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Prologue

 


Two broken lights provided the darkness needed for cover. Breaking them out the night before was the final step in the preparation for this moment.

The park was quiet. Even the trees made no sound. The breeze that swept through their leaves earlier in the evening was gone, leaving the humid air heavy and thick. Aside from the woman running at the far end of the track, there were no signs of life. Tonight was perfect.

McManus Park, Cypress Village’s largest, occupies most of the western shoreline of Lake Duval. Its lighted mile long running track was a popular attraction for the local outdoor lovers. Three hours ago it served as a temporary escape from the stresses of daily life for dozens of people; some jogged while others played with the family dog. Some simply stretched out on blankets enjoying the sun. By sunset the buzzing and biting by the local wildlife drove the sun worshipers away. The park was deserted, as it always was this time of night, except for the two of them. It was an intimate setting and the woman was coming closer.

She was a creature of habit. The stranger had watched her for weeks, following, learning her routine, even daring to bump into her on two occasions to satisfy the ever growing need to touch. She didn’t seem to sense the danger on that first accidental meeting. But on the second, her eyes showed the uneasiness of vague recognition and maybe even the realization that it was not coincidence. Tonight, their third meeting would leave no doubt. The dark, driving need had become stronger than the stranger’s will to resist.

The east side of the track followed the edge of the heavily wooded nature area that separated it from the water. The narrow walking trails that wound their way back and forth for three miles through the seemingly endless forest was the perfect place to get lost, literally and figuratively. This is where the stranger waited and watched, anticipation growing with every lap the woman ran.

With the woman on the final lap of her five mile run, less than two hundred yards away, the stranger opened a small bottle and poured the clear liquid onto a rag, shivering as the sudden release of adrenalin found its way to tensed muscles. Heart pounding, breathing heavily, it was hard to sit still, to contain the primal urge that grew stronger with every stride that brought the woman closer.

Thirty yards to go. Now twenty. Ten. In an explosion of fury, the stranger attacked from behind. The woman hit the ground face first and the stranger was on top of her.

A gloved hand held the wet rag tightly over her mouth and nose. Her labored breathing insured the quick delivery of the powerful anesthetic vapors. The struggle was brief. In a matter of seconds she was still, silent, helpless. The stranger dragged the limp woman into the darkness of the trees, and the track was once again, deserted and silent.






Chapter One

 


 


Alex Mendez held a hand over his brow to shade his eyes. The flags on either side of the small stage hung motionless as the sun climbed higher into the sky. Cypress Village was too far from the coast to benefit from the ocean breezes, but today the air was exceptionally still. The forecast called for clouds this morning and possible rain later in the day, but as usual, the Florida weather refused to conform to the expectations of meteorologists.

Alex adjusted his position in the metal folding chair, wiped beads of sweat from his forehead and pulled with two fingers at the front of his collar. He hated ties. The heavy dress blue uniform was suffocating, especially on sunny days like this, when the temperature and humidity both were approaching ninety-five. His pants were beginning to stick to the back of his legs. He couldn’t remember the last time he wore it, or any uniform for that matter.

He’d traded them in for plain clothes fifteen years earlier. Nowadays, the only part of a uniform he wore was the silver shield he clipped to his belt.

Alex gave a small wave to Carmen, his sixteen-year-old daughter whose maturity was far beyond her years. Her beaming smile lit up the front row of folding metal chairs that covered a large section of the lawn in front of city hall. He knew she was proud of him. Though it did little to compensate her for all the time she’s had to spend alone, at least it might offer a bit of justification. They should be giving her the medal, he thought. She’s the one who had to make sacrifices.

In the two years since her mother died, Carmen had taken many of the household responsibilities upon herself. She’d been forced to grow up far too soon. She willingly took care of the laundry and general cleaning. She even cooked now and then, although Alex retained the official title of family chef.

Alex surveyed the small gathering from his position on the stage. Alex didn’t care for all the hype and he certainly didn’t like being called a hero. After all, he was just doing his job. But, the department needed this to promote their image after a long string of violent robberies had shaken the public confidence.

Since the city had gone to all the trouble to arrange the ceremony, it would be in poor taste to decline. He just wanted to get it over with.

Carl Richards, Cypress Village’s Chief of Police approached the podium and tapped the microphone. A low thump echoed across the lawn as it reverberated from the courthouse across the street. The chief returned to the far side of the stage and casually chatted with Mayor Childress and Lt. Phelps. If anyone looked more out of place in dress blues than Alex, it was Lt. Phelps.

