identification, but that didn’t stop Sheppard and the rest of the crime reporters from printing his name. They’d likely gotten it from sources inside Denver homicide, who’d made a quick visual ID at the scene.

      Two things caught my attention from the news report and the buzz flying around roll call: No mention of Diaz’s red Ford pickup and no suspects.

      “Are you gonna tell homicide?” Perdue asked shortly after we hit the streets to begin our Saturday swing shift.

      “Tell them what?”

      “That you talked to Diaz at that girl’s house.”

      “Hell, no.”

      “They’re gonna find out you were looking for him.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. If they do, I’ll tell ’em what I told his PO. I didn’t find him.” My expression told Perdue I expected him to back me up if it came to that.

      “That girl you said he was banging could talk.”

      “I doubt it. Not voluntarily, anyway. She was fucking a three-time loser at her parents’ house. She’s not gonna want them to find out. Not at her age. Let alone mix herself up in a murder case.”

      Perdue didn’t appear convinced.

      “If she comes forward, it’s my worry, not yours,” I said. “She didn’t see you. Only me.”

      Pointing my gun at her boyfriend’s head!

      We rode in silence for the next two hours. Perdue didn’t even bring up little green aliens.

      We made a traffic stop, took a pass through the warehouse district looking for bums sleeping under loading docks, and did a routine check of several bars. The entire time, Perdue fidgeted like a little kid on a long car trip. He finally got the nerve to ask what was on his mind when we took a smoke break down by the river.

      “Did you kill him, Joe?”

      I jerked my head toward him. “No, I didn’t kill him. Why the hell would I have killed him?”

      “’Cuz of your partner. Revenge.”

      “Jesus, Moroni, you believe I’m that kind of guy? You believe I’d drive Diaz out to a fucking cabbage field and put a bullet in the back of his skull?”

      “No, I—”

      “Well, I fucking didn’t. And don’t go around telling people you think I did.”

      “Joe, I wouldn’t—”

      “I’m not even sure Diaz killed Benedict.”

      Perdue stiffened. “Why not?”

      “If he did kill my partner, why would someone in turn kill him? Why not leave him for homicide boys? He was headed for the gas chamber.”

      “He worked a rough trade. Probably pissed off some other lowlife asshole.”

      I shook my head. “Too convenient. The night I talked to him, he denied killing Benedict and I kinda believe him. He was scared of someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Wouldn’t say.”

      I wasn’t about to reveal he was scared of cops. Dirty cops. Cops Benedict may have been mixed up with.

      “Then who killed your partner?” he asked, his voice suddenly edgy.

      “I have no idea.”

      But I did.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday morning, I went with Paula and Olivia for services at a nearby Presbyterian church. Church wasn’t my thing, but Paula had been shopping for a congregation ever since her return from her sister’s home in Lincoln. She hadn’t been a church goer before she’d left me—the horrors of the war burned out God for both of us. But her sister Eloise, like their mother, was sternly religious. Paula was in a fragile state then, pregnant with a child she may not have wanted and infuriated at me for my dangerous investigation in the notorious Rawlins case.

      Usually I stayed home with Olivia on Sunday mornings, but I wanted to stay in Paula’s good graces. At least as best as I could, considering I was trying to learn the truth behind Benedict’s murder and keep my ass out of jail. Every lurid news update on Benedict and Diaz’s murders was a cruel reminder of my past transgressions and the dangers of being a cop. I sensed Paula could barely hold her anger in check, anger that everything was repeating itself like a bad dream.

      When we returned from church, Ellen called. She’d read about Diaz’s murder and wondered if that meant homicide would close Benedict’s case now that their main suspect was dead.

      “I’m sure they’ll keep investigating,” I reassured her. “Even if it is Diaz, they’ll want to officially close the case.”

      Bock would see to that. He might be done with Diaz but he wasn’t done with me.

      When Ellen hung up, Paula asked, irritation in her voice, “Why did Ellen call you? Why not homicide?”

      “They won’t tell her anything. She thought I might know more than what’s in the papers.”

      “Do you?”

      “No, they don’t tell me anything, either.”

      Paula’s eyes narrowed. “But you’ve been working with them. Benedict was your partner.”

      “I’ve been running down leads and looking for sources for them, that’s all. They still keep the case to themselves. I haven’t even talked to them since they found Diaz.”

      “You think he killed Benedict?”

      I nodded. “Most likely.”

      But her eyes held the same question I had. If Hector “Jailbait” Diaz killed Benedict Greene, why did someone kill Diaz when he was homicide’s prime suspect?

      The rest of the afternoon I did yard work and played with Olivia. Paula and I took turns taking smoke breaks in our backyard. After our daughter came along, we stopped smoking in the house. Paula took up smoking during the war. She’d quit for a while after staying at her sister’s, but started again a few months ago, and seemed to smoke more than ever since Benedict’s death.

      After dinner, we caught Walter Winchell and Paul Harvey on the radio. But I’d grown antsy as the day wore on. The murder of Diaz was never far from my mind, nor my mounting suspicion of who killed him. After Olivia went to bed, I told Paula I was meeting some fellow cops for beers downtown.

      She frowned. “On a Sunday evening? When did this come up?”

      “This afternoon. One of them called when you were outside taking a smoke. He and a coupla other cops were getting together and invited me.”

      Her frown turned suspicious. “Why don’t I believe you, Joe?”

      My gut clenched. Was she on to me? Did she suspect I was investigating Benedict’s death? “What do you think I’m doing instead?”

      “Going out to drink alone,” she replied. “You’ve been restless all day. Here but not here. Like you always are.”

      “No, I’m really going out with—”

      “We’ve been through this before, Joe. Losing a partner. Now this business with the murder of that Mexican. I know what you’re like. Stay here. We’ll drink together.”

      I gave her a kiss. “I’m okay,” I said. “Having beers with these guys will do me good. Hell, they might even have scuttlebutt on the case.”

      I drove off, relieved. Better Paula believed I was drowning my struggles over Benedict’s death in booze than learning I was trying to solve his murder.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After leaving my house, I swung by union hall. Dominic Zingano’s office was dark and no sign of his Hudson. My next option was the Jet X Laundromat where I’d tailed him to four nights before.

      I parked on Cherokee street with a clear view of the laundromat. I hoped he or Jackson might come by the laundromats to check on things and empty the coin drops. A frequent chore, I would imagine. If Haynes, their other partner, came by, I wouldn’t know unless he was carrying a money bag. I didn’t know what he looked like. Maybe none of them would come by and I’d sit a long time in the cool evening drinking from the six-pack of beer I’d bought at a liquor store. Couldn’t return home without smelling of beer. I even splashed some on my shirt.

      Half an hour later, Zingano pulled up in his Hudson. He got out, dressed like Tom Mix in a ten-gallon cream-colored cowboy hat, a fancy western-cut shirt, and cowboy boots. Quite the getup for checking up on his laundromats. Holding a draw-string bag, he disappeared into the laundromat. Minutes later he emerged, and in faltering evening light, I tailed the union boss to three more laundromats. The draw-string bag got heavier each time.

      After the fourth laundromat, he dropped the bag in the trunk and drove to a gin mill on Santa Fe two blocks south of union hall. I didn’t dare follow him into the bar. Thirty minutes later, he came out with a shapely brunette who came up to his navel, hanging on his arm, laughing.

      Mid-twenties, Caucasian, five-three, 115 pounds, no visible scars or tattoos. Admittedly, through binoculars half a block away in poor light that last part was a judgment call. The way they acted together, Zingano presumably was familiar with any tattoos I couldn’t see. Yet even at this distance, I could see the broad looked and walked pretty enough in a sassy red dress, like a dancer in one of the strip joints on Colfax. She might be his wife but I wouldn’t wager my mortgage on it. They looked too happy together. More likely a toy. Men like Zingano collected nice toys.

      He opened the passenger door for her and leaned his big body over to kiss her after she got in. Yeah, definitely not his wife. He straightened up, laughed at something, and shut the door. They drove several blocks to an apartment building on Galapago Street, the skirt squeezed next to him the whole way. I’d worried from the first laundromat that he’d spot me following him but now he was so preoccupied with his toy he wouldn’t notice an army division tailing him. They kissed, a long one, before she slid out of her side of the car and sashayed into the building, again clutching the big man’s arm.

      Another thirty minutes working on my beer before he came out, alone. This time, I followed him to a home near 11th Avenue and Oneida in the Montclair neighborhood, with its mix of architectural styles set on big lots. He pulled into a driveway next to a large two-story Spanish-looking home, with an ornate white facade, orange tiled roof, and a four-column portico on the ground level. The entire edifice was laced with sculpted bushes and fronted by a large lawn and two huge blue spruce trees. In my neighborhood, the house would have stuck out like the Lord’s manor. In this neighborhood, it fit in quite modestly, thank you.

      I drove by without stopping. My pre-war Studebaker with rust spots, a crimped rear fender, a bent radio antenna, and a motor that ran as rough as a three-legged horse with colic stuck out on the block.

      On the way home, I pondered how a thirteen-year veteran like Dominic Zingano managed to buy his toy castle on a $350 a month cop’s salary. I’d collected my share of under-the-table sawbucks over the years, but not enough to afford the guy’s shrubbery, let alone the house. The only way most cops stepped foot in a house like that was when they answered calls that the housekeeper ran off with the silverware.

      Several possibilities could explain the dough, of course.

      Zingano’s security business was doing better than I imagined.

      His laundromats were doing well.

      He’d married rich. Cops do marry rich now and then, but mostly then. And when they do marry rich, most take up less risky occupations, such as walking their old lady’s poodles.

      Maybe he inherited the place and his cop work paid the heating bills and property taxes. Rich folk sometimes lived beyond their means, like the rest of us. But inheritances were as rare as rich broads who love blue uniforms.

      Cooking the books of the Policeman’s Union. Now there was a possibility. But I doubted such a new union was bringing in that much money. Maybe in big cities like New York or Philly, but not Denver.

      His combined policeman’s salary, security business income, and union graft might be enough to cover the house payments, but not likely his a string of high-end laundromats, a fancy new car, and a mistress.

      No, the explanation I liked best was burglary. Burglary matched Zingano’s temperament and brains. Who better to steal from the public than the public’s own guardians? His security business could serve as the perfect front to deploy cops to scout out targets and commit burglaries.

      Burglary also was the theory I liked least. I’d witnessed enough of greedy politicians, vicious assholes, and young hooligans since the war. I didn’t need dirty cops, too. Especially if one of them was my dead partner.

      All of which reinforced a far more chilling scenario been brewing in my mind the last few days.

      If Benedict committed burglaries with Zingano and his crew, then had a falling out, did the union boss kill him to hide their criminal activity? Staged it to appear as if killed by a random burglar in the line of duty?

      Zingano arrived in civilian clothes shortly after my “officer down” call that night. Not much time to slice up my partner under my nose, escape, change out of bloody clothes, and return to the scene of the crime. If he had an alibi, it was too dangerous for me to try to pin it down.

      On the hand, he could have ordered one of his crew to murder Benedict. If so, why show his ass at all at the pawnshop? Checking to see if everything turned out as planned and deflecting any potential problems? Because as union boss he needed to make a showing? He certainly hadn’t displayed much concern for me or my dead partner. Instead, he’d focused on the radio and the jimmied door. Probing to learn what I knew, worried Benedict had confided in me the existence of a ring of dark riders?

      Yet if he’d staged Benedict’s murder, why make it appear the result of a burglary gone wrong? Cops got killed in all sorts of circumstances. Why suggest that Benedict and I broke into the pawnshop? That kind of talk only raised the “rumors” of dark riders. Especially when someone like Detective Bock raised that very issue.

      My brain swirled with too many questions and too few answers.

      To say nothing of the murder of Hector Diaz. The news reported that the Mex had been shot with a .38. A cop’s gun. Maybe Zingano hired Diaz to kill Benedict after my partner bailed on them, and then killed Diaz when he became a liability after homicide pegged him for Benedict’s death.

      God, I’d rather Zingano was getting rich stealing from our union.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen telephone rang and Paula answered. A moment later, she handed me the receiver, eyes curious. “It’s Ellen.”

      “’Lo,” I said.

      “Joe, I—” Ellen Greene paused for so long I thought she was going to hang up.

      “What’s wrong?” I prodded.

      Her voice dropped depressingly low. “I discovered some papers Benedict hid. I can’t make sense of them. Would you look at them?”

      “What papers?”

      “It’s best if you see them in person.”

      I said I could come over now if that was okay, and she agreed.

      “What does Ellen want?” Paula asked.

      “To look at some papers of Benedict’s. Probably old paperwork from the job. I shouldn’t be gone long but I’ll dress for work in case I don’t have time to get back.”

      I dressed, kissed Paula, gave Olivia a hug, and left.

      When I arrived at Ellen’s, she led me into her kitchen. Timothy was at school. Yellowed newspaper clippings lay strewn over the table, dumped from a large manila envelope.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked. Her eyes were puffy and red, her face strained and tired.

      “No, nothing. Thanks. You hear anything new from homicide about the case since Hector Diaz’s murder?” I asked, wondering whether Bock had returned with more questions.

      “No.” She appeared more troubled with what lay on her kitchen table.

      I sat down while she remained standing by the sink, hands clasping and unclasping against her pin-money dress. I pawed through the clippings, which smelled of mothballs, before picking up one. Two pieces taped together, the lower piece from where the article had jumped to the inside of the newspaper. Scribbled in ink along the edge of the clipping was the date December 14, 1944, and Lamar Daily News. I’d never been to Lamar, a desolate small town in the southeast corner of Colorado.

      
        
        Young Japs Suspected

        In Woman’s Death

      

      

      
        
        Prowers County Sheriff Wayne Silver and military authorities suspect radical young Japanese men are responsible for the murder of a 19-year-old Japanese woman, Mitsu Nakatoshi. Her half-frozen, raped, and brutally beaten body was discovered a week ago inside Camp Amache.

        Although authorities admit they have no solid evidence, they suspect her death may have been in reprisal for her working for the camp administration and because her older brother, Frank, served in the U. S. Army until his recent death on the battlefield. Young Japanese radicals inside the relocation camp have voiced strong, often violent, opposition to Japanese internees working for the camp administration or enlisting in the U.S. military.

        Acts of violence against Japanese internees who have cooperated with American authorities have occurred at four of the other nine Japanese-American relocation camps, though none has resulted in death. Military authorities say the violence has been instigated by young Japanese, known as disloyalists, particularly among Kibeis educated in Japan.

        Investigators believe . . .

        

      

      I looked up at Ellen. “Does this story mean anything to you?”

      “No. I never saw those clippings before today.”

      I looked back at the article. “I’ve seen the word Kibei before, but I don’t remember what it means. Do you?”

      She shrugged. “I never paid much attention to the camps.”

      Neither had I. Too busy ducking German bullets.

      “Where did you find these clippings?” I asked.

      “An old trunk in the basement. Benedict kept his army uniform in it, along with pictures, stuff like that. I was cleaning it out this morning. I thought his folks would like the uniform. That’s when I found the envelope. Hidden, actually, under a false bottom.”

      I set the clipping aside and examined the envelope. No postmark or address. No writing of any kind. I skimmed through the other clippings. Most came from the Lamar paper, with a few clipped from the Rocky Mountain News and The Denver Post. All concerned the investigation into the death of the young Japanese woman. She’d been murdered December 5, 1944. Camp internees found her body behind one of the barrack kitchens.

      “I don’t understand why Benedict hid stories about that poor girl,” said Ellen, her voice full of pain that her husband had hidden something else from her. First the $3,500 bank loan, now this. Like me, she was discovering that Benedict was not who she thought he was. “Did he mention this murder to you?” she said.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Why was he interested a seven-year-old murder in Lamar?”

      Yes, why? At the time, Benedict and the 106th Infantry Division were on the other side of the world in Belgium about to battle the Germans in the bloody Battle of the Bulge.

      I shrugged. “Maybe it was part of a case he was looking into before we partnered. Stumbled across these clippings and they connected with something he’d seen or heard. Every patrolman checks out things on his own, hoping to bring something big to the detectives.”

      God knows I’d done that, though not always for the better.

      But why hide the clippings in the false bottom of a trunk?

      A mental itch surfaced. I read more of the clippings. Just as I suspected. The name of Marcus Raschke peppered several articles, his name often underlined. He’d served as deputy administrator at Amache. Here, he was quoted as the camp official working as liaison with local and military police.

      The camp he’d denounced as a concentration camp.

      Marcus Raschke, the man whose unlisted phone number Benedict wrote in his bloody notebook.

      Raschke denied knowing or ever speaking to Benedict. I didn’t believe him then, and I believed him even less now.

      Another name caught my eye: Crawford Kane, the state senator who’d spearheaded Raschke’s dismissal from his university post. A freshman state lawmaker at the time of the woman’s death, Kane cited her murder as an example of the “Jap problem,” indicative of the mistake of establishing the relocation camp in Colorado. “This incident proves,” he was quoted, “that all Japs are treacherous, depraved, ungodly, disloyal, and not fit to associate with human beings.”

      Ellen moved away from the kitchen sink and pulled a folded piece of plain white paper from a skirt pocket. She smoothed it out atop the clippings. “I found this in the envelope, too.”

      Individual letters snipped from newspaper headlines were pasted onto the paper, like a child’s craft project at school. The letters spelled out:

      
        
        I know about December 5 1944 and the Jap woman

      

      

      I held the note up to the kitchen light. No watermark. Cheap typing paper one could buy at any drugstore. Fresh paper, not yellowed like the clippings.

      “That looks like a blackmail note,” said Ellen.

      “If it is, why isn’t there a dollar amount to pay?”

      Ellen sighed. “Why would Benedict even have it?”

      “The note’s recent. Maybe he was investigating it for the victim. Trying to identify the blackmailer.”

      Jesus, Benedict, what the hell did you get yourself into? Did this get you murdered? Was your killer somebody besides dirty cops?

      I held up one of the clippings. “Did Benedict ever mention this Marcus Raschke quoted in these articles?”

      “That awful man? No, why?”

      “He underlined his name a lot. What about Crawford Kane? He’s in the articles. Benedict mention him?”

      She shook her head, a growing expression of betrayal on her face.

      “Show me the trunk where you found this stuff.”

      We went into a low-ceilinged basement with a cracked cement floor and an old coal furnace whose huge ducts snaked out like the arms of an octopus. The trunk was black with brass clasps and corner brackets. I unbuckled the latch and flipped open the lid. The stench of mothballs wafted out. Men’s sweaters of various colors and styles layered the top shelf.

      “I put everything back the way I found it except for the envelope,” she said.

      I rummaged through the sweaters, then set aside the top shelf. Below lay more old clothes, including one neatly folded, olive drab, army-issue military dress uniform.

      I examined the jacket. The brass buttons were tarnished, but the material looked in decent shape. “Did you find any medals or insignias in here?”

      “No. What medals?”

      I set down the jacket and began probing along the edges and bottom of the trunk. “Benedict would have worn chest hardware on this uniform—unit citations, campaign ribbons, Bronze Medal, Purple Heart, ETO ribbon, stuff like that. Hell, I’m sure he earned himself a few medals in battle.”

      She shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. I was never in the trunk before today. It was Benedict’s. I never saw that uniform before today.”

      I reexamined the uniform. “There’s no division patch on the sleeve, either. The 106th was nicknamed the Golden Lion. The patch has been ripped off, just like everything else on the uniform. See.” I pointed to the upper part of the left sleeve so Ellen could see telltale pieces of torn thread that once held the round patch.

      “Both rank patches are missing, too,” I noted. “You can see by the faint chevron marks Benedict was no Hollywood corporal. He made sergeant. Yet everything’s been removed. Even the Hershey bars.”

      “Hershey bars?” she asked.

      “A gold stripe you get for every six months overseas duty. With the 106th, he’d have a couple at least. Maybe he kept all this stuff in a cigar box.”

      “I don’t know of one.”

      “Safe deposit box?”

      “We don’t have one.”

      Maybe not one you’re aware of.

      “Did he keep any mementos of the division around—pictures, stuff like that?”

      Ellen shook her head. Confusion loomed large on her face. The past of her dead husband was growing darker, not clearer.

      “You two met after the war, right?”

      “At a church dance here in Denver.” A faint smile broke her pained face, the rush of a wonderful memory. Then it faded.

      “Did he talk about his time with the 106th?”

      “No, never. He never talked about his years in the war. Just as he rarely talked about his job.” She looked at me. “None of you men do.”

      Benedict had spoken little of the war to me. No surprise. I rarely spoke of it, either. I lost too many buddies to want to relive that shit. Most men who’ve seen war, real war, don’t want to relive it. It’s the ones who never saw a damn thing who jabber as if they had.

      Still, I found it odd he’d saved nothing. He’d fought in one of the bloodiest campaigns in the war at the Battle of the Bulge, with the 106th Infantry Division taking the brunt of the German assault. He’d saved his uniform, yet ripped off every patch, every insignia, every possible memory. No medals, no pictures, nothing.

      “Do you have his military records?” I asked. “Discharge papers, stuff like that?”

      “No. I’ve searched all over the house for them. What does this mean, Joe?”

      “Benedict must have removed the patches and hardware and stuck ’em somewhere. They’ll turn up some place you never thought of looking.”

      We returned to the kitchen.

      “May I take these clippings and the note?” I asked.

      “Yes, of course.”

      I stuffed everything back in the envelope. I’d have to hide it from Paula and come up with an excuse for why Ellen needed to see me.

      “I need a picture of Benedict, too,” I said.

      She retrieved a snapshot of him in civilian clothes standing in their backyard.

      “I’ll see what I can find,” I said at the front door.

      Marcus Raschke was the first person who came to mind. What explanation did he have for Benedict hiding the clippings with his name underlined?

      A deep gloom settled in Ellen’s face. “Joe, I’m scared.”

      “I’m sure there’s a simple explanation,” I said as reassuringly as I could.

      “But the loan . . . and now these clippings . . . and the uniform.”

      I touched her arm. “I’ll look into. But for now, keep this between us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to go straight from Ellen’s to Marcus Raschke’s home to confront the professor about the news clippings, but I was in uniform, and Raschke believed I was a detective.

      Instead, I went on to work, where Sergeant Hawkins pulled me aside before roll call. My hopes rose he was going to reassign me a new partner, that Perdue had bailed after Hector Diaz turned up dead and didn’t want to risk riding with “Typhoid Joe” any longer.

      No such luck. Detective Bock wanted to see my ass downtown. Now.

      “What for?” I said.

      Hawkins shrugged.

      While Perdue took to the streets alone, I drove downtown to police headquarters and hoofed up two flights to the bullpen. I hadn’t stepped foot in the place often, but often enough to draw stares from detectives who recognized the “Denver Kid.” A detective pointed out Bock’s desk. I threaded my way through a warren of cluttered desks and gruff detectives grilling suspects and witnesses. I stopped at Bock’s desk. His face was deep in an open file. To my surprise, the desk was organized—piled with papers and files, yet organized. Maybe his mother was in earlier in the day and straightened it up for him.

      “Sergeant Hawkins said you wanted to see me,” I said to the top of Bock’s head. Oily black hair, as if he’d used grease from a locomotive.

      He flipped the file shut, but not before I glimpsed a black-and-white photo of a male body face down in a field. A field of newly planted cabbage was my guess. Bock ran fingers through his hair and looked up. “Yeah, I got more questions.”

      “Haven’t you questioned me enough? We’ve been over that night half a dozen times.”

      “I’ll stop when I get the answers I want.” I started to sit in a chair next to his desk but he said, “Not here.”

      He grabbed a notebook and pen, stood, then stopped. He pulled his gun out of the shoulder holster under his jacket and laid it on the desk of a detective across from him. He motioned for me to do the same.

      “No guns where we’re going. Regulations.”

      I complied reluctantly and followed him down a hallway to an interview room. The dingy  kind with cracked tiles, no windows, and a metal table flanked by two metal chairs. A room that smelled of a thousand desperate lies. A room I didn’t belong in and now wasn’t sure if I’d come out of in anything but handcuffs.

      Bock shut the door and gestured toward a chair.

      “What bullshit is this, Bock?” I said, remaining standing. “I’m a fellow cop, not some common street criminal.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that. Sit.”

      Unless he planned to arrest me, I could tell him to fuck himself and leave the room. Yet that would only reinforce his belief I was guilty of whatever crimes he believed I’d committed. Better to face him head on, call his bluff.

      I sat in the chair. “Where’s your partner? Kaufman.”

      He settled his fat ass in the opposing chair. “It’s just us. He and I aren’t on the same page on this.”

      “What page is that?”

      Bock lit one of his Pall Malls and blew out smoke. He didn’t offer me a cig, though at the moment it was all I wanted. But I wasn’t going to give him leverage by begging for one.

      “Why were you looking for Hector Diaz,” the detective said.

      Damn. Had Perdue ratted? Was that why he was out on patrol and I was in here?

      “Who said I was?” I asked.

      “Not your concern. Why were you looking for him?”

      “I wanted to talk to him.”

      Had they grilled Jailbait in this very room? Worked him over as he’d claimed?

      “About what?”

      “What else, Bock? I wanted to find out what he knew about my partner’s murder. I wanted to see if he killed him.”

      “That’s our job, not yours.”

      “He walked, didn’t he? Lack of evidence.”

      Never needle a detective who’s got you on the hot seat. But with Bock I couldn’t restrain myself.

      The detective took a drag on his cigarette. “You expected the spic to confess to you when he wouldn’t confess to us?”

      “Worth the shot.”

      Bock looked sharply at me. A poor choice of words, come to think of it. He tapped ashes onto a battered metal ashtray, the only item on the table. “Did you hunt for Diaz while you were on duty?” he asked.

      “Some. Mostly my own time.”

      He took a drag. My mouth watered. “Your current partner is a guy named Perdue, that right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Helped you with the Rawlins case, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. But he didn’t help me with Diaz. I did it on the sly.”

      Bock looked skeptical. “How’d he not know?”

      “He’s not too bright.”

      “You ever catch up with Diaz?”

      “No. Word on the street said he’d gone into hiding after you released him. Nobody claimed to know where he was and I never found him.”

      I fingered one of the many deep scars scratched into the metal table. Maybe Perdue hadn’t tipped Bock that I’d been looking for Diaz. Otherwise, the detective wouldn’t have brought up Perdue’s name. Bock also hadn’t mentioned our visit to the home of Diaz’s fourteen-year-old poontang. If Perdue had squealed, Bock would be going after me harder.

      Aside from Perdue and my street sources, only one other person was aware of my hunt for Diaz—his parole officer, Fitch. Probably dropped a dime to Bock after Diaz turned up dead.

      The detective set down his cigarette and scribbled notes in his notebook that a handwriting analyst couldn’t decipher. “This word on the street say why he’d gone into hiding?”

      “He was scared.”

      “For killing a cop?”

      “For being accused of killing a cop. Alleged cop killers don’t always make it to trial alive.”

      Yet another insult that didn’t exactly ingratiate me.

      “You sure you didn’t find him?” he asked.

      “Do you actually listen to my answers, Bock? I told you, I didn’t find him.”

      “Somebody did.” He scratched a cheek on a face as deeply scarred as the interrogation table. “Where were you last Wednesday night, Stryker? I checked the records. You weren’t on duty.”

      No, that was the night Sergeant Hawkins inexplicably switched Perdue and me to Saturday.

      “Is that the night you believe Diaz was murdered?” I asked. “He wasn’t found until Friday evening.”

      “Answer the question.”

      “I went to a police union meeting that evening. You can check with Zingano.”

      “I wouldn’t check the weather with that asshole. Where were you afterward?”

      Watching Zingano and Wes Jackson doing something suspicious in the alley by union hall.

      “I went home,” I said. “To my wife and daughter.”

      Bock wrote more in his notebook.

      I stared hungrily at his cigarette smoldering in the ashtray. “Why all the questions? The man who killed my partner is dead.”

      Maybe.

      “Could be,” he said. “But that don’t explain who killed Diaz.”

      “The guy was a three-time loser. He had more enemies than you got warts.”

      He picked up his cigarette, took a drag, and blew smoke my direction. “Someone shot him with a thirty-eight. A cop’s gun. Like the one you carry.”

      I tried to remain calm, to sit as casually as possible, but the metal chair purposely wasn’t built for casual.

      “A lot of cops carry thirty-eights,” I said. “So do other people. Including criminals.”

      “But as you said, cop killers don’t always make it to trial.”

      I leaned forward, my arms on the hard metal table. His cigarette smoke drifted into my face. I took a sniff. “Look, Bock, I know what you’re throwing around in that pea brain of yours. You’re thinking I found the Mex and fired a bullet in his head. Out of revenge for killing my partner. But I didn’t find him. I didn’t kill him.”

      Bock took another drag. “Oh, I don’t think you killed Diaz out of revenge. You killed him ’cuz he had information you didn’t want us to discover.”

      I put on my best glower. “What the hell you talking about?”

      “I haven’t liked your story from the get-go. Greene’s fingerprints on the radio. The radio in the wrong place in the alley. His holstered gun. I believe you two were burglarizing the place.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “Word is Diaz was fencing for dirty cops, and lo and behold he ends up dead after we drag him in. Maybe he was working with you and your partner. Maybe you made sure he kept his secrets—permanently.”

      I leaned forward even more to make my point. “While you’re at it, you like me for Benedict’s death, too?”

      “I ain’t ruled it out.”

      “My thirty-eight is sitting out there in the bullpen. Take it. Run a ballistics test on it. I have nothing to hide. And when you’re done testing, reload the gun, shove the barrel up your ass, and pull the trigger. Now you got any more fucking questions, Bock? ’Cause if you don’t, I need to join my partner and catch real criminals instead of this bullshit.”

      “Get outa here,” he snapped. “I still like you and your partner for burglary.”

      “You keep saying that, yet you never come up with any proof.”

      “I will, Stryker. Count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did Bock want?” Perdue asked after my return to the division station and Sergeant Hawkins radioed him in to come get me.

      “He found out I was looking for Hector Diaz,” I said as we drove out to our precinct.

      “How—how did he find out?”

      I looked hard at Perdue. “That’s a good question, Moroni.”

      He caught my drift. “It wasn’t me. I said nothin’ to nobody.”

      “Somebody did.”

      At a stop light, he hastily lit a cigarette. “Maybe it was one of the people on the street you talked to.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “It wasn’t me, I swear. Bock know you found Diaz?”

      “If he did, he didn’t reveal it.”

      “Did my name come up?”

      “He knows you’re riding with me.”

      Perdue sucked in his breath.

      “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “I told him you didn’t know I was asking around about Diaz.”

      I painted you as not too bright, but that beats admitting you knew what I was up to.

      I didn’t divulge that the detective liked me for killing Hector Diaz to cover up crimes I and my dead partner allegedly committed.

      Or that now I was in the running for murdering my own partner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The next day I left early for work hoping to catch Marcus Raschke at home. I told Paula I was doing more work for homicide.

      “Aren’t you done with them? Benedict’s killer is dead, right?”

      I figured she might wonder that. “Well, yes, Hector Diaz remains their main suspect. But as I told Ellen on the phone the other day, they haven’t officially closed the case on him. They need more conclusive evidence before they do. Plus, they’re investigating whether his murder might be connected to Benedict’s.”

      “Connected in what way?”

      I shrugged. “That’s why homicide still wants me involved. To see if I can come up with any leads on the street.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you telling me everything, Joe?”

      I paused. I needed to skate close to the truth without actually revealing it.

      “This is just between us, understand?” I said. She nodded, eyes still narrowed. “Homicide suspects there’s more than meets the eye to Benedict’s death. That it wasn’t random bad luck of stumbling into a burglary in progress like we thought.”

      Paula’s eyes widened.

      I was edging onto dangerous ground. Territory I was trying to investigate in secret. But to keep it a secret, I needed push my wife’s ever-present suspicions away from me onto homicide.

      “They believe this Diaz guy was looking to kill Benedict?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. They won’t give me details. They want me to keep working the streets. Tap into my sources and follow up on leads they generate. To see if there is a link.”

      She tilted her head. “You believe there was more to his death?”

      I firmly shook my head. “No, but they’re the investigators, not me.”

      She took a long pause, as if sifting through my story for footprints of deceit. “Does Ellen know this?”

      I threw out my hands. “God, no. And don’t tell her. It’ll only upset her. Don’t tell anyone. Nothing’s going to come of this, trust me.”

      My biggest lie of all.
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        * * *

      

      On my way to Raschke’s home, I stopped at a gas station and changed from my uniform into my “Detective Lancaster” suit.

      This time, Mrs. Raschke didn’t answer the door and give my suit a condescending once over. For a few long moments, I thought no one would answer the door, though the good professor had said he rarely ventured out, what with all the commie flak. Eventually he opened the door, dressed in something professorially tweedy, looking more gaunt and pale than the last time. At this rate, he’d wither away and die in weeks.

      “It’s you again,” he said.

      I held up the manila envelope of yellowed newspaper clippings Ellen gave me. “We need to talk.”

      He eyed the envelope and frowned. “About what?”

      “Camp Amache.”

      I pushed my way in before he got the chance to slam the door shut.

      We stared at each other for several beats before he heaved a sigh, shut the door, and lead me into his study. The room was as dark and gloomy as before. He settled behind his desk. He didn’t offer me a chair, but I didn’t want one. I spilled the clippings onto his immaculate desk.

      He stared at them. “What are these?”

      “Why would the murdered cop you claimed no knowledge of have this envelope of clippings about a murdered Jap woman at Amache? Clippings with your name underlined?”

      He stared at them but didn’t touch, as if he knew exactly what they contained. “Perhaps the officer hated me due to a misguided belief I’m a commie, like everyone else who doesn’t know me.”

      “But why Amache? Why this woman’s murder? A girl, really. She was only nineteen. Why keep seven year-old clippings? Why not current stories about you?”

      “I have no idea. This was nothing more than the tragic case of a murdered young Japanese woman. It’s what happens when we illegally incarcerate our citizens.”

      “You helped investigate her death, is that right?”

      “No, I didn’t. I was the camp’s liaison with local and military police. They did the investigating. My duty was to keep the detainees apprised as best as I could regarding the investigation, reassure them, and answer their questions. They were understandably distraught. Of course, the military and local police were not forthright.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why Officer Greene kept these clippings with your name prominently highlighted.”

      Raschke sat back and crossed his arms. “I don’t understand your interest in this. Since your previous visit, I have paid more attention to the news. The man suspected of killing the officer you referred to was himself found murdered. A Mexican named Diaz, I believe. I recall you asking whether I knew him, which I did not. I presumed the case was closed.”

      “It’s not. Diaz was never officially charged in the officer’s death, let alone convicted. We’re still looking into everything in Officer Greene’s life at the time of his murder that might provide clues.”

      “As I said before, I can’t help you. I have enough problems with Senator Kane spouting slander. I don’t care about a seven-year-old case, as tragic as it was. It’s time you left.”

      I pulled the likely blackmail note from the inside pocket of my suit jacket. The one with the individual letters snipped from newspaper headlines that read, I know about December 5 1944 and the Jap woman. I held it toward Raschke. “This was among the clippings. Mean anything to you?”

      He leaned forward. The remaining color in his face drained away.

      “Does it?” I pressed when he said nothing.

      “No. Other than that was when the young woman was murdered.”

      “I don’t believe you, professor. This is a blackmail note, isn’t it?”

      “I wouldn’t have the faintest notion.”

      “You’re lying. What are you hiding? What do you know about Officer Greene’s death?”

      Raschke bolted to his feet. “I don’t need to listen to this, detective.” He pointed to the doorway. “Leave.”

      “This isn’t going away.” I tucked the note back in my pocket and shoveled the clippings back into the envelope. I headed for the door, stopped, and turned toward Raschke. He stood motionless behind his desk, most of his body shrouded in the gloom.

      “The clippings don’t indicate that they ever caught the woman’s killer,” I said. “Was anyone ever prosecuted for her murder?”

      “No,” he said in a voice as gloomy as the room.

      “Do you believe it was some of the young Japanese men? The so-called radicals?”

      “Yes. I’m positive it was them.”

      For the first time, I was less than sure it was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Perdue and I drove our prowl car out of our precinct and deep into Five Points headed for a place called Lili’s Candy Emporium.

      “What do you want at this candy store?” Perdue asked, plainly worried we would make yet another off-the-books stop that risked trouble for both of us.

      “To buy candy for Paula. Lili’s has the best candy in town.”

      Which was true, though I had an ulterior motive.

      As we drove, my mind doubled-back to my interrogation of Raschke. He’d lied about the newspaper clippings. He’d turned white when I’d shown him the note—a blackmail note, I now was convinced. Yet I was no closer to who the “I” was in I know about December 5 1944 and the Jap woman. Or what “I” knew. Or who was the blackmail victim.

      The professor’s reaction to the clippings and the note had forced me to reevaluate his possible role in Benedict’s death. He’d initially come across as a tweedy egghead shrinking in the dark of his study. Not the kind of guy who could coolly hide in a pawnshop with a British commando knife facing an unsuspecting cop, slash his throat, wait for that moment when Benedict desperately clutched at his torn, bleeding wound, and plunge the knife deep into his chest.

      On the other hand, if he was a trained commie agent, a tweedy professor was a good cover.

      For now, I could do little to get Raschke to talk. It was not as if I could drag him to an interview room and let Bock work him over. I needed to uncover more damaging evidence to squeeze him.

      We arrived at Lili’s Candy Emporium on Welton near 26th. Perdue waited in the car while I went into the small shop. The bell above the lace-curtained door jingled my arrival. Only two people were in the shop, on opposite sides of a shiny white-enamel and glass counter. They stopped talking the instant they saw my uniform. The customer, who looked as if he hadn’t eaten in days, turned from the sales clerk and scurried out, empty handed, eyes downcast. As he passed, I caught the movement of the clerk out of the corner of my eye as she snatched a piece of folded paper off the counter top and slipped it into the pocket of her frilly white apron draped over a rusty print dress.

      I moseyed over to the counter “Sorry to interrupt a sale, Lili. The guy seemed in an awful hurry to get outa here.”

      Lili Webb shrugged and shifted from one foot to the other, then back again, as if she couldn’t find the right balance for her thin, 130-pound frame. “People drool over the goodies these days but don’t buy, Officer Joe. Money’s tight.”

      She brushed at her jet-black hair done up in tight, intricate curls. Lili was one of the few Negro women who didn’t straighten her hair.

      I scanned the trays of chocolates, divinity, pralines, and marzipan. “Yeah, makes me wonder how a candy store like yours gets by. Don’t know of another candy store that stays open this late.”

      Lili looked her thirty-seven years and then some. I remember when her face was fuller and prettier. Before she’d married Rocky Webb, the biggest bookie in Five Points, before another woman gave her a crooked beak in a fight over Rocky. Despite Rocky’s wide-ranging sexual appetite, they married in the middle of City Park at midnight under a full moon. Lili professed to be a witch, so the bride and groom wore black. She carried black roses, and the ring bearer, a midget they hired for the occasion, carried the rings on a black satin pillow.

      At least that’s the story I heard. They hadn’t invited me to the wedding.

      Lili inherited the shop two years ago when someone took unkindly to Rocky defrauding the bigger bookies in town he used to lay off his action. Or it could have been a jealous husband whose wife Rocky was banging at the time. The story was never clear and Rocky’s murder was never solved.

      “What can I get ya, Officer Joe? How ’bout some chocolate-covered cherries for the missus? Or some peanut brittle.”

      She glanced out the door where Perdue sat in our vehicle. I’d left him reading a letter from a farmer in Arkansas who claimed aliens butchered and ate two of his cows.

      “Gimmie a quarter pound of peanut brittle,” I said, pointing to one of the trays. “My wife loves peanut brittle.”

      Lili peeled brittle off the wax paper into a white bag and handed it to me, not bothering to weigh it or charge me. The sack must have weighed a pound, if it weighed an ounce. She brushed her hands on her apron. “Anything else?”

      “A little information, Lili.”

      Her sharp face tensed. She shifted again on her feet. For a moment, I thought she’d break into a jig.

      “What kinda information?”

      “About dirty cops.”

      “I wouldn’t know nothin’ ’bout that.”

      “You’re still taking bets, Lili. You hear things.”

      “I ain’t taking no bets, Officer Joe. I ain’t. I quit. You knows I quit.”

      She’d quit for a while after Rocky turned up dead in his spiffy new Lincoln in a car crusher. But she’d gotten back in months later. Not enough money in peanut brittle and marzipan.

      “Hand over the betting slip, Lili.”

      “What slip?”

      “The one you swept off the counter when I came in. The one stuffed in your apron pocket.”

      “Oh, that’s just trash.”

      “Hand it over, Lili, or I’ll climb right into your apron for it.”

      “Shit!” Long fingers with chipped red nails handed me the slip of paper. Written on it was a code and a $20 bet on the dogs. “It was a favor to someone, Officer Joe. That’s all.”

      I pocketed the slip. “So tell me what you’re hearing on the street about dirty cops.”

      “Nothin’, I tell you.”

      “You got cops coming in here placing bets, Lili. I know that for a fact.”

      “I ain’t taking no bets, Officer Joe. I told you I just done this one as a favor.”

      “Empty your apron pockets.”

      Lili emptied their contents on the counter: a small pad of paper, a dull pencil, a few small bills, loose change, and bobby pins.

      I beckoned with my hand. “The rest of the bets, Lili.”

      “I ain’t got no more bets.”

      “Strip.”

      Lili backed away a step, brown eyes wide.

      “I know where you stash your slips, Lili. Take it off.” I’d arrested Lili Webb a few times for making book when she worked out of my precinct. She hid her slips where men weren’t supposed to go unless invited.

      “This some kinda kinky sex thing? ’Cause if it—”

      “Off with it, Lili, or I call my partner in to help.”

      “You’re a bastard, Officer Joe.”

      “Hurry up, Lili, my partner’s waiting. As long as he’s parked there you won’t get any business in here.”

      “All right, all right.”

      She didn’t need to strip. She reached up under her dress, did a little wiggle, and came up with a khaki money belt. She flopped it on top of the counter. I unzipped it and pulled out dozens of small slips of paper, the day’s number play of shine boys, chauffeurs, housewives, construction workers, store clerks, even pinstripes from downtown office buildings.

      Lili wiggled again to adjust her dress and undergarments.

      “Now let’s talk, friend,” I said.

      “I ain’t got nothin’ to say. Take me in, you want. I’ll pull short time.”

      “You won’t pull any time if you talk. You can keep on operating.”

      “I ain’t spilling ’bout no dirty cops. No way. That gets you dead.”

      The same statement Jailbait made before he ended up face down in a cabbage field.

      The door jingled. Perdue stuck in his head. “You ’bout done, Joe? We got a call.”

      “I’m having a tough time deciding. Warm up the spaceship and I’ll be right there.”

      Perdue rolled his eyes and disappeared.

      I turned my head back toward Lili. “See that cop, Lili?”

      “Yeah?” Any remaining bravado was gone from her voice.

      “He’s a chatterbox. Worse than a booze-starved informant. Loves to swap street stories, things we hear and who said them. Tell him something on the qt and you can count on it arriving at both ends of District One before shift’s end. Speedier than Western Union. For example, if I told him that you’d ratted on dirty cops, he’d broadcast it to the rest of the—”

      “You bastard!”

      I leaned over the counter. “Let’s start with Hector Diaz, Lili. Was he fencing for cops?”

      “Hector? He’s dead.”

      “That he is. And dirty cops mighta killed him. You hear talk he was working for cops? This is just between us.”

      A long pause. “Yeah, I mighta heard sumthin’. That’s all. Talk. He don’t come in here.”

      “Names?”

      “I don’t know names, Officer Joe, honest.”

      I pulled back. “What cops come in here, who’s laying the big action on you?”

      She shook her head, then thought better of it. She coughed up four names. Three I didn’t recognize but one I did. Wes Jackson. Zingano’s partner in the laundromats. The man who’d stood lookout for Zingano and the uniforms unloading something suspicious in the dark of the alley next to union hall.

      “Jackson bet much?” I said.

      She nodded. “Horses and dogs, mostly, baseball now and then when he’s feeling hot. Heard he’s even gone down to them new casinos in Las Vegas. Stupid, you ask me, when we got new places here.”

      “Places like what?”

      Lili looked away, as if realizing she’d said more than she should have.

      “Places like what, Lili?”

      “The Tuscany, I hear.”

      “The new Italian restaurant?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. They set up a gambling joint in the basement a coupla months ago. Craps, bandits, roulette, that kind of stuff. Bookies use the place for a drop, too.”

      I’d never eaten there. Too pricey for my piggy bank. I tucked the information in the back of my mind along with the hundreds of other tidbits I’ve gathered on the streets. Never know when one might prove useful.

      Back to Jackson. According to Lili, he was into her and a bookie she laid off on for close to four grand. But Jackson claimed he’d make good on it in a few days.

      “He say how?” It sure wouldn’t be out of his next paycheck.

      “No, fer chrissakes. Just said he was getting’ some scratch soon.”

      “That’s an old story for gamblers, Lili.”

      “He seemed real definite.”

      Maybe I would get lucky on this one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      “I’m working on a story, Joe, a big story,” said Lou Sheppard as he crammed an enormous chunk of Reuben sandwich into his mouth. For a little guy, he ate like a heavyweight boxer.

      “I’m happy for you, Lou.”

      “No, seriously, I am. I want to ask you concerning rumors I’m hearing.”

      We sat in a high-backed window booth in the 16th Street Grill. The reporter had asked to meet for lunch before I started my three-to-eleven swing shift. Not at police headquarters where he practically lived. Nor the Denver Press Club, his second favorite joint. No, he wanted to meet at a little dive grill downtown. That set me on alert. I should have begged off, but we went back a long way and Lou often proved as valuable a source to me as I was to him.

      Bringing up rumors, however, that wasn’t good. Everybody these days wanted to talk about rumors—Bock, Zingano, now Lou  . . .

      I tried to joke my way out of what I feared was coming. “I thought all you printed was gossip.”

      “Ha, ha,” he said, his mouth now half-full. “I’m asking because these rumors concern dirty cops.”

      Shit! When it came to stories, Lou was a bloodhound that could smell a story a mile away buried under garbage.

      The sky rumbled. A cold spring thunderstorm brewed over the mountains, yet the air felt crackling dry.

      “Are the stories true, Joe?” He washed the remaining bite down with beer.

      I would have liked to wash the whole mess down with beer, but I was going on duty so I’d settled for a chocolate malt.

      “C’mon, Lou. Guys cut a little juice from a local bookie or get free haircuts for overlooking a backroom poker game. Necessary supplemental pay. Happens in every police department in the country. It’s no big deal. You been around long enough to know that.”

      Sheppard chomped another mouthful of his sandwich. Russian dressing dribbled down one corner of his jaw. “This isn’t a little juice, Joe. We’re talking serious crimes. B and E, safecracking, hauling away trunkfuls of expensive merchandise.”

      Trunkfuls! Like what Zingano and crew were pulling out of the trunk of a prowl car?

      “Didn’t your mother teach you not to talk with your mouth full?” I said.

      “My mother always jabbered with her mouth full. Don’t change the subject. Whattya know about—”

      “It’s a big-city department, Lou. Bound to be a few stray rogues but I—”

      “This is more than stray rogues, Joe. Rumors say an organized ring. Possibly more than one ring.”

      “Yeah, so what does that prove? You got evidence? You got names?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Beer talk, Lou. That’s all you got, beer talk. You get this nonsense from Eddie Chandler? He talks swell in his beer.”

      “It’s not beer talk,” he said. “Uniforms are cracking jokes. An old lady calls dispatch and reports a burglar in her basement. Dispatch tells her to go down and get the burglar’s badge number. They’ll pick him up at morning roll call. Kids on the street are playing cops and cops.”

      I’d heard the jokes, too. Since Benedict’s murder, they no longer were funny. And the behavior of Zingano and his friends suggested there was a kernel of truth to the jokes. But I didn’t buy that the department was infested with dark  riders.

      “You got shit, Lou. Gossip and jokes. I’m fuckin’ riding with a partner who writes a crazy newsletter on little green men who visit earth. Gossip and jokes ain’t facts, Lou. You of all people oughta understand that.”

      “I don’t think it’s a joke.”

      “Then why are you asking me?” I said. “Sounds like you’ve already got your sources. I’m not one of these rumored dirty cops, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t know any. You got names, Lou? Can you name one dirty cop?”

      “I’m asking ’cause one name came up you know.”

      Swell. My mouth went dry. I sucked at my malt.

      “Benedict Greene,” said Lou.

      Double swell. “Ah, come on, Lou. You don’t believe that any more than I do. Benedict was as clean as they come.”

      “Yeah, Saint Benedict. But I’m not sure what to believe. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. I trust you.”

      Yeah, good ole trustworthy Joe Stryker.

      “Jesus, you gotta a lotta fuckin’ nerve showing up with accusations my dead partner was a dirty cop. Who the hell’s your source?”

      “You know I won’t tell you that.”

      Bock! It had to be Bock. It’s a wonder he didn’t throw in my name, too. Or maybe he did . . . or maybe he thought it was too risky at the moment, since I was alive and could bite back.

      “Why would a rumor like that get started, Joe? Why Benedict Greene? Rumors often have a basis in fact.”

      I sucked a long drink of malt and set down the glass. My hand dragged through something sticky on the table.

      “Some guys on the force resented Benedict,” I  said. “They didn’t call him Saint Benedict out of love. They’re kicking him now that he’s dead and can’t defend himself. Jesus, the man wouldn’t accept a free cup of coffee.”

      “You’re saying he wasn’t a burglar?”

      “He was my partner. Don’t you think I’d know if he was a burglar?”

      He took another belt. “Yeah. Doesn’t mean you’d tell me.”

      “Fuck you!”

      I stared through the dirty window out onto 16th Street. The last of the streetcars disappeared last year. I missed their boxy shapes and grilled cow-catcher fenders. Cars ruled now, clogging the downtown streets to the point city officials banned free parking to help ease traffic jams. The suburbs sprawled in all directions. The ten-cent Sunday newspaper was all but gone, and what the newspapers were printing was nothing but gossip anyway. And cops were getting dirtier by the day. The city was going to hell.

      Sheppard squirted catsup on his greasy fries, stuffed a wad in his mouth, and started talking. His mother woulda been proud. “Why you so pissed, Joe?”

      I looked back at him. “Benedict was a good cop and I don’t want to see his name dragged through the mud because of unfounded cop gossip. You’ll ruin his family.”

      “Guys are saying things weren’t right the night he got killed, Joe.”

      I glared at the reporter. “They’re full of shit, Lou. I was there. It was just dumb-ass bad luck. Unless you think I’m a burglar, too.”

      The reporter took longer than he should have to say, “No, of course I don’t.”

      “Then keep Benedict’s name out of your story. If I see it, you’ll never get a lick of help from me again.”

      “Give me the facts, Joe. That’s what I need.”

      “The facts are in my offense report I gave Bock and his pals.”

      Christ, Detective Bock breathing down my neck, now Sheppard. Along with the mysterious $3,500 loan Benedict took out against his house and the apparent blackmail note Ellen found, keeping my partner’s name out of this was becoming impossible.

      Any story on dirty cops raised another problem. It could drive Zingano and Jackson into lying low, hindering my chances of finding Benedict’s killer.

      “Why don’t I dig around for you, Lou,” I offered as a stall. “See if I can come up with anything. See if there’s any truth to your so-called dirty cop ring.”

      Sheppard shook his head. “City desk won’t let me sit on this much longer.” He rose. “Gotta go.”

      “I’d be very very careful with this story, Lou. It’s not just my partner’s name you could damage. It’s the whole damn department.”

      He tossed money by the remains of his Reuben. “Truth isn’t pretty. You of all people know that.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian Donlevy’s world-weary voice oozed out of the radio on the workbench while I leaned under the hood of the Studebaker tinkering with the carburetor. His Steve Mitchell character was on another dangerous assignment, this one in Cairo, and he was in a jam. That seemed to be his MO: getting in and out of jams. A bit far-fetched for my taste, but it was a helluva lot better than the phony Richard Diamond.

      Paula came into the garage and said, “You almost done, Joe?”

      “Getting there.” The engine had been idling rough for several days.

      “It’s Friday night. You’re often on shift Friday nights. Let’s go someplace.”

      I reached for my beer perched atop the radiator and took a slug. “Go where?”

      “Dancing at the Troc.”

      “I don’t feel like dancing. Got to get this car running better.”

      “Sammy Kaye is playing at the Rainbow.”

      “I don’t want to go dancing, Paula.”

      “We could see a movie. Samson and Delilah is at the Denham.”

      “I can’t stand Victor Mature. Besides, what about Olivia? She won’t like Victor Mature any more than I do.”

      “We’ll get a sitter.”

      “At this hour?”

      “There’s a fifteen-year-old girl down the street. She might be available.”

      “We’ve never used her before.”

      “I’ve talked to her and her parents. She seems like a dependable kid.”

      “‘Seems’ doesn’t sound very certain. How can we trust her?”

      “When have you become so distrustful of babysitters?”

      I stuck my head back under the hood.

      “You actually want to spend Friday night working on the car?” she said.

      I straightened up and glared at her. “Christ, Paula, you used to bitch because I was gone too much. So I quit my extra job as a mechanic. Now you’re bitchin’ ’cause I want to stay home.”

      “When you are home you’re not home.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You sit in your chair and listen to the radio and guzzle beer and you don’t say ten words to me or Olivia.”

      I sank against the side of the car. “I’m sorry, honey. It’s been tough at work, what with Benedict’s death. I try to leave it at the station.”

      “Yet it always comes home. It comes in on your clothes like campfire smoke. In your attitude. It comes home in ways you don’t realize.”

      “Such as?”

      “When you don’t talk to me, or you talk about inconsequential things, or you’re overly affectionate or overly cold. I can tell what kind of shift you’ve had without you saying a word. But I never know why you’re feeling what you are. You don’t talk to me about your work.”

      I looked at her in disbelief. “Why would you want me to bring up my work? You hate my work.”

      “You’re right, I don’t like it. I won’t ever be a good cop’s wife. I won’t worry or suffer in silence. I don’t like the hours, I don’t like the pay, and every day you leave for work I dread you won’t return home. Like Derek and Benedict.”

      “Then why do you want to talk about it?”

      “Because I love you. You’re a good man and a good father despite yourself. You’re a good cop. Maybe what I don’t like more than anything is you walling me off  from your world . . . even if it is a world I don’t want to be part of.”

      I shook my head. “That makes no sense.”

      “You’ve been a cop for five years and I still don’t have the vaguest idea what you do each shift. What you like and don’t like about your job. What risks you take. Whether you get scared.”

      For a moment, I almost gave in, I almost spilled the truth. Get everything I was doing off my chest. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She would leave me again, I was certain.

      I downed a swallow of beer. It was turning warm. “It’s best you never know.”

      “No, it’s not. Your job is like a mistress on the side you think you’re keeping secret. Yet I know you have one.”

      “You’d leave me if you I told you I had a mistress.”

      “I’m not sure what I’d do. But I don’t like what we have. I don’t know what it feels like to lose a partner . . . What hell you must be going through. You’ve barely spoken of Benedict since the night he died.”

      “I’m doing fine.”

      “You don’t act like you’re doing fine.”

      Harsh orchestra music swelled out of the radio.

      “Do you want me to go to the bug doctor, Paula? Like you wanted me to after Derek was killed?”

      “You can’t keep moping around the house.”

      I turned back to the engine. “What I need is peace and quiet.”
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        * * *

      

      When I finished working on the carburetor, I left. Olivia was in bed and Paula was nursing a Scotch.

      The carburetor was running better, so I drove to a bar on Dahlia Street in northeast Denver called the Mountain Man Lounge. After the bookie Lili Webb dropped Wes Jackson’s name as a heavy gambler, I’d done some discreet nosing around. I learned he often worked this lounge off-duty, presumably through Zingano’s security company.

      With Lou Sheppard and Detective Bock breathing down my neck, I was coming to realize I needed to get closer to Zingano’s security business, to see if I could confirm that he was running a crew of dark riders. What I would do with that confirmation, if true, I didn’t know at this point, considering Benedict might have been part of it. But I couldn’t do anything until I confirmed whether the “rumors” were more than rumors.

      In light of my earlier clashes with Zingano, I needed a backdoor way to get into his operation. Wes Jackson might be the door.

      The Lounge was standing room only. A thick blue haze swirled around the low red ceiling lights. From the attached dance hall in the back, a small band played a whiny country tune. The closest thing that evoked the era of fur trappers was beer served in Mason jars. The rest of the joint was burgundy colored vinyl booths, lighted Schlitz signs, and a buckled linoleum floor ankle deep in crushed peanut shells.

      I spotted Wes Jackson in his uniform leaning against one end of the bar near the dance hall. A half-empty Mason jar sat next to him. I ordered my own jar of Coors and made my way toward the dance hall as if I had no idea Jackson was there, then acted surprised when I saw him.

      “Hey, Jackson,” I yelled above the drunken laughter and whine of the band.

      He tensed as I approached. “Whatchya doing here, Joe? This ain’t your neighborhood, is it?”

      “Nah,” I said, wondering how he knew it wasn’t my neighborhood. “Me and the old lady got into a scrap and I needed some fresh air. Went to a friend’s not far from here to let off steam, but he wasn’t home. I’ve never been here, so I thought I’d drop in. Didn’t know you were a gunslinger here.”

      Jackson nodded. “Weekends, mostly. I like the music.” He lifted his Mason jar and grinned. “And the free beer.”

      Extra money, but nowhere near enough to pay off $4,000 in gambling debts to Lili Webb.

      I surveyed the crowd. “I hear this is one tough place. Bar fights as often as Ted Williams hits singles.”

      Jackson nodded and patted his .38 special. “It’s why I’m here. Wild west, that’s for sure.”

      I took a swig of beer and watched the bartender slap a newspaper across the head of a man in a cowboy hat conked out at the bar. The man jerked awake, ordered another shot, and went back to sleep. The country band droned on like a dentist’s drill.

      “You working this for Zingano?” I asked.

      Jackson turned his head slightly, as if wondering whether my drop-in wasn’t random. “Yeah. Mostly I help him with paperwork, arranging assignments, that kinda stuff. But I like working this place.”

      “For the beer, right?” I joked. We both took drinks. “Say, I need to get some off-duty work like this. Anything that pays. That’s what me and the old lady were fighting over. We got debts but she wants to buy more shit. You’re married, right, Wes? You know how that goes.”

      He nodded sympathetically and took another belt. He relaxed a little, though his eyes continued to scan the room. Doing his job.

      “A gig like this pay well?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      I wrapped my hands around the Mason jar. “Anything would help. Though to be honest, I need a lot more dough than ‘okay.’”

      “Yeah, don’t we all.”

      “No, I mean it. I haven’t worked extra duty for the department for a while, and no part-time mechanics job, either, so the bills are piling up, what with our daughter and all. I need some serious coin.”

      “Yeah, well good luck on that.”

      “Benedict used to work for you guys, right?”

      Jackson grew less relaxed. “Briefly.”

      I leaned in closer to him. “He wouldn’t tell me the details. Made it sound kinda hush-hush. But he said if I played it right with Zingano I could get in on some off-off duty work. Late hours but pays well—tax-free. You know what I mean. At the time, I didn’t need the money, but I’m needing it now.”

      The officer shifted uneasily on his feet. Good thing he didn’t do undercover work. He’d be made in a heartbeat. “Ain’t got no idea what Benedict was talking about, Joe.”

      “You said you arranged assignments.”

      “Not for any off-off duty work. Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about there.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s by-the-by now, isn’t it?” I said morosely.

      “Yeah. A real tough break, him gettin’ killed like that. You never know when the devil’s gonna come for you.”

      “Yeah. He and I were just starting to do a little off-off work ourselves, if you know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Then Hector Diaz comes along and fucks it all up.” I took a stiff drink.

      So did Jackson. “You said you and Benedict were doing a little off-off work. The night he was killed?”

      “I’d rather not get into it. I’ve given my statement to homicide. Don’t want to put myself in a bind. At least someone took out Diaz.” I raised my Mason jar in a salute. Jackson raised his in response. “Guys are speculating a cop did it. Revenge for killing Benedict. What do you think?”

      I searched his face for flinches and panicked eyes. It had crossed my mind that Diaz might have squealed to Zingano about my confronting him at the poontang house and accused him of fencing for dirty cops. If he had, that would have made one more reason to kill him, along with his being homicide’s prime suspect for Benedict.

      A deep unease entered Jackson’s eyes but just then a loud argument broke out between two drunks at a stand-up table and he shot right over to them. He settled them down, at least until they reached the bottom of their next beers.

      He returned to the bar and downed more of his beer.

      “You didn’t crack skulls,” I said. Jackson wore a reputation as a hothead.

      “Wish I could. But the bar don’t like me getting’ rough or kicking people out unless absolutely necessary. Bad for business.”

      I leaned over to Jackson. “Would you put in a good word for me with Dominic? We talked the other night after the union meeting and kinda got off on the wrong foot. I was pretty shaken by Benedict’s death. You can understand that. Anyway, I need the work. I’m reliable. You know my reputation. I keep my mouth shut, too. If Benedict were standing here, he’d tell you that.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he said with little enthusiasm. “But can’t promise nothin’.”

      “Hey, I’d appreciate whatever you can do, Wes.”

      We shot the bull a few more minutes, mostly concerning mutual friends on the force. I paid for my beer and prepared to leave when the precinct detail came in, making their rounds, two uniforms I recognized vaguely by face. They said hello to Jackson and he introduced me to them. They nodded their sympathies regarding my dead partner. After an uncomfortable silence, they asked Jackson if there’d been any trouble in the lounge. No, quiet tonight, he replied. The two officers glanced around, but didn’t walk the place.

      “Hey, didya guys hear the big news?” said one of the uniforms, a tall, lank-haired man named Maddow.

      We shook our heads.

      “We got one less commie in the world,” he said with a smile.

      “What do you mean?” asked Jackson.

      “That professor who’s been in the news, the asshole thrown out of the university ’cause he’s a commie?”

      I fought to control my reaction. “Yeah . . . uh, what’s his name?” I said.

      “Raschke,” answsered Maddow’s partner.

      We all nodded.

      “A coupla hours ago a neighbor reported an explosion at his house,” said Maddow. “Cops found him lying in his front yard. A fuckin’ bomb blew him right out a window.”

      My body jerked back. “He’s dead?”

      Maddow chortled. “Well, unless the ME can play Doctor Frankenstein and sew all the parts back together, yeah, he’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      “It’s all lies, Joe,” ranted Paula from the kitchen. “Professor Raschke would never have harmed children. Or anyone else. It’s that damn Kane and McCarthy. They’re the menace.”

      I sat in the living room reading the first few paragraphs of the Rocky’s front-page Sunday story on the latest in the investigation into Marcus Raschke’s death. Olivia played with my shoestrings.

      It had been only a day and a half since the bomb splattered the professor over his front yard. Investigators were still sifting through evidence. But that didn’t stop State Senator Crawford Kane from spouting that he’d warned the public for weeks that the professor was one of dozens of commie agents in the state preparing to blow up utilities and schools.

      “If the bomb had exploded in a school instead of this evil man’s home, we’d have grieving parents of dead school children going to funerals,” Kane said in a radio interview. “Fortunately, the only person to die was one filthy commie agent.”

      A few courageous friends and supporters of Raschke publicly came to his defense, most anonymously, calling Kane’s accusations “unsubstantiated, slanderous villainy.” One claimed “right-wing fascists” planted the bomb to silence a man who’d spoken out “eloquently and forcefully against the excesses of McCarthyism.”

      Regardless, it didn’t look good for the professor. Investigators had discovered twenty pounds of dynamite along with blasting caps and ammonium nitrate pellets hidden in Raschke’s basement, along with a Colt .45. The hidden explosives reinforced the story line that Raschke himself manufactured the bomb. Investigators also discovered the remains of a leather briefcase at the scene with the scrolled initials MTR, which matched Raschke’s initials. They believed the bomb was inside the briefcase and prematurely detonated as he handled it. None of this was official yet, but it hadn’t stopped Lou Sheppard from reporting from his anonymous sources inside the department.

      Mrs. Raschke was lucky she wasn’t killed, too. She was attending a League of Women Voters’ meeting at the time of the explosion. She insisted she’d never seen the hidden dynamite or the gun. In fact, she insisted her husband’s death was murder, not an accident. He’d received numerous death threats in recent months—phone calls, unsigned letters, even a threat painted on their front door. She blamed Senator McCarthy for irresponsibly labeling her husband a communist agent, and State Senator Kane for spreading malicious lies. But she offered no evidence as to who might have murdered her husband.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the timing of Raschke’s death and that of Benedict’s, or that some sort of connection existed between the men before their deaths. If Raschke was a bomb-toting commie agent, did that make Benedict a fellow traveler? I couldn’t fathom that. Wild alternative explanations played in my mind, such as Benedict working undercover for the police department or Senator Kane. Raschke discovered his spying and killed him, then accidentally blew up himself.

      But if that were the case, where the hell did dark riders fit in? First Benedict, then Hector Diaz, now Raschke. Their deaths felt linked, yet it wasn’t likely the professor was connected to the Mex. Competing theories swirled in my head.

      None of this could I reveal to Paula as a way to reassure her there was far more to her former professor’s death than a commie accidentally blowing up himself. Nor could I reveal it investigators.

      Paula was still ranting at Senator Kane when I bolted upright in my chair, startling Olivia at my feet. The last paragraphs of Lou’s Rocky story quoted Kim Raschke saying a police detective had visited her husband two days before his death, though she didn’t know his name.

      Fortunately, Mrs. Raschke, like many witnesses, paid little attention to the people and the world around her. Her description vaguely resembled me, along with a thousand other men. She’d also offered no public details of my conversation with her husband, anything about the Camp Amache clippings or a blackmail note. She might have told homicide, but I doubted it. Her husband had been hiding something, and I suspected he’d not divulged what it was to his wife.

      Thank heavens for my good sense not to dash to the crime scene the evening I learned the news from the two cops at the Mountain Man Lounge. It would have been difficult explaining my presence, and Mrs. Raschke would quickly have fingered me as the unnamed visitor.

      Nonetheless, I was not in the clear. The Rocky reported that homicide was attempting to identify the mystery detective, admitting they had no record of any of their investigators paying a call on Raschke just before he died.

      Just what I needed with Bock already on my case for burglary and killing Diaz and maybe my partner—another murder rap.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the risks, I needed to question Kim Raschke about any possible links between her husband and Benedict.

      I showed up at her home late morning. What was left of it. Plywood boarded up shattered windows. The powerful bomb had ripped away chunks of exterior wall and destroyed the professor’s study.

      The doorbell didn’t work. No surprise. I knocked.

      No answer. The house looked uninhabitable. No signs of workmen starting repairs. Maybe it was so badly damaged Mrs. Raschke planned to bulldoze it and start over.

      I walked to the house south of Raschke’s but no one answered there, either. Reluctantly, I went to the house on the north side, a brick affair with a neatly painted front porch lined with a dozen bird feeders packed with a noisy breakfast crowd. The same house where an old woman had observed me my first visit to Raschke’s home. A pair of binoculars sat on a table by the picture window.

      I knocked. The same woman answered, with hair as white as spilled cornstarch, a gnarled hand leaning on a polished hickory cane.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, where might I find Mrs. Raschke?”

      She switched the cane to her other hand and leaned in the other direction. “Haven’t I seen you around here before?”

      Normally busybodies were a cop’s dream. They observe everything that goes on in a neighborhood. Like having an extra set of eyes on the beat. Especially a  busybody sitting around watching “birds” with binoculars. But I didn’t want an extra pair of eyes this time, a pair of eyes that had seen me at the Raschke home before it exploded. A pair of eyes that had probably read that the police were looking for a mysterious detective.

      I faced her, trying not to look as anxious as I felt. “I was here after the bombing, ma’am. Part of the investigative team.”

      She stared with dark eyes. “Maybe that’s where I saw you,” she said, her voice not convinced.

      “You’re Mrs . . . ?”

      “Blake. Pearl Blake. I’m the one who reported the explosion.”

      “We appreciate good citizens like you, Pearl.” I scanned the front of her house. “Was your home damaged? It was quite a blast.”

      “Broke some windows and a brick smashed one of my bird feeders. Killed two birds. They didn’t report that in the papers.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I paused to allow my expression of sympathy to take effect. “Any idea where I might locate Mrs. Raschke?”

      “No. She hasn’t been back since the night of the explosion.” Watching like a hawk, no doubt, I mused. “You sure you’re not one of those lawyer types? Or a banker?”

      First time I’d been mistaken for either. The people I deal with can finger me for a cop even if I were dressed in a Halloween costume. I’d brought my badge just in case, so I flashed it to reassure her I was official. I asked again where I might find Kim Raschke.

      “I wouldn’t know. She’s got no relatives close as far as I’m aware. They’re down south somewhere. Georgia or Alabama or some such place.”

      “Staying with friends, perhaps?”

      “Got no friends. Didn’t have many before and got even fewer since all that ruckus about her husband being a commie.”

      I scanned the neighborhood, feeling defeated.

      “I think your best bet, officer, is the local bars. You could find her there even when she was living at home.”

      “Any particular bar?”

      She shook her head. “As long as they serve alcohol.”

      “She likes to booze?”

      “She likes to get away.”

      “Away from what?”

      “That husband of hers.” She shook her head. “Still can’t believe I was living next to a Stalin agent.”

      “Why did she want to get away from him?”

      “He beat her.”

      I flashed on Kim Raschke answering the door, her face thick with makeup, her eyes dark and haggard. Maybe it wasn’t weariness from her husband’s troubles. Maybe it was her husband.

      “How do you know he beat her?”

      Window peeping?

      “I live next door, sonny. I would hear them fight. Terrible rows. Communists are jealous people, you know. Sometimes I saw her after they fought. She always claimed she’d fallen. Clumsiest woman I ever met.”

      Paula was wrong about the professor. He might not harm children, but apparently a wife was fair game.

      “You said he was jealous,” I said. “Was his wife seeing men at these bars?”

      “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Did men come here during the day when he was away teaching?”

      No, not Benedict! Though that too could explain the unlisted phone number.

      “I never saw strange men come by, no. Except for you.”

      I pulled out the picture of Benedict that Ellen loaned me. “Ever see this man here?”

      The old woman squinted at the photograph. “No. Is he a communist agent, too?”

      “No. Did you tell anyone you believed Professor Raschke beat his wife?”

      “Oh, yes. I told the detectives. But they didn’t seem to much care.”
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        * * *

      

      Before my shift started, Sergeant Hawkins passed on a message from Dominic Zingano. Stop by his office at union hall after my shift.

      It was twenty after eleven that night before I got to Big Z’s office. No signs of cops unloading suspicious boxes out of trunks of patrol cars. I settled into a chair.

      “You work late,” I said.

      “A lot demands my time.” He lit a cigarette. “Wes Jackson told me you’re looking to work for us.”

      My Jackson ploy had worked. “Yeah. I need the dough.”

      “From what he related, I think you have the wrong impression of the work we do.”

      “I was only going by what Benedict told me.”

      “What exactly did he tell you?”

      “That he did off-off duty work for you. Late hours, tax-free pay.”

      The union boss blew out smoke. “He did on-the-books standard security work for us. Clubs, special events, that sort of thing. All above board.”

      I recalled Ellen saying that Benedict worked as a bodyguard once for Peggy Lee, that he’d thought she was really nice. In light of my partner’s many other lies, I wondered if that was a lie, too.

      Big Z rubbed his pine-tree-thick neck. “You also told Wes that you and Benedict were doing a little extracurricular work on your own. What the hell does that mean?”

      I crossed my arms. “Let’s just say we were taking work into our own hands.”

      “That’s interesting. At the pawnshop that night you vehemently denied you and Benedict were involved in such work. Such as the pawnshop.”

      “Times change. I need the money.”

      “You have a reputation as something of a rogue,” he said. “I distrust rogues.”

      “If I were a rogue, I wouldn’t bother coming to you.”

      “Yeah, well this isn’t a good time for extra work. Too much shit in the air.”

      “Shit?”

      “That reporter pal of yours, Sheppard—”

      “He’s not my pal.”

      Zingano picked a shred of tobacco from his lower lip. “He’s nosing around making trouble. He’s under the mistaken impression that there’s a bunch of dirty cops pulling burglaries. What do you know about that?”

      “Nothing more than what I read.”

      Zingano didn’t appear convinced. “Whatever he thinks is there is not there. Nonetheless, he can create trouble for everyone. He can give us and the entire department a black eye we don’t deserve.”

      “I’m with you on that, Dominic. I don’t want rumors going around anymore than you do.”

      “That’s good to hear, Stryker. Perhaps there is a job you can do for us. Earn some of our trust.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Talk to Sheppard. Get him off our backs.”

      I pursed my lips. “I can’t guarantee he’ll listen. He’s as stubborn as a mule.”

      “Make him listen. You’re The Denver Kid. If you’re successful, we’ll discuss future employment opportunities.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Let’s see first how you do with that fucking reporter.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Lou Sheppard at the Rocky the next day to sound him out on what he’d uncovered so far and try to persuade him to back off on the story.

      “Why are you pushing against this, Joe? You’re not dirty. Don’t you want to expose these guys?”

      “Because this kind of cheap story will smear all of us good cops.”

      And because I need to prove myself to Dominic Zingano so I can get inside the very kind of ring of dirty cops you’re investigating.

      “It’s not a cheap story, Joe. You got dirty cops in your department.”

      “You got proof?”

      “I won’t go into details.”

      “You can’t go into details ’cuz you got nothing but gossip, Lou. You and Hedda Hopper. When’s this alleged exposé coming out?”

      “Soon. I gotta go.”

      Shit!

      I got through to Zingano at the Morals division and told him Sheppard planned to go to press soon with whatever the hell he had. The union boss wasn’t happy at my failure to persuade Sheppard to drop the story. My slim chance at worming my way into Zingano’s operation just got slimmer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      With my efforts to infiltrate Zingano’s burglary ring stalled, my only remaining line of investigation into Benedict’s murder was his mysterious link to the deceased Marcus Raschke. That meant finding his widow. Her bird-lady neighbor had pretty much ruled out local friends, which left motels and local bars the neighbor said she frequented.

      Bars and motels. Now those were places I knew my way around.

      I couldn’t check them out while on duty, however. Neither Perdue nor anyone else in the department could learn I was nosing into the professor’s death. Which left me combing local motels and bars before or after shifts. If Kim Raschke was a boozehound, noon was none too early to start, and after my shifts was none too late.

      It took two days to find her—in a sad dark gin mill on Colorado Boulevard a few blocks from her house. It was early afternoon and the place was nearly deserted. Two older men played pool and an old woman drank at the bar. Mrs. Raschke leaned unsteadily against a jukebox, one hand holding a long-necked bottle of Coors, the other snapping time to Hank Snow’s “I’m Movin’ On.” She looked as much barfly as beauty queen. Her neighbor hadn’t seen strange men sneak into Mrs. Raschke’s home, but a man was with her now. Tall, bearded, with a rough face and heavy black boots, standing opposite her by the jukebox, a Schlitz in his hand. Both were laughing over the sounds of a frantic fiddler.

      Apparently she wasn’t overly grief-stricken that her husband was recently blown to smithereens.

      The tall man saw me approach before she did. He straightened slightly and turned serious, as though he feared I might be her husband. She turned a moment later, tracking his eyes to mine. She didn’t seem to recognize me, but then she looked well on her way to getting snockered.

      “This guy your brother, Mrs. Raschke?” I asked. “He’s not your husband, that’s for certain.”

      She squinted and a vague recognition came into her eyes. “No, he’s—”

      “Good, then we can talk alone.”

      “Who the hell are you, bub?” demanded the man.

      I flashed my badge. “You got any wants out on you—bub?”

      The man put on a tough scowl for the lady, but slunk off to a far corner of the joint. I took his place beside the jukebox and rested one hand on the bubble tube that arched over the front of it. The tube felt warm. Bubbles rose from invisible sources at the base, dancing and gurgling to the top, while revolving fluorescent tubes turned Mrs. Raschke’s blond hair alternating shades of red, blue, and green.

      “They want to jack these up to a dime,” I said, patting the big machine. She didn’t seem to care about the cost of a tune. Probably never needed to watch her nickels and dimes, unlike the rest of us.

      Her eyes came into better focus and her brain engaged, though her mouth was a little slow. “You’re . . . you’re the detective who came to see Marcus a few days before he was killed.” I didn’t say anything. “The investigators are looking for you.”

      “I cleared that up with them so they wouldn’t be chasing ghosts.”

      “What is your name?”

      I gave her the same fib I’d given her dead husband. “Detective Lancaster.”

      I wasn’t sure how much longer that lie would work, but I figured if I couldn’t find the elusive Lancaster who’d called Benedict, neither could Kim Raschke or homicide.

      “What do you want?” she asked in a voice thick with booze and uncertainty. And husky, like Lauren Bacall. She’d troweled on the makeup again, though her clothes were more casual than the first time we’d met: a brown crepe dress and tan open-toed heels. Still pretty classy for this joint, but probably as casual as she owned.

      “I realize this is a difficult time for you, Mrs. Raschke,” I said, overlooking the fact she was hanging out with men in bars. “My condolences about your husband, and your home. But I need to ask you a few questions.”

      Her eyes darted toward the bar entrance. I followed them but saw no one of particular interest. Her eyes refocused on me. “How did you find me?”

      “A birdie told me.”

      Confusion, then, “Ahh, the bird lady next door. Nosy bitch.” Another edgy glance at the entrance. “Go away.”

      I glanced again but still nothing that grabbed my attention. “Are you all right, Mrs. Raschke? You look anxious.”

      “If you can find me, they can find me.”

      “They?”

      “The people who murdered my husband,” she slurred. “I could have been killed, too, if I’d been home.”

      Great, a paranoid drunk.

      “Who are they, Mrs. Raschke?”

      She downed another long drink. The jukebox lights turned half of her face a splotchy blue.

      “If you’re worried people are coming after you, I can help,” I said.

      “Why would you help the wife of a commie?”

      “Like you, I believe your husband’s death was not an accident. I believe he was murdered.”

      Not exactly true. I hadn’t dismissed the idea her husband accidentally blew himself up, though I also hadn’t dismissed his connections to Benedict. And for now, buying into her paranoia might put her trust in me.

      My ploy widened her bloodshot eyes. Long false eyelashes blinked. “You’re the first person to believe me. Certainly the first police officer. I keep telling the investigators he was murdered but they don’t believe me.”