The small group of reporters made final checks on their equipment and chatted among themselves as a small, but growing crowd began to fill the chairs.

Several uniformed officers stood facing the crowd in front of and on either side of the stage. Alex couldn’t tell if they were there for show as part of the ceremony, or some kind of security detail, but it seemed to be the latter.

Alex wiped another bead of sweat from his brow as Rachel Summers found a seat in the front row, next to Carmen. Alex smiled and waved. Rachel had been a godsend after Allyson’s death. She and Carmen had grown quite close over the past two years. Rachel had been Allyson’s boss, if you could call it that. Allyson worked for her in the District Attorney’s office, but it wasn’t your typical employer/employee relationship at all. They were best friends. Rachel took Allyson’s death as hard as anyone. She and Carmen had helped each other cope with the loss and supported one another as they began the healing process. Alex was glad to see her. She smiled and returned the wave.

The chatter from the crowd tapered as the chief approached the podium and began to speak, “Thank you all for coming,” he began, “It’s not often that you find the kind of bravery and dedication in a person, that they risk their life for the sake of strangers,” He turned toward Alex. “But today, we are here to honor a true hero.”

The sound of applause covered the lawn. Alex fidgeted, readjusting in his chair. He was a private person. To be put on public display, even if it was to honor him, made him very uncomfortable.

“Six weeks ago,” the chief continued, “Detective Alex Mendez was off duty, on his way home after a long day’s work, when a call for assistance went out. Officer Allen Barnes had spotted a vehicle that had been taken earlier at gun point. When he tried to stop the suspect vehicle, he was fired on. While several units responded, Detective Mendez was the first to intercept. He joined the pursuit and together, he and Officer Barnes shortly cornered the suspect in an apartment complex. The suspect, knowing he had no means of escape, took a young child, who had been playing just outside her door, hostage. When brief negotiations failed, Detective Mendez made the decision to offer himself in exchange for the child’s release. Leaving his weapon with Officer Barnes, he approached the suspect. Detective Mendez was approximately twenty feet from the suspect when he stopped and insisted the child be released.”

The Chief looked toward Alex then back to the crowd. “He would maintain his position until the child was safely with Officer Barnes. The suspect released the child, but before she reached Officer Barnes, knowing that Detective Mendez was unarmed, the man opened fire, shooting over the child’s head striking Officer Barnes in the shoulder. The child was able to take cover in the nearby opening of a stairwell. Under fire from the suspect, Detective Mendez ran to the downed officer, taking a bullet to his leg before pulling Officer Barnes to safety behind the patrol car. Although he had been shot, he held the suspect at bay until backup arrived nearly two minutes later and the suspect was taken into custody.” The chief turned and motioned for Alex to stand next to him at the podium.

The sound of applause blanketed the area as Alex stood and with a subtle limp, walked to the front of the stage. He smiled at Carmen as she wiped a tear and reached for Rachel’s hand.

“Through his selfless act of bravery, Detective Mendez saved the lives of two people, while facing tremendous danger without the security of his own weapon.”

Alex stood with his hands behind him. He looked toward his feet in a show of humility and subtly tried to remove the sweat soaked material that was stuck and beginning to creep up his backside.

“So, it is with tremendous pride that I award the Police Medal of Honor, not to Detective Mendez,” The chief looked at Alex and smiled. “I award this medal to Detective Sergeant Alex Mendez.”

Alex looked up, eyebrows raised in surprise. The Chief removed Alex’s badge. In its place he pinned the gold shield with the words ‘Detective Sergeant’. The Chief then placed the medal around Alex’s neck, and extended his hand. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you sir, I didn’t expect that.” Alex shook his hand.

“You’ve earned it.” The chief turned toward the microphone. “Before the new sergeant takes the podium, we have one more person who would like to honor our hero.” The chief extended his open hand to the opposite side of the stage. “Ladies and Gentlemen, the Governor of the State of Florida, Mr. Rick Scott.”

Every news camera turned toward the right side of the stage. The crowd applauded as the bald man climbed the steps to the stage and approached the podium. That explains the security detail, Alex thought.

The governor waved to the audience. “Thank you.” He held up his hand, but the applause continued. “Thank you…” He extended his hand to Alex, “your applause is for this man. This is his day.” The governor backed away from the podium, himself applauding Alex.

Alex waved a humble hand and mouthed “Thank you.” He nodded to individuals in the crowd and smiled at Carmen and Rachel as they both wiped their eyes.

That’s when he saw her, standing in the shade of the trees at the far side of the lawn, behind the crowd. Dark shades covered her eyes, but Alex could feel her gaze. The smile left his face. Why had she come?