      Her words stumbled out slurred, but her face softened.

      “Got have any idea who might have killed him?” I asked.

      She struggled to keep her focus. She must have consumed more booze than I realized.

      “I have to go to the ladies room,” she said. She weaved over to a table anchored by a brown alligator-skin handbag that could double as a suitcase.

      “You need someone to go with you, Mrs. Raschke?” I offered.

      “No, I’m . . . I’m a big girl.” She plopped down her beer, snatched her purse, and disappeared down a short hallway to a bathroom no one in the place would consider a ladies room.

      I leaned against a post and waited. Waited longer than it should take for even a woman to go to the can.

      “She skip out on you, bub?” came the voice of the dark bearded man I’d banished to a corner of the bar. He stood a few feet away, a beer bottle in his hand. He looked as drunk as Mrs. Raschke.

      I glared at him. “Go find a hole to crawl into, fuckface, or I’ll handcuff you to the foot rail.”

      His mouth started to move but he thought better of it and slunk off.

      Impatient, I went down the hallway and rapped on the bathroom door. “Mrs. Raschke, you okay?”

      No response.

      I knocked louder. “Mrs. Raschke?”

      She emerged from the bathroom and frowned. “I was hoping you’d be gone.”

      “A lot of people tell me that.”

      She returned to the table. Steadier than before she’d gone into the bathroom. She sat down. I joined her.

      She reached for her beer, but I snatched it away. “You said the people who killed your husband are coming after you? Why? What do you know that you haven’t told us?”

      Her eyes darted to the front door. But they no longer were boozy, droopy eyes. They were bright and restless.

      “Who are these people?” I asked.

      Her eyes settled back on me. “Why did you come to see my husband? He was very upset after you left.”

      “I can’t divulge that Mrs. Raschke.”

      “Did it concern the threats against his life?”

      A new record dropped and Hank Williams began singing “Cold, Cold Heart.”

      “No, a separate investigation,” I said.

      “Into what?”

      “An internal police matter.”

      “Why would my husband have information concerning an internal police matter?”

      “I can’t divulge that, ma’am. Which is why this conversation is strictly between us. You must not mention it to anyone else—including homicide.”

      Pool balls clacked behind us. Breaking the rack was my guess.

      “Why should I trust you?” she said.

      I pushed her beer back and she grabbed it as if it were a life preserver. “As you said, I’m the first cop to believe someone murdered your husband. I believe his death is related to my investigation. If it is, then I can find the people you believe are coming after you. Who do you believe killed your husband, Mrs. Raschke?”

      She dug in her purse and pulled out an engraved silver and black enamel cigarette holder. She separated a gold-tipped brown cigarette from its partners, pulled out a silver lighter, and lit up, her hands shaking. Her whole body jittered. She blew out the smoke between us, as if it would shield her from my questions.

      I grabbed her purse.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” she demanded. She reached for the purse but it was beyond her grasp. I peered into a deep well of blackness—and spotted what I’d suspected. Benzedrine. Inhalers, not pills. Three of them. I pulled one out and held it up to her. “This how you get through the day, Mrs. Raschke? Booze and bennies?”

      “Why should you care how I get through the day?” She reached for the inhaler but I held it away. She pouted.

      Bennies were common on the street, but I’d first encountered uppers during the war. The military handed them out like candy to pilots and tank drivers and anyone else who needed to stay awake for long stretches. Those guys bootlegged them to us ground troops. Load up on bennies and you’d feel invincible in the middle of battle. Right up to the point a machine gun or  shell blast proved you wrong.

      I dropped the inhaler back into her purse and pushed the purse back to her.

      “I need your help here, Mrs. Raschke.” I nodded toward her purse. “And you need mine. What can you tell me?”

      Another long drag on her cigarette. Finally, she got around to business. “The briefcase they found, that was my husband’s. He always took it to class, when he was still allowed to teach. But I never saw any dynamite or any of that bomb-making stuff in the house. Or the gun.”

      “I already know that.”

      “Marcus didn’t make that bomb. My husband didn’t have the mechanical aptitude to wire a table lamp, let alone a bomb.”

      “Someone could have brought it for him to carry,” I said. “A fellow agent. Dynamite can be damn temperamental, especially old dynamite.”

      “Let me make this clear, detective,” she snarled. “My husband was no choirboy. He did a lot of things I didn’t include in his eulogy. But he was not a Communist agent and he never would harm school children. Or anyone.”

      “Not true. Violence wasn’t new to your husband, was it, Mrs. Raschke?”

      Her eyes darted away like frightened birds.

      “He beat you, didn’t he?” I pressed.

      Her head snapped back. “Where did you hear that?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      She gave up a tired laugh. “The bird lady again, wasn’t it? That old bitty’s nose is flat from pressing it against her windows all day. She’s like all the neighbors—jealous of me.”

      “Jealous?”

      “I was a runner-up in the 1935 Miss America Pageant, did you know that? Pennsylvania won, but if she’d gotten ill or couldn’t have continued, I would have assumed her position. I would have been Miss America.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I said.

      “All right, my husband hit me a few times.” She took a drink. “I deserved it.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes grew alive with hate. “For any damn reason he could find . . . Or for no reason at all. Supper wasn’t ready on time or it was ready early. Because I didn’t want to go to one of his political meetings. I didn’t make love often enough, or didn’t make it the right way. Because he was jealous. What does that have to do with your investigation? Do you suspect I put the bomb in his briefcase?”

      I leaned across the table. “No, I don’t, Mrs. Raschke. I want to find who did. But I need your help.”

      Her eyes softened. I pulled Benedict’s picture out of my shirt pocket. “Recognize this man?”

      She squinted in the dim light. “Yes. He came to the house one evening to see Marcus.”

      For a moment, I couldn’t catch my breath. “When was this?”

      “The evening of that big storm in early March. It was late, snowing heavily. You remember it?”

      A few weeks before Benedict was killed. “Yes. Go on.”

      “Of course, we never just opened the door to anyone. Especially at that hour. Not with all those crazies out there. Marcus was in his study and I told him a man was at the door. He peered out the window and went as white as the snow. He opened the door and just stood there, stunned—as if the man were the last person on earth he expected to see. I’d never seen him so shaken.”

      I struggled to control my outward composure. “What did the man want?”

      “I don’t know. All he said to Marcus was that ‘We need to talk.’ The man was extremely agitated. He said nothing to me, barely even looked at me. They went into the study and closed the door and that’s the last I saw him. I asked Marcus the next day, but he wouldn’t say anything. He was upset, though.”

      I pointed to the picture again. “You’re certain it was this man?”

      “Yes.”

      That confirmed it. Benedict and Marcus Raschke knew each other. From where? Why was Raschke stunned and Benedict agitated?

      “Did you catch the man’s name?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you overhear their conversation, yelling, anything like that?”

      “No. I went up to bed soon after that to read and fell asleep.”

      Boozed, probably.

      She glanced at the picture of Benedict again. “Where did you get that picture. Is—is he a suspect? Or is he one of Marcus’s alleged Communist cohorts?”

      “We’re trying to determine that. Ever see this man before that night?”

      “No—well, that’s the strange part. Not at the house, I’m sure of that. He looked vaguely familiar but I couldn’t place when or where. It might have been a few weeks before or a few years for all I know.”

      Difficult to recall if the days are one long blur of booze and bennies.

      I took a deep breath. “Did your husband ever mention the name Hector Diaz?”

      Not that she could recall. “Is he the man in the picture? He doesn’t look like a Diaz.”

      “No, it’s not him. You haven’t heard the name Diaz, say in the news?”

      “Marcus and I quit reading the papers and listening to the news when all that crap about him began to appear. It was too upsetting.”

      That would explain why she didn’t recognize Benedict’s picture, despite his mug being splashed in the local papers after his murder. Fortunate for me.

      “Where was your husband the night of April twelfth? The day after General MacArthur was fired.”

      “I don’t know. Marcus rarely went anywhere after McCarthy began spreading his lies. He’d write into the wee hours and sleep until ten. Often at his desk.”

      Yet I couldn’t discount the woman boozing herself to sleep, or coming back late from a bar well oiled, having no idea whether her husband was home or not.

      “Thank you for your help, Mrs. Raschke. Please, remember to keep this conversation between us.”

      Eddy Arnold came on singing “Cattle Call.” I started to leave but Kim Raschke placed her hand on my arm. “My husband was not some commie bomber. You must believe that. Someone murdered him.”

      “Who, Mrs. Raschke? You aren’t telling me who.”

      “He received dozens of death threats, but I’d start with Crawford Kane and his goons.”

      “State Senator Kane? Do you have any proof?”

      The same Kane quoted years ago in Benedict’s clippings about the murdered Jap girl.

      “Don’t you find it odd that Kane publicly claimed my husband planned to blow up school kids and then Marcus conveniently dies from a bomb?” she said.

      “Why kill him? Kane got him kicked out of teaching and he was in seclusion.”

      She shook her head. “He was investigating and writing about the McCarthy movement. How corrupt they are. How they blackmail people into lying. Marcus had many supporters, sources all over the country. Feeding him information. He was a threat to McCarthy and Kane. He was working on exposing them for what they really are—lying demagogues who framed innocent people. That was why they killed him.”
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        * * *

      

      Late the next morning, Ellen Greene called. Fortunately, Paula was out running errands while I took care of Olivia, who was sitting at the kitchen table with Silly Putty.

      “That detective who’s been investigating Benedict’s case just left my house,” she said, clearly upset.

      “Bock?”

      “Yes. Creepy man. He left his hat on again the entire time. As if he needed to leave any minute. But he didn’t. He was here for a while.”

      “Detective Kaufman with him?”

      “No, he came alone.”

      That wasn’t a good sign. Kaufman seemed to buy my story of what happened that night at the pawnshop, but not Bock. “What did he want?”

      “At first, I assumed he stopped by to tell me they’d closed Benedict’s case. Concluded that the dead Mexican killed him. Or they’d exhausted all their leads and were putting the case on the shelf. Instead, he started asking me some odd questions.”

      My pulse quickened. “What odd questions?”

      “Well, he wanted to know if we’d been having financial problems before Benedict was killed. Debt problems or big bills. Did Benedict come into any money recently? Did he make any unusual or expensive purchases recently, like a new car? Was there anything unusual in his behavior? Some of the same questions you asked me, Joe.”

      I half-watched Olivia stick her fingers into on a blob of yellow Silly Putty. “What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing. I said our personal finances weren’t any of his business.”

      “Nothing about the mysterious bank loan? Or the call from that Detective Lancaster that upset him?”

      “No,” she said. “I didn’t like the tone of his questions. He acted as if Benedict was the bad guy and not the victim. I demanded to know what any of it had to do with my husband being murdered, but he wouldn’t say. Why would he ask those questions, Joe?”

      He’s trying to find out what Benedict was doing with the money he was getting from burglaries, I thought. Aloud, I asked, “Did he say whether they’d found new evidence in the case?”

      “No. He wouldn’t tell me anything. He just asked questions. Questions about you, too.”

      I pulled my eyes away from Olivia and stared out the kitchen window. “What questions?”

      “He wanted to know how long you two knew each other. Whether you spent off-duty time together. Did Benedict return home later than expected on nights when you two were on duty together? Comments Benedict may have made about you to me. What I knew about you. That sort of thing.”

      “What did you say?”

      “Very little. I made it clear I didn’t like his questions.”

      Which only made the detective more suspicious than ever, I thought.

      I walked over to Olivia and picked a chunk of Silly Putty off the floor. “I’ll talk to him, Ellen. See what’s going on.”

      I hung up. I had no intention of talking to Detective Bock. But I needed to get to the bottom of Benedict’s death, and soon.
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        * * *

      

      Lou Sheppard’s “exposé” of dirty cops appeared over the weekend. Front page. Burglars in Blue screamed the headline. A catchy little phrase Lou must have stayed up nights dreaming up. Yet the story itself was long on rumors and short on facts.

      According to Lou, at least a dozen cops—possibly more—were burglarizing stores, carting off merchandise while investigating genuine break-ins, and conniving with business owners falsely claiming theft for insurance claims. He named no names and his sources were unidentified. The mayor and the police chief quickly denounced the piece as “irresponsible yellow journalism of the worst kind.”

      To my relief, there was no mention of Benedict’s name or the pawnshop burglary.

      The damage was done, nonetheless. There would be more stories, from other reporters as well as Lou, maybe inciting enough public pressure to force an internal investigation. Any serious investigation, internal or external, would almost certainly re-examine the pawnshop. Detective Bock wouldn’t let that escape scrutiny.

      If that happened, I would be investigated, too.

      I needed to deflect any investigations away from Benedict—and myself. I needed a sacrificial goat. Something to appease the brass and the public and Lou Sheppard. And Bock, if I was lucky.

      Zingano.

      The department would close ranks and do everything it could to prevent any investigation into crooked cops. But if they were pressured to conduct at least a cursory internal investigation, Zingano and his crew would make the perfect scapegoats. Bringing down the boss of our growing, pesky union would be a worthy trade-off for the departmental black eye, particularly if they could limit the fallout to a few rogue cops.

      Now more than ever I needed to worm myself into the Big Z’s confidence. But that was proving more difficult than I thought it would. Sheppard’s front-page story further hindered my efforts. Zingano and his crew would likely lie low for a while, more wary than ever of bringing in someone like me.

      I needed to bait them with something they couldn’t resist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      Lou Sheppard’s front-page story was the first thing out of Moroni Perdue’s mouth when we hit the street Monday afternoon. Hell, it was the first thing out of every cop’s mouth that day.

      Did I know my reporter pal was coming out with the story, what rumors had I heard about burglars in blue, was there any truth to them? Perdue peppered me with questions as he burned through one cig after another.

      I denied advanced knowledge of the story. As for rumors of dirty cops, sure I’d heard them. What cop hadn’t? But I didn’t believe them, I insisted. Perdue seemed relieved by that.

      An hour into our shift, we took a short five at The Shoebox Cafe. I drank coffee, nibbled at a cinnamon roll, and browsed The Denver Post. Perdue sat across the table sucking noisily on a straw buried in a cherry phosphate, rattling on about a grandmother in Poughkeepsie, New York, who’d written him claiming aliens from a saucer-shaped spaceship with red and green lights had abducted her and had their way with her.

      I shoved the newspaper aside on the yellow linoleum table, knocking over the saltshaker. That stopped Perdue. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I straightened the saltshaker and threw a spilled pinch over my left shoulder. All this nonsense with commie spies and bomb reports, I said.

      A front-page article reported on citizen calls flooding police departments around the metro area in the wake of Raschke’s death. Neighbors reported suspicious neighbors, employers demanded that police spy on suspicious employees, and housewives begged departments to post officers at their children’s school.

      Reports of bomb threats swamped departments. Insane reports. Like the owner of a grocery market on 22nd Street claiming he’d received an anonymous call warning that a bomb was planted in his ice cream freezer. He’d fled the store. Police didn’t find a bomb, though it struck me that ice cream freezers were the perfect place to hide bombs. What better way to bring America to her knees than blowing up her supply of Eskimo Pies.

      Perdue spun the newspaper around to get a look at the story. “I heard that homicide found a hundred pounds of explosives stashed in that professor’s house. Not twenty like first reported. The creep coulda blown up an entire school.”

      I took a bite out of my cinnamon roll. I’d heard a lot of similar foolish talk since Raschke died, most of it from cops who oughta know better. Sure, commie lovers lived in the country. Uncle Joe worshipers. Spies. Maybe Marcus Raschke was one of them. Maybe not. But commie spies under every bed? Blowing up ice cream freezers? The country was going mad.

      Perdue scanned the half-filled cafe and leaned toward me. “I did hear one odd thing about the Raschke case.”

      My eyes snapped to attention. “What?”

      “I was shooting the breeze the other day with a dick working the case.”

      “Who?” I asked, surprised—and curious—that Perdue had connections to homicide.

      “Can’t tell you who. But he said they didn’t find any fingerprints on the dynamite or the gun hidden in Raschke’s basement.”

      “That is odd.”

      “That’s what I thought. You’d figure a guy wouldn’t bother to wear gloves or wipe fingerprints off dynamite he’s planning to explode.”

      “Is homicide reconsidering their accident scenario?” I asked.

      “My source said they aren’t. But they sure want to talk to this detective who showed up at the Raschke home days before the guy died. They’re baffled who it was.”

      My pulse raced. Had Mrs. Raschke gone to the cops after I’d cornered her in the no-name bar? As drunk as she was that day, it was a wonder she remembered anything. Yet if she’d given homicide anything that could have led to me, Bock would have hauled me in by now.

      I glanced at my watch. “Time to roll.”

      I left my half-finished coffee and cinnamon roll on the table and fifteen cents for the waitress.

      “Mind?” asked Perdue, pointing to the roll.

      I shook my head.

      He wolfed down the remains on the way to the car, while I mused who Perdue’s source was in homicide. Detective Bock? The man was on me like stink on a skunk. How long did I have before he caught up with me?
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        * * *

      

      Perdue and I were nearing the end of our shift when we received a call from dispatch to investigate an anonymous report of a break-in at a furniture store at 20th and Blake. I knew the place: Bigley’s Furniture Emporium, a used furniture store on its last legs. Hard to imagine any self-respecting burglar breaking in. For what? Ten bucks in the register and a broken-down couch?

      To our surprise, we arrived to find two prowl cars parked in front of the store. No lights. I couldn’t tell if anyone was in the vehicles.

      Why the hell were they here? Dispatch had said nothing about backup.

      “Kill the lights,” I instructed Perdue. We’d come in silent with no red light flashing.

      Perdue doused the headlights and eased in behind the prowl cars. I scanned the storefront. The front door appeared closed and intact, and no broken window glass. Through the litter of sale banners pasted on the display windows lay a dark interior.

      I exited cautiously, my hand near my weapon, eyes shifting between the prowl cars and the furniture store. Perdue followed. “What are you thinking, Joe?”

      What I was thinking was we’d stumbled on to some of Sheppard’s alleged burglars in blue, but I didn’t say that.

      Doors on both prowl cars opened and three cops emerged. I didn’t recognize the lone driver in the front vehicle, but I recognized the two men closest to us.

      “What are you guys doing here, Decker?” I said, eyeing the big, overweight man. “I think we can handle a simple burglary call in our own precinct.”

      I didn’t much like Freddy Decker. He was the kind of cop who gave cops a bad name. A big, violent asshole who preferred street justice over jailing criminals. Quick and to the point. Save the judicial system the headaches. I wished him street justice of his own.

      The other officer with him was his partner. Marek, I think his name was. I’d seen him around but never worked with him. Not the brightest cop from what I’d heard. He came to the rear of their car and stared at me. The lone officer stayed back, watching the quiet street, as if on guard duty.

      I approached Decker’s prowl car but he blocked my path. I peered around his shoulder, searching for a used couch stashed in the back seat.

      “Lookin’ for something?” he said.

      I turned my focus on him. “Why are you here?”

      “Wanted to talk about you being a traitor cop,” he said, eyes hard.

      I jerked my head back. “What the hell you talking about?”

      “That story your reporter buddy wrote. The one that’s bringing all kinds of shit down on us.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      Marek stepped forward. “Everybody knows you’re pals with him, Stryker. He made you The Denver Kid.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you guys believe. I had nothing to do with the story.”

      A setup. They’d called in a false burglary report and waited for me to arrive.

      “We don’t like cops who rat on cops,” snarled Marek. He puffed himself up to his maximum height, which still left him below me.

      Perdue appeared at my side. “Hey, you guys don’t really believe cops are burglarizing businesses, do you? Let alone Joe ratting on them?”

      Decker pressed closer. “I believe your partner’s lookin’ to make a name for himself again. Even if that means spreadin’ lies. He kinda disappeared after that Rawlins case. I’m guessing he misses the limelight.”

      To my surprise, Perdue stepped between us. “Back off,” he snapped, angrier than I’d ever seen him. “That news story was all bullshit. Jesus, Decker, you believe every fucking thing you read in the papers?”

      I laughed inwardly. Echoes of what I’d preached to Perdue when he was a rookie.

      “You protectin’ a snitch, Perdue?” returned the big man.

      Perdue was careful not to touch Decker. Two years ago, when he was in far better shape, he might have taken on Decker. Now he would find himself flat on the sidewalk.

      “Joe says he didn’t talk to that reporter. That’s good enough for me.”

      Decker stared past Perdue at me. “You better watch your back, Stryker.”

      “Is that a fucking threat?” I stepped toward him but Perdue kept his body between us.

      “Leave, guys,” Perdue said.

      Decker threw one more warning glare at me and returned to his vehicle with Marek. The other cop got into his and both cars squealed away.

      “Jesus!” said Perdue, his body visibly sagging in a relief of tension.

      “Why the hell did you step between us?” I asked. “You don’t need to protect me, Moroni.”

      An odd look filled his eyes. “Yeah, I do, Joe. Partners look out for each other. I need to look out for you more than you realize.”
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      The next morning, after I returned from a brief errand, Paula said Ellen Greene had called. No idea what she wanted, other than to call her back right away.

      I called. Ellen asked me to come over immediately. Her voice shook with anger. She’d discovered Benedict’s military records. Hidden just like the newspaper clippings and the blackmail note. “He lied to me, Joe.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to go. I’d been awake half the night dwelling on the ambush by Freddy Decker and the other cops, and Perdue coming to my defense. But Ellen sounded so distraught, I agreed to be there in twenty minutes.

      “What does she want?” asked Paula.

      “More of Benedict’s personal papers. I won’t be gone long.”

      “Is it that urgent you go over now?” Paula said, hurt in her voice. “We need you here, too.”

      “Look, honey, if it had been me instead of Benedict, he would have come over for you. I’m just trying to help Ellen and Timmy get through this.”
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at Ellen’s home, she led me into the kitchen to the same table where I’d pored over the newspaper clippings. Timmy was at school. She pointed to a large, grease-stained manila envelope. “I found this in the garage, hidden behind a box of tools.”

      Her face carried the painful, angry expression I often saw on the faces of women when I arrested their man for the first time, when they realized they were living with an impostor whose past and present were not what they thought it was.

      “I’ll get us coffee,” she said. She turned away, as though she could not bear to relive what I was about to find.

      I pulled the records out of the envelope. At first glance, they appeared to be the typical military paperwork veterans often keep: an honorable discharge from active duty, pay vouchers, promotion orders, assignment orders, even the paperwork for a minor infraction punishment. A small black-and-white photograph slipped in among the papers caught my attention. Two men in civvies standing in front of what appeared to be military barracks. Neither was smiling. The print was crap quality, and the face of one of the men, bearded, was obscured in the shadows of a sun helmet. But there was no mistaking the face of the other man, hatless.

      Marcus Raschke.

      I flipped over the photograph. The back was blank.

      Ellen set a cup of coffee next to me, but remained standing, silent. I set the photograph aside, took a sip of coffee, and more closely examined the military records.

      The discharge papers looked straightforward. The punishment paperwork was for disobeying an officer’s order to get a haircut. But the assignment sheets were another matter. They were what shook Ellen to her core.

      Benedict Greene never fought with the 106th Infantry Division in the bloody Battle of the Bulge or gone overseas at all, contrary to what he told us.

      I sat back and lit a cigarette to settle my stunned nerves. Ellen lit a cigarette with trembling hands. I’d never seen her smoke.

      Benedict had completed basic training at Ft. Polk, Louisiana, which is what he once told me. From Ft. Polk, the army assigned him to a military police unit attached to the 106th stationed in Ft. Jackson, South Carolina. By October 1944, he and the 106th were staged in Myles Standish, Massachusetts, and by November the division headed for the European theater. Benedict did not go with them. Instead, he was reassigned as an MP to the Japanese-American relocation camp near Granada, Colorado.

      Camp Amache.

      He arrived there by early November and remained until the camp closed in October 1945. He was there when Marcus Raschke worked as a camp administrator—and when the young Jap woman was murdered.

      “Did you know any of this, Joe?” Ellen said in cold, accusatory anger, her eyes on the edge of tears. “About the camp?”

      “No,” I said, still reeling from the shock. “Honest, Ellen, I didn’t. Benedict said he was with the 106th and fought in the Battle of the Bulge.”

      “Why lie? Why not tell me he was at the camp?”

      I had no words of comfort to ease her pain, her confusion. I looked into her wet brown eyes and hunted for words. “Maybe he wanted to forget that part of his life,” I speculated, recalling Raschke’s comment that Camp Amache was a time he wanted to forget. “It was the war. Men wanted to be off fighting the Japs or the Krauts. Who wants to admit they’d spent the war guarding women and children and old men.”

      “What about this?” she said. She pointed to Raschke’s face on the photograph. “He’s that dead communist, isn’t he, the one everyone says was planning to bomb all those kids?”

      “I don’t think he was going to bomb kids, Ellen.”

      “My point is, why would Benedict have his picture? It’s the same man whose name was underlined in the clippings Benedict kept hidden.”

      I crushed my half-smoked cigarette in a glass souvenir ashtray from Florida. “Raschke was deputy administrator at the camp. The place wouldn’t have needed many civilians and military to run it. I imagine most of them knew each other pretty well.”

      I didn’t add that her husband visited the professor shortly before being murdered at the pawnshop. Not long before Raschke himself died. I pointed to the bearded man. “Do you recognize him?”

      “No,” she said, her voice almost nonexistent.

      “Let me keep this for now,” I said. “Maybe I can find out who he is.”

      I slipped the photo in my shirt pocket and sipped coffee.

      “Benedict was there when that Japanese girl died, wasn’t he?” she said.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Why did he keep the clippings? Was he involved in the investigation? Did he know the dead girl?”

      Her voice carried anger at her dead husband, a sense of betrayal, much as he’d betrayed me. And I’d betrayed Paula.

      “He was an MP,” I said. “That doesn’t mean he was directly involved in the investigation, or even knew the girl. Thousands of Japs lived in the camp. He probably kept the clippings out of curiosity.”

      I didn’t believe this, but I was trying to comfort Ellen and head off any thoughts that might lead her to the ugly truths I’d already uncovered.

      “Then how does the blackmail note fit into this?” she asked.

      “We have no evidence it’s a blackmail note, Ellen,” I said.

      “It sure as hell wasn’t a party invitation,” she snapped. Color rose in her cheeks and she averted her eyes. “I’m sorry, I . . . ”

      “It’s okay, I understand.”

      The revelation shattered my previous theories about the newspaper clippings, Benedict’s possession of Raschke’s phone number, and Raschke insisting he’d never met Benedict. I’d speculated that Raschke was involved with the girl’s murder and Benedict was helping him stop the blackmailer.

      Or worse, Benedict was the blackmailer.

      The military records raised another possibility, one far more chilling.

      I know about November 23 1944 and the Jap woman.

      Benedict was the blackmail victim. What if he—not Raschke—was involved with the Jap woman’s death? Wrapping my head around that scenario was difficult. Despite the events at the pawnshop, I still wanted to believe in Benedict’s basic goodness. Being involved in a murder was beyond my comprehension. Yet his serving at the camp was another troubling revelation about someone I thought I knew. Being a blackmail target would explain the secret $3,500 bank loan. It would explain Benedict possibly committing burglaries to make money. What it wouldn’t explain was why someone, presumably the blackmailer, would kill the man paying him. It wouldn’t explain why the blackmail occurred seven years after the girl’s death, or whether Raschke’s death was connected to the camp.

      “What’s going on, Joe?” prodded Ellen. The color had drained from her cheeks.

      “Don’t make too much of this, Ellen. People don’t always lie for sinister reasons. Sometimes it’s for the most innocent of reasons.”

      At a stoplight on my way home, I pulled out the photograph of Raschke and the mystery man and pondered whether the bearded man held answers. Was he why Benedict kept the picture, and not Raschke? The challenge was how the hell I was going to find out.
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      I decided to start with State Senator Crawford Kane. Mrs. Raschke claimed he, or his goons, likely killed her husband to stop his investigation of the McCarthy movement. Maybe he’d uncovered something shockingly incriminating. Something that got him killed. Yet Kane’s history with the professor went all the way back to the Japanese relocation camp. An increasingly suspicious history involving a murdered Jap skirt and my dead partner and maybe a bearded mystery man.

      When Crawford Kane wasn’t playing state legislator, he ran a greeting card company in Colorado Springs. According to his legislative office, he was in the Springs for the day. I headed south on the hour-long drive.

      Kane’s company occupied a large warehouse-like building on Mesa Road along the western edge of Colorado Springs, backing up against the slashing red sandstone hogbacks and knife-like spires of Garden of the Gods park. In the distance rose snow-crowned Pike’s Peak. Paula and I had visited the city park years ago, eating a picnic lunch and climbing around the eerie rock formations. My memory recalls it as a wonderful Sunday, before Derek Flemming was killed and my life changed forever.

      An American flag the size of a barn wall snapped over two-dozen cars parked in front of the building. A huge spread-winged American eagle burnt into a wooden sign, an American flag clutched in his talons, greeted me as I approached the building. Dark red letters spelled Eagle Greetings.

      Kane wasn’t in the office, but the receptionist pointed me to his home located seventy-five yards south of the building. Talk about never getting away from work.

      I hoofed over to the house, one of those new styles with the low asymmetrical roofline and a large picture window. A small woman with quiet eyes who identified herself as Mrs. Kane answered the door. I said I was a detective and needed to see her husband. She escorted me through the sprawling house onto a flagstone patio guarded by a full-grown husky sleeping under the shade of a table. The dog cracked an eyelid but never moved as we walked across the patio and out onto the yard.

      Mrs. Kane stopped beside a three-foot diameter concrete pipe protruding six inches above the mowed grass. A metal hatch was pulled back, like the turret hatch atop a Sherman tank, revealing a steel ladder descending into a deep hole. Mrs. Kane yelled down the hole. “Crawford, a detective to see you.”

      She strode off, not the least bit curious why a detective wanted to talk to her husband.

      Moments later the round-faced, boyish mug I’d seen in the newspaper popped out the hole. What the newspaper photos didn’t convey were the curly coppery hair and vivid blue eyes set against pale, almost translucent skin. Kane blinked in the sunlight as I leaned over to shake his hand. I needed a few minutes of his time concerning a murder investigation, I said. I used the same name I’d given Kim Raschke: Detective Lancaster from the Denver Police Department, and hoped like hell he’d never follow up.

      The blue eyes darkened. “Better come on down, then, detective.”

      I climbed down the ladder into a large square room of beige-painted concrete walls and green carpeting. Metal storage shelves lined two walls, loaded with canned goods, army rations, a Virginia ham, and several fifths of Gilbey’s Scotch. A storage room at first glance, until I spotted two bunk beds, a chemical toilet, a patterned easy chair, folding chairs, and a desk stacked with volumes of Reader’s Digest Condensed Books and copies of the anti-communist newspaper Counterattack.

      “What is this place, a bomb shelter?” I asked.

      “That’s right! Designed it myself. The first one in the state, and I’d wager one of the best equipped in the nation.”

      Kane, dressed in a dark gray suit and standing a few inches shy of me, led a tour of the twenty-by-twenty-foot cement box, pointing with pride to a three-way portable radio, Sterno stove, Geiger counter, eight-inch thick walls, circulating water tank, protective clothing, face respirators, radiation charts, a toolbox, and two shotguns. All sealed off from the world by the thick steel cover he could close and lock.

      “A Russkie tank division couldn’t blow its way in here,” he asserted.

      I looked around the room again. “How long could you live down here?”

      “Two weeks for a family of four. Three if we stretch it. Our military will have them commies licked by then.”

      A lot of good that would do me. Paula and I didn’t even have a basement.

      Kane took down a fifth of Scotch, already opened, and offered a shot. I declined. On duty. He poured himself a healthy shot over ice in a cut-glass tumbler.

      “You really believe you’ll need this someday?” I asked.

      He smiled as though I were a child. “Oh, hell, yes, detective. Hell, yes. It’s a question of when, not if the commies hit us. They’re already crawling all over us. Look at that Raschke agent.” He tapped himself on his chest. “Only I’m going to be prepared. I’m going to stand on Stalin’s grave, not the other way around. You married, son?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Children?”

      “A daughter.”

      “Good, good. We need our wives to raise wholesome citizens to become our Cold War warriors of the future. No deviants. That’s our best defense against the commies.”

      Shut me inside a hole like this for two weeks and I’d gladly open the hatch and embrace the nuclear radiation, I thought. “Don’t know if I could live down here for two weeks,” I confessed.

      “It’s not so bad,” he said. “The kids find it a great place to play after school. My wife stores her canned fruit down here. I think of it as the family room of tomorrow. Every red-blooded American family should have one on their property. I even use it as a part-time office, to get away from the noise and phones at the plant. So what’s this about a murder investigation, detective?”

      I dug out Benedict’s photograph and held it toward Kane. “Do you recognize this man?”

      He studied it for a moment, then said, “No, I don’t believe I do. Though a man in my position meets many people. He looks somewhat familiar, however. Who is he?”

      “Benedict Greene. He was the police officer murdered recently in the pawnshop.”

      Kane pointed his right forefinger toward the picture, the rest of his fingers wrapped around his glass of Scotch. A huge class ring winked at me. “Yes, that’s why he looks familiar. I attended his funeral, of course. I have a strong record of supporting law enforcement, as I’m sure you are aware.” Kane shook his head solemnly. “A vile crime, vile.” He paused and stared at me, puzzled. “I’m not clear why you’re here, however. Isn’t his killer dead?”

      “It appears that way,” I said evenly. “But now we’re investigating a possible link between the death of Officer Greene and the death of Marcus Raschke.”

      Kane recoiled. “Officer Greene, a communist? My god, if those damn Bolsheviks have infiltrated the Denver Police Department—”

      “No, no,” I rushed in to reassure him, envisioning cop-scandal headlines splattered across tomorrow’s front page along with my name. My fake name, anyway. “We don’t believe Officer Greene was connected in any way to the Communist party. But there is evidence he and Raschke knew each other, and the fact both men died violently—”

      “But that commie’s death was by his own carelessness,” asserted Kane. “Well-deserved, I would add.”

      “Regardless, we want to determine whether their deaths might be linked. Are you aware whether Officer Greene ever spoke to anyone in your office?”

      Kane shook his head. “About what?”

      “Perhaps to provide information on Raschke. One line of investigation is that Officer Greene may have been conducting a side investigation into the professor.”

      He snorted. “Many people were investigating the professor. I’ll question my aides, but I’m certain we didn’t obtain any information about Raschke’s commie links from the police. They’re kind of slow in that area, if you’ll excuse me for saying.”

      “Officer Greene’s investigation may not have been into Raschke’s communist ties.”

      His brow puzzled. “What then?”

      “It may have been connected to the professor’s administrative duties at Camp Amache.”

      Kane blinked hard and quickly turned away to refill his tumbler with a stiff belt of Scotch. “The Jap camp?” he said, his back to me.

      “Yes.”

      “Connected how?”

      “Raschke was involved in the investigation of the murder of a young Jap girl at the camp during the war. You were critical of the presence of the camp at the time.”

      Kane took a drink and faced me. “Yes. I remember her case. It was a disastrous mistake, bringing those Japs into the state. They were fifth columnists.”

      A tough job being a fifth columnist when you’re imprisoned in a desolate corner of the state, I thought. “Did you have any direct dealings with Marcus Raschke at the time of the investigation? In your capacity as a legislator?”

      “No. The U.S. military and local authorities ran the investigation. But I kept my eye on it.”

      “Any evidence not made public that suggests Raschke himself might have been involved with the girl’s death?”

      Kane took a belt but his eyes never left my face. “I didn’t like the man, but I have no reason to believe he was involved in her death. The evidence overwhelmingly pointed to those slant-eyed radicals.”

      “But none of them were prosecuted for her death, correct?”

      “That’s right. Why do you think I might have such evidence if it did exist?”

      “That’s the possible link I’m checking out. Perhaps Officer Greene uncovered evidence on Raschke from back then and brought it to your office, thinking you might be able to use it against him.”

      “I’ll check, but I don’t recall anything incriminating about Raschke and that murder investigation. It was the commie stuff that alarmed me.”

      I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I sensed the senator being less than honest. Like politicians are.

      “Were you aware the professor was investigating the McCarthy movement?” I asked.

      “No,” he scoffed. “It was the other way around, detective. Raschke was the traitor, not Senator McCarthy.”

      “Where did you get the information for your assertion that Raschke was part of a commie cell planning to blow up schools, among other targets in the state?”

      “I can’t reveal that, detective. Powerful satanic forces and communist sympathizers remain in this state and this nation who would place loyal Americans in jeopardy of their lives if those Americans were exposed as our sources.”

      “Did you pass your information on Raschke on to Senator McCarthy?”

      Kane tipped his head up, as if taking an oath. “It is the duty of all righteous Americans to root out evil.”

      Yeah, like a rat roots out garbage.

      As I drove back to Denver, I considered the idea of going to Camp Amache. The camp was abandoned after the war, but I’d read that some internees stayed in the area rather than return to the West Coast after learning their homes and businesses were gone. Maybe some of them remembered details about the girl’s murder. Someone to give me insight into why Benedict had hidden yellowed clippings about her death and why he’d made a late-night visit to the camp’s former deputy administrator. Something to explain why State Senator Kane grew evasive when I brought up Raschke and the murdered girl.

      What I feared was what I might find there.
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      My Studebaker rumbled along a two-lane highway in southeastern Colorado, past a scraggly landscape of prairie, patches of cottonwoods, and swirls of dust. Despite the dust, I kept my window down, the early afternoon air searing and dry for mid-May.

      “How much farther?” I asked the Japanese man sitting next to me.

      “Not far,” replied Henry Yamazaki around a chrome-bonded briar pipe, whose woody fragrance mixed with the sweet smell of sagebrush. His voice carried an unsettling calmness as he stared out the passenger window. I’d expected him to grow agitated or sad or angry as we drew near our destination.

      We were, after all, driving to where he once had been imprisoned.

      Yet I was the one growing agitated. Afraid that in my quest to solve Benedict’s murder I would unearth yet more betrayals and lies from the partner I once trusted.

      It didn’t help that I’d once again hauled out my assisting-homicide lie to Paula. Camp Amache was a full-day’s drive down and back from Denver, and Saturday was the only day I could go. She was not happy at my being away on a day off.

      Her anger boiled up again, forcing me to take a big risk.

      “Look, honey, if you want to complain to the brass, I understand,” I said. “Call Detective Bock on Monday. Luther Bock. He’s the one who requested my help. Remember him at Benedict’s funeral? Came up to me as we were leaving. The overweight slob who looks like he sleeps in his suit.”

      Paula didn’t indicate whether she’d call my bluff. If she did, I’d be in deep shit—with her and Bock. I just hoped my bluff was compelling enough to convince her not to bother, and to reinforce that my investigative work was the department’s doing, not my own demons.

      “We are almost there,” said Yamazaki as we passed through the spit of a town called Granada.

      I’d gotten Yamazaki’s name from the sheriff of Prowers County, Chad Crowell, whose shabby office was located in Lamar, ten miles west of the camp. Turned out Crowell was a deputy sheriff during the war and was familiar with the murder of the Japanese girl. Because her murder had occurred inside the military-controlled compound, the sheriff’s involvement was limited to investigative assistance conducted outside the camp. From what Crowell ascertained at the time, he figured it like the U.S. military—one of the hot-headed Jap boys in the camp. Maybe several of them. Yet there’d never been any arrests, he said, confirming what Raschke and Kane told me.

      “Coddled them Japs, is what they did,” he snorted.

      He was puzzled why a Detective Lancaster came all the way from Denver to dig around in the seven-year-old murder of a Nip skirt. Tied to a current Denver murder investigation on which I could not comment, I explained. Was anyone living in the area who might be more familiar with the case?

      “Quite a few of them Japs from the camp still live around here,” he said, his large worn boots propped on his desk next to a paperback copy of Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles. “Don’t ask me why. You’d think they woulda hightailed it back to California or Oregon or better yet Japan or wherever the hell they came from to be with their own kind. But some of ’em was real shrewd, I’ll give ’em that. Went to work for the local farmers and business people after the war, and damned if some of ’em don’t own those farms and businesses.”

      Crowell directed me to Henry Yamazaki, one of the Japs who’d stayed. I found the man dressed in a white apron behind the counter of his small grocery store. Sheriff Crowell had said Yamazaki was in his fifties but he looked a decade older. Like Crowell, Yamasaki was puzzled why I was nosing into the girl’s death, and I gave him the same line I’d given Crowell. He thought for several moments, as if wrestling with whether he wanted to resurrect ghosts from his past. He agreed to talk, finally, but only on the condition we visited what remained of the camp.

      I protested that I didn’t need to see the camp. I just needed him to answer a few questions.

      “You will understand better what happened if you see,” he insisted. “Maybe our visit will help you determine who killed the young lady.”

      A knot of Herefords lazily watched us pass. Despite the heat, Yamazaki wore a high-collared charcoal-colored tunic, along with a small-peaked hat with a tiny bill. His shoulders slumped—from age or memories of the place, I couldn’t tell.

      “Where did you live before you came to the camp, Mr. Yamazaki?”

      Weathered hands took the pipe from his mouth but he kept staring off into the barren landscape. “I did not come to the camp,” he admonished. “I was forced here.”

      I said nothing. What could I say?

      He went on. “My wife and I lived near Modesto. We owned forty-five acres of farmland. Good land. Strawberries. Sweet strawberries.” He paused as if he could still taste them. “It was land my parents bought before California made it illegal for Japanese aliens to own land in the state.”

      “Why didn’t you return to your farm after the war?”

      “There was nothing to return to. I lost it while we were imprisoned.”

      He said this without rancor, as if speaking of someone else. I didn’t understand. I could not have embraced his stoicism if I’d been unfairly imprisoned, if everything I’d owned had been stripped from me. “I would be bitter,” I said.

      Yamazaki turned his oval face from the window, and large eyes assessed me through tiny, dusty, wire-rimmed glasses. His graying, wispy mustache wrinkled as he said, “We have the concept of giri. One accepts one’s circumstances and behaves with dignity even when those circumstances are painful. Amache was a circumstance.”

      Professor Raschke’s rant about the relocation camps echoed in my mind. The camps were a disastrous mistake, their prisoners loyal Americans unfairly caught up in the hysteria following Pearl Harbor. Japanese men fought fiercely and died for the United States, like the murdered girl’s brother. Why the hell wasn’t the old man bitter, giri or not, losing his farm, now running a sad grocery store in a barren corner of Colorado, a heartbeat from where he spent years behind barbed wire and guard towers?

      “There!” Yamazaki said moments later, pointing with the stem of his pipe. In the shimmering heat, I couldn’t see what he was pointing to, but I followed his instructions and turned south off U.S. Highway 50 onto a dirt road. We stopped when we reached the twisted remains of a barbed-wire fence that had enclosed what once was home to 7,500 Japanese men, women, and children, most of them U.S. citizens. We walked through a gap in the wire. Although only six years since the camp closed down, little remained of the barracks and support buildings except for concrete foundations barely visible amid cactus and prairie grass. Rusty cans and beer bottles littered the ground, along with scattered fire pits where, according to Yamazaki, the local teenagers burned the wood they’d ripped off the tar-paper-roofed barracks after the camp was abandoned.

      It was as if man and nature had conspired to erase all evidence of our cruelty.

      Cruelty Benedict had been part of.

      I toed rubble with my shoe.

      “Careful!” he warned. “The rattlesnakes keep cool under the loose concrete.”

      I yanked my foot away.

      “We would go out every morning and beat the bushes for rattlesnakes,” he said. “So they would not bite the children.”

      We walked deeper into the camp. He pointed to a concrete foundation. The remains of the barrack where he and his wife, Aiko, once lived, in 3-F, he said in a somber voice. They had no children. Each barrack contained six rooms, one family to a room, he explained. The unfurnished barracks were uninsulated, with coal-burning stoves and brick floors set in dirt. Twelve barracks formed a block. Each block included a laundry, bathhouse, recreation hall, and a mess hall. The camp contained thirty such blocks, along with a hospital, administrative buildings, living quarters for non-internees, and military police quarters.

      Where Benedict would have lived.

      “We grew our own food, built part of the camp, and ran our schools. We built a co-op, produced our own newspaper, even formed our own police force,” he said. “Of course, the U.S. military police still ruled over us.”

      He pointed to where a Buddhist church once stood, a silkscreen shop, the butcher shop, the YMCA, the school where Boy Scouts met. Everything encircled by barbed-wire fence and six guard towers, each manned by MPs with machine guns.

      Had Benedict manned one of those towers? Had he been prepared to gun down Japs attempting to escape? Put down a riot?

      Wind whipped across the arid land, taking dust with it. I wanted to leave this haunted place. Drive Yamazaki back to Lamar and question him there about the dead girl. But I sensed he was building toward her, that all this was part of her story.

      We walked outside the perimeter fence to where the internees once tended thousands of acres of farmland—vegetables and wheat mostly. It was in these fields one day, said Yamazaki, that an old man laid down his shovel and deliberately walked into the whirling blades of a threshing machine.

      The land stood barren now, except for sagebrush and a few cows.

      We walked the section where the government administrators lived and worked. Then Yamasaki stopped at the remains of a mess hall that served one of the blocks of barracks. He pointed to prairie behind the concrete foundation.

      “That was where they found Mitsu Nakatoshi’s body,” he said. “The cooks kept an herb garden there in the summer. But it was winter when she died.”

      December, I recalled from Benedict’s newspaper clippings, her body half frozen by the time they found her.

      “Did you know the young woman?” I asked.

      “Yes. She lived in Seven-B, with her brother and her aunt. I do not know where her parents were. Dead maybe, or in a different camp.”

      “Suspicion at the time focused on young Japanese radicals,” I said. “Kibei, I believe they called them. What does that mean?”

      Yamazaki pulled the pipe from his mouth. “Kibei are Japanese born here but who go to Japan for their education and then return to America. Nisei are born here and stay. Issei are those born in Japan who settle in the United States. I am Issei. I came here with my parents as a small boy.”

      “But these young Kibei men were agitators in the camps, right?”

      He frowned. “Yes, that is true. After their return, many had difficulty—what is the word?—assimilating with the Nisei and the Issei. Not only in the camps, but before that.”

      “Why?”

      “They were angry with our people who wanted to fight for America or cooperate with authorities despite our imprisonment. They said it brought chizoku—shame—to our people. They were especially angry about the loyalty questionnaire.”

      “What was that?”

      “A questionnaire the government used to attempt to determine which of us in the camps were loyal or disloyal to the United States. Many of us resented the questionnaire. We held no loyalty to the Emperor. Our loyalty was to America. We protested the questionnaire and got some changes to the questions. But some of the young men insisted we still renounce our loyalty. We called them the no-no boys.”

      “What happened?”

      “They changed few minds. They did not understand giri. Many families in the camps had sons and even daughters who joined the American military. The young men who went into combat fought in an all-Nisei unit.”

      “The Four Hundred Forty-second Regimental Combat Team,” I said, having read of its exploits. “They fought in Europe. It was the most decorated unit in American military history.”

      “Yes,” he said proudly. “Thirty-one men from this camp died in the war.”

      “Including the dead girl’s brother,” I said.

      He nodded. “Frank Nakatoshi. A good boy. A hard worker. I remember him. He was killed during the liberation of Bruyères in France.”

      “A few weeks before his sister was murdered.”

      “Yes.”

      “The newspapers said she worked for the camp administration. I understand that these young radicals assaulted internees in some of the camps for doing that.”

      “Yes, that is true. But they never killed anyone.”

      “She was beaten to death. Maybe some went too far.”

      He shook his head. “Many of the most outspoken here were transferred to the Tule Lake camp in California before she died. The official story claiming it was Kibei was a—how do you say—a cover-up by the U.S. military.”

      “Covering up what?”

      “Most of us believed her killer was a Caucasian.”

      My chest tightened. He was dragging me closer to my fears than I wanted as to why Benedict kept the clippings. “You have proof of this?”

      “No. But the girl was three months pregnant at the time she died.”

      “Pregnant? How did you know that?”

      “She confided to her aunt, but it became well known in the camp. She would not say who was the father, but she swore it was not one of the Kibei.”

      “The news reports said she’d been raped but nothing about being pregnant. An autopsy would have revealed that.”

      Yamazaki smiled as if I were on the outside looking in. “The military kept it a secret. They spread the lies about it being the Kibei.”

      “Why?”

      “To protect one of their own.”

      “Who?”

      “One of the camp administrators.”

      My tension eased slightly. Administrator, not an MP. Not Benedict. Suddenly I had a hunch who. “Marcus Raschke? The deputy administrator?”

      Yamasaki’s brown eyes flicked in surprise. “Yes. You know of him?”

      “You believe he got her pregnant?”

      “Many of us did. They saw each other for months before her death. Secretly, but we knew. They would meet at a local motel in town. The authorities must have known this, too.”

      “They were lovers?”

      He shrugged. “She was young and she worked for him. Her aunt was in poor health and he did favors for them. Their relationship may not have been her choice.”

      “You believe he killed her to cover up the fact he’d gotten her pregnant?” I thought of his beaten wife, Kim. “Or in rage because he believed someone else got her pregnant?”

      He nodded. “He was an arrogant man with a violent temper. I saw the girl once with bruises. Friends warned her to stay away from him. He was a jealous man, too. He got one of the Kibei transferred to another camp when he learned she was interested in him.”

      I thought of the shriveled man in the dark of his study. “You said they would meet in a motel. She was allowed to leave the camp?”

      “We all could. But we were forced to wear assigned badges with numbers so outsiders could identify us as prisoners.” He laughed. The first time I heard him laugh. “As if they could not recognize us otherwise.”

      “If they met outside the camp, that’s where he would have most likely killed her,” I speculated. “But her body was discovered inside the camp. Why risk bringing her inside?”

      “To make people believe Kibei killed her. They found her body in Block Ten G where the more outspoken Kibei lived.”

      My unease returned. Had Raschke sneaked her body back into the compound—with the aid of a camp guard? I pulled out the photograph of Benedict. “Do you recognize this man?”

      He peered through his dusty glasses. Benedict was not in military dress and it was six years since Yamasaki would have seen him. But he nodded anyway.

      “He was a guard,” he said. “I do not remember his name. But I remember his face. I saw him and Marcus Raschke together several times.”

      I swallowed hard.  “Under what circumstances?”

      “Talking. I do not know about what. But I saw them at the camp. And once when I was outside the camp. In town.”

      I struggled to keep my breathing calm. “Why would you remember these two talking? Versus any other guards?”

      “The guards kept to themselves, mostly. They did not mix much with the civilian staff.”

      “Maybe this guard was involved in the investigation of the girl’s murder,” I suggested, hoping against hope there was an innocent explanation for this. “Raschke was the camp’s liaison with the investigators.”

      The man shook his head. “This was before Mitsu was killed.”

      My heart sank.

      Yamasaki studied me. “Why do you wish to know this? The man many of us believe killed her is dead. By his own hand, I read. A bomb.”

      “Maybe.”

      He tilted his head. “You think his death was not an accident? Is he the case you believe is related to Mitsu’s murder?”

      I reiterated that I could not divulge the purpose of the investigation.

      The lidless sun crushed us. Yamazaki sat on the remains of a concrete foundation. He puffed on his pipe. A gust of dry wind snuffed it out and he relit it. Then he spoke. “There is one other man who may have killed her.”

      I squatted in front of him, my eyes scouring the ground for rattlesnakes. “Who?”

      “His name was Neil Thornton. He was one of the staff.”

      “Why him? Did he get her pregnant instead of Raschke?”

      “No. You must understand the background first. When the government forced us from our homes and businesses and farms, we were given less than two weeks to prepare before they herded us onto buses. We could take only the belongings we could carry. We were forced to sell everything else or leave it behind. Or put it in the trust of Caucasian friends. But after we were released in nineteen forty-five, we discovered that some of our friends turned out not to be friends. Our homes were vandalized, even burned to the ground. Our businesses were poorly managed or in ruins.”

      “The government didn’t protect your property?”

      Yamazaki looked at me as if I were a fool. I’d read little about the camps since my return from the war front, and little was said by those who’d remained on the home front.

      “The government stored some of our possessions, but did not protect them,” he said. “Many of our possessions were misplaced, stolen, or left to rot.”

      “What does this have to do with this Thornton and the dead girl?”

      “He ran the camp’s record section. He knew everything about all of us. He knew what each of us owned. He warned us often of the risk of losing what we had left behind due to unpaid taxes, unpaid mortgages, and poor management. He told horror stories. He scared people.”

      “Why?”

      “He said a law firm in California could help us by serving as—what is the word?—trustee for us. The firm would ensure that our mortgages and taxes were paid. Business profits would be deposited in escrow or used to hire people to harvest our crops. He said the firm was backed by a large California bank. The bank would assume all costs until we were released and could pay it back. With interest, of course. All we had to do was to sign a power of attorney.”

      “That was legal? The internees bought it?”

      A pained expression clouded the old man’s eyes. “Please understand, sir, we were prisoners. We had no rights.” He waved a hand across the landscape. “We could not check on anything from here. Mr. Thornton exploited our fears and our isolation. He warned us the government would not protect our property. He was correct. But he told us everything needed to be conducted in secret. Otherwise, the government would stop him and the law firm from helping us if it found out. He said there were many racists who wanted to ruin us.”

      “What was the name of this law firm?”

      “Bailey, Wilscom and Gable,” he snapped, as if its name was seared into his very being. “They were located in Thousand Oaks.”

      “And the bank?”

      “Something called Rancho Federal Savings Bank. We later learned no such bank existed.”

      I realized where this was going. “The law firm then, it—”

      “A firm existed by that name. But after our release, we discovered it had sold off our possessions. Supposedly to pay for taxes and maintenance. It sold off our homes and businesses and took what little there was in business profits. It let the crops rot unpicked in the fields and sold the land.”

      “Using its power of attorney?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that how you lost your farm, Mr. Yamazaki?”

      Eyes squinted in the blistering sun. “Yes,” he said softly. “I calculated that I lost $32,345 as a result of my imprisonment.”

      “Did you get any of that back?”

      “The federal government paid us some money under the Evacuation Claims Act. I received $796.”

      I whistled. “Did camp authorities know of this scam?”

      “Some must have. But they did nothing to stop it.”

      “Was Marcus Raschke part of the scam?”

      “I do not know. He did nothing to stop it.”

      Suddenly I realized why the man was telling me this long story. “The dead girl—she learned about the scam?”

      He nodded. “She must have suspected something. Raschke loaned her to the records department now and then if Thornton needed extra help.”

      “Then Thornton might have killed her to keep her quiet. Him or Raschke. Or both.”

      The old man sat in silent acknowledgment and chewed on his pipe.

      “Do you have proof for any of this?” I said.

      He swept an arm over the rubble. “Any proof is gone like this camp.”

      “This Thornton guy, what did he look like?”

      “He was a little shorter than you. Stockier. He wore a big dark beard.”

      I pulled out the photograph of Marcus Raschke and the mystery man Ellen discovered among Benedict’s military records. I pointed to the shadowy bearded man. “That him?”

      Yamazaki squinted at the photograph. “Yes, it might be. It is difficult to tell.”

      “Eye color, tattoos, scars, anything else about him you remember?”

      “He had a tattoo, someplace on his arm. I never got a good look at it.”

      “Any idea where I might find him now?”

      He shook his head.

      “Is the law firm still around?”

      “They closed their office shortly before we were released.”

      “Did you go to the police or any government officials?”

      He managed a thin smile. “That is why I brought you here, detective. I hoped you would better understand what happened to us. To the girl. Can you find her killer? Maybe the same man who stole from us?”

      “I can’t make promises,” I said.

      I stood and accidentally kicked an empty beer bottle. It rolled noisily along a broken piece of concrete. Unease again swelled in me. How willing was I to pursue these revelations? Revelations that might involve Benedict?

      I took out Benedict’s photo again. “Did you see this man with Thornton?”

      Yamazaki shook his head. But that didn’t set Benedict in the clear. The newspaper clippings he’d hidden suggested he knew something. So did the blackmail note.

      I know about December 5 1944 and the Jap woman

      Before we left, we walked to the cemetery, which held the bodies of 114 Japanese-Americans who’d died during their internment at Amache. Among them was Yamazaki’s wife, Aiko, who’d perished from bronchial asthma in the winter of 1944.

      We peered inside a small brick-and-mortar shrine the internees hastily erected on the eve of the closing of the camp—bricks once used to pave the barrack floors. Inside stood a granite memorial, along with pieces of wood bearing the names of the dead.

      Yamazaki translated the Japanese inscription on the stone: “Here in Amache, we built a town and shaped a life out of nothing.”

      Below, scrawled in black paint, someone—probably local teenage boys—had left a more recent inscription:

      “Lois sucks cock.”
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      The next day I tried to make up to Paula for my being gone to Camp Amache. I went with her to check out yet another church, and we took an afternoon drive after Olivia woke from her nap. But I wasn’t good company. The quagmire of new information from Henry Yamazaki and the implication of Benedict’s possible involvement in the Jap girl’s death weighed heavily on me.

      It could no longer be a coincidence that Benedict and Marcus Raschke, who’d known each other at the internment camp, would each die soon after meeting at Raschke’s home. Their deaths might well be tied to the Japanese girl’s death, and maybe the scam, though why this was happening seven years after her death remained puzzling. I couldn’t dismiss the possibility that Benedict’s murder was connected to the dark riders, especially in the wake of Hector Diaz’s murder. Yet I couldn’t see how Raschke’s death fit in with the dirty cops and Diaz. Either Raschke, Benedict, and the Mexican’s deaths weren’t linked, or they were linked in a way I had yet to discern.

      Paula must have sensed my dark mood, but said nothing. Perhaps she was storing it up to call Detective Bock the first thing in the morning and rake him over the coals for using me to investigate Benedict’s death. A phone call that would expose my investigation to the world.

      My shift came and went Monday with no summons from Bock. A good sign. If Paula had called, the detective would have hauled in my ass within minutes. Tuesday, the same thing. Well into the evening and no summons. Maybe I would get away with it.

      But at 9:23 in the evening, dispatch radioed that my wife had called, demanding I come home immediately. She sounded extremely agitated, according to dispatch, though she refused to say what was wrong. She refused a check from nearby patrol car. She wanted me.

      Shit. She’d called Bock and learned the truth.

      Perdue and I were checking out bars on Larimer Street when dispatch called, so I dropped my nickel in a pay phone in the back of The Tipsy Boot and called the house. The bar was noisy and I covered one ear with my hand as I listened to the phone ring and ring. No answer. I hustled us off to our vehicle.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Perdue.

      “Don’t know.”

      Concern crept into my mind. If Paula was agitated from talking to Bock, why not answer the phone? And why hadn’t Bock called in my ass?

      The duty sergeant allowed us to head straight to my house. Other precincts would cover. I pushed the prowl car hard through the city, running the light but not the siren, not stopping for anything. I squealed to a stop in front of the house.

      At first glance, nothing appeared out of the ordinary: no signs of forced entry, no front door kicked in or windows broken—except for a living room lamp. It was the only light on in the house, and Paula always kept every light on when I was gone.

      “Check around outside,” I told Perdue as I hurried to the front door. I unlocked it and slipped in. Not wanting to frighten Paula or Olivia, I didn’t draw my gun, but my hand hovered cautiously near it.

      A quick scan of the living room revealed nothing unusual. The furniture was in place. A bowl of popcorn, Paula’s favorite snack, rested on the coffee table, kernels scattered beside it. Her usual clutter of magazines and textbooks lay on the couch and floor.

      “Paula!” I called out. Where the hell was she?

      A muffled voice came from down the hallway.

      I hurried toward it. “Paula?”

      “Joe?” came her voice behind the bathroom door.

      The door was closed and locked. “Paula, it’s me. Are you okay?” I rattled the knob. “Open the door.”

      Sounds of movement, then the rattle of the lock. Half of Paula’s face peered from behind the cracked door, as white as the bathroom tile. She yanked open the door, rushed into my arms, and began to sob.

      “What’s the matter, hon?” I glanced over her shoulder. Olivia sat on the floor, looking bewildered, but otherwise okay.

      Relief swept over me that they appeared uninjured, yet Paula wouldn’t stop sobbing my name over and over, her body shaking as though chilled to the bone. I touched her hair and pulled her tight to me.

      This had nothing to do with Bock. She’d be screaming at me, not crying.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “I’m here. What’s wrong?” She kept crying. Olivia began to get upset and I let go of Paula and scooped up my daughter. I held her tight until she nestled into my arms.

      I turned back to Paula. “What happened? Did somebody try to break into the house?” She still wouldn’t answer. “Paula, you gotta stop crying and tell me what’s wrong. What’s going on?”

      Over the years, I’d responded to hundreds of frightened and hysterical citizens. I’d gotten pretty good at figuring what was needed to calm them, to get them to tell their stories. Sometimes it was patience and comfort, other times toughness and action. Yet here I stood in my own house, helpless, unsure what to do or say to calm my frightened wife, to comfort her—angry because she wouldn’t talk, scared of what she might say when she did talk.

      “Mommy crying,” Olivia said.

      “She’s gonna be fine, honey,” I said.

      Paula’s sobs began to ebb. “No, I’m not going to be fine.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “A man called. He . . . he threatened to kill you. And us.”

      “What! He threatened you? Who? What’d he say?”

      “I don’t know who he was. Who leaves their name when they make threats?”

      She was getting testy. A good sign, in a way, that her fear was subsiding.

      “Okay, okay. Tell me what he said.”

      She took a deep breath and wiped away tears. “When I answered, a voice said, ‘Mrs. Stryker?’ His voice was so muffled and solemn I thought it was the department calling to tell me you were hurt . . . or worse.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “I’d dozed off studying. I was trying to shake myself awake. I confirmed I was Mrs. Stryker and then he said, ‘You tell your husband to keep his’”—she cupped Olivia’s ears—“‘to keep his fucking nose out of the burglars in blue if he knows what’s good for him. Tell him to remember what happened to Diaz.’”

      “What about you and Olivia? You said he threatened you, too.”

      “When I demanded to know who he was, he told me he was watching the house and that”—she glanced at Olivia, gathered herself, and continued—“that he knew when you were away at work, that he could enter the house any time he wished.”

      Rage boiled in me. My private investigation had plunged my family in jeopardy. It was one thing to threaten me—but my family—that crossed the line.

      The doorbell rang and we both jumped.

      “Oh, my God, it’s—”

      “It’s Perdue,” I said. “Bad guys don’t ring doorbells.”

      “Joe!” came Perdue’s voice as I reached the door. I opened it, Olivia still in my arms. “Everything okay?” he asked, his eyes full of genuine concern and curiosity.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. Find anything?”

      “Nothin’ other than your bushes need trimming. A Marine platoon could hide behind them. What’s the problem? Why’d Paula call?”

      “She had a bad reaction to some medication. She’s a little shaken but she’ll be okay.”

      “Medication?”

      “Some woman’s stuff, I guess. Look, I need to stay with her. Go finish the shift without me. I’ll call the sergeant.”

      Perdue held my gaze for a moment. “Okay. Yeah, sure, Joe. I can take care of the rest of the shift. No problem. You stay with Paula.” He grinned at Olivia and playfully poked a finger at her stomach. She giggled. He and his wife had unsuccessfully been trying for children since he joined the force, and I knew seeing Olivia pained him. He headed for the car.

      Paula was standing in the hallway where I’d left her. “Perdue checked around outside,” I said. “He didn’t find anything.”

      Silence hung between us like a deep black gulf. Silence, and Paula’s anger. Anger not at the caller but at me for making our family the target of a threatening call.

      I set Olivia down and tried to wrap Paula in my arms but she pushed me away. She licked at dry lips, her chest heaving. She went into the bathroom and got a drink of water.

      I called the duty sergeant. “Sure, stay with her,” he said as comforting as a little old aunt. “We’ll keep things covered.”

      I hung up to find Paula glaring at me, her arms crossed. “This has something to do with this work you’re doing for homicide, doesn’t it?”

      “No, I’m sure it’s—”

      “You told me you’re helping homicide because they suspect there’s more to Benedict’s death than meets the eye. Now we get this call. Is his death connected to these so-called burglars in blue Sheppard wrote about in the paper?”

      “No,” I said, trying to keep Benedict’s name as far away from dark riders as possible. “Sheppard’s story has nothing to do with Benedict’s death. He’s just making wild accusations.”

      “The caller didn’t think he was making wild accusations.”

      I took a deep breath. “Lou’s story stirred up a lot of guys on the force. Some blame me. They assume I’m Lou’s source.”

      “Are you?” asked Paula.

      “No, I’m not. There’s nothing to his story. It’s crap. But that doesn’t stop cops from believing I’m involved. My guess is one of them made the call. Notice he used the phrase ‘burglars in blue’ right out of Lou’s story?”

      “Why do you always piss off people in the department?”

      My investigation had struck a nerve. But whose? Until I could figure that out, I wouldn’t put my family at risk. I needed to get them out of here.

      I held Paula’s arms. “Look, honey, I’m  sure it was nothing more than a crank call. But to be on the safe side, you and—”

      “A crank call?” She broke free of my hands. Tears laced her face. She shouted at me. “Is that what you tell people who’ve been threatened? ‘Don’t worry, ma’am, the caller’s just a crank.’?”

      Olivia began to cry again. I picked her up and held her tight and said to her, “It’s okay, honey. It’ll be okay.”

      “No, it’s not okay!” yelled Paula. “And I don’t believe you, Joe. You lied about the Rawlins case and you’re lying now. It’s bad enough I have to put up with your constant secretiveness about your job, but I won’t allow you to endanger this family.” She pointed at Olivia. “We have a daughter now, Joe. She’s your first priority.”

      “I’ll stay here the rest of the night,” I assured her. “I told Perdue to finish the shift without me. But tomorrow you and Olivia should go someplace for a few days. A motel or a friend’s. Just for a few days until I can get to the bottom of it.”

      She stared hard at me. “We’re not returning until whoever made that call is arrested. Do you understand, Joe? Arrested, and kept arrested. Then we’ll see.”

      Then we’ll see. My worst nightmare. The fear of losing her and Olivia again. Maybe forever.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Paula packed suitcases while I called a cab. Despite the short notice, she’d persuaded a woman she knew from her college classes to take them in. The woman was recently divorced, lived in a large house, and was grateful to have the extra company.

      Paula couldn’t very well tell the woman the real reason for imposing, so she spun a story that our marriage was going through a rough patch and she needed to get out for a while. The woman had no trouble buying that, though I was surprised she didn’t ask why Paula and Olivia were moving out of the house and not me.

      At least—for now—they weren’t running off to Nebraska to Paula’s sister. We agreed to talk on the phone every day, and to meet covertly when we could. We didn’t want the caller tracking them back to the woman’s house.

      I was already missing them.

      I gave Olivia a big hug. She was too young to understand what was happening, yet she seemed to sense that life wasn’t right. “You and mommy will be back soon, honey,” I said, glancing at Paula. “Daddy is going to make sure of that.”

      “You’ll report the call today, right?’ Paula said. “Get people to investigate.”

      I assured her I would. I didn’t tell her the investigator would be me, and only me.

      The cab arrived and we loaded their suitcases. Olivia look bewildered. Paula just shook her head when I told her I loved her.

      Standing in my now silent house, I mulled over possible callers. First, he likely was a cop. Any cop could easily have learned my shift schedule. It was not by coincidence the call came while I was on duty and Paula and Olivia were home alone.

      That narrowed it down to several hundred possibilities.

      The first name to pop into my head was Freddy Decker, the cop who’d ambushed me by the furniture store and warned me to watch my back. There also was any number of Freddy Deckers on the force who would have read Lou Sheppard’s “exposé” and made me for Lou’s snitch.

      But one thing the caller said to Paula dramatically narrowed my list of suspects. He’d warned me to remember what happened to Hector Diaz. Diaz lying face down in a field with a bullet in his head. Lou Sheppard made no mention of Jailbait in his “burglars in blue” article, and I’d told no one the three-time loser was fencing for dirty cops.

      Only dark riders would know that. Crooked cops who’d used Diaz to fence their stolen goods. And the only dirty cops I knew were Dominic Zingano, Wes Jackson, and maybe their elusive co-owner in the Laundromat chain, Alan Haynes.

      My suspicion was that Diaz may have tipped them that I’d cornered him at his house questioning whether he was fencing for dirty cops. When Lou’s story broke, they assumed I was the rat behind it. Or they’d spotted me staking out union hall and following Zingano. Either way, the threatening call was a warning that I would meet the same fate as Diaz if I didn’t back off.

      I pulled my swing shift that evening as if everything were fine. Perdue asked how Paula was doing. Much better, I said, and left it at that.

      With my family gone, my investigation became easier in one respect: I no longer needed to conjure up lies to Paula to explain my off-duty forays. I could come and go as needed. My first move was to stake out union hall. There was the risk Zingano and Jackson would spot me, especially if they were on high alert. But if one of them was the bastard who threatened my family, I was going to nail his ass.

      After my shift ended with Perdue, I drove to the hall. Lights burned in Zingano’s office. I parked on Santa Fe half a block away, farther from the spot where I’d parked the night I’d first observed him, Jackson, and two uniforms suspiciously unload stuff from the trunk of a patrol car in the alley.

      Tired from my shift, I fought to stay awake. Zingano at one point stepped to his window and peered down on the street. But that proved the most excitement for the evening. No patrol cars entered the alley and emptied stolen goods.

      An hour and a half later, I went home and slept with my .38 under my pillow.
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      The next three nights I staked out union hall after my shifts. Nothing. Either Lou Sheppard’s story had driven Zingano and his crew to lay low or they were planning their next heist. If Wes Jackson’s claim to bookie Lili Webb was correct that he was coming into enough scratch soon to pay off his debts to her, I hoped it was the latter.

      Each morning I called Paula. She allowed me say hi to Olivia, though my daughter was too perplexed by the telephone to say hi back. I assured Paula that investigators were looking hard into the threatening phone call but didn’t have a suspect yet—and she assured me she wasn’t coming home until they arrested someone. She wouldn’t even arrange a time to let me see them. Her anger and fear were still too raw.

      Which left me moody and sharp with people. Perdue didn’t ask any more about Paula, or what was behind my foul mood. I sensed wariness in his silence. He didn’t want to be riding with me anymore than I wanted to be riding with him.

      It didn’t help that Lou Sheppard called one day shortly before a shift.

      “You’re a hard man to reach,” said the reporter.

      “Busy doing an honest day’s work. What do you want, Lou?”

      “Our dear friend Detective Bock called the other day regarding my burglars-in-blue story.”

      I tensed. “Why? To tell you what total B.S. it was?”

      “No, he actually believes I’m on to something. He suspects dirty cops, too.”

      Yeah, me and my partner.

      “So what did he want?”

      “Oddly, he asked if any of my sources named you as a burglar in blue.”

      I scoffed. “Me? That’s bullshit and you know it. What did you tell him?”

      “I told him to fuck off. I don’t reveal sources or anything else I choose not to put into a story.”

      “My applause for your integrity. Did he say why he suspected I’m a burglar in blue?”

      “No, he wouldn’t. But remember, your dead partner’s name came up as one.”

      “Which I told you was a lie, remember?”

      “Regardless, what I find puzzling in all this, Joe, is why a homicide detective is poking around about you and dark riders.”

      Shit! Bock was getting to be a damn pest. First Ellen Greene, now Sheppard. I could steer Ellen away from the truth but Sheppard would be much more difficult.

      “Come on, Lou, you know Bock’s had it in for me ever since the Rawlins case. All of homicide has. He’s trying to spread rumors, that’s all. He wasn’t digging for information on me. He was putting a bug in your ear to harass me. Dig it out and throw it away before it lodges in that half-ass brain of yours. I’m not a dark rider, and Bock is an prick.”

      I slammed down the phone. I wasn’t optimistic Lou would let it go.
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        * * *

      

      I rolled down my driver’s window as I sat watching Zingano’s office. I desperately needed a cigarette but didn’t dare light one from fear he’d spot me. A delivery truck whooshed by and diesel fumes filled my nostrils. Off in the distance whined the siren of an ambulance, probably headed for Denver General. Bored and restless, I was ready to cash it in for another night of stakeout and head back to my empty house when a prowl car with a single uniform behind the wheel pulled into the alley along the north side of the building. It stopped by the side entrance and the driver got out and opened the trunk. Moments later, three shadowy figures hurried out of the building. One I easily identified: Big Z in his trademark cowboy hat. The second resembled Wes Jackson. Both wore civilian clothes. The third shadow was another uniformed cop like the driver. I could tell by the silhouette. He was shorter than Jackson but the alley was too dim to identify him. Probably the elusive Alan Haynes, the third co-owner of the Jet X Laundromats.

      Zingano dropped a large, heavy canvas bag with a thunk into the trunk of the patrol car. The vehicle backed out of the alley onto Santa Fe and headed north with Zingano in the front passenger seat and Jackson and Haynes in the back.

      Following them proved tricky. I couldn’t stick too close. They likely were on their guard. Fortunately, enough late night bar traffic allowed me to keep cars between us, and it was easy to track a vehicle as obvious as a patrol car with a fat red dome light. It helped that they stuck to the main drags, traveling first on Santa Fe and then on Stout, heading downtown.

      At 25th, they turned left. The streets were nearly deserted of traffic here, forcing me to hang back. Four blocks later, they turned right onto Lawrence. When I reached Lawrence, I gambled and drove straight through the intersection on 25th, just in case they’d pulled over to check for tails.

      As I passed, I glimpsed Zingano and Jackson getting out of the patrol car in front of a three-story building a third of the block up Lawrence.

      Once out of their view, I eased to the curb, scrambled from the car, and doubled back on foot until I could peer around the corner of a jewelry store. The uniform remained in the driver’s seat and Haynes in the back, while Zingano and Jackson opened the trunk. The street was so quiet I could hear the driver monitoring dispatch chatter over the car radio. Zingano lifted out the heavy canvas bag and lugged it to the front of a used clothing store, Blair Secondhand. While Jackson stood guard, Big Z took a pry bar out of the bag and began to jimmy open the front door.

      The sonofabitches were burglarizing a store in my own precinct! Mere blocks from the pawnshop where Benedict was murdered. Right out on the street with no fear.

      I knew the store. Two sisters had owned it for years. Pearl Blair died four years ago of a ruptured appendix. Her younger sister, Alma, who smelled like my grandmother used to smell, now ran the store, though not with the keen business sense of her departed sister. Not a lucrative store to hit, except for one thing: Alma Blair kept her life savings in a safe in the back room. She’d confided this to me once and I’d tried to persuade her to move her money to a bank. Hell, one was right up the street. To no avail. Alma had mistrusted banks since the Great Depression.

      Now she was going to lose it all to dirty cops.

      Zingano jimmied the door open in seconds. He scooped up the bag and he and Jackson slipped inside, closing the door behind them.

      The prowl car pulled away. I figured Zingano and Jackson would be inside for a while. Alma had bought herself a solid safe and it would take them a bit to crack it open. I couldn’t risk the patrol car cruising by me while I stood on 25th observing the store, so I rushed back to my car. I drove around the block, came down Lawrence, and pulled into a small parking lot wedged between two buildings fifty yards up and across the street from the clothing store. I stuffed my Studebaker between the only two cars in the lot, a dinged-up Pontiac and a ten-year-old Nash that belonged to a janitor who cleaned a nearby office building until 3 a.m.

      From the tiny lot, I had a good view of the front of Blair’s and the street. My watch read 12:48. They’d been inside eight minutes. The patrol car rolled by, without Haynes. Probably dropped him off in the alley behind the store as a lookout. I ducked behind the parked cars until the cop passed. I still couldn’t get a good look at him.

      My hand dropped to my gun. Disgust boiled up in me. Nothing but common thieves with a badge!

      For a moment, I wrestled with the notion of racing across the street, weapon drawn, and pulling down on the bastards while they were inside breaking into Blair’s safe. Sure, there was the risk of the passing patrol car and the other man I figured was on guard close by. But I could do it. I could pull it off.

      Then I knew just as quickly that I wouldn’t. As much as I wanted their crooked asses off the street, I wasn’t going to do a damn thing to stop them. Not tonight. I needed to learn what role they may have played in Benedict’s murder, and I couldn’t do that with them sitting in jail. I needed to con my way into their crew and gather evidence before I put them away.

      My hand pulled away from my gun and I took in a deep breath to calm my nerves and my anger. I waited.

      12:57. A room light snapped on in the fourth floor of the office building next to the clothing store. Inside, the Negro janitor, Benny, was likely pushing his long-handled broom across the warped wood floors, humming a spiritual.

      Minutes later a tan Ford coupe with three noisy, drunk teenagers weaved up the street and disappeared around the corner of 26th.

      At 1:06, the cruiser slowly crawled by the front of the store. Wes Jackson stepped out just then, scanned the otherwise deserted street, and signaled to the driver to stop. He faded back into the building and seconds later he and Zingano came out dragging Alma Blair’s steel safe with a heavy strap. Sparks snapped as metal scraped against the concrete sidewalk to the rear of the vehicle.

      The driver bolted out of the cruiser. I recognized him in the streetlights: a seven-year veteran name of Patrick Burke, who worked a different precinct.

      “Christ, what are you guys doing?” he barked, his voice carrying in the cool night air.

      “Couldn’t peel it,” said Jackson. “Broke a saw blade. We’ll peel it back at the office.”

      “Quit jabbering and help us get the fucker into the trunk!” snapped Zingano.

      I watched dumbfounded, and with profound sadness, as the three cops wrestled the safe into the trunk of the cruiser. A year ago, I’d heard a story of another clothing store in town allegedly burglarized by cops. A common burglar busted into the place but fled empty-handed when a patrol car stopped. The uniforms called in the break-in, and within five minutes several prowl cars pulled up and officers began carting out merchandise. One uniform went through the racks and scooped up all the size 14 dresses for his wife.

      Word got to the chief the next day, and he ordered everything returned. No recriminations, no arrests, no questions asked. Just return the damn stuff. Late that night, car after car drove by to drop off piles of stolen clothes.

      The looting never made the papers, and the department buried it as it buried other things it didn’t want known. The chief and most of us uniforms treated the heist as one of those rare events, like winning the trifecta on three nags. If the story were true, I viewed it as a spontaneous act. Not one to be proud of, to be sure, but not one to fuss over, either. When there’s money lying on the table, even the honest can’t always resist snatching a little. Especially on our pay.