The applause finally tapered off as the governor began to speak. “It gives me tremendous pride to know that our great state has the finest law enforcement officers in the world. Mr. Mendez is proof of that.” More applause. The Governor held up a hand to quiet the crowd. “Police officers take an oath to uphold the laws of the land, to abide by the policies of their respective departments, to follow the orders of their superiors, and to serve with honor and integrity, the people of their communities.” The governor looked at Alex. “Sometimes an individual goes above and beyond, and by his actions, defines the very spirit of that oath; the selfless service to his fellow man, placing the lives of others above his own.” He held up a small box that to Alex resembled a jewelry case. “We have a special honor for officers who go above and beyond the call of duty, officers who willingly place their lives in peril to save the life of another.” He opened the box and removed a gold medallion that sparkled in the sun as it dangled from its red and blue ribbon. “Detective Sergeant Mendez, it is my great honor, to award you The Governors Medal for Heroism.” He placed the ribbon around Alex’s neck and positioned the gold medallion next to the first one and shook his hand. Applauding, the governor stepped back and allowed Alex to approach the podium.

Alex’s heart pounded. He could feel himself blushing as he began to speak. “Thank you…I’m speechless.” He smiled at the crowd then at Carmen. “Thank you… I don’t know what to say.” He continued to speak over the applause of the crowd. “Thank you.” He paused, waiting for the sounds of the crowd to die down. “Thank you. I am not the one who deserves these awards.” He slipped his left hand behind the ribbons, lifting the medals from his chest, draping them over the back of his hand. “There is someone here who has made far greater sacrifices than I. Someone who saved my life.”

The crowd was silent now, listening to their hero. “I’m sure many of you know, umm…” Alex cleared his throat and wiped a tear before it could run down his face. “I lost my wife two years ago.” Alex’s voice quivered. “But, there was someone who helped me make it through. Someone who showed me I still had a reason to live. She saved my life. She has made many sacrifices since then, far more than I, and for that, I’m truly thankful.” Alex wiped his eyes, trying to maintain his composure. “Carmen, these are for you. I love you baby.”

Carmen blew her father a kiss and wiped her own tears. “I love you,” she mouthed.

After a few more words from the chief, the ceremony drew to a close. Alex stood beside Mr. Scott in the grass at the front of the stage, giving out the obligatory handshakes, as the local politicians eagerly awaited their turn to be seen with the Governor and the new celebrity.

Carmen and Rachel waited off to the side for the meet and greet to wrap up. Rachel was patient. As a Deputy District Attorney, she understood local politics and the need to be seen at public functions such as this.

Alex forced a smile as he endured the canned congratulations and photo opportunities for the last few city officials. His smile vanished as the woman approached for her time with the hero. “What are you doing here?” Alex asked, trying to regain his counterfeit smile. He glanced at Rachel as she raised an eyebrow and tilted her head slightly to one side.

“I just wanted to shake the hand of a true hero,” the woman smiled. “I’ve never been this close to a celebrity before.” She extended her hand to Alex.

“Okay, you see me.” Alex felt the eyes on him as he shook her hand. “Time to go.”

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” She walked toward Rachel and Carmen. “You must be so proud.” she said to Rachel. “And you must be the daughter.” She extended her hand to Carmen. Carmen took her hand and looked at Rachel with a furrowed brow. Rachel shrugged and shook her head.

The woman offered her hand to Rachel, who half heartedly shook it.

“We really must be going.” Alex ushered the woman out of earshot from Carmen and Rachel. They exchanged a few words then Alex returned.

“A friend of yours?” Rachel asked.

“She’s nobody, just someone I know from work.” Eager to change the subject, Alex rubbed his hands together. “I’m starving. Let’s get some lunch.”






Chapter Two

 


 


The call came at 7:34. The shrill sound of the pager pierced the silence startling Alex from sleep. It had been a long day. He was tired. He only wanted to catch a quick nap while Carmen readied herself for her junior prom. He looked at the pager on his belt. He let out a sigh of disgust. “Not Tonight.” His palms began to sweat as a lump grew in his throat. He tried desperately to swallow it down, but each attempt only made it larger.

Alex sat up on the edge of the bed, trying to prepare himself for the inevitable confrontation that was about to ensue.

Resigning to the fact that he had no choice, he slowly opened the door to face the heartbreak of the one person in the world who truly depended on him.