      Watching Zingano and Jackson was different. These were cops going about their work as professional as the paperhangers, sandbaggers, jackrollers, stickup men, and dips pulling jolts at Cañon City. They were doing it arrogantly, with little fear of being caught. If a citizen called dispatch, and cops arrived, Zingano and Jackson would give some bullshit tale that they happened to be in the neighborhood and spotted the break-in. The burglar fled, leaving behind the burglary tools. Hell, who would suspect the head of the police union?

      And they’d done enough of these burglaries to buy themselves five fancy laundromats, nice homes, nice cars, and apparently plenty of money to squander on gambling.

      And Benedict Greene may well have been one of them.

      With the safe in the trunk, they tossed in their burglary tools and slammed the trunk shut. Only it wouldn’t shut.

      “Shit!” echoed Zingano’s voice. The safe was too big. After moments brainstorming, they tied the lid almost shut with the strap they’d used to drag the safe out of the store. They piled into the cruiser, which now sagged under the weight, and chugged up Lawrence. They turned the corner at 26th, presumably ducking down the back alley to pick up Haynes.

      I didn’t attempt to follow. I suspected where they were going.

      Ten minutes later, I pulled into my old spot on Santa Fe by union hall. I actually arrived ahead of them. The patrol car turned into the alley two minutes later. This time, instead of stopping by the alley door they’d exited earlier, they continued on and turned into an alley running behind the building and I lost sight of them.

      I hesitated, took a deep breath, exited my car, and sprinted across the street. I quietly eased down the alley until I could peek around the corner into the second alley. Halfway down, deep in shadows, sat the prowl car and the dim movement and grunts of four men struggling with the heavy safe. They muscled it into a saggy, single-car garage.

      Once they disappeared inside, I slithered my way along the alley, hugging the edges. I stopped inside a deep doorway fifteen yards from the garage, not daring to venture closer.

      Muffled laughter came from the garage, followed by the muted though distinct thwack of a sledgehammer repeatedly smashing against metal.

      I recalled reading a few weeks back that the Pitkin County Sheriff’s Department recovered safes from two six-month-old unsolved Denver burglaries. The safes were sitting under twenty-five feet of water in an abandoned mine shaft twenty miles from Aspen. Would this safe soon rest at the bottom of a similar shaft?

      A few minutes later, a side door opened and the two uniformed men came out.

      “They’ll be another half an hour getting that sucker peeled,” said Burke. “That old lady’s got one fucking safe.”

      The other man chuckled uneasily. “It’s late, would you drop me off at home, Pat?” he said. “My wife won’t be happy.”

      I stifled a gasp at the sound of the voice.

      “No problem,” said Burke.

      The man opened the front passenger door, the weak interior light illuminating his face. I’d been so wrong about the second uniform, the one I guessed they’d left on guard behind the Blair store. He wasn’t Alan Haynes. He was a man I knew only too well.

      Moroni Perdue.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s eatin’ you, Joe?” asked Perdue as we cruised Arapahoe thirty minutes into our shift. “You ain’t said two words since we left the station.”

      “Nothin’. Tired, that’s all. Stick to your aliens.”

      “You do look tired,” he conceded.

      Yeah, you get that way when you’re up half the fucking night watching you and your fuckhead buddies knock over an old lady’s life savings. I didn’t sleep a wink the rest of the night. Just sat in my kitchen getting smashed.

      My mood had darkened even more when Sgt. Hawkins reported the break-in at roll call. A hysterical Alma Blair called in the theft early that morning. Her life savings—gone. Tap your street sources, Hawkins admonished everyone. Find the assholes who did this.

      During our first coffee break, I kept stirring my coffee without drinking it, just as Benedict had the night he died.

      I couldn’t look Perdue in the face. I was too enraged. Enraged at his cruelty, at his betrayal of his uniform, at his betrayal of me.

      And enraged at myself, for I saw some of me in him.

      After I’d drunk several beers, I’d lain awake in my bedroom until dawn light creeped in around the edges of the heavy black shades designed to allow me to sleep after late shifts. My mind replayed the image of Perdue standing beside the prowl car outside the garage. The image of a common thief, a dark rider, a burglar in blue. No better than the fucking ball-breakers we arrested every day.

      Or maybe much worse. If Zingano or one of his crew killed Benedict to eliminate a potential rat, was Perdue an accessory?

      When the rookie and I partnered two years ago, I told Perdue he’d become a good cop if I stayed out of his way. I was tainted goods, he was not.

      He’d proved me wrong. Very wrong.

      It was my fault for starting him on the road to corruption. I was Perdue’s first partner after he came out of the Academy. I introduced him to his first juice, his first free dinner, his first cut-rate suit—like an uncle introducing his favorite nephew to his first woman. Small favors shop owners bestowed on us for keeping the peace and keeping them safe. No big deal. Fair trade between the vulnerable and their protectors. Supplemental pay, we church-poor cops called it.

      Perdue balked at first. He and Benedict coulda been choirboys together in the church of truly honest cops. But I persuaded him he’d be an outcast on the force if he didn’t take a little graft. Go along to get along. That’s what I learned as a rookie from my partner. Wisdom passed down from cop to cop, father to son, an unwritten code.

      But petty graft was one thing, breaking and entering and bustin’ safes was another. Robbing old ladies—that was an outright crime, a fucking felony!

      Perdue waved over the waitress and ordered another piece of lemon meringue pie displayed under a glass dome. You’d think after what he and his fellow burglars had committed, he wouldn’t have an appetite. She asked if I wanted anything and I mumbled no and kept stirring my coffee.

      I should have suspected Perdue was hooked up with Zingano. Looking back, little hints took on new meaning. Clues that made no sense or didn’t register at the time. Like the night I went to the police union meeting at our hall and observed a hushed exchange between Perdue and Zingano. The same night I’d observed the suspicious activity in the alley. Or when Perdue mentioned working for Morals before volunteering to partner with me to get back out on the street. Morals—where Zingano and Wes Jackson worked.

      Now I understood why Perdue came to my defense the night Decker and Marek ambushed me over Lou Sheppard’s “exposé.” Sure, Perdue was my partner and partners do that for each other. But he’d done more than that. He’d pushed back on the whole notion of dark riders, got in big Decker’s face to drop the talk. It wasn’t in defense of me, however, it was to protect his own ass and Zingano and the rest of their crew.

      But what angered me as much as anything was the realization that Moroni Perdue had not partnered with me because he wanted a change of scenery from Morals. Zingano had dispatched him as a spy.

      The final betrayal.

      Zingano, possibly with the complicity of Sgt. Hawkins, got Perdue assigned as my partner to learn what I knew or didn’t know about Benedict’s murder and his connections to Zingano’s crew, what occurred at the pawnshop that night, and to learn if I was poking around on my own as I did with the Seth Rawlins case. Perdue’s incessant questions about Benedict did not stem from being a motormouth asking insensitive questions. Zingano had orchestrated those questions.

      Everything I’d said or done in front of Perdue had been duly reported back to Zingano.

      Including my visit to Hector Diaz.

      We finished our coffee break and hit the road. Perdue didn’t bug me about my private life the rest of the evening, slipping instead into one of his monologues on alien aircraft.

      I stifled my desire to smash him in the face, scream what the hell was he thinking? How the hell did he sleep at night?

      Now the question was, what the hell was I going to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      Saturday, after making sure I wasn’t being tailed, I met Paula and Olivia for lunch at Bobby’s, a sleek, shiny, brightly lit diner on Broadway whose exterior neon sign sputtered as if gasping its last breath. Bobby’s was our favorite diner, when we could afford to eat out, which was usually after I’d hit up some after-hours joint for a ten spot and felt like Daddy Warbucks. Paula and I would always order the blue-plate special and pretend we were sitting in the dining car of the California Zephyr.

      The three of us settled in a sticky green vinyl booth at the far end of the diner. Olivia sat next to me on a red booster seat and scribbled crayons on a paper placemat. The waitress, with the look of someone whose last tip came during the Hoover administration, pulled out a pencil buried deep in her thick hair and asked what she could get us folks. We ordered Cokes and the blue-plate special—chicken-fried steak. For Olivia, we ordered a grilled cheese sandwich, though Paula pointedly noted after the waitress left that Olivia had not been eating well since they’d left home.

      In the booth next to us, a vinegar-faced fat man flipped through the jukebox selector at the end of his booth. He dropped in a nickel and moments later Bing Crosby began singing A Marshmallow World over the drawl of the waitress barking out our order to the fry cook.

      I leaned my head over and snuggled against Olivia’s head until she giggled. Our Cokes arrived in big red plastic glasses and we sipped at them like any ordinary couple. I asked Paula how they were doing at her friend’s home. Okay, she said. I sensed her wanting to berate me again for putting the family in danger. But our daughter’s presence and the crowded diner prevented her. A chipped glass ashtray sat in the middle of the table between us. We both eyed it, wanting a smoke, but not with Olivia next to us.

      Two uniforms pulled up in a prowl car. One I knew well enough to nod to when they entered. He nodded curtly—they all nodded curtly to me since Sheppard’s “exposé”—then sat with his partner at the counter. The waitress brought coffee without asking.

      Paula watched them for a few moments before half-whispering, “Any progress in the investigation?” Her face had aged in even this brief time.

      “Some. It’s all but impossible tracking down anonymous calls.”

      Especially when I’m the only one doing the tracking.

      “Suspects?”

      “They’ve narrowed it down to a few names,” I offered.

      “Who?”

      “They won’t say.”

      I stared at the ashtray when I said that. I wanted to confess everything to her. Unburden my soul about Benedict, Camp Amache, Raschke, Zingano, and Perdue, that I was the only one conducting the “investigation,” that once again I was jeopardizing my career. And my family’s lives. Maybe clearing the air would make everything better between us.

      Yet a part of me, a part I’d harbored ever since I’d become a cop over Paula’s dismay, held back. If she were frightened now, what would she be if I told her the truth? She’d pack Olivia off for Nebraska in a heartbeat, never to return.

      “Can’t they bring these suspects in and make an arrest?” she insisted.

      “It doesn’t always work that way, Paula. Not in this case.”

      “Why not? It didn’t take them long to arrest that Diaz guy.”

      I glanced at the cops at the counter. They were leaning their heads toward each other like gossipy old ladies. The cop I didn’t know stole a look my way. I looked back at Paula and said in a hushed voice, “They’re looking at cops.”

      She glanced at the counter, then back at me. “What, they can’t arrest cops?”

      “Shhhh. It’s touchy. The department has to be very careful.  You don’t lightly arrest cops.”

      Paula looked at Olivia coloring a giraffe blue. “I won’t wait forever while the department is being careful.”

      My heart sank. My options weren’t good.

      The easiest choice would be to ignore witnessing the other night’s break-in. Pretend Zingano and Perdue and Jackson weren’t dirty cops. Like pretending Benedict hadn’t hauled a radio out of the pawnshop.

      But I was lousy at ignoring things that angered or puzzled me. Moreover, I felt certain it was Zingano who’d threatened my family. I wasn’t going to let that go.

      And Big Z wasn’t about to let me go. He must have learned from Perdue that I was poking into Benedict’s death, and thus poking into dark riders. Maybe Perdue and not Diaz tipped Zingano off about my visit to the Mexican. Hell, my visit may have instigated Diaz’s murder days later. Perdue tells Zingano and he and Jackson decide Diaz is a liability and put him down in a cabbage field.

      That made me a liability to Zingano, too. I needed to get to him and his crew before they got to me.

      I could squeal to command. But I could produce no evidence other than my own observations, and command didn’t trust me, so my claims wouldn’t fly. Investigators might find sufficient evidence to pin on Zingano. If the brass wanted evidence found. They didn’t like the union leader, but bringing him and the others into the light on charges of burglary would be a black eye to the department. They might pretend it never happened, just as the police chief ordered those cops to return the clothing they’d looted as if it never happened. Better to quietly usher Zingano out the back door than out the front door into the glare of the public eye.

      I could go to Lou Sheppard. Blab my story. Go public. But that meant getting my ass fired and betraying the sacred bond with my fellow cops. Maybe get myself killed.

      Moreover, talking to the brass or Sheppard would raise questions I didn’t want asked. Why was I there watching them hit the Blair store in the first place? Was the safecracking ring connected to Benedict Greene and the radio at the pawnshop? Was I a burglar, too? Detective Bock sure as hell wouldn’t let it go.

      Our blue-plate specials and Olivia's grilled cheese sandwich arrived, cutting off our strained discussion. Paula picked at her food. Olivia plowed into her sandwich, her appetite momentarily back.

      I needed a plan to save my ass and get my family back. I needed to nail Zingano and his crew under circumstances where they couldn’t wiggle free. A plan that wouldn’t expose Benedict or me.

      I needed a sting.
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        * * *

      

      Over the weekend, a plan began to take shape. My previous attempts to gain Zingano’s trust and worm my way into his crew had failed. This time I would set out bait. Something they couldn’t resist, trust or no trust. A plan that would lure them into working with me, where I could control the circumstances and the outcome. One that would force the department to deal with them, while ensuring that the fallout didn’t spread beyond the union boss and his crew. It was a daring, risky plan. One that, if it worked, would get Bock off my case and appease Lou Sheppard. A plan that would save my ass and maybe catch Benedict’s killer—or send me to prison.

      But the plan taking shape left me in a dilemma. What if I succeeded in infiltrating them and unearthing enough evidence to convince me they killed Benedict or had him killed, say by Hector Diaz? Enough evidence to result in their arrest as both dirty cops and killers? It might bring justice for Benedict, but would destroy his reputation and his family. I could envision the headline: Dirty Cops Murder Another Dirty Cop.

      For now, I had no answer. I would use my plan to learn what I could—and then hope I could find a way out.

      I caught up with a snitch I recalled bitching a few weeks before about being fired from The Tuscany restaurant, the place Lili the bookie claimed was a front for illegal gambling and a bookie drop. The snitch reasserted that he was unjustly fired as a busboy over false accusations of stealing cash and high-end booze. Knowing him, the firing was likely justified. He hadn’t mentioned the gambling the first time, but this time around he was only too willing to confirm Lili’s story. The Tuscany was indeed a gambling front. He’d seen much of the operation. The more details he provided, the more I sensed he was telling the truth. And the more convinced I became that The Tuscany would fit my plan.

      Monday, I pulled another shift with Perdue. As the evening wore on, it became damn near impossible for me to pretend life was normal between us. He must have sensed my barely suppressed anger and disbelief that he was part of a ring of corrupt cops—or worse, the sickening possibility that he was mixed up in Benedict’s murder. How could he fail to hear the suppressed anger in my voice, see it in my eyes? He was Zingano’s spy, after all. Spies were supposed to be alert to that sort of thing. Yet he showed no outward signs of awareness.

      By the start of our Tuesday shift, I was ready to spring my plan in motion. Around nine, after a coffee break at an all-night greasy spoon, I set the first step of my plan in motion.

      As we cruised an alley behind a row of stores on Champa Street, I yelled, “Stop!”

      Perdue braked the squad car hard. “What?”

      “I saw a light flash inside,” I said. “There.” I pointed to the back of a floral shop. “Somebody’s inside.” I bolted from the car, gun drawn. “Drive around front, fast! No siren.”

      Perdue raced down the alley and turned right onto 22nd Street as I smashed the window of the rear door of the floral shop with my gun barrel. I reached inside and unlocked the door. No alarm. I knew the owner and I’d expected none. Once inside, I wiped the inside knob clean and reached the cash register in the front of the shop by the time Perdue squealed to a stop.

      As he scrambled out of the vehicle, gun drawn, I punched open the cash register and stuffed what few bucks were left in the till into my pants pocket. I hated stealing, but I didn’t see another way.

      Perdue hunkered to one side of the plate-glass window and peered into the darkness through tiers of floral displays.

      Ten seconds later, I yelled that I was opening the front door.

      “Someone was here, but the guy’s gone,” I said as he entered.

      “How’d you get in?”

      “Back door was unlocked. Guy busted the window. Place is as easy to break into as my grandmother’s cookie jar.”

      Alexander Hutton was the fifty-five-year-old owner of Champa Floral. I’d spoken with him, as I did many business owners in my precinct. Cautioned him multiple times to tighten security. He always vowed he would, but never did.

      “What they’d get?” Perdue asked.

      “The cash register’s empty. Let’s check the safe.”

      We went into the back room where two half-finished floral arrangements stood on a worktable in the middle of the room. Additional work counters ran along two walls festooned with spools of bright ribbon, crystal vases, and flower-arranging tools. In a corner squatted a small safe the owner once showed me.

      “Looks untouched,” said Perdue.

      I knelt, pulled out my shirttail, and used it as a makeshift glove while I nudged the dial counterclockwise.

      “What the hell you doin’, Joe?”

      “Just checking.”

      I stopped turning the dial, betting on Hutton’s laziness. The safe door swung open.

      “What the—”

      “Exactly what I figured,” I said. “They left it day-locked when they closed the shop.”

      “What’s day-locked?”

      “Shops do it all the time during business hours so they can get in and out of the safe quickly. Instead of fully locking it, they turn the dial just enough to throw the bolt. Then all they gotta do is turn the dial back a little and she pops open. Saves ’em time.”

      I shined my flashlight into the safe. A neat bundle of cash wrapped in a rubber band rested atop a pile of official-looking papers.

      “Our thief missed this.” I pulled out the cash, holstered my flashlight, and began counting the bills, mostly tens and twenties, by the light of a security light across the alley. I finished counting the stack and stood. I separated a handful of bills and extended them to Perdue. “Here’s half. A hundred thirty-five.”

      He waved off the money. “What are you doing?”

      “I warned the owner before to improve his security. He deserves a lesson. He’ll claim it on his insurance, anyway.”

      “You’re stealing from him?”

      I struggled to keep the contempt out of my face. This little shit was going to lecture me on stealing! I’d stuff the money down his damn throat if I didn’t need his help.

      “Damn right, I’m stealing it. I want to get in on the action like the rest of you guys.”

      “Whattya—whattya mean, ‘you guys’?”

      “You guys snatched a whole fuckin’ safe from old lady Blair. That must have been a bundle. She kept her life savings in it.”

      “Old lady Blair?” stammered Perdue. “She reported a burglary, but—”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Moroni. I watched you and Zingano, Wes Jackson, and Patrick Burke drag a safe out of her store the other night. Dumped it in a patrol car and hauled it to a garage behind union hall.”

      Color drained from his face so fast I thought I’d have to call the M.E. to toe tag him.

      “You guys ever get it open?” I asked. “You were having a tough time.”

      “You—you were following me?”

      “You? Shit no, I wasn’t following you. I was watching Dominic. I had no fucking idea you were in cahoots with him.”

      Perdue swallowed hard. “Why were you watching Dominic?” he squeaked.

      “Not important. But I gotta admit I was shocked to shit to see you. Disappointed, to be honest. Zingano I can understand. Jackson, yeah. He’s a sleazebag. But I expected better out of you than getting mixed up with the likes of them.”

      Shame sagged Perdue’s face. “I—I cover for them now and then,” he said, his voice shaking like a kid arrested the first time for stealing hubcaps. “That’s all. Drop ’em off or do guard duty. Monitor police calls. I never actually go inside anyplace.”

      As if that made him less complicit.

      The overpowering reek of flowers nauseated me. I thrust the clutch of bills toward him. “Take the damn money. Cops share with their partners. Buy your family clothes or give it to your church. Hell, use it to track down UFOs.”

      Perdue shook his head in puzzlement. “Aren’t you turning us in?”

      Passing car lights on Champa announced that I had little time.

      “Hell, no. What kinda cop do you think I am? Like I said, I want in on the action. I got a tip for a big score and I need help. Something far bigger than old lady Blair’s or piddly shit like this. A job Benedict and I were casing when he got killed.” I shook my head. “Still don’t understand what the hell happened that night.”

      I intently watched Perdue for telltale signs he knew something about Benedict’s murder. Instead, confusion etched his face. “You and Benedict?”

      “Yeah. We got this tip. Big money. In a big safe. I don’t know shit about peeling safes. I need a boxman for that. A really good one. And a crew. You can be part of the crew.”

      Perdue appeared stunned at this turn of events. “I—uh, I—I dunno. I gotta check with Dominic. He runs all the crews.”

      “Crews? There are more than you four?”

      “Yeah,” Perdue said, surprised at my surprise.

      “How many more?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not like he and Jackson distribute a roster. I’ve worked with only a few others. But there’s a bunch of us from what I gather. I get the sense some guys work certain territories, others work others, sometimes they mix and match.”

      Jesus! I’d heard the rumors—but a bunch? First the shock of Benedict, now this. Sure, some cops disgraced their uniform, but this? Why had my instincts gone so wrong?

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Denver cops, mostly. But also an Arapahoe sheriff deputy and a couple of Littleton dicks. At least, that’s what I’ve picked up.”

      No mention of Alan Haynes, the third co-owner of the Jet X Laundromats and the man I’d mistakenly assumed was the fourth person in the car with Zingano the night they knocked over the Blair safe. He worked District Three. Maybe that was his “territory.” Maybe he ran a crew up there. But I could hardly ask Perdue. He probably didn’t know, and if he did it would tip him—and inevitably Zingano—that I’d already been nosing deep into their business.

      “And Zingano does jobs with all of them?” I asked.

      “They all go through him. He provides logistical and technical support, you might say. It’s not as if he’s out on every job himself. He’s selective. Like the Blair store.”

      I whistled inside my head. My strategy was to get an in with Zingano in order to size up Benedict’s involvement and investigate whether Zingano killed Benedict or ordered him killed. But the extent of his operation was far more extensive than I’d imagined. Which made my task more difficult and more dangerous.

      The trick now was luring the big guy into my “selective” job.

      Again, I thrust the wad of bills toward Perdue. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it.

      “Got any names of good boxmen?” I asked.

      “Uh, I . . . ”

      “Zingano got a name? Ask him.”

      “Look, Joe—you don’t understand. He don’t allow rogues. No goin’ out on your own like that.”

      “What do you mean, he doesn’t allow rogues?”

      Perdue shook his head as if I were making a terrible mistake. “You gotta go to him before you can do anything. You got to get his approval for the job. Give him a cut.”

      “This is my fucking heist, not his,” I protested, figuring the way to reel Zingano in would be to make my heist enticing and just out of his reach. Something he couldn’t resist. “A big heist. Why the hell should I have to give him a piece of the action?”

      “He provides protection. It’s his way of keeping everyone safe.”

      “Well, I don’t give a shit what he provides. I run my own jobs.”

      Perdue again shook his head. “You’re not listening, Joe. You gotta go through Dominic. He finds you pull something like this on your own and you’ve got troubles. Just the fact you and Benedict were stealing on your own is a problem.”

      Trouble? As in kill Benedict? Would I now be a target, too?

      I shook my head. “I’ll think about it.” I headed for the front door and our car. “C’mon, we gotta call this in.”
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        * * *

      

      We secured the shop while a very tired detective from the robbery division investigated the “break-in.” When the owner arrived, I chewed him out for not following my earlier warnings.

      He nodded glumly.

      “How much was in your safe, Mr. Hutton?” Perdue asked.

      He hesitated. “Maybe eight, nine hundred dollars. Another hundred in the register. Thankfully, insurance will cover it.”

      Perdue and I glanced at each other, then at Hutton. “That’s a lot,” I said.

      He haughtily lifted his head. “We had an exceptional day today. A big wedding.”

      Considering his claim to his insurance company would be four times the amount I’d taken from the safe and the register, I didn’t feel so bad I’d stolen his damn money.

      We left Champa Floral, called in a coffee break to dispatch, and parked under the Twentieth-street viaduct in the darkness. While Perdue lit a cigarette, I scoured the area for derelicts. The viaduct was a popular spot for them to sleep. I rousted three men and sent them on their way. Perdue and I needed a safe, quiet place to talk.

      “Can you believe that lying sack of shit?” Perdue scoffed as I lit a cigarette. “Claiming all that money was stolen and gettin’ the insurance company to cover it.” He said this as if it made his own dirty hands cleaner.

      I stood close to him and stared into his face. “How the hell did you get mixed up with Zingano?”

      Perdue shifted uneasily and looked away. “I dunno if I should say any more, Joe.”

      “You will if you want in on the job I got—and if you don’t want me to change my mind and pin old lady Blair on you guys.”

      He stiffened his shoulders. “That won’t be easy to do. Zingano has a lot of pull inside the department, even if command doesn’t like him.”

      “People he buys off?” Perdue said nothing. “I’m not looking to make trouble, Moroni. I want in on things.”

      Disillusionment clouded Perdue’s face., I realized he was as disappointed in me as I was in him. But I couldn’t let that stop my plan.

      “Cough it up, Moroni. How did you get mixed up with him?”

      He sighed. “I was on duty one night, me and another guy. I’d gotten a tip the previous week that some asshole was roughing up hookers. Not paying them, then roughing ’em up. A real shitass. Got this from an informant I’d developed, just like you taught me.”

      At least he learned something good from me.

      “We find this guy working over a hooker in a cheap hotel on Colfax. Drunk as shit. Came at me and I took him down. Hauled in his ass. Felt proud. Next day he’s out before I finish breakfast. Seems he was the son of the deputy mayor. I protested, but was warned by command, in no uncertain terms, there would be no case. And I could forget promotions if I ever did it again. No chance of making detective. You know what that’s like. I mean, how the hell was I supposed to know who the kid was?”

      “How did that lead you to Dominic?” I pressed.

      “He learned what happened. Union boss and all. Said he’d go to bat for me. Got me back in the department’s good graces. Got me switched to Morals. But he wanted something in return. By then I was beginning to think wearing our ‘glory badge’ was a lot of crap. Jesus, Joe, either we enforce the laws or we don’t. Sure, we overlook the small stuff. But assholes like this guy—Jesus!”

      I nodded sympathetically. “It happens more than it should.”

      “Did you hear about that patrolman over in District Two? Reports a couple of cops for stealing from a meat locker. Caught ’em red-handed. It goes up the chain of command. How far, no one knows, but word comes back to drop it. The two cops skate, but the honest cop starts gettin’ shunned at roll call. Guys won’t work with him. Call him a stool pigeon when they pass him. The guy quits.”

      I’d heard the same story though I was never certain it was true.

      “When I heard that story, I said fuck it,” Perdue said. “If I can’t be an honest, effective cop, I might as well be a rich one. I went along with Zingano.” His head dropped in surrender. “I took the big dive.”

      He fell into abject silence. Part of me felt for him. It was uphill too many days, being an honest cop. An endless and dispiriting war with criminals, and sometimes your own people. When I watched saints like Benedict go bad . . .

      I realized now why Perdue had changed so much since I’d last partnered with him—the smoking and drinking, the decline in his body. His life had gone to hell. Another time, I might have pushed him to bail on Zingano and go clean. For all he’d done for me in the Seth Rawlins case, he deserved better. But I had more immediate worries.

      “How do you guys set up a job?” I asked.

      “We usually case a place while we’re on duty. Assess security with the owner, then hit the business at night. If we set off an alarm, we’ll wait for dispatch to put the call out on the radio and then take the call ourselves. Then we heist the place at our leisure. Hell, sometimes we investigate the very jobs we pull. Gives us a chance to remove fingerprints, any incriminating evidence we accidentally left.”

      Perdue stopped and stared off into the darkness. His shoulders slumped. “It’s so easy.”

      “How does Zingano know which cops to trust? To bring in on these jobs?”

      Perdue shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe he sizes guys up through the police union. Finds guys in a bind with the department, or disillusioned like me. He seems to sense which officers are open to becoming burglars. Some guys don’t want to get that involved, but they can be counted on to provide support.”

      Could I persuade Zingano to trust me?

      “How did Benedict get hooked up with them? How’d he even know about you guys?”

      “Seek and ye shall find.”

      God, was it really that easy? “He came to them?”

      “That’s what I heard. Needed a fistful of money, fast, and was willing to steal for it. Wes Jackson was drunk one night, gloatin’ over how Benedict wasn’t any more saintly than the rest of us. Everybody’s crooked when you get down to it, he said.”

      “Any idea why Benedict needed the money?”

      Perdue looked at me in surprise. “He didn’t tell you? His partner?”

      My eyes focused hard on Perdue. “Partners don’t always tell their partners things.”

      Perdue looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t know why he needed money. I wasn’t involved like you seem to think I was, Joe. I was just the hired help. I never worked any jobs with Benedict.”

      “I wouldn’t think Zingano would have trusted him. Not with his straight-arrow reputation.”

      “Musta seen something in him.”

      “They had a falling out several weeks before Benedict died. What was that over?”

      “I dunno. That same night Wes was drunk, he and Dominic got into it over Greene quitting. I gathered Jackson had objected to bringing in Greene in the first place. Didn’t trust him. He told Dominic that guys couldn’t just leave. Said they needed to do something about it.”

      “Do what?”

      “He didn’t say. Dominic told Wes to shut up at that point. There were others of us around.”

      “What about Hector Diaz?”

      Perdue cocked his head. “What about him?”

      “Did they express the same concern about Diaz after he was brought in for questioning for killing Benedict? That they needed to do something about him?”

      Perdue appeared appalled at my question. “Why would they do that?”

      “Because Diaz fenced for them.”

      “He did?”

      I ground out my cigarette with my shoe and let out a long sigh for Perdue’s benefit. “Forget it. I’ll go along with Zingano if that’s what I gotta do. Tell him what I need. He can take his fucking cut.”

      “Tell me the job. What is this place you want to hit?”

      “No, no details. I don’t want Dominic crowding me out. Too much money. I give out the details only to those who need to know when they need to know them.”

      “All right. I’ll talk to him.”

      I sighed into the darkness. God help me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      Before my shift the next day, I went hunting again for Kim Raschke. We needed to discuss her husband and Camp Amache.

      I started with the bar where I’d last found her. She wasn’t there, but the bartender gave me a tip and I tracked her to a photographer’s studio in a rundown part of town. She was sitting stiffly on the edge of a fuchsia Davenport fronted by a black, asymmetrical coffee table decorated with a bowl of white mums. A magazine lay open across her gray skirt. She adjusted herself on the Davenport and patted at her hair. “Am I okay, Jack?”

      “Glorious, babe, glorious,” said the photographer, a muscular man in blue jeans and thinning hair. “Now leaf through the magazine, Kimmy.”

      She did as instructed while he snapped several photos with the air of a man making great art. He stopped. “Move the table out a few inches, Peter. Can’t crowd the Davenport. It’s our star. Gotta make the client happy. I’m getting glare, too. Turn that lower lamp shade outward.”

      His assistant pulled the coffee table a few inches away from Mrs. Raschke. He adjusted one of three bullet-shaped metal shades protruding from a pogo stick pole lamp next to the sectional.

      Kim Raschke took the opportunity to touch up her coral lipstick and check her eye makeup in a compact. Her eyes caught me watching her from the entrance to the ground-floor studio. She snapped her compact shut. The photographer saw her stiffen and he looked my way.

      “Can I help you?” he said in a tone that didn’t offer help.

      “I need to speak to Mrs. Raschke.”

      “We’re in the middle of a shoot, pal. Come back later.”

      I was wearing my suit, so I flashed my badge. “I’m in the middle of a murder investigation—pal. Your shoot can wait.”

      “It’s all right, Jack,” she said, rising. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

      Mrs. Raschke approached, stepping over a tangle of black wires. A wide red belt, white blouse, and black pumps set off her gray skirt.

      “I wasn’t aware you modeled,” I said.

      “I have off and on for several years. Since Marcus died, I thought I would—what is it you want now?” she said in a hushed voice.

      “I have questions concerning your husband and a dead Japanese girl.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I’ll be outside, Jack,” she said huskily. We stepped onto the cracked sidewalk, trailed by the photographer’s voice telling her to make it snappy.

      She held her head up, brown eyes squinting in the glare of the sun. Her skin looked coarse and granular in the harsh light. “Are you getting any closer to finding the people who killed my husband?”

      “I am. Did you live with him while he worked at Camp Amache?”

      Distaste wrinkled her mouth. “Not at the camp itself, god, no. We rented an apartment in Granada. I refused to live in those primitive barracks they called home for the staff.”

      “Were you aware your husband was having an affair with a young camp internee named Mitsu Nakatoshi, the Jap girl who was murdered?”

      Her eyes squinted a little harder in the glare. “Yes, I was aware. Marcus did have a way with women.”

      “There were others at Amache?”

      “Only her, I believe. But there were others over the years. At least two Negroes, a Mexican, and a Chinese. I lost count of the Caucasians. When it came to screwing, Marcus passionately lived up to his liberal ideals.”

      In light of the shriveled man I’d seen in his study, I found the idea of Raschke as Casanova difficult to swallow. I didn’t bother to ask why the hell she hadn’t divorced him. “How did you find out he was having an affair with the Jap girl?”

      “He told me.”

      I paused. “He told you?”

      She smiled sadly and looked down the street, as if answers from the past lay there. “Marcus always told me about his affairs. When they were over. He would come to me like a little boy, blubbering that he’d never do it again, begging forgiveness. And I always forgave him.” Her voice turned bitter. “Of course, he always did it again.”

      “Where would your husband and the Jap girl meet?”

      “A motel room or another apartment in town, I guess. It wasn’t our place.”

      “Were you aware she was pregnant when she was killed?”

      “Yes.”

      “Pregnant by your husband?”

      “He denied it, but I suspected it was him.”

      “Did he tell you he beat her to death?”

      She snapped her face toward me. “Marcus didn’t kill her!”

      “Why are you so sure?”

      “He told me he didn’t.”

      “You believed him?”

      “Yes, I believed him.”

      “The same man who cheated on you and beat you?”

      She looked away. “The beatings were . . . nothing.”

      “Nothing in what way?”

      She strangled a laugh. “You just want to hear the gory details.”

      “How bad did he beat you? Capable of killing you?”

      Her eyes turned hard and her voice dispassionate, as though she were speaking of another woman. “One time he broke my nose and some ribs. In one of his better moods, he shoved my head in the toilet after he’d urinated in it. He enjoyed calling me a bitch and a whore, and he never allowed me to have friends around.”

      Just as suddenly, her eyes softened. “But as I said before, it was my fault. I deserved it. I should have been a better wife.”

      “Your fault, Mrs. Raschke? Your husband apparently beat the Jap girl on multiple occasions. Perhaps beat her to death. He also may have been involved in another murder that occurred a few weeks ago, here in Denver. I believe someone in turn murdered your husband, and I suspect all three murders are connected. His abuse of you was not your fault.”

      She stared. “What other murder?”

      “I can’t divulge that at the moment. The point is, your husband was a violent man. Violence followed him like a shadow. Why are you so certain he didn’t kill her?”

      “A few days after they found her body, Marcus confessed about the affair. He admitted to me that he’d hit her that night. She’d told him she was pregnant with his child. He swore to me it wasn’t his. He claimed it was one of the Kibei. But I suspected he knew it was his. Whoever got her pregnant, Marcus flew into a rage and beat her. Pretty bad, I gathered, though he tried to minimize it.”

      “This was at the camp?”

      “No. In town. Where they usually screwed their brains out. He said one of the camp guards helped him sneak her back in. I think he was hoping to frame it on the Kibei. They left her in one of the kitchen barracks—not outside where she was found. It was December. It was freezing that night. He insisted they left her inside, alive, and that someone else must have dragged her outside.”

      One of the guards helped him! Benedict? Was that their connection?

      “She could have wandered outside on her own looking for help, passed out, froze to death,” I suggested. “Which would put her death on him.”

      She looked away. “He was scared, really scared. I’d never seen him so scared.”

      “Did he identify the guard who helped him?”

      “No.”

      “At the bar you said the man who showed up at your home back in March looked vaguely familiar. Any chance you saw him at Camp Amache? Perhaps with your husband.”

      She thought for several moments, then nodded. “Maybe. But that was years ago. I didn’t associate much with camp personnel. Especially the guards.”

      “Did your husband ever mention a California law firm named Bailey, Wilscom and Gable?”

      She shook her head slowly. “I don’t recall he did.”

      “No mention of a law firm stealing property and money from the Jap internees?”

      She shook her head again. “No.” Less convincing this time.

      “What about the name Neil Thornton? He was part of the camp staff.”

      She pursed her coral lips. “I recall the name but I don’t recall anything else about him.”

      I showed her the picture of her husband and the shadow-faced man, but she couldn’t confirm it was him.

      “What about—”

      “Wait a minute.” She raised her hand. “He was in Denver several months ago, I believe.”

      “Thornton?”

      “Yes. Now I remember. Marcus came home one day from the university. He looked shaken. I asked him what was wrong but he wouldn’t say. I pressed him later that evening, after he’d downed several drinks. That was risky. He was most dangerous when full of booze. He said someone he’d known at Amache showed up at his office at school that day—someone he hadn’t seen since nineteen forty-five. Someone he didn’t want to see again.”

      “This Thornton guy?”

      “Possibly. Whoever it was, I got the impression he wasn’t going by that name anymore. Marcus didn’t say what name. He said the man worked under him at the camp. One of the administrators. A despicable man, he said. I think this man held some kind of sway over Marcus. He seemed very frightened of him.”

      The photographer appeared at the door, impatient. “Kim!”

      I stepped close enough to her the photographer couldn’t hear. “Did your husband ever receive a threatening note about the Jap girl’s death? Say after he ran into this Thornton?”

      She wrinkled her brow. “No, not that I’m aware. But Marcus never revealed all the threats he received.”
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        * * *

      

      After I left Kim Raschke, I called Lou Sheppard at the Rocky Mountain News from a pay phone. “I need a favor, Lou.”

      “For a guy who’s all over my ass for running an honest story on crooked cops, you expect a favor?”

      “Might be a story in it,” I teased.

      He said nothing for a few moments. “What story?”

      “Can’t tell you right now. But the favor’s a start.”

      A loud sigh. “Okay, what’s the favor?”

      “I need you to check out a law firm in California.”

      “Swell. You want me to drive out or can I fly?”

      I was reluctant bringing in Sheppard. It raised too many questions I didn’t want to answer. But I was running out of time. The longer Paula and Olivia remained in hiding, the more likely they would eventually leave the state—maybe for good. The reporter’s contacts were better than mine and he’d be able to dig up the information far faster.

      “You worked in Sacramento once, right?” I said. “Gotta be a reporter there who’d do you a favor. Dig through records. Make a few calls. He scratches your back, you scratch his. There must be public records of the firm, right?”

      “Should be. What do you want to find out about this law firm?”

      “Everything. My understanding is the firm was dissolved at the end of the war. I need to confirm if it existed during the war, who the principals were, was it ever investigated for possible fraud—everything you can dig up.”

      “Why fraud?”

      “Get the information and you’ll find out.” No response at the other end, but I could hear his mental gears grinding. “Don’t think too hard, Lou. You might break something. Just trust me on this.”

      “This is something to do with your partner’s death, isn’t it? I said you couldn’t keep your nose out of it.”

      My heart froze. Lou Sheppard could be a pest, but he was never stupid. “What the hell would a California law firm have to do with Benedict’s death?” I said in my most offended tone.

      “Okay, what’s the name of this firm?”

      “Bailey, Wilscom and Gable. Mean anything to you?”

      “Naw, but there’re more lawyers than mosquitoes in this country. Where was this firm?”

      “Thousand Oaks.”

      “Nice of you not to leave me the whole state to cover.”

      “One other question,” I said. “Ever come across a Detective Lancaster?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell. He in DPD?”

      “Don’t think so.”

      “First name?”

      “Dunno,” I said.

      “What do you know?”