Carmen had been waiting for this moment for months. The night was finally here. Her dress was beautiful, a burgundy satin affair that was off the shoulders and just touching the floor. Her makeup, which she had spent hours on, was flawless. At sixteen, she was a picture of youthful beauty, a perfect blend of the best features from Alex and her mother.

Her date wasn’t due to arrive for another hour, but Alex couldn’t wait that long. He was going to miss, yet another, milestone in her life.

“You look beautiful,” he said from the hall as his daughter admired her dress. “Your mother would be so proud.”

“Do you think she can see me?” Carmen did a twirl.

“I’m sure she can.” Alex said with a forced smile. In the two years since Allyson’s death, he had raised Carmen alone. She needed him to be here for such an important event. He struggled to find a way to break the news that, once again, he had to leave.

He walked to her and pulled her close for a tight hug.

“Careful with the makeup,” Carmen laughed as she pushed him away.

Alex backed away and put his hands in his pockets. Too ashamed to look at her, his gaze fell to the floor. He drew in a deep breath a held it for a moment. “I just got a call. There is a woman in the ER who has been assaulted.”

Carmen stared at him through narrowed eyes. “And you have to leave, right?” She threw her hands in the air. “Doesn’t that just figure?”

Alex reached for her hand, but Carmen slapped it away. “Don’t touch me!” She took a step backwards.

“I’m sorry. I know how important tonight is to you.”

“No, I don’t think you do.” Her eyes began to water. “So, I’m supposed to just wait here by myself?” She glared at her father.

“I’m sorry, but you know how this works. When they call, I have to go.” Alex snatched a tissue from the box on the end table and blotted her eyes.

“I should be used to it by now.” she pushed his hand away from her face. “You always have to leave. What about me? Why is your job always more important than I am?” Her eyes again, filled with tears. She sat on the edge of the couch and buried her face in her hands.

“Nothing is more important than you,” Alex knelt in front of her, “but this is my job. It’s what I do. It’s what I have to do. I have responsibilities.”

“But not to me, right?” Carmen ran to her room and slammed the door.

Alex followed. “Carmen, I’m sorry.” He pressed his forehead against her door. “I don’t want to go, but I don’t have a choice.”

There was no response. He knew explaining was pointless. He told himself she would understand someday.

Alex grabbed his keys from the end table and headed for the front door. He paused for a moment, looking back, hoping she would emerge from her room to say she understood. But, as he expected, her door remained closed. He got in his car and headed for the hospital.

 


 


“She’s right, you know.” Allyson said, sitting in the passenger’s seat.

Alex tried to ignore her, to tell himself that she wasn’t really there, but he knew she wouldn’t go away until he acknowledged her.

Allyson sat quietly, waiting for Alex to respond.

“I know she’s right, but what am I supposed to do? I can’t just blow off a call because it’s inconvenient.”

“You need to make time for her when you can.” Allyson said. “If you’d spend more time with her when you are available, she wouldn’t resent you so much at times like this.” She waited for a response, but Alex said nothing. “When was the last time you did something together, just the two of you?”

“It’s been a while,” he admitted.

“You sure seemed to have time for that other woman.”

Alex let out a long sigh. “That was a mistake. I broke it off. You know that.”

“That woman is psychotic.” Allyson folded her arms and stared out the window. “It may be over for you, but I don’t think it is for her.”

“She’s fine.”

“Mark my words,” Allyson said, “your little affair will come back to haunt you.”

“It wasn’t an affair. You had been gone for a year and a half before I started seeing her.”

Alex had never told Carmen or Rachel of the relationship. It only lasted a couple of months. He didn’t see the need. He made the rest of the ten minute drive in silence.

_________

 


Cypress Village Community Hospital opened its doors four years ago. It is situated on twenty eight acres on the southern edge of town, land that was donated by a group of wealthy alumni from Florida State University, with the agreement that it was to be used as the site for a state-of-the-art medical facility. As it turned out, several of those alumni were physicians who wanted a world class hospital that could cater to the needs and demands of the affluent people who called Cypress Village home. This shining diamond was now a statement in opulence. With three hundred all private rooms it looked and felt more like a five star hotel than a hospital. It offered hotel style concierge and room services. It was the kind of place the well insured flocked to for their healthcare needs or when paying out of pocket for their elective procedures.

Its glass and steel structure reached seven stories into the Florida sky, sparkling as its windows reflected the last light of the setting sun.

Alex parked in the physician’s lot, adjacent to the ambulance entrance. He entered 9-1-1, into the keypad beside the sliding glass doors and chuckled at the high level of security as they slid open.

The ER was busy, but this was not unusual for a Friday evening. Even though Cypress village was a desirable, upscale area, the town still had its share of drunks that somehow always seemed to end up in the ER on Friday or Saturday nights.

“Hey detective. Long time, no see.” Janet Freeman, the sexual assault nurse examiner, greeted Alex as he made his way to the far end of the nurse’s station.

Alex had known Janet for a little over four years. He always thought she was an odd sort, but she was good at her job. She was a very outspoken thirty something with a dark past that she felt no need to keep secret. Janet had made a sport of flirting with him, even when his wife was alive. Alex always took it in stride.

“I got called just as I stepped into the shower. Didn’t even have time to wash my hair.” Janet said. “I feel so dirty.”

Alex didn’t acknowledge the last remark. He opened his briefcase to retrieve the sexual assault evidence kit and his folding clipboard. “I’m missing my daughter’s prom. She has to wait alone for her date and I feel guilty as hell.” he said without looking at her.

“You should,” Janet smiled, “but, what can you do?”

“What indeed?” He handed Janet the evidence kit.

A uniformed officer approached Alex, a small spiral notepad in hand. “Good evening detective.”

Alex acknowledged the man with a nod.

“Victim’s name is Amanda Dixon. She was found by a passerby, out by the old marina. Says she was attacked while she was jogging and figures she was taken out there and dumped after the attack.”

Alex looked at Janet and saw the color drain from her face. “Are you okay?”

“Sorry, I’m fine.”

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“Janet leaned close to Alex so only he could hear. “My father used to take me to an old marina in Ohio. It just brought back some bad memories, that’s all.”

Alex nodded, “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Fine.” Janet forced a smile

Alex returned his attention to the officer. “Where was she jogging?”

“McManus Park. It happened last night.”

“Last night?” Alex raised his eyebrows. He listened as he placed his clipboard on the counter and looked through the stack of forms, finally finding the one he needed.

“She remembers being pushed down from behind, then waking up, naked, on the ground by the old marina this afternoon. Says she doesn’t remember how she got there.”

“Maybe she was drugged,” Janet said.

Alex looked at Janet then back at the officer. “How did the call come in?”

“The woman who found her called it in,” the officer said.

“Has anyone talked to her?”

“Yes sir, we’ve got a statement from her. Says she was driving on Lakeview when she saw the victim walking up the drive, naked, from towards the old marina. Says the woman looked confused. She stopped. The woman told her she thought she’d been raped. She wouldn’t get in the car with her and so she called us.”

“Did you get a written statement?”

“Yes sir.” the officer said. “Oh, and Ms. Dixon was worried about her car. She asked if we could check on it. Says she don’t know where her keys are, probably with her clothes. Says she wants it towed to the dealership where she bought it.”

Alex shook his head. “It could be part of our crime scene. We need forensics to go over it.”

“We asked her, says she was quite a ways from her car when it happened.”

Alex considered the request for a minute. “Fine, have it towed.” Alex turned to Janet. “I need to talk to her when you’re finished.”

“Of course. I’ll let you know what I find.” She softly knocked on the door then disappeared into the room.

 


Alex was startled by his phone. “Mendez.”

“Hi Alex, Rachel. Are you busy?”

“Actually, I am. I’m at the hospital with a rape victim.”

“Sorry to bother you, I just wanted to let you know, I got a call from Carmen. She asked if I could come over and see her off to the prom, so I’m over here.”

“Oh, well thank you. I appreciate it.”

“She’s pretty upset.”

“I know. She wouldn’t talk to me when I left.” Alex picked up his clipboard and walked outside through the ambulance entrance. “I tried to explain, I don’t have a choice. When I’m called, I have to go.”

“I explained that to her. I think she understands,” Rachel said. “She just didn’t want to be alone when her date arrived, and I don’t blame her.”

“I know.” Alex paced back and forth across the covered ambulance driveway.

“You should have called me. I would have been happy to come over.”

“I didn’t think of that. Besides, I don’t want to bother anyone with our family issues.”

“Alex, I practically am family,” Rachel said. “Her mother and I were best friends. I’d do anything for that girl. You know that.”

“I know you would and I appreciate it. I really do.”

“Well anyway, Carmen looks beautiful. I’ll get lots of pictures. I think she’ll be able to enjoy the evening.”

“Good, thanks again for being there. I know it means a lot to her.”

“Anytime.” Rachel said.

Alex hung up and looked over his report form as he walked back inside. He had to re-familiarize himself with the form. It had been quite some time since he used one. The last time he could remember was over six months before, and it turned out to be nothing more than a domestic squabble. A woman had filed the report after an argument with her husband, but they later reconciled and she recanted her statement.