      “That I need to find him.”
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      I read in yesterday’s paper that American troops used flamethrowers to fry a bunch of Chinks heavily bunkered twenty miles northwest of Seoul. Or was it the day before? The battles all sounded alike. Much like the streets of Denver. We take a hill one day, the bad guys retake it the next. Or they overrun a new hill and we have to assault that one. After a while, you’re not sure what the hell you’re fighting over.

      My investigation of Benedict’s murder had fallen into a similar sense of stalemate. I’d gain a hill here and lose a hill there. Each new piece of evidence I captured made matters more confusing, not clearer. New hills arose out of nowhere. Trying to tie Amache and Raschke and Benedict and Diaz and Zingano’s dark riders together—if they were tied together—was as bad as slogging through cold Korean mud.

      I was in a dead-end alley with Camp Amache, and I wasn’t doing any better with Dominic Zingano. Three days had passed since confronting Perdue in the floral shop, yet no word from the union boss whether he would provide assistance for the burglary I was planning. I bugged Perdue each shift, and each shift he said be patient.

      Zingano’s lack of response reinforced my suspicion that he was the one who’d made the threatening call to my house. He didn’t trust me, and he blamed me for the heat being brought down on dirty cops, so he wouldn’t risk my becoming part of their burglary ring.

      Yet he couldn’t ignore me, not with me witnessing their burglary of Blair Secondhand. I was a threat to them. They’d have to work with me—or kill me.

      Shortly after ten o’clock in the evening of the third night, not long after our dinner break, Perdue and I took our usual pass through The Bottoms down by the South Platte River. Once filled with vibrant Italian truck farms at the turn of the century, the Bottoms had sunk into a gloomy collection of warehouses, abandoned buildings, railroad tracks, and dark empty lots, towered over by the silhouette of a flourmill. The only people down here at this hour were derelicts, thieves, and teenagers hot to get it on in the back seat.

      It was near here two years ago where Perdue and I discovered the headless body of a murder victim.

      The evening was cool but we patrolled with our windows down to catch any suspicious sounds. Nothing but the distant din of the city and the nearby rumble of a passing train. As we passed a school supply warehouse on Huron Street, headlights suddenly loomed behind us. I twisted and squinted out the rear window. The vehicle was closing on us. The unmistakable silhouette of the single red dome light of a patrol car. A patrol car out of its precinct.

      I stared at Perdue. “Zingano?”

      He glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Dunno.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I swear, Joe. He said nothing to me.”

      “Pull over.”

      We did. The headlights slowed and stopped ten feet behind us. The front passenger door opened and a man in civilian clothes stepped out. A towering man. In a cowboy hat.

      I came fast out the passenger door, my hand close to my gun.

      “Easy, Stryker,” said Zingano. He raised empty hands. “We just came to talk. Per your request.”

      The driver exited. Wes Jackson in uniform. I couldn’t see his hands, so my hand remained near my gun. He cleared the car enough to show he wasn’t holding anything, though his gun was close by on his hip.

      Perdue got out. “Dominic. You coulda told me you wanted to meet—”

      “No, I couldn’t,” he snapped. Perdue fell silent. He seemed to sense his place around the big man.

      The Bottoms was part of our nightly patrol routine and they’d waited for us. I scanned the shadows of the block. Shadows where other pals of Zingano might be waiting.

      The fetid odors of the river drifted over us.

      I refocused on Zingano. “Helluva place to meet, Dominic. Your office woulda been more comfortable.”

      “More secure this way,” he said. “The wrong people might be listening.”

      “You believe the department has your office wired?”

      He smiled cynically. “They would love to know our union’s plans. But in this case, I’m thinking more along the lines of entrapment.”

      “You worried I’m setting you up?”

      “Chief Hamilton would love to take me down and the union with it.”

      “C’mon, Dominic, if I were a stoolie for the department, I woulda arrested your ass the other night at Blair’s. Right in the act. I wouldn’t be risking my ass out here on a dark street.”

      “Jesus, Joe,” interjected Perdue, “Dominic wouldn’t do anything like—”

      “What is it you want, Stryker?” cut in Zingano. He was being careful to let me initiate any suggestion of criminal activity.

      As much as I wanted to get in his face over the threatening phone call to my home and my family, now was not the time. Far more important that I set my sting.

      “Like I told Moroni, I got a big job,” I said. “Something Benedict and I were working on. With him dead, I need assistance. I understand everything has to come through you.”

      Zingano threw a glare at Perdue, as if to say don’t talk so damn much. I do the talking. He refocused on me. “What gives you the idea I could or would be willing to help with this . . . job?”

      “Why else would you be here, Dominic?”

      “It’s my duty as union president. When I hear rumors implying dirty cops, I check them out.”

      “Let’s not pussy foot around. Benedict told me what you guys do. You implied it when you asked me to get Lou Sheppard off the dirty cop story. That’s why I observed you breaking into Blair’s the other night. Checking you out to see if you were up to the task.”

      That was a gamble. There was nothing but circumstantial evidence that Benedict worked with Zingano’s burglary ring.

      “Benedict had a loud mouth,” said Zingano.

      Loud enough for you to kill him?

      The squawk box in both of our cars chattered out a call for car seven in Precinct 50 to respond to an auto theft in progress. The shrillness startled us in the quiet, as if the boxes were listening in on us.

      When the chatter died, Zingano said, “What’s this big job?”

      “A safe with a helluva lot of money in it. More than you guys get robbing five-and-dime stores. But I’m no safecracker. I need a good boxman.”

      “I need more details.”

      “Nah, nah, Dominic. The only detail you get at this stage is that it involves a lot of money. The rest can wait until it’s time. If you help me.”

      “You got a lot of balls, Stryker,” said Jackson

      “They’re what keep me going.”

      “Tell him to go fuck himself, Dominic.”

      I crossed my arms and leaned against the patrol car. I figured going in that Zingano and Jackson would be wary of me. My plan was to override their distrust by luring them in with two things they could trust: their own arrogance and greed.

      “All I need is a good boxman,” I said. “Figured you’d know one. A referral fee for you, of course. Though I gotta say, after watching you guys struggle with old lady Blair’s safe I’m dubious you’re up to the task.”

      Jackson stepped toward me. “Hey, we got it—”

      “Quiet, Wes,” snapped Zingano.

      “The point is,” I went on, “this safe is not a box of Crackerjacks. It’s big and tough. And I don’t know how to peel a safe. I’d rather work with cops. Guys I can trust. You can’t depend on common criminals. But if you don’t have a guy who’s up to the task, I’ll recruit outside help.”

      Big Z seemed to be weighing the pros and cons.

      “Fuck ’im,” said Jackson when the silence became unbearable. “Walk away, Dominic. Let him get his own ass caught.”

      “That’s the problem, Wes,” said Zingano. “If he gets caught, it’s bad for the rest of us. Brings too much attention. It’s shitty enough with this reporter poking under rocks. We don’t need the department doing it, too.”

      “I don’t plan on getting caught,” I said.

      Zingano laughed. “No one does. But shit happens. Ask all those lowlifes in jail. That’s why I don’t like rogues. Things are less apt to go wrong and people are less apt to get caught and rat on each other if we’re all in it together. Discipline, Stryker, discipline.”

      For the first time, I sensed him taking my bait. But I buried the hook in him just a little deeper.

      “I’ll take my chances if you aren’t willing to help,” I said. “The money’s too good.”

      He shook his head in slow disapproval. “Look what happened when you and Benedict tried doing things on your own. Shit happens. He’d be alive if we’d provided protection and services.”

      “You know who killed him?”

      “No, I don’t. Only that it’s always riskier going out on your own.”

      Was Zingano implying they’d kill me if I went rogue?

      Zingano raised his big right hand and rubbed his fingertips together. “You said a lot of scratch, Joe. How much? You can tell us that, can’t you? Or is it nothing but big talk?” He touched the brim of his cowboy hat. “All hat and no cattle.”

      “Yeah, well the safe I have in mind has a lot of cattle.” I paused for effect. “Forty grand. More if our timing’s good.”

      Everyone whistled.

      Even Wes Jackson now looked as if he’d take the bait.

      “That big a theft could bring a lot of heat from the department,” Zingano said. “That’s dangerous.”

      I shook my head. “That’s the sweet deal here, Dominic. The victims won’t go to the cops.”

      “Why not?”

      “Let’s just say their money is dirty, too.”

      “Then they might try to bring their own justice,” he said.

      “Oh, they will. But if you’re as good as I hear, I’m sure you can persuade them to take their loss in silence.”

      “A job that big will require more work on our part,” he said. “A bigger cut.”

      “How much?”

      “Twenty-five percent of the take.”

      “Jesus! This is why I didn’t want you guys involved other than giving me the name of a boxman. This is my job. I’m the one who came up with it. A plan and everything.”

      In the distance, a train whistle echoed in the darkness.

      “Our services ensure you get to keep the other seventy-five percent,” said Zingano. “We’ll see that you get the best boxman in town. We’ll provide cover. It’s important that the right cops know when something is going down so there’s no accidental interference. Should things go wrong, god forbid, we go to bat for you. We have friends throughout command. Friends who will do favors to ensure your problem disappears. I don’t offer that to rogues.”

      “Friends who helped you get Perdue here to spy on me?”

      Zingano remained silent.

      I shook my head in feigned disgust. “I’ll mull it over.”

      “There’s nothing to mull over, Stryker. It’s my way or no way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      Lou Sheppard called early afternoon before my shift. I hoped the reporter was calling with good news. God knows I needed some to work with, a break in the case. I wanted my family back.

      “I tracked down the information you wanted on that California law firm,” he said over the chatter of the newsroom in the background.

      “Great! What do you have?”

      “Not over the phone. Face to face, Joe.”

      “Why?”

      “I found some very intriguing information and I want to know why you want to know it. Meet you at The Press Club in an hour.”

      The Press Club was Lou’s second home, second only to police headquarters where he lived for the arrival of the next report of a crime. It was the lunch hour and the club was packed with its usual contingent of tired alcoholics and fresh-faced reporters. We sat at an empty poker table in the basement with two beers. I shouldn’t be boozing before a shift, but I got the sense this wasn’t going to be good.

      “So what’s the big deal you couldn’t tell me on the phone, Lou?” I asked over the whir of cards and clink of chips at a nearby table

      Sheppard wagged his finger. “You first. Why your interest in this law firm?”

      I took a stiff drink. “Marcus Raschke didn’t die accidentally from that bomb blast. He was murdered. And his murder might be tied to the law firm.”

      The reporter’s eyes lit up. He reached for a notebook inside his frayed suit jacket, but I stopped him with my hand.

      “No notes, Lou. Not yet.”

      Sheppard set his hands back on the table. “You have proof he was murdered? Homicide sure as shit ain’t saying that.”

      “Ask the dicks why a man who allegedly hid twenty pounds of dynamite in his basement to make bombs would bother to wipe his fingerprints off the stuff. As well as the gun they found.”

      “You’re saying the dynamite and the gun were planted?”

      “Yes.”

      “Based on what?”

      “A tip.”

      “Your tip say who killed him?”

      “No. But you can figure the list is pretty long.”

      “Why your interest in Raschke? He ain’t your case. You’re a beat cop. You ain’t even supposed to have cases.”

      “Something I stumbled across.”

      The reporter’s expression said he suspected I hadn’t “stumbled across” my alleged information, but he let it go. Too much history of my not telling him everything. “This information you have, Lou, does it fit into that scenario?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” He pulled out a battered spiral notebook and flipped through pages. “I contacted a reporter friend at the Sacramento Bee. Old salt named Zeke Wigglesworth. Name like that he shoulda been English royalty instead of a reporter, but—”

      “Get to the point, friend.”

      Sheppard found the notes he was searching for. “Zeke said Bailey, Wilscom and Gable was established as a partnership in November forty-two and dissolved in October forty-five. Its address was a PO box in Thousand Oaks. Curious that a law firm would have only a PO box for an address. It got more curious when Zeke called several lawyers in Thousand Oaks, but none of them ever recalled the firm or any lawyers by those names. The state’s registry also showed no lawyers with those names connected to such a firm. Instead, there was only one lawyer’s name listed in the partnership documents, a jackleg lawyer out of Fresno named Shaw whose heart blew out in forty-eight.” Sheppard flipped his notebook shut. “Your law firm was a shell.”

      “That’s it?” I said. “I came all the way down here for that?”

      Sheppard grinned. “I’m saving the best for last.”

      “I thought reporters always lead with the best part.”

      “I’m a closet novelist. We save the best for last.”

      “Pray, speak, Hemingway, before I break your typing fingers.”

      Sheppard looked around the room, leaned across the table, and said in a confidential voice, “The records show that the firm was owned by Crawford Kane.”

      I almost choked on my beer. “Senator Crawford Kane?”

      “The same. His address was listed as Colorado Springs.”

      I whistled softly. Crawford Kane, who’d publicly denounced the presence of the Japanese-American prison camp in the state, had lined his pockets defrauding the camp’s internees.

      Which meant Kane conspired with the mysterious Neil Thornton, a suspect in Raschke’s death. And maybe Benedict’s.

      Sheppard leaned closer. “Kane’s name grabbed my balls, Joe, as you can imagine. Why would he own a California law firm that appears to be nothing more than a shell? Where did you come up with the name of the law firm?”

      “I can’t tell you my source. I can tell you this law firm took control of the estates of many of the Jap internees at Camp Amache on the pretense of helping them save their homes and businesses during their imprisonment. Kane must have used the jackleg lawyer to handle the legal paperwork in California. When the internees were released, they discovered it was a scam. They’d been conned out of their property. Most of them lost their homes, their businesses, savings, possessions, everything.”

      Lou glanced at the four men engrossed in their poker game and said in a banked voice, “You’re accusing Kane of defrauding these Japs?”

      “Damn right.”

      Sheppard sighed. “Nobody’s gonna care about this as a story, Joe. Even if it could be proved. People in the state agreed with Kane. They still have a lot of animosity over the Japs’ treatment of our prisoners.”

      “People might care if it’s linked to Raschke’s death.”

      Sheppard looked up from his beer. “How?”

      “I’m trying to find out. Our dead professor was an Amache camp administrator. He might have been involved the scam. Or at least knew of it.”

      “You’re suggesting Senator Kane had something to do with Raschke’s death?”

      Kim Raschke fingered Kane as a suspect because he and other anti-commies wanted to silence her husband and his research against McCarthy. But Kane’s link to the fraudulent law firm suggested another motive—a cover-up. But why after seven years?

      “I can’t get into the details yet, but yes, his death and the scam may be linked.”

      The reporter licked his lips like a lion ready to pounce on his prey. He got us two more beers. “Tell me more about this scam.”

      I gave him a sketchy outline of what I’d learned, holding back the names of the Japanese internee who’d told me about it, Yamazaki, and Neil Thornton, who’d exploited the fears of internees and steered them to Kane’s fake law firm. I also held back mention of the Jap girl likely murdered to hide the scam. Too risky it might lead Lou to the discovery that Benedict was a camp guard back then and his linkage to Raschke. All four men connected to the camp, and two of them dead.

      Lou gave a low whistle. “How did you learn this, Joe? Homicide sure as hell doesn’t want you nosing in its shit.”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      The reporter frowned. He took a drink and pondered for a long moment. “You sure this doesn’t have something to do with the murder of your partner?”

      “Hector Diaz killed my partner. Case closed. The story you need to be looking into is Senator Kane and his fraudulent law firm and the death of Marcus Raschke. Or are you still obsessed with a few dirty cops?”

      “Are you trying to distract me?”

      “Ask yourself which is the bigger story.”

      “Always playing it close to the vest, Joe. But you never come out well when you do.”

      No, but it seemed to be the only way I knew how to investigate.
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        * * *

      

      From the visitor’s gallery overlooking the Senate Chamber the next morning, I watched Crawford Kane huddle below with fellow legislators. He reminded me of a crab scuttling from one place to the next, talking conspiratorially in the ear of one legislator, leaning in the face of another, pitching whatever he was pitching while speakers droned on in front of a bank of dimly lit stained glass portraits of Colorado’s movers and shakers. He rarely sat at his desk, located almost directly below a huge ornate chandelier, except to make a point of order to the speaker or to scribble notes on a white ruled pad.

      He spotted me once during a casual survey of the uncrowded gallery. His eyes fixed on me in a moment of uncertainty before he looked away. The state senators recessed for lunch, and I caught Kane as he emerged from the chamber flanked by two cronies.

      “We need to have a little chat, senator,” I said.

      The trio, dressed in midnight blue suits and dark hats, stopped by the polished red stone trim that ran throughout much of the Capitol, stone as smooth as glass.

      “Detective Lancaster, isn’t it?” said Kane with that look the powerful tend to give peons in the presence of other powerful. When I nodded, he said, “I’d love to talk with you, detective, but right now we’re on our way to an important luncheon. Another time.”

      The important luncheon was probably a meeting with a trio of martinis at one of the nearby watering holes. Nothing Kane couldn’t miss.

      “It concerns Bailey, Wilscom and Gable,” I said.

      The muscles in Kane’s face hardened as he struggled to keep his composure. He hastily told his cronies that he’d catch up with them in a few minutes. He furrowed his eyes at me after they left. “You said something about Bailey, Wilson and what?”

      “Don’t play dumb, senator. It was a phony California law firm you set up to scam Japanese internees out of their property.”

      The senator kept his composure, though a muscle twitched by his left eye. “I really don’t—” A passing dark-suit type congratulated Kane on a morning’s parliamentary maneuver.

      “Maybe someplace a little quieter,” I suggested.

      He nodded dully and led me to a small walnut-paneled conference room just off the legislative chambers. Once inside and the door shut, he stood as if waiting for instructions, so I motioned to a spruce-green leather chair with brass rivets under an oil painting of a long-dead legislator. “Sit.”

      “I’ll stand. What is it you want, detective?”

      “Let’s start with Bailey, Wilscom and Gable,” I said.

      “I don’t know anything about them. You said they are a law firm?”

      “Can the stupid act, Kane. I know cons on the street with twice your smarts who play dumb far better than you. According to California records, you owned the firm from 1942 to late 1945.”

      “I’ve made a lot of investments over the years. It’s difficult to—”

      “You used that law firm to con the Japanese internees out of their property. You sold off their homes and their farms, you siphoned off their business profits, you—”

      “I don’t see what this has to do with your investigation into that officer’s death.”

      “One thing leads to another, senator. Now about the law firm . . . ”

      Anger flooded his face. “We were at war with the bastards. It’s not as though they were Americans!”

      “They were U. S. citizens.”

      “They were Nips! Fifth columnists for Tojo. Treason was in their blood. Just like Raschke was a commie fifth columnist. No piece of paper was going to change that!”

      “The government didn’t issue orders to steal from them.”

      “Sure it did. All you had to do was read between the lines. Everybody stole from them.” An arrogant smile creased his face. “But you can’t prove I did.”

      “I don’t need to prove anything. You’re a contender for the governorship. Skeletons rattling around on the front page won’t help your cause.”

      Kane laughed. “That’s what you’re going to do, threaten to go to the press? Nobody’s going to believe you against me. And nobody will care what the hell happened to a bunch of slope eyes during the War.”

      “They’ll care when they find out your scam resulted in the murder of that Japanese girl at the camp.”

      A slight pause. “You can’t prove that, either. And if you try, I’ll sue you and the police department for harassment.”

      “People will care when they learn her death and the scam are connected to the murder of Marcus Raschke.”

      As practiced as Kane was as a politician, he couldn’t keep his skin from going pale. “That’s nonsense. His death was an accident. He was preparing to plant a bomb in god knows what elementary school.”

      “Where’s Neil Thornton?”

      Kane licked his dry lips. “I don’t know a Neil Thornton.”

      “Sure you do, senator. He worked in records at Amache. He sold the pipe dream to the internees, and used your phony law firm to clean them out. The Jap girl learned of it, and he killed her to cover it up.”

      Kane’s eyes gave way to fear. “Jap radicals killed her.”

      “That was the official cover story. But you know the real story, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’d like you to leave.”

      “Marcus Raschke was having an affair with the girl. When he learned she was pregnant, he beat her pretty badly. He had something of a temper when it came to women. According to his wife, he sneaked the girl back into camp and left her in one of the kitchen barracks. Beaten but alive. My hunch is Neil Thornton found out and saw his opportunity to permanently get rid of her. Hell, maybe he even checked with you first.”

      Kane vehemently shook his head. “He never called me. Only later did he . . . ” The senator suddenly tailed off, aware of his admission.

      “Tell you what he’d done? That he’d killed her? My hunch is he went to the kitchen and beat her some more and then dragged her outside to freeze to death.”

      Raschke always assumed he’d been responsible for her death, I thought, and Benedict carried the same guilt for aiding Raschke. I didn’t know how well they knew each other, or why Benedict went along, but he had.

      I said to Kane, “I figure after you ruined Raschke about the commie business, he threatened to expose your Amache scam, so you got Thornton to kill him.”

      Kane’s eyes jerked toward me, turned animal-like. “That’s slanderous. You’ll never prove any of it.”

      I pulled out the photograph and tapped the face of the shadowed man next to Raschke. “This the man who ran your scam inside the camp?”

      Kane glanced, then quickly looked away, as if I were showing him the picture of a mutilated corpse.

      “Where is he, Kane? Where’s Thornton? What name is he living under?”

      “I told you, I don’t know any Thornton. I didn’t order that girl killed, I had nothing to do with Raschke’s—”

      I grabbed Kane by the lapels of his expensive suit. “This guy’s leaving bodies around, senator, and when I catch him I’m going to pin his tail to your ass.”

      Kane tried to pry my hands loose but he needed a coupla years workout in LeRoy Sunday’s gym before he could manage that.

      “I’ll call security if you don’t release me immediately,” he said, his face turning red.

      I shoved him back into the chair. “Find Thornton and tell me where he is. I’ll be in touch real soon. You’re a loose end to him, and if you haven’t noticed, he’s cleaning up loose ends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Moroni Perdue and I caught up with Dominic Zingano. Perdue had passed word to the union boss that I accepted his terms to help knock over the safe, and we needed to go over the details.

      We met in the parking lot of an auto body shop on the eastern edge of our precinct. Zingano showed up in his shiny green Hudson, Wes Jackson sitting next to him. We car-necked, driver’s side next to driver’s side.

      Perdue fidgeted next to me like a man sitting on a hot bed of coals. He’d been a wreck ever since we’d first met Zingano and Jackson in The Bottoms. We’d spoken little of that night. I sensed his shame at my discovery of his involvement with the burglary ring, shame that his descent into common criminality disappointed me. And ashamed of me, that the cop who’d broken him in as a rookie, who’d cracked one of the biggest murder cases in Denver history, was himself nothing but a common burglar.

      “Decided to take my offer, eh?” gloated Zingano. His elbow draped over the edge of the open window. The odor of paint fumes and solvents filled the air between us.

      “Seems I have no choice,” I replied. “Twenty-five percent, right?”

      He nodded.

      “All right, here’s the deal,” I said. “The safe’s in The Tuscany.”

      “That fancy new Italian restaurant on twenty-third near Gilpin?”

      “Yeah. They have a high-stakes gambling den downstairs. Very high-pillow clientele. Even a few of our honorable politicians drop in. Which means lots of cash.”

      “I’ve eaten there,” piped up Jackson from the shadows. “Took my old lady. Really good food. I didn’t know they were running a gambling joint.”

      “Always on the ball, Jackson, aren’t you?” I couldn’t resist saying.

      He threw me a glower that could burn through plate metal.

      “The restaurant’s also a money drop for bookies,” I went on. “They bring the cash in boxes and sacks along with the kitchen supplies. Thousands a day. In and out. It all goes through the safe downstairs.”

      “If this joint is all that it’s cracked up to be, why the hell haven’t I heard of it?” questioned Zingano.

      “The gambling’s new, and the bookies moved their drop there just in the past few weeks from another place that was getting heat. I got a lucky tip from one of my sources.”

      He took a long pause. “Does vice know about this place yet? I don’t want to get cross-wise with those boys.”

      “I doubt it. Even if they did, so what?”

      Zingano nodded. Vice might let a new operation ride for a while. Take a piece of the action as long as they didn’t receive reports of violence or disgruntled customers, or the departmental brass didn’t get a hair up its ass and order a “show” raid for public consumption.

      “You said forty grand might be in the safe?” Zingano asked.

      “Minimum. Maybe more. Thursday nights are when the safe is fullest before the bookie money gets dispersed over the weekend. More bills stuffed in there than in Gypsy Rose Lee’s G string.”

      “You scoped it out?”

      I nodded. “They close at midnight weeknights. One o’clock on weekends. Staff is out by one. Mostly small businesses in the neighborhood. They close up well before the restaurant. Little traffic at that hour.”

      “Guards? We don’t do armed robberies.”

      “No guards. It would bring unwanted attention. Who leaves guards at a restaurant?”

      “What about burglar alarms? If there’s that much money in the place, there must be alarms.”

      I shook my head. “They don’t want an alarm bringing cops and discovering their gambling den and the drop. They’re counting on the safe providing all the protection they need.”

      And the confidence that only fools would steal from a bunch of bookies.

      Our radios crackled with a call. Shooting on Colfax. Nothing new.

      “Your source is reliable?” asked the union boss.

      “Absolutely. Now, who’d you get for my boxman?”

      Zingano nodded toward Jackson. “Wes is.”

      “You’re shitting me.”

      “I promised you the best boxman in town. Wes here can punch and peel anything you put in front of him. The guy takes the damn dials home and studies ’em, for chrissakes. Sometimes I think he’s less interested in the money than the challenge of bustin’ boxes that safe companies claim are burglar proof.”

      “I’m not impressed. I watched you guys struggle with old lady Blair’s puny little safe the other night. You had to drag it away in your car to get it open. You’re not gonna throw this damn safe in your trunk and haul it back to union hall so Junior G-Man can figure it out on his own sweet time.”

      Jackson glowered from the shadows of the car.

      “He’s still the best you’ll find,” said Zingano.

      I feigned a show of resistance then caved.

      “What can you tell us about the safe?” Zingano asked.

      Just then, a passing car’s headlights caught the shadows of the auto body shop. I tensed and watched the car until it was out of sight. Zingano seemed unperturbed. After all, who would be suspicious of two parked cop cars?

      I exhaled. “I haven’t seen the safe in person. It’s big like the grocery stores use, I was told. Six or seven feet tall.”

      “Diebold or Mosler?” asked Jackson.

      “Dunno.”

      Jackson whistled. “Market safes are two inches thick. They use the mother of all steel. Cold-rolled, case-hardened chromium.”

      “I warned you this wasn’t a box of Crackerjacks. Too big for you to handle?”

      “I can handle anything that you—”

      “Relax,” cut in Zingano. “We’ve busted big safes before.”

      Greed and arrogance likely made him talk big, but if my plan worked, it wouldn’t make any difference whether he was bullshitting or not. “It better work,” I said. “We won’t have all night.”

      “One other thing, Stryker,” he said. “I’m coming in on this job. That means a bigger cut.”

      “What the hell?” I protested. “I didn’t invite you. All I need is a boxman. This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “That was before I heard the details. Wes is going to need help cutting on that safe. Experienced help. We use a circular saw with ten-inch industrial carborundum steel blades. The blades are big and you have to run the saw without the guard. If you bind the blade at those high RPMs, you can break it and get killed from flying pieces. Furthermore, this operation is a helluva lot bigger and riskier than you realize. The bookies are going to be none too happy we took off with their money. I’ll need to pay off people to keep them cool and swallow their losses. We’ll need more lookouts, some shift changes, that sort of thing. Perdue can be one, but we’ll need at least one, maybe two more.”

      “Jesus, Dominic, we’re burglarizing a goddamn safe, not storming Hitler’s bunker,” I said.

      “You’re the amateur here—whatever dime stores you and Benedict were knocking over. You need pros who can round up the right people, ensure they do their jobs, and keep their mouths shut. That’s my expertise.”

      I shook my head in disgust. Secretly, I smiled. I’d hoped Zingano couldn’t keep his grubby little hands off that much money.

      “You inviting anyone else to the party, besides you and boxman here?” I asked. “I don’t want any more surprises.” I was thinking of their partner, Alan Haynes.

      “Just you, me, and Wes go in. Everyone else has ancillary roles.”

      “You said a bigger a cut. How much?”

      “Sixty for us.”

      “Fuck, no! I’m the guy who brought you this. I’m taking risks, too. You’re just providing the hired help.”

      “We’re providing the tools, the expertise, and protection, Stryker, plus people I gotta pay, including your partner. That takes grease. It comes out of my cut.”

      We haggled some more and settled on fifty-fifty.
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        * * *

      

      Zingano insisted he’d have everything ready by Thursday night. Only one thing was left to do at my end. It was the riskiest step of all, but it was the only way I could ensure the exposure of Zingano’s ring, protect Benedict, and maybe, just maybe, keep myself out of prison. I couldn’t pull this off by myself. I needed to confide in someone. There were honest cops in the department, but in the wake of Benedict and Perdue’s betrayals, I couldn’t trust who they were. Except for one. There was one cop I could trust.

      “I gotta tip for ya, Detective Bock,” I said from a phone booth.

      “Who the hell is this?” grunted Luther Bock in his usual pleasant manner.

      “A good citizen,” I mumbled through a handkerchief.

      “Oh, yeah? So what’s your tip, pal?”

      “Dirty uniforms.”

      “What are you, in the laundry business?”

      “That stuff in the newspapers. The burglars in blue.”

      That brought a long pause at the other end of the line. “What do you know about dirty cops?”

      “They robbed the Blair safe a few days ago. And they’re planning another heist. A big one.”

      Another long pause. “How did you find this out?”

      “Sources.”

      “You a cop?” he said.

      “It’s unimportant who I am.”

      “Not to me.”

      Ironically, as much as I detested Bock, he was clean. At least, I hoped so. He’d made clear his dislike of crooked cops and made it his mission to bring down Benedict and me because he suspected we’d broken into the pawnshop. It was a major risk involving him, but I counted on him taking my bait.

      “You want to catch these crooks or not, Bock? I can always pass this on to someone else who will happily take the credit for the bust.”

      “Okay, pal, humor me. Give me names and details.”

      “Not yet.”

      “You saving ’em up for Christmas?”

      “The heist is any day now. I don’t know exactly. But it’s too risky to pass along details yet. You can’t be sure who in the department might find out and tip off these guys. In the meantime, put a coupla guys you trust on standby and say nothing to anyone else.”

      “Whattya getting’ outa this? A reward?”

      “Like I said, I’m a good citizen who doesn’t like dirty cops any more than you do.”

      “Sounds like you’re blowing fucking smoke out your ass, buddy. You ain’t telling me anything. No names, no details. Call back when you got evidence.”

      “Don’t hang up,” I snapped. I pressed my head against the pay phone. Shit! I’d have to play the only card left, the card I didn’t want to play. “Tell you what, Bock, I’ll toss you one name. A show of good faith.”

      “Okay, shoot.”

      “Stryker.”

      “Joe Stryker?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You got the goods on him?”

      I could envision the detective sharpening his knife. “Yeah,” I said.

      “Him and Greene?”

      “No, not Greene. Greene was clean. Greene was always clean.”

      “You’re saying Stryker and not Greene robbed that pawnshop?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You got evidence for this?”

      “Enough. Give me your home phone number.”

      “No, I won’t. Is Stryker in on this heist?”

      “Maybe. I need to reach you when it’s time, Bock. Give me your damn number.”

      He hesitated, then relented. I scribbled it down and hung up, my hands shaking. I hoped to hell I could pull this off. Otherwise, I’d end up in prison and never see Paula and my daughter again.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia squealed in joy as she bounced down a bumpy metal slide at a small park close to where she and Paula were staying. It was a beautiful June morning. I could have stayed there all day. Anything to forget the madness I’d set in motion. Even Paula was caught up in Olivia’s innocent joy. Yet I knew it would not last for any of us.

      After several trips down the slide, I settled Olivia into a wood-slat baby swing.

      “Well, are your police buddies any closer to arresting someone?” Paula asked as I gave my daughter a starting push. Impatience laced Paula’s voice.

      “Yes, they’re getting close,” I responded.

      “You said that before.”

      I pushed Olivia higher and she laughed. “I also said that proving someone made an anonymous threatening call is difficult.”

      Since meeting with Zingano and Jackson to plan the burglary, I’d been reassessing suspects for the phone call. Either man remained top on my list. Yet their willingness to help knock over The Tuscany both confused and worried me. If they’d made the threatening call, why agree to pull the job? The phone threat came before the Blair burglary. Had my disclosure to Perdue that I’d witnessed the crime changed everything? Was their willingness to go along this far a way to size up how much I knew, how far I might go with my knowledge? Or had arrogance and greed trumped their initial wariness?

      But if neither of them made the call, who the hell had?

      I gave Olivia another push.

      “We’ve been at Mary’s nearly two weeks, Joe,” said Paula. “We can’t stay indefinitely. And I won’t go home. Not unless I’m confident we’ll be safe.”

      Again, the implied threat to leave town and move in with her sister in Nebraska.

      “Something will happen soon. I promise,” I said to stave off her impulse to leave. “Something major is going to break and resolve all this.”

      “What?”

      “Can’t tell you. But it will be over very soon.”

      Yes, one way or the other, I thought. Of all the things that could go wrong, one new scenario entered my mind. Zingano and Jackson were going along with my burglary plans because they intended to double-cross me, to set me up to take the fall. But I’d written out in detail everything I knew implicating Big Z and his crew and sealed it in an envelope. If anything happened to me, Paula would find it and it would go to Lou Sheppard.

      “Push, dada,” said Olivia.

      I gave her a big push, wondering if it would be for the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      Shortly after one in the morning, Perdue and I drove our patrol car from our precinct to union hall to pick up Zingano and Jackson. Sergeant Hawkins switched our swing shift for the graveyard shift. What excuse he gave the other cops for the change, I don’t know, but it left little doubt he was on Zingano’s payroll.

      Although not on duty, Zingano and Jackson were dressed in police uniforms. Our uniforms and the patrol car provided credible cover should anything go south.

      We dumped two canvas bags into the trunk full of burglary tools: a large electric circular saw with an extension cord, extra blades, crowbar, a ten-pound sledge, and assorted other tools. Zingano slammed the trunk shut.

      “Show time!” he said, swatting his hands together. You’d have thought we were headed off for a stag party.

      We drove north on Santa Fe toward The Tuscany two blocks beyond our precinct. Zingano went over last-minute details.

      “The prowl car patrolling that area will stay away from the restaurant for a couple of hours, but not much longer,” he said from the back seat. “We got the driver in our pocket, but not his partner. New guy. There’ve been break-ins in the area lately, so they can’t avoid checking on the place for too long.”

      I twisted around in my seat. “Christ, Zingano, you’re pulling the biggest heist of your life and you don’t even have solid protection! What the hell kinda operation you runnin’, anyway?”

      It smelled, and reinforced my suspicion that they might pull a double cross on me.

      “Relax,” he said. “This ain’t exactly amateur night for some of us. I got someone who can decoy them with a fake break-in at a store blocks away if necessary. We’ll have time.”

      “How fuckin’ reassuring.”

      I didn’t need two hours to carry out my plan, but I needed to sound convincing.

      We pulled up at the rear of the restaurant. No signs of late-working staff.

      Perdue stayed in the car to monitor calls for our precinct and the precinct that included The Tuscany, and run interference if necessary. The rest of us lugged the canvas bags to the service door. Zingano broke the overhead light with a pry bar and Jackson went to work on the lock. The lock looked tough but two sharp raps with the sledge and a punch and the lock busted. Zingano jimmied open the door.

      We held our breath for the blare of a burglar alarm. Nothing but the pounding of blood in my ears.

      “That’s a good start for the reliability of your source,” Zingano said to me.

      Inside, we stood in a huge kitchen, letting our eyes adjust to the darkness. The place smelled of bleach and stale coffee and Italian sauce. Jackson’s breathing fell heavily in the quiet. Even the pros get nervous. As for my heart, it pounded like a drum inside a garbage can. What the hell was I doing here?

      Zingano snatched leftover remains of rum cake on a plate and ate it. He smacked his lips. “Good stuff,” he said. “Anybody want some?” Jackson and I passed.

      Relying on my information from my source who’d worked here before being fired, we found the stairs leading from the kitchen into the basement. With a flashlight beam weaving ahead of us, we snaked our way down past wheels of cheese and large cans of imported San Marzano tomatoes. At the bottom, half hidden behind freezers, refrigerators, and boxes of vegetables, was a door with a heavy-duty slide bolt lock.

      “Stand back,” warned Zingano. He busted the padlock off with a swing of the sledgehammer. I pulled back the slide from the double eyelets and eased open the door. My flashlight confirmed that the room’s tiny windows were barred and painted black. I flicked on the room light.

      “Holy shit!” said Jackson. Before us sprawled a large room with gaming tables: craps, blackjack, poker, a roulette wheel, and half a dozen slot machines. A fancy, well-stocked mahogany bar occupied one end.

      “I told you it was high-pillow,” I said. “Enjoy a nice dinner and then go gambling.” It was better than I’d imagined.

      We crept into the room, our footsteps hushed by the plush maroon carpeting that covered not only the floor but the walls.

      “Jesus, you sure the mob doesn’t run this operation?” asked Zingano. “It is an Italian restaurant.”

      “No, not our city’s sorry-ass excuse for mobsters,” I said. “But you bring up a good idea. Put out the word that some big boys from Chicago are muscling in and they hit the place. That’ll give the bookies pause.”

      I spotted a velvet curtain near one end of the bar. I pulled back the curtain to reveal another padlocked door. “They keep the safe behind here.”

      Zingano knocked the padlock off the slide lock and yanked open the door. We peered into a bedroom-size room with a wooden desk, several large black and white photos of very naked ladies, and on the far side an upright safe large enough to stash a body.

      Jackson walked to the safe and caressed his gloved hand over its black surface, the combination lock, and the two-prong spindle handle, as though it were a fine woman he was trying to seduce. “A Mosler,” he said softly. “A beautiful bitch.”

      “Swell,” I said. I glanced at my watch and scowled at Zingano. “We have an hour forty-five, and a safe built to protect the Mona Lisa. What’s Jackson gonna do, fuck it open?”

      “Quit your bellyaching, Stryker,” he said. “This isn’t our first rodeo.”

      Jackson pulled an extension cord out of the bag, stuck it in an outlet, plugged in the circular saw, and slapped on one of the three carborundum blades they brought. Meanwhile, Zingano passed out ear protectors, the kind sailors use on aircraft carriers. Jackson knelt in front of the safe and studied the dial, determining the best, most efficient cuts to make. He slipped protective goggles over his eyes, flicked on the saw, and began slicing a diagonal line into the thick steel starting just below the dial, running the saw back and forth, cutting deeper with each pass.

      Even with the ear mufflers, the whine of the saw was deafening in the small room. Zingano and I stepped out into the gambling parlor. We stood watching each other, silently. My body taut, alert for a double cross now that I’d led them to the safe.

      After a few minutes, the dust and stench of the hot metal began to irritate my nose. Jackson made slow but sure progress before handing the saw off to Zingano. “Damn hard work,” Jackson said, wiping perspiration off his forehead.

      The big man cut several more minutes before the saw blade jammed and snapped. Metal fragments shot in all directions as we ducked. Miraculously none hit us.

      “Shit!” said Zingano. Jackson dug a spare blade out of the canvas bag. My heart raced again as I glanced at my watch: 1:53.