There was a string of rapes four years earlier that kept Alex away from home all too often. It took Alex and his team six months to crack the case. It was a great victory professionally. He was a hero, but it came at a cost; his relationship with Carmen.

Alex walked to the cafeteria for some badly needed coffee and time to think.

He replayed the evening’s events. He could still see the look of contempt in Carmen’s eyes. Would she forgive him, or had he completely ruined her evening? Alex tried to push the thoughts out of his head. He refused to let his guilt distract him from his current duty. He poured his coffee and returned to the emergency department to wait.

Alex passed the time exchanging small talk with a few of the nurses until an ambulance arrived with a cardiac arrest. Alex watched as several firefighters and the EMS crew, one doing chest compressions and the other ventilating the patient, casually greeted the nurses as they walked the stretcher into one of the critical care rooms. It struck Alex as odd that the staff didn’t run beside the gurney with a doctor shouting orders, like on the TV medical dramas. It was more like a routine, just another day at the office. But, then again, his job wasn’t at all like the police dramas either.

Janet finally emerged from the room two and a half hours after she entered.

“Well, what did you find?” Alex said.

“She has some scrapes on her face and hands where she was pushed to the ground from behind. There are bruises that look like possible ligature marks on both wrists. Evidently, at some point, her hands were bound behind her.” Janet handed him the sealed evidence kit. “I looked for a needle mark in all the obvious places, but didn’t see anything.”

“A needle mark?” Alex said, as he signed the chain of custody form.

“I figure if she doesn’t remember anything, she must have been either knocked out or drugged. If it was a drug, it would have probably been injected. I think it would be hard to get her to swallow something during an attack.”

“Do you think?” Alex asked with a note of sarcasm.

Janet placed her elbow on the counter. “I could see under the UV light that there was semen, but there wasn’t really much evidence of vaginal trauma. I drew blood and did all the swabs. She’s ready for you, if you want to talk to her.”

“Thanks.” Alex approached the exam room then turned to Janet. “I just need a chaperone, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Sure thing.”

Janet knocked on the door and slowly opened it. As they entered, the woman on the exam table withdrew, pulling the sheet up around her neck. “Who is he?”

“It’s okay.” Janet said

“My name is Detective Sergeant Alex Mendez.” He held his badge in front of him for the woman to see. “I’m with the Cypress Village Police. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“I already told the nurse everything.” She pointed toward Janet, who had taken a position leaning against the wall.

“Yes ma’am, I understand, but I need you to tell me.” Alex smiled warmly, as he sat on a stool next to the exam table. Alex understood the need to be on her level. He didn’t want to seem intimidating by towering over her.

She was, what Alex considered to be, an attractive woman. She looked to be in her mid thirties and was obviously in great physical condition. The scrapes on her face, the running make up and her disheveled blonde hair couldn’t disguise the fact that she took good care of herself.

She let out a long sigh. “How many times will I have to go over this?”

“Just this once,” Alex smiled. “Can you tell me what happened?”

The woman closed her eyes for a moment. “I was jogging on the track out at McMannus Park when someone knocked me to the ground from behind.”

“And, about what time was that?”

“It was probably close to eleven.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes with a well used tissue. “I run five miles and it usually takes about an hour. I think I was on my last lap, so yea, around eleven.”

“Did you get a look at the attacker?”

“No. I landed on my stomach and he was on my back as soon as I hit the ground.”

“Did he say anything?”

“No…not a word.” The woman furrowed her brow as if she had just realized that this struck her as odd.

“And, then what happened?”

“The next thing I remember was waking up on the ground, naked.” A solitary tear ran from the corner of her eye, down her left cheek.

Alex looked around the room for a box of tissues. Janet pointed toward the small counter by the sink. Alex handed the box to the woman. “You don’t remember how you got there?”

“No.” she took a tissue and wiped her eyes. “You probably can’t imagine what that felt like.”

“No ma’am.”

“The humiliation, the fear. I had no idea where I was or what had happened.” The tears were flowing freely now, her voice quivering. “Do you have any idea how vulnerable you feel when you wake up in a strange place, naked, with no way to cover yourself and no idea why you are even there?”

Alex started to answer, but realized the question was rhetorical. “Did you notice anyone unusual, following you, acting strangely before the attack?”

“Not that I recall.” The woman wiped more tears and blew her nose. “Excuse me, I’m sorry.”

“Not at all,” Alex smiled. “Any strange phone calls or hang-ups?”

“No.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“Okay Ms. Dixon, I know this has been a difficult experience. I appreciate your time.” Alex stood. “Ms. Freeman here will give you a packet with information about support groups, victim’s rights and such. I’ll leave one of my cards in it. If you think of anything, call me day or night, alright?”

She nodded, but said nothing. Alex wished her well and they left the room.

“Well, what do you think?” Janet asked as they approached the nurse’s station.

“She’s not much help,” Alex placed his clipboard on the counter. “Will she be staying tonight?”

“I don’t know. Dr. Levine saw her when she came in. She’s had a head CT and x-rays, but you’ll have to talk to him to see what he found.”

“Levine, I haven’t heard that name before. Is he new?”

“He’s been here a couple of years. I guess it has been a while since you were in here.”

“I’ve been in here a few times in the last couple of years. I don’t remember the name.”

Maybe you came in on his off days,” Janet said.

“Maybe so. Where would I find him?”

Janet pointed to the far end of the nurse’s station.

Alex approached the other end of the counter where the doctor was engaged in a heated telephone discussion. Alex assumed it was a personal call when the doctor used the words bitch and attorney in the same sentence. The doctor looked to be in his early fifties. He was a short, plump fellow with a thin line of hair that formed a ring around his head, as if it were sliding down from the top. Alex could tell by his accent that he was from the northeast somewhere, New England, maybe Boston.

He watched an older man with dementia being led back to his room by a nurse who lightly scolded him for wandering about.

The doctor acknowledged Alex by holding up one finger then continued his conversation.

Alex heard something else about a lawyer and a cold day in hell, not that he was listening, but it was hard not to hear. The doctor was speaking quite loudly, evidently oblivious to his surroundings.

Alex waited patiently as he watched the activity in the ER. Nurses went in and out of rooms. The chatter of EMS and fire crackled from a small two way radio on the back wall. Alex heard something about a car wreck on the north side of town. His pulse quickened for just a moment, but quickly returned to normal. He was sure Carmen was safe at the dance.

“Sorry you had to hear that.” Dr. Levine said as he finally hung up the phone.

Alex smiled. He figured everyone in the department heard it.

“Can I help you?” The doctor asked.

“Yes, is Ms. Dixon going to be released?”

“And, who are you?” The doctor looked at Alex over the reading glasses perched on the end of his nose.

“I’m Detective Sergeant Alex Mendez with the Cypress Village PD. I’m investigating the assault.” Alex presented his badge.

“I’m sorry,” the doctor said, “We just get a lot of people wanting information about patients. HIPPA prohibits us from releasing information without their consent.” He removed the glasses and laid them on the counter. “It’s to protect their privacy, but I think it’s sometimes gets in the way…”

“I understand what HIPPA is. So, will she be released?”

Levine took a deep breath. “Well, we’ve drawn blood work and spun her head to …”

“Spun her head?” Alex raised an eyebrow.

“A CT scan of her head, to see if there is any brain injury. You see, sometimes a patient can seem fine, only to drop dead after a few hours from a head bleed that was overlooked. Sometimes these bleeds only begin to show signs and symptoms several hours after the injury. By then, it’s often too late. To be perfectly honest, just between you and me, most of the time we do them just to cover our ass, but in this case, I think it was warranted.”

“So, will she be going home?” Alex was beginning to get frustrated.

“So far all the tests have been negative. I’m still waiting for a drug screen. With her amnesia about the event, I would suspect a head injury but her CT was normal. It’s possible that she was drugged, but until I have the results, I can’t be sure. She is lucid right now. Any drug she may have been given has long since been metabolized.”

“Will she be going home?” Alex raised his voice this time.

The doctor pulled his head back and looked at Alex, eyebrows raised. “Yes, she will.”

“Thank you.” Alex said, walking away.

He returned to the other end of the nurse’s station. “Where did they find this guy?”

“So, now you’ve met Dr. Levine. How did you get away from him so quickly?” Janet laughed. “We all call him Cliff, you know, from Cheers. He is always full of useless, unsolicited information. And, he loves to toot his own horn.”

Alex just shook his head. “Do you know if Ms. Dixon has anyone here for her, maybe family?”

“No. We haven’t notified anyone. She asked us not to.”

“Well, the doctor said she will be released, so I’ll arrange for patrol to give her a ride home.” Alex gathered his notebook, report forms and the evidence kit and turned to leave.

“You take care now.” Janet said.

He walked toward the exit and waved over his shoulder without looking back.