      Zingano resumed cutting. A few minutes later, Jackson relieved him. After the downward diagonal cut reached five inches in length, Jackson began slicing a second diagonal cut down from the dial opposing the other diagonal  cut. A third horizontal cut would link the two. I immediately realized the goal was to slice a pie-shaped wedge out of the safe below the dial.

      A few minutes later, I pointed to my watch, but Zingano waved me off. Go check on Perdue, he yelled above the whine of the saw. I hesitated. I didn’t trust leaving the two men out of my sight. But I needed to sell this to them, so I went upstairs. Perdue looked frantic. “What’s fuckin’ taking so long?” he asked.

      “A safe built from an old tank. Can you hear the noise up here?” My ears rang.

      “Muffled,” he said. “Tell ’em to hurry. The precinct car just answered a domestic a few blocks away. That’s getting too close.”

      “They’re almost in,” I said, more nervous than Perdue.

      I returned to the basement, my hand close to my gun, alert for an ambush. But both men were intent on making the final horizontal cut. Within an inch of completing the pie-shaped cut, the second saw blade broke. Shit! Again, nobody was hurt, but we were down to our final blade. My watch read 2:23. We were running out of time.

      Jackson scrambled in the bag for the last blade, but Zingano said, “Fuck it.” He picked up the sledge and banged away at the cut like a man driving a railroad spike.

      A few strikes and the pie-shaped piece snapped and fell into the safe with a muffled clunk.

      “Bingo!” yelled Zingano.

      Jackson slipped a long-handled mirror through the hole and studied the back of the dial. Zingano knelt beside him. “Whattya think?

      Jackson backed away and grinned. “Knock off the dial and punch in the shaft. I can reach the relocking-bar spring.”

      Zingano knocked off the dial with the sledge and punched in the shaft. Jackson reached in through the pie cut. A moment later, he nodded and Big Z turned the two-prong handle a quarter turn. The door swung open.

      My heart sank. Inside, two small safes greeted us, along with two cash drawers between them. Zingano yanked the cash drawers out and dumped the contents on the floor. I tossed aside the gambling receipts and tally sheets on the horses and dogs, and rough counted the cash.

      “Only thirty-three hundred.” I glanced at my watch. “And it’s two-forty. We’re stretching our cover.”

      Zingano scowled. “We didn’t get this far to leave thirty-seven grand behind. Gimmie the chisel and the maul, Wes.”

      Jackson pulled them out of a canvas bag. Zingano wedged the chisel tip into the edge of one of the small safes, rapped it hard with a short-handled maul, and popped the safe door open. Inside sat piles of rubber-banded stacks of tens, twenties, fifties, and hundreds.

      “Hell, yes!” yelled Jackson.

      Zingano popped open the second safe. It too was full of cash. He glanced at me with grudging approval. “Your source sure as hell called it right, Stryker.”

      He dropped to his knees and began digging greenbacks out of the two safes like a dog digging up dirt to find a buried bone. Jackson knelt and scooped the money into one of the canvas bags. I watched their every move. This was the most dangerous moment. I’d led them to a safe full of money. If they were going to pull a double cross, now was the time.

      I didn’t give them the chance.

      I backed away a few steps and drew my gun.

      Jackson was the first to notice my gun pointed at them. I wasn’t sure which of us was more surprised. It was the moment I’d dreaded since I’d first thought of nailing their asses, a moment I wasn’t sure I could pull off when the time came. The Academy never trained us how to pull down on fellow uniforms in the middle of cracking a safe.

      Jackson stopped scooping money into the canvas bags, his eyes wide. His mouth moved but no words came out. Zingano suddenly realized something was amiss and he looked up.

      “What the fuck is this, Stryker?” he snarled.

      “Call it an act of self-preservation,” I said, stifling the fear in my voice.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway. A desperate act. If Zingano and Jackson murdered Benedict, they wouldn’t hesitate murdering me. I couldn’t depend on anyone in the department for help, so I’d decided to help myself. The only problem was, I remained unsure this was the way to go. Even stuck away in jail, Zingano and Jackson would have long arms through their pals. Benedict and I could still be swept up in the aftermath. But I didn’t see any other way to turn. I needed to offer up a sacrifice to the department and hope it was enough to convince them and the public that this was all there was to Sheppard’s published “rumors” of dirty cops.

      Beyond self-preservation ran another motive for taking the risk, something Paula once said about my being a good cop. I couldn’t allow crooks like Zingano and Jackson to operate under the cover of a blue uniform and stain the rest of us. This needed to end here, or we all would be swept up in it.

      “I was a sap trusting you, you sonofabitch,” snarled Zingano.

      “No, not a sap. Just greedy.”

      The big man began to rise, his hand reaching for his sidearm. I waved my gun for him to stay put.

      “Stay down. Now take your guns out, very slowly, and slide them my way. Fingertips only. Anything else I shoot.”

      Both men obeyed. I toed both guns out into the next room. “Now slide over the bags, real slow.”

      They pushed the canvas bags several feet toward me. “That’s good!” I said. “Back up.” They scooted back on their knees to the safe. I leaned over and rifled inside the bags, keeping my gun and my eyes trained on the two men.

      “You trying to be greedy?” said Zingano. “There’s plenty here for everyone.”

      “If it were the money, I’d have you finish filling the bags.”

      I felt around and found the third saw blade. I pitched it into the next room. Not finding any additional weapons in the bags, I stood and backed toward the door.

      “Aren’t you taking the money?” asked Jackson, puzzled.

      “No, you guys keep it. You’re gonna need it far more than I am.”

      I leaned over to pick up the pry bar and the sledgehammer. Zingano rose and moved menacingly toward me, hissing through his teeth.

      I stood and leveled my gun arm at him. “You’re big, friend, but you ain’t big enough to brush off  two thirty-eight slugs in the chest.”

      My gun wasn’t steady, but it was steady enough to convince Zingano to stop. “You wouldn’t shoot a cop,” he said.

      “A cop, no. But you’re not a cop, Dominic. You’re a disgrace to the uniform. I’d shoot you before I’d shoot a common thief any day. At least they ain’t pretending to protect the public. Now both of you lay down on the floor with your heads toward the safe.”

      They obeyed, heads cocked back toward me.

      “Now listen carefully, guys. When the cops get here, you don’t—”

      “Whattya mean, the cops?” said Jackson.

      “Quiet! Detective Bock will be among them, and the first thing he’s going to ask is where am I and whether I was in on this. You say nothing. Keep your traps shut. Don’t mention Perdue, either. He doesn’t know shit about this. It’s all me. Get through booking, make bail. After your release, I’ll tell you what you’re gonna do next.”

      Zingano scoffed. “You’re the first name I’m going to sing, Stryker. I’m going to put your—”

      “Not if you want to avoid a murder rap.”

      “Murder?”

      “Right now you’re only looking at burglary charges. You involve me in this in any way and I’ll squeal that Benedict committed burglaries with you until your falling out. I’ll tell ’em Wes here said in front of witnesses you needed to do something about Benedict.”

      Jackson jerked his head up and said, “Hey, we had  nuthin’ to do with his—”

      “Shut up! Homicide would also love to be tipped off that Hector Diaz fenced for you and became a liability after he was hauled in for Benedict’s death. When homicide hears all that, they’ll take a hard look at you two for their murders.”

      Zingano scowled. “We didn’t kill those guys. The dicks can’t prove anything.”

      I looked steadily at him. “They can if they want to.”

      The defiance drained out of his eyes and he fell silent.

      “Now keep your traps shut, got it?” I said. “And don’t get any ideas of coming after me once you’re out on bail. If something happens to me, a packet of information goes to Lou Sheppard at the News.”

      I picked up the pry bar and the sledgehammer and backed out of the room. “Stay away from the door, fellas. I got the guns, remember.”

      “Stryker, you muthafucker,” said Jackson.

      “Count to one hundred, fellas, before you get up,” I said. “If you come through the door you’ll be shot.”

      I shut the door and closed the slide bolt. For good measure, I tipped one of the heavy gaming tables against the door. I could hear them rush the locked door.

      “Back off!” I yelled. The room fell silent.

      I carried their weapons and the pry bar and sledge through the outer gaming room door. I ran the slide bar back through the double eyelets, then wedged one end of the pry bar between the bolt and the base. I left their guns and sledgehammer by the door, climbed the stairs, and walked outside to the patrol car.

      “Jesus, it’s about time you guys got outa there,” said Perdue, stepping out of the patrol car. He looked past me. “Where’re the others?”

      “Detained,” I said. “Get in the car and get the hell outa here.”

      “Wait a minute! We can’t just—”

      “They’re gonna be detained a long time.”

      Perdue glanced at the rear entrance of the restaurant and then at me. Fear flooded his face. “Ah, Christ, Joe, you didn’t—”

      “Get us the fuck outa here, Moroni, before I change my mind and stick you down there with them!”

      “Oh, my god!” he said, and we hauled ass.
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        * * *

      

      We drove back to our precinct, Perdue shaking the entire way. “Find a pay phone,” I instructed.

      “Joe, you ain’t gonna call—”

      “Shut up, Moroni. I’m giving you a break you don’t deserve. You said you needed to protect me. Now I’m protecting your ass.”

      We found a phone booth on Blake. Across the street was a small grocery store. I got out and crossed the street, glanced up and down the empty block, and kicked in the front door. I returned to our vehicle and told Perdue to report a break-in and request backup.

      “What the hell are you—”

      “It’s our alibi.”

      While he called dispatch, I went to the phone booth and called Luther Bock at the home number he’d reluctantly given me.

      “Yeah?” he answered with that resigned voice of a cop who knows he’s not going to get any more sleep for the night.

      “The heist is in progress,” I said through my handkerchief. “At The Tuscany, on twenty-third. You know it?”

      “Yeah. Who—”

      “There are at least two cops cracking the safe. The owner runs a high-stakes gambling operation in the basement.”

      “Stryker with ’em?”

      “Dunno, except they’re cops. Just get your butt over there before they leave. You got people you trust?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Get ’em, but stay off the radio. It’s being monitored by lookouts.”

      “You said you had evidence—”

      “All the evidence you need is at The Tuscany.”

      I made a second call to Lou Sheppard. Two calls, actually, before I tracked him down sleeping in an interrogation room at police headquarters.

      “You want your dirty cop story, Sheppard, grab your camera and head for The Tuscany,” I said through my disguised voice. “Two dirty cops are locked in the basement. They busted into the safe.”

      “Who the hell is this?”

      “You move fast enough you’ll get there before Bock gets his pants on.”

      Normally I wouldn’t need to call Lou to alert him to a crime in progress. The guy slept with a police scanner under his pillow. But I’d instructed Bock to stay off the radio. And I wanted to ensure that Lou got there in time to take pictures of Zingano and Jackson being hauled out of the building in cuffs. With their pictures on the front page, there would be no way the department could bury this one.

      “Joe? Is that you?” asked Sheppard.

      “Don’t tell any of the cops at headquarters where you’re going or why. Somebody might bust them out before you get there.”

      “Who are the guys at the—”

      I hung up and returned to the patrol car. Perdue’s forehead sank against the steering wheel. “Jesus, what the hell have you done, Joe? Dominic will kill me,” he moaned. “He’ll kill both of us.”

      “Not if you listen to what I tell you to do.”

      A siren wailed in the distance. We got out of the car and Perdue stared at me over the hood. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because it’s the right thing to do.”

      And because I’m  trying to save my ass.

      “Dominic will make you wish like hell you hadn’t. He’s got a lot of power and—”

      “Shut up, friend. You talk too damn much. You never can hear yourself think.”
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      Lou Sheppard’s photograph of Dominic Zingano and Wes Jackson being marched out of The Tuscany in handcuffs sprawled across the tabloid front page of the Rocky. Below the picture, a headline screamed Cops Caught in Burglary and a subhead whispered Tip of the Iceberg?

      Jackson walked with his head down, his cuffed hands shielding his face. Big Z snarled at the camera while Detective Luther Bock led him by the arm, his mouth twisted in a frown. Most readers probably assumed the frown reflected the detective’s disillusionment  that fellow cops would stoop so low into criminal activity.

      His frown, I suspected, was because he wasn’t leading me.

      The Rocky ran three more pictures inside. One showed the open safe in The Tuscany’s basement, with the two canvas bags and the electric saw in the foreground. Another showed the gambling den. The last photo showed Zingano being booked into city jail.

      I had to smile at that one. I’d taken two bad guys off the streets. Burglars for sure, and maybe Benedict’s killers. Yet as much as I detested them, I found it disheartening to see the pictures and the headlines. I’d done what I needed to do, what was right. But the sight of common criminals in blue uniforms made me hang my head in shame.

      Even with my conflicted emotions, however, I had bigger worries. There remained the risk the two cops—particularly Jackson who operated at a near constant boil—would ignore my warning and try to exact revenge. Zingano already proved he couldn’t keep his mouth shut, despite my orders.

      Sheppard quoted him claiming their arrests were a “bum rap instigated to destroy the police union.” He swore he and Jackson were checking on assignments involving off-duty cops working for Zingano Security when they spotted a burglary in progress at The Tuscany. The thieves turned the tables on them and locked them in the room.

      Though to his credit, the union boss made no comment as to the identity of the “real  burglars,” and he didn’t drop my name or Perdue’s. He offered no explanation for why the thieves left behind thirty-nine grand in cash along with their burglary tools, why the two cops were in uniform when they weren’t on duty, or why their personal cars were parked miles away at union hall.

      Sheppard was no doubt gloating at his scoop. He’d been the only reporter or photographer at the scene. The Denver Post was caught flat-footed, a coup that always delighted Lou. But he probably suspected the tip came from me, and sooner or later he would come knocking on my door with uncomfortable questions.

      Bock also would come knocking on my door. He’d be curious who locked the two cops inside. Who moved the gaming table in front of the door and jammed the pry bar in the lock? Who called him with the tip? I’d been forced to give him my name as bait and I would pay for that.

      The phone rang and I set down the paper. It was Paula. She’d heard the news and wondered if it was finally safe for her and Olivia to return home. “Did one of those men admit to threatening us?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “They were just arrested.”

      “It must be one of them, right? Who else would it be?”

      As excited as I was at the prospect of my family returning, I remained hesitant. Yes, Zingano or Jackson may well have made the threatening call. Zingano had denied it to my face, but that meant little. Yet their going along with my burglary plan still gave me pause on that count.

      I couldn’t rule out a random cop like Decker, or one of Benedict’s “we.” Yet if the caller was another cop, there no longer would be a reason to carry out his threat. With the arrests, the cat was out of the bag, so to speak. My silence would be irrelevant. Still, I hesitated. Another potential caller, not connected to the department, was tickling the back of my mind.

      “Olivia really misses you,” Paula said, leaving out that she missed me too.

      “I miss you both.” I closed my eyes and paused. “But let’s wait just a little longer.”

      “Why?”

      “To be on the safe side until investigators talk to them more extensively. I’ll see if Detective Bock can wring it out of them.”

      A long silence hung on the other end of the phone. Finally, “Then Olivia and I have to move. I can’t impose on Alice anymore.”

      My heart leaped into my throat. “Where will you go?”

      “For now, a motel. But not for long.”

      I could hear Nebraska in her voice.

      Another long silence. Finally, she said, “How did you know, Joe?”

      “Know what?”

      “You said at the park the other day that something would happen soon that would resolve everything. You wouldn’t tell me what it was. Is it the burglary?”

      “We’ll know soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “They’ll kill us,” Moroni Perdue moaned in the patrol car later that day. “They’ll hunt us down and torture us and cut us up in little pieces and—”

      “Did they do that to Benedict?”

      Perdue jerked his head toward me. “Greene? Why would they kill him? He didn’t betray them. Not like you did. Like they think I did. Jesus, what were you thinking?” He moaned again.

      “You said Wes Jackson thought they needed to do something about Benedict after he and Zingano had a falling out.”

      “Not kill him!”

      “Benedict was a cop with a conscience, regardless of what he did for you guys,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I believed that. “When he quit, he became a liability. You get rid of liabilities.”

      Perdue shook his head in long painful sweeps. “Dominic . . . Dominic wouldn’t have done that. Not kill him. He’s been on edge ever since Benedict was murdered. We all have. None of us wanted a murdered cop bringing attention to us.”

      Maybe, I thought as I lit a cig, though a live Benedict also risked bringing attention. Still, it struck me that something was wrong with the scenario of Zingano as killer. For one thing, if he or Jackson murdered Benedict, why ask me that night about the radio in the alley? Why bring up the idea of dirty-cop burglary at all? Moreover, Benedict purposefully went to the pawnshop that night. He wasn’t surprised to find the door jimmied open. He’d expected someone to be inside, someone he trusted. He would never have entered if he thought Zingano or Jackson was waiting inside to kill him. He wouldn’t have casually walked out with a radio and then walked back in.

      Perdue lit a cig with shaky hands and blew smoke out the window. He stared into the bleakness of Curtis Park, empty except for two bums sleeping in the grass. “You shoulda let me go down with them, Joe. I’d be better off in jail than I am here.”

      “If Zingano comes after anyone, friend, he’ll come after me, not you. I told him you knew nothing about my double cross.”

      Perdue turned toward me. “Why? Why protect me?”

      I blew a stream of smoke out my window. “Sometimes I don’t know why. You deserved to get caught with them. Jesus, burglarizing old ladies. Spying on me.”

      “Joe, I—”

      “But I owe you, too. You watched my back in the midst of all that Rawlins madness. You put your life and career on the line for me. And to be honest, I blame myself for starting you down this path of corruption. The petty bribes I pushed you to take when you were a rookie. So you get this break. One time. We’re even now.”

      “Thanks, Joe. I—”

      “Shut up.”

      Perdue sulked and smoked through his cigarette.

      I flicked my cig out the window and said, “I got a plan to keep Big Z off our backs.”

      “What?” he said, hope in his voice.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.”

      “I hope you’re right. If you don’t, we’re dead.”
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      Lou Sheppard was waiting at the district station when I finished Monday roll call.

      “Christ, Lou, I told you to never meet me here,” I said as I yanked him aside. “Not in front of other cops. They already think I’m your stoolie. Now after Zingano’s arrest you do this?”

      “You won’t answer your phone.”

      He was right about that. “I can’t talk right now. I’m on duty.” I headed for my vehicle.

      Sheppard followed. “Come on, Joe. The police department’s trying to bury this story. You know as well as I do there are more dirty cops than these two.”

      He was cranking out stories daily in the Rocky, clearly pushing to broaden the burglars in blue theme beyond Zingano and Jackson. He cited his previous piece alleging multiple crimes committed by Denver-area cops. He quoted a city councilman demanding a grand jury investigation. He tried provoking the department with a piece on the union’s conflicts with department management, playing up the union boss’s insistence that his arrest was a frame-up designed to destroy the union. The department refused to take the bait. Police Chief Christopher Hamilton proclaimed that two corrupt cops did not make a scandal.

      “Denver has one of the finest police departments in the nation,” Hamilton asserted in one of Lou’s stories. “However, within any group of 750 employees it is inevitable a bad apple or two exists. We are deeply saddened and disappointed at the reprehensible behavior of two of our own, especially in light of the fact they are officers in the police union. However, despite previous inflammatory news reports suggesting widespread corruption within the Denver Police Department, nothing at this point indicates that this burglary is anything other than an isolated incident involving the two suspects.”

      I stopped at the edge of the car pool. “You can’t follow me in here, Lou. It’s off limits.”

      He scoffed. “Nothing’s off limits to me around here.” He grew serious. “That was you who called me the other night and tipped me off, wasn’t it?”

      “You’re hearing voices, Lou.”

      “Bock said he got the same muffled anonymous call that night. Plus one in advance of the burglary. The caller claimed to be a ‘good citizen.’”

      “We can always use good citizens.”

      Sheppard shook his head. “What good citizen risks his neck locking two crooked, armed cops down in The Tuscany basement? Zingano and Jackson sure as shit didn’t lock themselves in there. Which begs a further question of how this good citizen came to know in advance they were pulling the job and just tip off the cops ahead of time.”

      “Why don’t you be grateful you got the tip you did, Lou. Helluva coup being there for the arrests. Front-page spread.”

      “There are rumors of a third dark rider involved, Joe. Know anything about that?”

      “Still trading in rumors?”

      “Somebody drove those two and their burglary tools to the restaurant, and it wasn’t a cabbie. Which means at least one other dirty cop was in on it.”

      “Couldn’t have been a very dirty cop if he locked the two of them inside with the money.”

      Sheppard stared hard at me. “Okay, let’s say our third dirty cop was really our ‘good citizen’ looking to put away bad cops. Somebody with a hard-on for these two. For reasons I’m not clear about.”

      I shrugged. “Talk to Zingano.”

      “They’ve quit talking. I know clam shells that talk more.”

      That was good. For the moment, Jackson and the union boss was heeding my instructions. Earlier in the day, they’d gone through arraignment, where both pled not guilty and Zingano ranted again that it was an frame-up orchestrated by the police department, until the judge told him to shut his trap. Both made bail and were cut loose.

      “I gotta go,” I said.

      Lou glanced around. “By the way, where’s your partner?”

      “He called in sick.”

      Convenient, I thought as I checked out a prowl car. I’d be patrolling alone tonight. Sgt. Hawkins had said no one was available to ride with me. I searched his face, looking for signs Zingano arranged this to set me up.  Hawkins didn’t give away anything, but nonetheless, I planned to be extra alert.
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        * * *

      

      My shift proved uneventful: A bar fight, a stolen bicycle, an old-timer complaining that his neighbor in the apartment next to him was making too much noise. I’d been there before. He and his neighbor, another old-timer, had been waging war between their apartments for a quarter century. You’d think one of them would have the sense to move or kill his neighbor, but they seemed to relish the battle.

      I enjoyed patrolling alone, despite its risks. No droning on by Perdue. Time to ponder my next move. An idea began to form. Better to confront Zingano on my terms, rather than wait around to be ambushed.

      Once darkness fell, I detoured past union hall. I was in luck. Big Z’s Hudson sat parked on the street and lights were on in his office. No doubt hatching revenge. I needed to instill in him exactly why that would be a bad idea, and why he and Jackson needed to take the fall and keep Perdue and me out of it.

      I drove to a downtown messenger service that stayed open late and had them deliver a sealed note to Zingano Security. I used a false name and paid in cash. It would be delivered in the next half hour. My note read:

      
        
        12:30 tonight

        Same place as before

        Just you

        Remember my packet for reporter

      

      

      Following my shift, I drove to Huron Street in The Bottoms where I’d first met Zingano and Jackson to plan The Tuscany job. It was a dangerous place to meet. But I could hardly risk dropping into Zingano’s office. It might be wired or under surveillance by the department, as the union boss feared. Even a public place such as a café was a risk. The last thing I needed was Bock getting word I was spotted with Zingano.

      I parked by the school supply warehouse, got out, and leaned against the hood. A light westerly brought up the sour smells of the river and the soggy land of The Bottoms.

      The big man was late. I began to worry he hadn’t gotten the message or was ignoring me. I hoped the threat of my packet of information that would go to the News in the event something happened to me would provide him incentive. Finally, vehicle lights approached. Zingano’s Hudson stopped thirty feet from me, nose to nose, the headlights snaring me like a deer. I raised a hand to block the glare and motioned for him to douse the headlights. A moment’s hesitation before they went off.

      I crossed my arms and tried to appear relaxed and in command, though my insides churned like an old Maytag.

      The union boss emerged. Then a passenger. Wes Jackson. Both in civvies.

      I straightened, my hand dropping to my gun. “I said only you, Dominic.”

      “After what you pulled?”

      “Stay by your doors. No closer.”

      “Christ, Stryker, you gotta lotta balls, showing your fuckin’ face around us,” said Jackson. “I’m gonna beat the shit outa ya.”

      He started toward me. In a flash, I pulled my gun and pointed it at him. He stopped cold.

      “Back in the car, Wes. Or this conversation ends here and you two will be in deeper shit than you already are.”

      He didn’t move, as if challenging my willingness to shoot him.

      “For good measure, Perdue is covering me with a rifle,” I said. “He’s one of the best marksmen in the department, did you know that?”

      Jackson scoffed. Zingano scanned the shadows that edged against us.

      “I told you at The Tuscany that Perdue had nothing to do with what I did,” I said. “I conned him like I conned you. But he’s scared shitless of you two, so he agreed to provide cover tonight. He needs to keep me alive. I wouldn’t test his marksmanship.”

      “You’re bullshitting,” said Jackson, making motions as if intending to attack even with the gun in my hand.

      “Back, Wes,” said Zingano, motioning with his hand.

      “This asshole set us up, Dominic!”

      “Do as he says. I didn’t come here for a fight.”

      “All the way inside, door shut, windows up,” I instructed. “Both hands on the steering wheel.”

      “Muthafucker,” said Jackson, but he obeyed.

      I reholstered my gun.

      “You do gotta lotta balls,” said Zingano. “What exactly are you using them for?”

      “Trying to save my ass and the ass of some friends. That, and I don’t like dirty cops. You two pricks deserve to go to jail. You corrupted Perdue. A good kid at heart. But worst of all, you got Benedict killed.”

      “I told you, Stryker, we didn’t kill him.”

      “He became a liability to you and your crew when you two had a falling out. Both Perdue and Benedict’s wife can confirm that split. That’s motive for murder.”

      “We didn’t kill him,” he repeated slowly.

      Surprisingly, part of me believed him. Yet I held him responsible in his own way. “He was killed committing a burglary. He learned burglary from you. Even if you didn’t kill him, you deserve to go to jail for his death.”

      “I didn’t recruit choirboy. He came to us.”

      “Benedict was a straight-arrow cop. Why trust him? He could have been undercover for the brass.”

      “Nah. I got sources everywhere in the department. I knew he wasn’t undercover. He was on the ropes. Needed some money. His eyes were full of fear. Guess I wasn’t such a good judge of character.”

      “He quit working for you weeks before he was murdered. Something was chewin’ on his mind. What was it?”

      “Wouldn’t say. Maybe he couldn’t handle the jobs.”

      A train rumbled through the CB&Q coach yards not far from us.

      My eyes switched to Jackson to make sure he was still being a good boy in the front seat. Satisfied, I looked back at Zingano. “Benedict ever mention a guy named Neil Thornton?”

      He looked at me as though I’d asked him to name the 23rd longest river in the world. “Never heard the name.”

      “What about the commie who got himself blown up? Marcus Raschke. Benedict mention him?”

      “The commie? No.” He crossed his arms. “For a guy’s who’s going down with the rest of us, you’re pretty damn curious about useless shit.”

      “I’m not going down, Dominic. You can’t prove I was there. You’re not going to breathe my name. Or Perdue’s. Or Benedict’s.”

      “How do you figure that? Giving up names will be our ticket to a reduced sentence, if it comes to that.”

      “You do, I stick the pawnshop up your ass. It’ll ruin me, but it will really ruin your day.”

      “I told you, we didn’t kill your partner. Homicide can’t prove I did. I have an alibi.”

      “Facts won’t matter if they set their minds to it. The brass would love nothing better than to nail your ass for murder and take down the union. But if you’re smart, Dominic, it won’t come to that.”

      “Smart how?”

      “Tell them there’s a bunch of corrupt cops on the force, but you’ll agree to limit this little mess to you and Jackson, in exchange for a shorter jolt in Cañon City. Maybe give ’em a few names of guys who’ve done jobs with you. Guys the brass can quietly usher out without attracting attention. Tell ’em if they don’t go along, you go public with names. Lots of names. Lou Sheppard will give you his right leg and one of his balls for that.”

      “They won’t buy that.”

      “Sure they will. The last thing the brass wants is for this to blow up into a department-wide scandal. Police chiefs lose jobs over that. They’ll be more than happy to go along. You’re going to prison, however you look at it. But serving two to five on a burglary rap is one thing. Killing a cop gets you the gas chamber.”

      That gave the big man pause.

      He forced a smile, still reluctant to relinquish control. “Not sure I can keep your name out of it, Joe. Just as you predicted the other night, Detective Bock asked where you were when he arrested us. He seemed certain you’d be there with us. I could tell he was disappointed. He figures you for the ringleader. Never saw a dick so bent on busting a cop.”

      “Yeah, he gets that way. But you keep me out of it, anyway. Don’t forget, besides Benedict, I can link your ass to Diaz.”

      “We had nothing to do with that spic’s murder,” insisted Zingano. “If I’d killed Jailbait, I would have made it look like a righteous shoot. Killing a spic prick like him would have been easy to get away with. Line of duty. Tossing him in that field was amateur night.”

      “He fenced for you. The killer used a thirty-eight. A cop gun. Diaz was afraid of being killed by cops. People can testify to that.”

      “Most everybody in the fucking department carries thirty-eights. Most people in law enforcement do, and many civilians for that matter. That doesn’t prove shit.”

      “Again, the department is just looking for an excuse to send you away. Diaz is one more excuse. Keep our names out of it.” I nodded toward Jackson in the car. “And keep your partner there under control. The man’s as unstable as a stick of dynamite at a weenie roast.”

      We went our separate ways. But Zingano’s assertion that most people in law enforcement own .38s stuck with me. A .38 that put a slug in the back of Diaz’s head. I thought of one person in particular who carried a .38. One who knew Diaz and could frame him for Benedict’s murder. One who might have cause. One living under a false name and a false past. Who knew how to make bombs out of dynamite to blow a commie to hell. Who was connected to Camp Amache.

      Maybe the .38 proved more than Zingano realized.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 33

        

      

    

    
      Two days later, I arrived home from my shift around midnight. Perdue remained a wreck, but I hadn’t heard a squeak out of Zingano. No reports or rumors that they’d given up our names.

      As I stepped from my car, a shot rang out. It took out the driver door window. I flung myself backwards onto the front seat as a second shot slammed into the dashboard.

      Upside down, I pushed open the passenger door. The interior light popped on. A third shot shattered the rear window. I flipped over and slithered out the passenger side. Squatting beside the car, I drew my gun, my breath falling hard.

      The shots came from somewhere across the street. Rifle shots, I judged. I crouched behind my car, calculating my next move. I eyed the side of my house. From there I could get in the back door and call dispatch. Thank god Paula and Olivia weren’t home.

      I slipped around to the front of my car.

      A bullet thunked into metal.

      Lights popped on up and down the street. A bedroom light. A living room light. A porch light. My neighbor’s kitchen light.

      “Someone call the police!” I yelled. “Call the police!”

      It was a warm night and neighbors had their windows open. They’d heard the gunshots. Maybe they’d hear me.

      I scuttled back around to the passenger side of the car. No gunfire this time.

      I waited, listening for sounds. Minutes later, the distant wail of a siren cut the night. Two minutes after that, a patrol car roared down the block, its red light flashing. It slowed halfway, not far from my place.

      “Here, here!” I yelled, waving my arms, still crouched behind my car.

      The patrol car stopped at the end of my drive. A lone driver scrambled out.

      “Watch out, a shooter across the street,” I yelled, pointing. The cop was a sitting duck.

      Instead, he took cover behind the hood of his car, his gun pointed in my direction. “Drop the weapon.”

      “No, no, the shooter’s behind you!”

      “Drop the weapon!”

      “I’m a cop!” I yelled. “The shooter’s behind you.”

      The uniform didn’t move. “Drop the weapon and raise your hands.”

      Christ! I laid my gun on the driveway, went to my knees, and raised my hands, keeping hunched, hoping the shooter couldn’t see me well enough to get a clear shot.

      “Joe Stryker, fifty-first precinct,” I said. “This is my house.”

      “Stryker?”

      “Yes. The fucking Denver Kid.”

      I hated saying it, but I thought at least it might get his attention.

      He scooted around the rear of his car and came my way, gun still trained on me. I kept my hands raised until he ducked behind my car and could see my uniform. He lowered his gun.

      “Phelps,” he said, nodding. I didn’t recognize him. A slight build, young, but not so young he didn’t know of The Denver Kid.

      “The shots came from somewhere across the street,” I said. “Four so far. A rifle.”

      He peeked over my trunk, then ducked back. “More guys are on the way.” He glanced at my house. “You got family in there?”

      “They’re away.”

      Thank god.

      Within minutes, two more patrol cars arrived, each with a lone officer. Now every house on the block was lit up. The four of us split into two teams and spent the next twenty minutes combing the neighborhood. No signs of the shooter.

      When we returned to my house, a familiar rickety motorcycle was parked out front and Lou Sheppard was standing in my driveway dangling his 4x5 Speed Graphic. “Jesus, Lou, don’t you ever sleep?” I said.

      “I could if people would quit shooting at you.”

      Several neighbors in bathrobes and tossed-on clothes gathered on a lawn two houses away, gawking at us.

      Phelps, the first cop on the scene, asked, “Any idea who shot at you? Or why?”

      I couldn’t dismiss the possibility the shooter was a hot-headed Wes Jackson taking revenge for his arrest. Even Zingano. But it would be a stupid move on their part. They’d be suspects number one. No, I had another suspect. One who had nothing to do with dirty cops, and all about my getting too close to him for Benedict’s murder. But it wasn’t a name I would spill to Phelps.

      “Warning shots, I suspect,” I said, as Lou scribbled notes on his reporter’s pad.

      “A warning from who?” asked Phelps.

      I nodded to Lou. “Ask him. There are guys who blame me for his dirty cop stories. Even after Zingano’s arrest.” I nodded toward my car. “One of them sent a message.”

      Lou kept scribbling notes, ignoring my implied insult.

      The officer squinched his eyebrows. “You’re saying a cop shot at you?”

      I shrugged.

      Phelps stared at my riddled car. “Helluva warning, Stryker. Looks to me the shooter was aiming to kill.”

      I pulled the three cops out of earshot of Sheppard. “Look, fellas, do me a favor, let’s keep this to ourselves. Write up in your reports that there were gunshots but no evidence of injury or damage. Probably some drunk letting off steam. Leave my name out of it.”

      “Why?” asked one of them.

      “We got enough bad publicity right now. If word gets out that some angry cop is taking potshots at another cop for allegedly exposing dirty cops, it’s only going to look bad for every guy on the force.”

      All three men glanced in Lou’s direction. He was snapping pictures of my car.

      “I’ll take care of Sheppard, if you guys take care of things at your end,” I said.

      The uniforms left. The neighbors were still gawking. “Go home, there’s nothing to see!” I shouted.

      They straggled off. Sheppard approached and barraged me with questions, but I cut him off. “I don’t want you writing a story about tonight or running a picture of my car.”

      “You’re kidding, Joe. A Denver Kid story. Freedom of the press.”

      I leaned in his face. “It’s a question of freedom of your ass.”

      Sheppard backed away. “Getting shot at sure makes you touchy.”

      “Paula and my daughter are away. I don’t want them reading this in the paper.”

      “Don’t you think they should know?”

      “You’re not married, Lou, right?” Who’d want to be married to a man who slept many a night at police headquarters?

      “Right,” he confirmed.

      “If you were, you wouldn’t ask that question. It’s not worth needlessly alarming them.”

      “Someone tried to kill you, Joe. In front of your own home.”

      “I have enough marriage problems from the Rawlins case. I don’t want to go through it again. I don’t want Paula to find out. Keep it out of the paper.”

      “You’re asking a lot, Joe. You’ve been evading my questions about how you came up with Senator Kane’s name. And you know more about Zingano’s arrest than you’re letting on.”

      “Be satisfied I gave you Kane’s fake law firm. A story about our ambitious but crooked state senator will be a lot bigger than some little story on me. A favor for a friend.”

      Sheppard left cursing. Hopefully, he and the cops would keep their word and the shooting wouldn’t get back to Paula. My neighbors were a bigger problem. Paula and I weren’t exactly friends with them. Who wants to be friends with a cop who works odd hours and seems to attract everything that’s wrong with society? But inevitably one of them would run into Paula on the street—if she and Olivia return—and ask, “Are you and your husband, okay?” and the shooting events would unravel.

      Another brush fire to put out. My only hope was to catch the shooter, the man who killed Benedict and Diaz and Raschke. Maybe by then I’d have a new story to tell Paula, to reassure her the threat was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 34

        

      

    

    
      I took the Studebaker to a body shop the next morning to get the glass fragments cleaned up, the shattered windows replaced, and the bullet holes patched.

      While they worked on the car, I walked to a nearby phone booth and made several calls. The last was to Paula at the Wagon Wheel motel on Colfax where she and Olivia were staying. I knew the place. It was cheap and clean, but it was located on a street full of sleazy motels where hookers, drug addicts, and dealers hung out.

      I told her I wasn’t on duty today and could come see them, but Paula was firm in her refusal. She didn’t say why, and she didn’t need to.

      Everything was in my hands now. I needed to solve this case and find a way out of this mess soon for any hope of getting my family back.

      Early that evening, I headed for a small amphitheater in the foothills outside Colorado Springs. Based on information from my earlier calls, that’s where I would find Crawford Kane.

      The air was cool when I arrived. The state senator was in full demagogue mode.

      “The evidence is indisputable that officials in high positions in this nation are, wittingly and unwittingly, instruments of the Soviet empire. They, and their red agents, are traitors to the ideals of democracy and the foundations of our freedom. They are traitors to the American cause, the American way of life.”

      Kane’s incendiary language and the audience’s vigorous applause ricocheted off the tall twisted slabs of red sandstone that surrounded the amphitheater. The audience strained forward on the long wood benches or from precarious rocky perches to catch every word.

      The sun was almost down behind the mountain peaks, the higher rays catching the tops of the rocks and lighting them like matches. The lower rays splintered among the pine trees and fell in pieces across the audience and Kane’s looming figure.

      “We need not look only to Washington to identify the red Deans of this nation,” Kane went on, his voice growing more powerful and angrier with each sentence. “Indeed, we need not look beyond the borders of our own state to bear witness to the ugliness and insidiousness of this communistic evil. A Russian espionage agent living among us, infecting the minds of our youth, died by his own hand in the very shadows of our state’s glorious capitol.”

      I waited by the edge of the rocks until the senator’s words finally died with the light of the sky and the audience filed out. I waited until the bootlickers and speech organizers finished shaking Kane’s hand and slapping him on the back, their disembodied voices rising in the growing darkness. I waited until the sonofabitch reached his big red Cadillac with tailfins parked along the edge of the gravel road that led from the amphitheater back down to Colorado Springs. I came out of the shadows.

      “Detective!” he said, his voice on edge.

      “Get in the fuckin’ car and drive,” I instructed.

      He hunted around in panic for aid but no one was close. I flashed the gun in my hand. He hurriedly climbed in. I slid in the passenger side, keeping the gun in my lap.

      “Drive where?” he asked.

      “Your place.”

      He looked alarmed. “Why my—”

      “Drive.”

      The lawmaker put the car in gear and began down the twisting gravel road toward the lights of Colorado Springs.

      “For a detective, you’re being—”

      “You told Thornton about our chat at the Capitol building, didn’t you?”

      “I said before, I don’t know this Thornton.”

      I reminded him again of the gun in my hand.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I told him.”

      “He tried to kill me last night,” I said, more confident now that the shooter wasn’t Zingano. Thornton knew I was getting close.

      Kane wrenched his head toward me. “What! I would never have—”

      “And before that? Did you tell him I questioned you at your bomb shelter?”

      “Yes, okay, then too.”

      Which meant Thornton had figured out by then that I was playing the mysterious Detective Lancaster. The same detective Thornton played when he called Benedict at his home. But for whatever reason he’d chosen not to reveal my true identity to Kane.

      “He called my house three days later,” I said. “Threatened to kill me. Threatened my wife and child.”

      Thornton knew about dark riders and the murdered Diaz.

      Kane gripped the steering wheel. “Jesus! I didn’t have anything to do with that. I swear.”

      “You told him I’d found out about your scam at Amache, right?” I said.

      He nodded nervously. “He’s contacted me several times since you first showed up. But I never told him to kill you. I swear. He’s a crazy man.”

      “Yeah, he’s killed several people. He’ll kill you, too, once you become too much a risk to him. Maybe you already are.”

      Kane licked his lips, eyes focused on the twisty gravel road.

      “How do you reach Thornton?” I asked.

      “I don’t. He reaches me. I have no phone number for him, I don’t know where he lives, nothing. He contacts me whenever he damn well pleases. Usually when he wants money.”

      “He’s blackmailing you, too?”

      In a rare moment for a politician, Kane fell silent.

      “For how long?” I pressed.

      “Months. He showed up one night in the Capitol parking lot after a late-night session. I hadn’t seen him since Camp Amache closed. I didn’t recognize him at first. It was dark and he didn’t have his beard. But I recognized the voice . . . and his manner. Real direct, like you. He said he needed money. Apparently ran up some debts back in St. Louis. To some unsavory types.”

      “The mob?”

      “I’d guess that. I’d bet gambling debts. He had a gambling problem even at Amache. He was always in need of money.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I gave him some petty cash, but he wanted more.”

      “Blackmailers always do.”

      We hit pavement and closed in on Colorado Springs.

      “Describe Thornton,” I said.

      “He’s shorter than you, perhaps by three or four inches.”

      “Build?”

      “Stocky.”

      “Hair?”

      “Curly. Dark brown.”

      “Age?”

      “Late-thirties.”

      “Distinguishing marks?”

      “A tattoo, if I recall. On his—”

      “Right hand?”

      “Yes.”

      “The initials NT?”

      “Yes, I think so. How did you know?”

      My mind was racing. Now I was certain of Thornton’s real identity. A killer under my own nose. I needed to lure him into the open. And then what? How could I make him pay for what he’d done without incriminating myself and Benedict?

      When we reached the edge of the city, I ordered Kane to pull over at a telephone booth. I handed him a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “Call this number. Thornton will answer.”

      “There’s no Neil Thornton in the phone book. I’ve looked.”

      “He’s living under an alias.”

      Thornton had given me his home phone number weeks back, right in front of police headquarters, and I hadn’t realized it at the time.

      “Tell him you’ve got money for him,” I instructed. “A nice little bundle. But make clear it’s the last time. It’s getting too dangerous ’cuz of Detective Lancaster. Tell him to meet you at your Eagle Greetings parking lot in an hour. When he asks how the hell you found him, tell him a private detective followed him after the last time you two met. Tell him you know his true identity.”

      Kane blanched under the street light. “He won’t believe me. He’ll suspect something.”

      “Make him believe. If you want to salvage any hopes for becoming governor someday.”

      “I told you before, nobody will believe you. Nobody cares about those Japs.”

      “No, that won’t end your campaign. Thornton will end it by killing you. You’re a liability. You can identify him. You know his past. As a businessman, you know what you do with liabilities, don’t you?”

      Kane wavered, then stepped into the phone booth.
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        * * *

      

      The consummate politician, Kane did a good job selling Neil Thornton. Fifty-five minutes later, a two-door 1946 blue Chevy coupe pulled into the parking lot in front of Eagle Greetings. A Chevy I’d seen once before parked by police headquarters. The car slowly circled Kane’s Cadillac in the middle of the small lot before stopping in front of Kane, headlights glaring. The senator stepped out of his car. Thornton emerged after a few moments of surveillance.

      “You got this private dick hiding in the bushes, or in your car?” asked Thornton.

      “I don’t need him. Small shit like you I can handle on my own.”

      Kane did a damn fine job keeping the terror out of his voice.

      Thornton stood by his car door, eyes scouring the surrounding darkness. “You’re talking pretty big, Kane. Rehearsing for the governorship?”

      “Do you want your money or not? I’m washing my hands of you.”

      “How much?”

      “Three thousand.”

      “That’s not much. Especially when you insist this is the last of it.”

      “It’s getting too dangerous, what with that detective nosing around. You need to go away while you can.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      “Let’s see.”

      Kane reached in through the open window of his car and pulled out a manila envelope. He tossed it to Thornton. Thornton ripped open the envelope and began counting. Only $1,300 was inside, all Kane could muster out of the company safe. But before Thornton could finish counting, I stepped out from behind the large Eagle Greetings sign and walked several feet before he heard me. He reached for a gun holstered behind his back, but mine was already pointed at him.

      “Don’t, Fitch!”

      Simon Fitch froze.

      “Hands high, fingers interlaced,” I said. The parole officer complied. I circled behind him and pulled the gun from his holster. A .38 special. I stuffed it in the back of my belt and patted down his jacket and his pants pockets. I backed away several steps. “Car keys.” He dug them out and tossed them over his shoulder. I pocketed them.

      “Fitch?” questioned Kane.

      “He goes by Simon Fitch these days,” I said. “A Denver parole officer.”

      “Well, if we’re making introductions, meet Joe Stryker, senator,” said Fitch.

      “Stryker?” said Kane. “I thought he was Detective—”

      “He’s no more Detective Lancaster than I am Simon Fitch. He’s just a patrol cop.”

      “Whose partner Fitch killed in cold blood,” I said to Kane. “Officer Greene in the pawnshop. One of Fitch’s parolees was Hector Diaz, the man homicide likes for killing my partner. The same Diaz found in a field with a thirty-eight slug in the back of his skull.”

      “Jesus,” said Kane.

      “I told you that you were dealing with rough company.”

      I didn’t have a pair of handcuffs, so I yanked Fitch’s lightweight jacket halfway down his back to his elbows, crudely hobbling his arms. We marched him seventy-five yards to a less public place, Kane’s bomb shelter.

      The entire way, the parole officer threatened to expose Kane for helping me. But the senator remained silent, smart enough to recognize that the risk of exposure wasn’t a bad trade-off considering the alternative of being murdered.

      Lights shone inside Kane’s house. His wife was puttering in the kitchen, but she couldn’t see us in the darkness. Their dog was nowhere in sight. Kane unlocked the padlock to the bomb shelter and pulled back the heavy metal hatch. We got the PO down the ladder without breaking his neck. I forced him to sit Indian style in the middle of the floor, his jacket still hampering his arms. Kane stood behind me to one side.

      Fitch scanned the gloomy shelter. “Whattya you planning to do with me?”

      “I’m trying to decide.” I squatted in front of him. “I could drive you back to Denver. Leave you in your car trussed up like a turkey for Thanksgiving and make an anonymous call to homicide to come get you for multiple murders.”

      “Which you can’t prove,” he said defiantly.

      “It’s true that I can’t pin all of them on you,” I said. “Like the Jap girl at Camp Amache.”

      “I dunno no Jap girl at Amache.”

      I walked behind him and twisted his right hand to expose the initials tattooed near the juncture of his thumb and forefinger. The tattoo I’d seen in his office. NT.

      “These aren’t the initials of an old girlfriend like you told me, are they?” I said. “They stand for Neil Thornton. Your fingerprints will match official records and prove you worked at Camp Amache. That’s where you and the good senator here ran your scam on the internees. Bilked them out of their life savings. That samurai sword you have in your office. You called it a war souvenir. My bet is, it was one of the many possessions you two stole from them. That’s where you knew Marcus Raschke and a guard named Benedict Greene. Both now dead.”

      Fitch shrugged. “Which proves nothing.”

      I walked around in front of him. “No, probably not. And frankly, like your pal here says, nobody cares much about a long-dead Jap skirt. Hector Diaz, on the other hand, he’s a problem for you.”

      Unease entered the PO’s eyes for the first time.

      “You murdered Diaz because he suspected you murdered Benedict and set him up to take the fall.”

      Fitch laughed. “The little prick wanted money and special privileges as a parolee or he’d sing to homicide. These guys are never bright. You never blackmail your parole officer. But you still have no proof.”

      I pulled his gun from behind my back. “Diaz was shot with a thirty-eight. Like this one. Slug probably will match. I’d also guess the tire tracks the dicks found in that onion field will match those on your Chevy out there. You figured nobody would suspect his PO. When they take a hard look at you, friend, you’ll melt like shit under a hot sun.”

      Fitch had the look of a man who knew he’d fucked up.

      “But we can make a deal,” I said, thinking of the deal I’d made with Zingano. “You have bargaining power on your side, friend.” I looked at Kane. “Isn’t that what politics is all about, senator, bargaining power?”

      The politician licked his lips and shifted the weight on his feet, like a kid standing before the principal, but said nothing.

      “What deal?” asked the PO.

      “You take the rap for Diaz’s murder or I save homicide the trouble and just kill you myself.”

      Fitch shifted uneasily on the floor. “You’re gonna kill me for murdering a spic? A three-time loser? Throw your career down the toilet?”

      “No, I’d kill you for murdering my partner. And the senator would love to see you dead, too. You’re a danger to him as long as you’re alive.”

      “Wait a minute!” burst out Kane. “You didn’t say anything about killing him. I’m not going to be party to a murder.”

      I glared at him. “You’ve already been party to several murders, Senator.”

      He fell silent.

      The fear in Fitch’s eyes signaled that he knew I was willing to carry out my threat. Was I?

      “Here’s how it’s gonna work,” I said. “I leave you tied up in your car along with your gun and tip off the cops to pick you up for Diaz’s murder. You make up some story that you two got into a fight. Maybe over gambling debts. I don’t care. The point is, you take the rap for Diaz. You’ll be out in eight to twelve. Fifteen tops. As you said, nobody cares about the murder of a three-time loser. If you play it smart, that’s all you’ll go down for, though god knows you deserve more.”

      “I think playing it smart would be for me to take my chances they can’t convict me.”

      “You don’t go to trial, Fitch. You plead guilty to the judge and do your time. You do anything to get yourself off, that’ll get you dead. I’ll see to that.”

      Fitch craned his head. “Why aren’t you trying to stick me with your partner’s murder?”

      “I wish I could. I’d love to see the state execute you for killing a cop. Preferably by cutting your throat. But my life seems to be full of compromises these days.”

      “Why all this trouble to protect your partner?”

      “It’s what partners do for each other, Fitch. You wouldn’t understand that. He has a wife and kid. All they’re left with are his pension and memories—what a good cop he was, what a good father, what a good husband. I want ’em to keep those memories. I want the guys in the department to keep those memories. I want to keep those memories. A trial revealing the wrong road he went down trying to pay off a blackmailing scumbag like you would ruin those memories.”

      It wasn’t just Benedict and his family anymore, I thought. Bock was after my ass and the small matter of my lying and withholding evidence. But Fitch didn’t need to know that.

      “A good cop?” sneered the PO. “The guy covered up a murder. He burglarized stores, he—”

      I whipped his gun across his skull, toppling him on his side. I knelt by him as he moaned down in his throat. A large welt mushroomed around the gash on his forehead.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” barked Kane. He took a step toward us but my scowl warned him to back away.

      I tapped the gun barrel on Fitch’s nose. “See, that’s the kind of talk I don’t wanna hear outa your mouth. That’s the kind of talk that’ll get you killed.”

      I stepped behind Fitch and pulled him by his shirt collar back into a sitting position. I walked around front while he struggled to regain his bearings.

      “Now shall we try this again?” I said. He groaned what I took as a yes. “I’m going to make some guesses about the hell you brought down. You shake your sorry ass head if I’m wrong. Where I have questions, you provide answers. Do that and you might stay alive.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “You were blackmailing Benedict over Amache. Just like you were Raschke and Kane. He took out a bank loan to pay you and became a burglar in blue to pay off the loan. Did he finally decide he had enough? Is that why you killed him?”

      Fitch hesitated. I waved his gun in front of his face. “Yeah, okay. He went to Raschke and confessed he was committing crimes to make payoffs. Said it was worse than facing up to Amache. Saint Benedict, you guys called him, right? He tried to convince the professor that the two of them should call my bluff. Of course, the commie didn’t want that. He didn’t need public exposure about a dead Nip girl on top of his commie problem. So he ratted on Benedict. Probably figured deep down I’d take care of things.”

      Benedict had gone into the swamp and died trying to get out.

      “Why the pawnshop? That was a high-risk place to kill him. Right in front of me.”

      “I needed to make it appear he was killed in the line of duty. Otherwise, homicide would figure it was personal and would keep digging. They wouldn’t let go. Not a murdered cop.”

      “So you framed Diaz by stealing his commando knife and planting the watches you stole from the pawnshop in his apartment,” I said. “And threw in the rumor Diaz was working for dirty cops for good measure. Anything to keep their investigation away from you and Kane.”

      Fitch shook his aching skull and managed a smile. “Pretty ingenious, if I say so myself. And I thought it was even better that you were his partner. A cop who’d already lost one partner to murder during a robbery and was always at odds with the department. Then lose another one right in front of you. Figured that might throw a monkey wrench into things, too. Throw the suspicion on you, or at least cast doubt with whatever damn story you came up with. Gotta say, I just didn’t count on you being so damn persistent.”

      “Jesus!” I kicked Fitch in the stomach and he keeled over and threw up.

      “Stryker!” protested Kane, stepping toward me, then stopping when I held up Fitch’s gun.

      “You really want to protect this slime ball?” I said.

      Kane fell silent as Fitch retched up more of his stomach and struggled to sit up.

      I turned my attention back to the PO. “Why kill Raschke? He must have been glad you took my partner out of the picture. He wouldn’t have talked.”

      “Maybe,” he said, still trying to get his breath back. “But you showed up in my office asking questions. Then you ended up on his doorstep asking about your partner and Amache. That got him real scared.”

      “So you blew him up. With a bomb you learned how to build from a parolee of yours.”

      Fitch glanced sharply at me.

      “That was one of the things that tipped me to you,” I said. “The first day I met you, you complained about one of your parolees going on and on about making bombs. A bomb fit Kane’s public claims that Raschke was planning to blow up schools.”

      I never much liked Raschke, not a wife-beater commie like him. Yet I liked even less the discovery that my investigation signed his death sentence.

      I turned away and paced the tiny room. Both men watched me, both afraid what I might do next. Suddenly I stopped and asked one of the most unanswered questions on my mind. “How did you get Benedict to come to the pawnshop? He expected someone to be there. Was it you?”

      I’d long sensed Benedict knew his killer. But why would he enter the pawnshop if he knew his blackmailer was there?

      A smirk spread across the parole officer’s face. “I called him masquerading as a detective from a newly formed metro-wide task force investigating corrupt cops.”

      “The non-existent Detective Lancaster,” I cut in.

      He nodded. “I said we’d uncovered his involvement in Zingano’s burglary ring and we’d offer him a deal and protection if he’d cooperate. He wanted out so badly by then he said he’d do anything. Atonement, I guess.”

      “Did you ever talk to him in person? He would have recognized you.”

      “Once. He didn’t know me well at the camp and I didn’t have my beard, and we met in the dark. It was a risk, but I took it to sell it to him. I told him that to prove himself, he needed first to set you up because we suspected you were dirty. Then we’d go after Zingano and his crew.”

      I took a step back, stunned. “That’s bullshit, Fitch. Benedict knew I wasn’t dirty.”

      “Yeah, he swore up and down you weren’t. Except for the usual petty shit street cops do. But I insisted he prove you were clean, or else he’d go to jail.”

      Anger at my partner’s betrayal again swelled in me. Why would he jeopardize me like that? Even to save his own hide. Now I understood why Benedict said in a somber voice that night, moments before he entered the pawnshop the last time, I’m sorry, Joe. I have no choice.

      “So you set up the stolen radio for bait,” I said.

      “I told him I’d be waiting inside the pawnshop, and other investigators would be watching from outside. If you went along, you were dirty. If not, you were clean.”

      The we Benedict said that night.

      I stepped toward Fitch. “Instead you slit his throat like you were cutting a pig.”

      “Your friend was willing to set you up, Stryker, to save his own ass.”

      “You’re lying, Fitch!”

      “You wanna put your butt on the line for a guy who’d—”

      I slammed Fitch on the head again with my gun and he toppled over. I knelt by him, the tip of the gun barrel inches from his forehead. “Fuck you. I think I’ll blow your goddamn brains out right here, right now!”

      “God, no!” yelled Kane. I was dimly aware of the lawmaker closing on me, but I was so enraged at Fitch I didn’t move. Kane grabbed me from behind and tried to wrestle my gun away. I tried to shake him, but the prick was stronger than he looked.

      I lost my balance. Fitch lashed out with a foot, catching me near my groin and sending me sprawling in a daze of pain.

      I tried to rise, expecting Fitch to jump me, but Kane kept me tangled up. We wrestled until an elbow to Kane’s midsection snapped his grip and I rolled away in time to see Fitch disappearing up the ladder. His gun was still in my hand and I fired two off-balance shots that ricocheted off the steel rungs, the noise deafening in the small room.

      Fitch stumbled out the opening and disappeared. Moments later, the hatch slammed shut. I scrambled up the ladder and shoved against the hatch. It wouldn’t budge.

      Kane was on his knees, gasping for air. He looked around with big eyes. “Where’s Thornton or whatever the hell his name is?”

      “How do you open this fucker?” I yelled at him.

      Kane tried but with no more success. “He’s padlocked it from the outside. There’s no way.”

      “Shit.”

      Kane stared down at me. “My wife and kids are in the house. My, God, he could—”

      “You shoulda thought of that before you jumped me.”

      “You were going to kill him! In my shelter!”

      I should have shot the bastard. Skipped the whole “let’s make a deal” talk. But I’d wanted the explanations behind Benedict’s baffling behavior. Truths, it turned out, I didn’t want to learn. Now his killer had escaped.

      “Let’s figure a way to get out of here,” I said. “I got a wife and daughter out there, too.”

      We banged on the hatch for several minutes with a hammer from a toolbox before suddenly it opened. Kane’s wife stared at us, alarmed. We scrambled out. She was holding their Husky on a leash.

      “Crawford, are you all right? I heard gunshots. And the dog started barking.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      She looked at me, recognizing me from before. “Detective?”

      “Those weren’t gunshots, ma’am,” I said. I’d stuffed my gun and Fitch’s weapon under my shirt. “But someone slammed the hatch on us. Did you see anyone running away from here?”

      “Uh, no. I just heard the shots.”

      “Not gunshots,” I reiterated. “Probably a car backfiring.”

      “Who locked you in?” she asked her husband, suspicion filling her eyes. “What were you two doing down there at this hour?”

      Kane glanced at me, then back at his wife. “I don’t know who did it, dear. Probably some kid pulling a practical joke.”

      “I’ll check the parking lot,” I said to Kane.

      Fitch’s Chevy coupe still sat by Kane’s vehicle. I’d taken his keys, so he’d been forced to flee on foot. I scanned the dark land around Eagle Greetings and the faint outline against the sky of rock formations in the Garden of the Gods. City lights sprawled in the opposite direction. Fitch could have gone anywhere. It would be useless to attempt to track him.

      My worry now was my family.

      I returned to the bomb shelter. Kane was in a heated discussion with his wife. I pulled Fitch’s keys out of my pocket. “I need to leave, senator,” I said, my expression warning him to keep his trap shut.

      Kane’s wife looked from me to her husband. “What’s going on, Crawford?”

      I sped off in Fitch’s Chevy and left Kane to conjure up a lie. Politicians are good at that.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I reached the foothills amphitheater where the senator riled up the crowd earlier in the evening. I parked Fitch’s car, wiped down the steering wheel, and locked it. I jumped into my car and hurried down the twisty road. Along the way, I hurled Fitch’s car keys into tall grass along the side of the road. When I hit Highway 85, I hightailed north to Denver like a scalded dog. I felt confident Paula and Olivia were safe from Fitch in the motel on Colfax. He wouldn’t know where they were. Moreover, he’d escaped on foot, hampering a quick return to Denver. But I took no chances. Too many things had gone wrong.

      I reached the Wagon Wheel motel and parked on the street where I could stake out Room 15. A room light was on behind the curtains. Half an hour later it went out. I wondered how angry Paula went to bed these nights, holed up in a two-bit motel on Colfax.

      I staked out the motel until morning light began nudge the eastern horizon, fighting to stay awake through my exhaustion. No signs of Fitch. I returned home, though not before making a sweep of my neighborhood. No signs of him lying in wait. Not that I expected him try again to gun me down, especially in daylight. If the man were smart, he’d make his way to wherever he lived, grab what he could, and flee town. Preferably the state. It wasn’t as though Senator Kane or I would put out a police alert on him.

      I snatched a few hours of sleep before pulling my swing shift with Perdue. He was still on edge about Zingano and Jackson. Lou Sheppard wangled an interview with Big Z, who still swore the department set them up. But Zingano heeded my warnings and revealed no other names. That’s good news, I told Perdue. I filled him in on my confrontation with Zingano and Jackson, warning them to keep quiet and take their medicine. The department was clearly tap dancing with the issue. Every cop on the force suspected the brass would not make an example of the duo, whatever inflammatory stories Lou Sheppard wrote. Zingano and Jackson wouldn’t have to sell out anybody, if they were smart.

      Do their time, pay for their sins, and put it behind them.

      Hell, maybe some of the stolen money would be returned to victims like Alma Blair. Sell off their fancy laundromats and homes and Zingano’s shiny green Hudson.

      None of this reassured Perdue. It would be a while to trial and sentencing, assuming it got that far, he asserted as he dragged on yet another cigarette. Too damn much could go wrong.

      The truth was, I wasn’t any more reassured than he was. Even if they went to prison, they’d be as dangerous as caged animals when they got out. But when it came to that, I’d deal with. I still held information that could potentially send them back to prison, and that information would go to Sheppard if something happened to me.

      My immediate concern was Fitch. As long as the parole officer remained in the wind, I couldn’t count on what he might do—not a man who’d brazenly murdered my partner in front of me, and who’d killed three other people.

      The next day, I got luckier than I deserved.

      After fishing the Sunday Rocky Mountain News out of my bushes, I sat reading it at the kitchen table next to a bowl of corn flakes. At the top of page three ran a small story that a hiker in the Garden of the Gods had stumbled across the body of a man. Colorado Springs police tentatively identified the victim as a Denver parole officer, Simon Fitch. He’d bled to death from a gunshot wound to his right side.

      I set down my spoon and sat back in my chair in disbelief and relief. One of my ricocheted shots off the metal ladder must have caught him. Nicked a major blood vessel or organ. Lou Sheppard’s story in the Rocky was thin on details, such as whether the medical examiner found a bullet in him. Even if he had, they didn’t have the gun, and I would make damn sure they never would.

      The hard, well-trampled ground of the Garden of the Gods, along with high winds, made it impossible to track Fitch’s footsteps any distance or determine where he was shot. Nothing to trace the shooting back to Kane’s home located maybe a mile and a half away. No one reported hearing a gunshot that night, including, apparently, Senator Kane’s suspicious wife. But then I imagine most politicians’ wives are as compulsively secretive as their husbands.

      Did Fitch’s gunshot wound leave blood around Kane’s bomb shelter during his escape? In the dark, I wouldn’t have seen it. If Kane found any the next morning, he hadn’t called me. I prayed he had enough sense to clean it up.

      With Fitch dead, it would be safe for Paula and Olivia to return home, though I couldn’t tell Paula the real reason why. I would have to make up yet another story. Whether she would buy it was an open question, or if she did, whether she would still choose to remain away. The foundation of my life and my relationship with Paula teetered on a wobbly foundation of lies.

      The same for Detective Bock and Lou Sheppard and Ellen and Perdue and all the others I’d lied to.

      The parole officer’s death brought me justice but not peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 35

        

      

    

    
      The waters of the South Platte River flowed black and quiet under the half moon. I dumped the four remaining rounds from Simon Fitch’s .38 into my gloved hand and looked around. No one. It was late, after I’d finished my shift with Perdue. A desolate stretch of the river south of the city. Even the vagrants didn’t sleep here.

      I edged toward the river bank between two cottonwood trees and hurled the rounds one by one into the dark waters. They made tiny sounds.

      It had been three days since the hiker stumbled across the body of Simon Fitch. Each day, I apprehensively scanned the Rocky and listened for cop gossip as to what the Colorado Springs police, working with Denver investigators, were turning up.

      They’d found the parole officer’s Chevy coupe at the amphitheater where I’d left it. No official explanation for why his body was so many miles from his vehicle, in the Garden of the Gods dead from a gunshot wound. One speculation was someone kidnapped him, drove him to the park, shot him, and left him to die. But police offered no clue as to why. And they admitted investigating other scenarios, which they refused to elaborate. That’s the kind of stuff that worried me.

      A search of Fitch’s apartment turned up a rifle. I figured that even if investigators test-fired it, they wouldn’t know to match the bullets to those buried in my car. Investigators noted his officially issued .38 was missing. Thankfully, he hadn’t left any dynamite or bomb-making paraphernalia in his apartment. That might have linked him to Raschke’s death, and that would be a nightmare for me.

      The Fitch story didn’t escape Moroni Perdue. “Jesus, Joe, don’t you find it strange that both Diaz and his PO were murdered?” he pointed out while we cruised Larimer Street. “Remember when Fitch came to you looking for Diaz?”

      I shrugged. “One of those coincidences.”

      Moroni probably didn’t buy that, but he didn’t know about Fitch’s connection to Benedict. And I like to believe that even if Moroni knew, he’d keep quiet. He owed me.

      Unfortunately for Perdue, Fitch’s murder was one more thing to stew over. Perdue remained convinced his involvement in multiple burglaries would unravel someday. He was right to worry, but I wouldn’t try to figure if or when it might unravel. If the other burglars in blue—maybe dozens for all I knew—were smart, they would lie low until the public and the department’s attention blew over. But they would surface down the road. The temptation and the pickings were too easy. Maybe someday, under the right police chief and the right circumstances, it would blow up again and the department would be forced to tear out the rotting apple tree by the roots.

      Perdue would not be one of those dark riders. He tries to take his mind off what has passed by searching for flying saucers, and we both pay for our coffee now. He might make a good cop yet. If he remains a cop. His guilt and fears of revenge from Zingano makes me wonder whether he will remain on the force.

      I wondered the same thing myself. Two dead partners. Constantly lying to conceal my investigations. Jeopardizing my marriage. Endangering my family. A department with more than its share of genuinely dirty cops.

      Still, I felt loyalty toward my fellow officers—the honest ones,  anyway—along with an innate sense of justice. However frustrating and stressful, however poisonous police work was to my marriage, somebody had to do the damn job. I’d fought Hitler’s boys in the war and I still wanted to fight the scum in my homeland.

      My decision to remain or go might not rest in my hands, however. If investigators didn’t make uncomfortable discoveries about Fitch’s death, there was still Lou Sheppard and Detective Luther Bock to make my life hell. It hadn’t taken long for Lou to point out in a story that one of Fitch’s parolees was Hector “Jailbait” Diaz, himself a victim of a gunshot to the head. The same Diaz who was the prime suspect in the murder of a highly-respected Denver cop. Lou on the scent of a story was a dangerous animal.

      One scent I hoped he wouldn’t pick up was Fitch’s fingerprints. Inevitably, investigators would discover that his real name was Neil Thornton and that he’d once worked at Camp Amache. His work at the camp would mean little to the Springs police, but if Sheppard got wind of the Amache connection, he’d clamp on to it like a rabid dog. Based on my revelation about the scam of Jap internees, Lou would put two and two together and drag in Raschke and Senator Kane. Kane could become a suspect in Fitch’s death, considering the body was only a short distance from his house. At that point, Kane would finger me.

      As for Detective Bock, he liked me for Diaz’s murder. Maybe Benedict’s. Why not Simon Fitch, too?

      The detective confronted me one day before roll call. The sight of him turned my stomach into knots. Had he discovered a link between Fitch and me? Someone at the parole offices remembered my visit to Fitch?

      “Something still smells with you, Stryker,” he said. For someone who should be riding high for arresting Zingano and Jackson, his face sagged as if he wasn’t sleeping much these days. “Someone doubled-crossed those two slugs and locked them in The Tuscany basement. My bet is that the someone was you.”

      “Why would I do that? I read that the money was found with them. Why wouldn’t I have taken it if, as you claim, I’m a big bad burglar?”

      “I don’t know. You’ve weaseled out for now, Stryker. But you’ll make a mistake someday and I’ll be waiting.”

      At least I found reassurance in his tirade. He didn’t bring up Fitch, and it was clear that neither Zingano nor Jackson had breathed my name.

      Which convinced me more than ever that nothing would be gained by confessing to the brass what really happened. Benedict was dead. His killer was dead. My confession would accomplish nothing but close the official paperwork—along with my career and Benedict’s reputation. And maybe result in prison time, alongside Zingano and Jackson. Bock would see to that.

      I revealed none of this to Ellen Greene as we sat in webbed lawn chairs in her backyard, while Timothy played on a swing his dad erected two years ago. She didn’t know about Simon Fitch, or his connection to her husband as Neil Thornton, and I intended to keep it that way.

      I took a drink of beer and said, “Homicide is convinced it was the Mexican, Hector Diaz, who killed Benedict. Wrong place, wrong time. Officially, the case will remain unsolved, but it was his knife that killed Benedict.”

      “Then who killed this Diaz?”

      I shrugged. “The man was three-time loser. He had a lot of enemies. I don’t believe it’s related to Benedict.”

      “What about Camp Amache and the dead professor?” she said, her hands clutching a root beer she hadn’t sipped. “Those clippings of that girl’s murder? Did you find out why Benedict lied about being there?”

      “Another dead end,” I said. “My guess is he kept the clippings out of curiosity. He was a guard there at the time she was killed. He almost certainly knew Raschke.”

      “But why hide them  from me? Why lie to us about fighting in the Battle of the Bulge?”

      “As I said before, he was probably ashamed he’d spent the war guarding Japanese-American civilians. I didn’t find anything to suggest otherwise.”

      I could do nothing to rectify the travesty of the Japanese internment camps, but I didn’t have to tell Ellen that Benedict was part of that travesty. He’d been caught up in the hysteria of the war like many people, and it was clear he’d come to regret it. I didn’t want his wife to regret it, too.

      I drained the last can of Benedict’s beer. I sensed Ellen didn’t buy my lies any more than Perdue or Bock. Nothing I could say explained the bank loan Benedict secretly took out, or his moodiness in the weeks before his death, or the strange call from Detective Lancaster, or the apparent blackmail note. It didn’t explain the visit from Detective Bock with his unsettling questions.

      Ellen would forever carry with her the suspicion that her beloved had harbored a dark secret from her which she would never know.

      Ellen appeared relieved, nonetheless. Benedict’s life insurance would pay off the bank loan and they’d have his small pension. Hopefully, she’d find a job. Money would be tight, but she and her son could get on with their lives. I don’t care what the hell the philosophers say, living with lies can be a good thing, even when you know they’re lies.

      Paula was another matter. She was not a woman to live with lies.

      I’d called her at the motel moments after I read of the discovery of Fitch’s body, and told her it was safe to return home. I couldn’t tell her the truth why it was safe to return, so I explained that Wes Jackson—“Remember him, honey, the cop arrested along with Zingano?”—had admitted to investigators that he’d made the threatening call in order to scare me off talking to Lou Sheppard about dirty cops.

      Her sigh in relief barely came through the weak phone connection.

      To ensure that my lie ended there, I added that the prosecutors agreed to not file a criminal threat charge as part of a plea bargain for Jackson’s burglary charge. I told them I didn’t object. I didn’t want the attention the charge would bring, anyway. As long as Jackson was off the streets, that’s all that was important.

      “Please, come home, honey,” I said. “I miss you and Olivia.”

      The silence lasted forever at the other end of the line, until finally Paula agreed to come home—“at least for now.”

      An hour later, a cab dropped them off. I met them at the curb. I joyously enveloped Olivia in my arms and swung her high into the sky to hear her giggle.

      Paula gave me a hug and a smile, too, even if it was restrained.

      “God, I’ve missed you,” I said.

      I paid off the cabbie and carried the suitcases inside. I barbequed hamburgers on the grill for dinner. Paula was tired of eating out and we couldn’t afford it, anyway, after their stay at the motel. I’d have to hit up some shopkeepers and bar owners on Larimer Street to help pay for that.

      After dinner, I played and read books with Olivia until she fell asleep in my arms and I carried her to bed. Paula and I sat in the living room, she drinking scotch, I my Old Taylor Kentucky bourbon. We usually listened to Paul Harvey and Ted Mack’s Family Hour on Sunday evenings, or maybe The $64 Question. Tonight, the radio remained off, the room heavy in silence except for the tinkle of ice in our glasses.

      “I have some other good news,” I said when the silence became unbearable.

      Paula looked up from her scotch. “What?”

      “Homicide has ended their investigation into Benedict’s murder. They don’t need my help anymore. I’ll be back to regular hours. I thought you’d like that.”

      A smile tried to work its way into her face but came up short. “Why did they end it?”

      “Dead end. No new evidence. They’re confident it was Hector Diaz, though they can’t prove it. They appreciated my extra work for them. They said they’d put in a good word to the brass. Maybe I’ll make detective yet.”

      Paula made no response and took a drink. That wasn’t good news in her world. If being a cop, detective or otherwise, would continue to endanger myself and my family, she wanted no part of it.

      I retreated to my bourbon. I wanted to ask her what she had meant on the phone when she’d said they’d come home, “at least for now,” but I was afraid to ask. Maybe if I didn’t ask, she’d forget she’d said it. We’d get back into our routine. I’d keep regular work hours, stay out of trouble, keep a low profile—stay alive. “At least for now” could become “forever.”

      Maybe.

      But then the bits and pieces to everything about the truth behind Benedict’s murder lay there for a sharp set of eyes to discover and connect. Today, tomorrow, maybe years from now. Like unexploded ordinance from the war, half buried in the ground, lying in wait for someone to accidentally step on it and set it off. Nothing I could do but destroy what evidence I could. I’d burned Benedict’s blood-stained brown notebook in my barbecue grill the night Paula and Olivia returned home, while I cooked burgers and Paula fixed a macaroni salad. Fitch’s handgun was next. After that, all I could hope for was silence from those who each knew part of the story but not the whole picture.

      I peered at the darkness of the river. I wasn’t sure whether Paula and Olivia would be home when I returned tonight. I wondered that every night I came home from my shift. Just as Paula must wonder every night whether I would make it home alive.

      It would not surprise me to discover—today, tomorrow,  next week—they’d packed and moved back in with her friend until they found their own apartment. Or fled to Paula’s sister in Lincoln. Anywhere but where they might be caught in another crossfire.

      I hefted Simon Fitch’s .38 in my gloved hand and thought of Benedict. Maybe he had agreed with “Detective Lancaster” to set me up at the pawnshop even as he’d pleaded that I was not a crooked cop. He was in a terrible place. Then again, Fitch might have lied about how he’d lured Benedict into the pawnshop that night.

      What the hell. Whatever the sins of Saint Benedict, nothing would ever be the same again. The streetcars were long gone and I read in the newspaper yesterday that the price of a tune on the jukebox in Denver was going up to a dime.

      I glanced around. Still no one in the darkness. I stepped to the edge of the river and hurled the gun as far as I could. The moonlight glinted off the nickeled .38 special as it arched toward the black waters of the South Platte.

      I heard the splash, then silence.

      

      
        
        THE END
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          Story Notes

        

      

    

    
      Like most authors, I draw inspiration for my novels from a variety of sources. It might come from what I’ve personally experienced, someone I know, something I’ve read, something I’ve seen with my own eyes. The Big Dive is no exception. While the plot and characters are wholly my creations, inspiration came from two notable events in Denver and Colorado history.

      The first was “burglars in blue”—or dark riders as I often refer to them in the book—a scandal that shocked the nation and ripped open the soul of the Denver Police Department in the early 1960s. The second notable event was Camp Amache, one of the ten “relocation camps” hastily constructed to house those of Japanese ancestry living in the United States during the early years of World War II.

      Many Americans are at least dimly aware of the former relocation camps. References to the camps pop up periodically in contemporary political brouhahas over black reparations, homeland security issues focused on Muslims, or border issues. Most Americans (sadly, not all) view the relocation camps today as a black stain on our nation’s history.

      On February 19, 1942, President Franklin Roosevelt authorized the forcible removal and incarceration of over 110,000 Japanese “evacuees,” the majority of them American citizens living along the West Coast and Hawaii). They (including entire families) were carted off to inland camps in California, Utah, Arizona, Wyoming, Arkansas—and to the desolate corner of southeast Colorado in a camp formally designated the Granada War Relocation Center named after the nearby community of Granada. At the time, the policy drew widespread public support and was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court.

      Yet there were no similar large-scale roundups of German-Americans or Italian-Americans, even though we were also fighting Germany and Italy during the war.

      In the book, Professor Marcus Raschke rails to Joe that these camps were “concentration” camps, not the euphemistic “relocation” camps. If “concentration camp” sounds too harsh, consider that American citizens were forced to leave behind their homes, businesses, and all their possessions (most of which they never recovered) except what they could carry by hand. They were put on trains and military buses (under armed guard) and plunked down on “godforsaken” land behind barbed wire under the shadow of gun towers. There they remained imprisoned for several years. Some died and were buried in those camps.

      These were hardly “relocation centers.” Relocation implies people being relocated for their own good and protection, such as refugees or flood victims. The camps were not “prisons,” either, other than, like prisons, their residents could not leave. Their internees committed no crimes and were never charged or convicted of any crime—except for the crime of being of Japanese descent. (Over 5,000 Japanese community leaders were arrested and incarcerated immediately after the attack on Pearl Harbor.)

      All this was the result of unfounded paranoia and hysteria that Japanese living inside the United States planned to carry out attacks on behalf of their motherland. If Roosevelt’s policy and the existence of these camps carry uncomfortable echoes of Nazi concentration camps—or for that matter, paranoia and hysteria toward “others” in our nation today—so be it. Yes, it’s true the United States did not torture or exterminate its Japanese internees. They were released toward the end of the war. But beyond that, there was little difference.

      Far less well known to Americans—unless you’re a long-time Colorado resident—is the police scandal of burglars in blue that rocked the Denver police department in 1961. The scandal broke open after a police officer witnessed a small safe topple out of the trunk of a patrol car—yes, the inspiration for my book cover. As the scandal unfolded, it turned out that dozens of Denver police officers were committing countless burglaries and other property crimes against the very citizens they were sworn to protect, often while in uniform. Near my desks lays a copy of the November 3, 1961, issue of Life magazine with an article titled “How Denver’s Cops Turned Burglar.” The scandal burst on the scene at the start of 1961, and by the end of the year 47 Denver policemen were arrested, along with a sheriff, deputies, private detectives, and civilians.

      While I set my story a decade before the real scandal broke, investigators traced police burglaries back 15 years. I borrowed some excellent insights from the Life magazine article and other research, including the novel’s title, The Big Dive.

      Bruce W. Most

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Big Dive, the sequel to my first Joe Stryker book, Murder on the Tracks. I hope you enjoyed the book as much as I enjoyed writing it. Please consider posting a short (and honest) review on Amazon and Goodreads, or anywhere else you find appropriate. Reviews are crucial for building a book’s audience. Tell your friends about Joe. Consider him for a book club. I’d be happy to talk with the club in person, by phone, or Skype.

      

      For comments or questions, and to learn about my other murder mysteries, go to my website.
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