Chapter Three

 


 


There were a handful of people on the track when Alex pulled into the parking lot. He counted four cars. He parked away from the other vehicles and watched the joggers for several minutes before finally getting out of his car. He walked through the lot, writing down the license number of each vehicle on a small spiral pad. He shined his small, keychain flashlight into each car, looking for anything unusual, anything that could be used to restrain a person.

“Hey! What are you doing?” A man in a jogging suit approached Alex. “I said what the hell are you doing? That’s my car.”

Without looking at the man, Alex pulled one side of his sport coat open, revealing his badge and the .45 caliber handgun that hung, quite menacingly, in the shoulder harness. The man backed away.

Alex placed the pad in his shirt pocket and walked to the edge of the track. He stood, hands in his pockets, surveying the scene. The mile long track seemed to go on forever. He could never imagine himself running laps on it. The walk across the infield would be far enough. It wasn’t that he was lazy; he just didn’t have the energy, or the motivation.

A young man jogging by, acknowledged Alex with a small wave. Alex nodded to the jogger and crossed the track into the grassy infield. Where did you hide? He looked across the field to the far side of the track. Along the tree line, he noticed an area that was dark. Two lights were not working. He scanned the rest of the lights around the track. They were spaced about every fifty feet, all illuminating the ground around them with a round yellowish glow, each blending into the next. All, except for the two along the tree line. That’s where I’d be.

Alex walked across the field toward the dark area. A bright light appeared from behind him. He looked back toward the parking lot to see headlights, as the man who had confronted him, prepared to leave. Alex turned back toward the far side and continued across the field. He could hear voices in the distance behind him. He turned again to see the remaining joggers standing between the cars in the lot. As the last of the cars drove away, the track was empty, deserted, like it would have been the night before.

A gentle breeze blew across the field from the water just beyond the trees. Alex could smell a hint of fish as he neared the far side of the track.

There was no yellow tape, no X marking the spot where the attacker hid, waiting for his prey to come within range.

It had been nearly twenty four hours. There have been scores of people here, runners, children playing, dogs chasing Frisbees. The chance of finding any evidence at all was slim, but he had to try.

Alex stood under one of the darkened light poles. There was just enough light for him to see that the bulbs had been shattered. He used the small flashlight to look on the ground around the poles for broken glass. He found only a few small pieces in the grass along the edge of the track. There were no large pieces. The area appeared to have been cleaned up. By who, he had no way of knowing. He walked along the dark area of the track, looking into the trees as he went. It was dark enough to provide cover for anyone who wished to go undetected. On his second pass he noticed a small opening in the trees that he’d missed the first time. It was narrow, but wide enough for a person to get through quickly and quietly.

Alex stood at the opening. Where did you wait? He slowly entered the trees, looking around for the best place to hide and watch. He turned to face the track. From here the view was obstructed by trees and small bushes. He moved slowly to his right, looking for the best view. He stopped when the space between the trees gave a clear view of the part of the track that leads toward the dark area. From here the attacker could have seen her coming. Is this it? Is this where you watched her?

He shined the small flashlight along the ground all around him. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he would know it, if he saw it. He took a step back and shined the light at the base of a large tree. He moved it slowly along the roots then he saw it. He almost missed it. It was partially hidden under a dead leaf. But there it was.

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a plastic zip lock bag and a pair of tweezers. He moved the leaf and using the tweezers, picked up the small plastic cap.

It was two inches long and thin, less than a quarter inch in diameter. It looked like a cap from a hypodermic needle.

Alex held it up in the beam of his light. Inside, he could see a tiny drop of fluid, near the tip. You did drug her. He placed the cap into the bag and sealed it, then placed the bag and tweezers in his pocket and walked back across the field to his car.

Carmen would still be at the prom and Alex wasn’t in any hurry to get back home, so he drove. He had no particular destination. He just drove.

 


The old marina, as it was now known, was the remains of what was once, the most popular recreation spot on Lake Duvall. Until fifteen years ago, the outdoor stage that overlooked the pool was the setting for live music every weekend during the summers.

Hundreds would gather to eat in the restaurant or have their food and libations delivered by bikini clad waitresses to the poolside tables while they enjoyed the free concerts. Local radio stations often held summer parties here, complete with bikini contests and all the barbeque the partiers could eat.

Now it was nothing more than an empty shell of a building, its crumbling, graffiti covered walls served only as shelter for the occasional squatter. The pool had long since been filled in and the stage was gone. The floating boat slips had moved to their new location, on the other side of the lake. The only other structure that remained was the old, wooden pier, with its Styrofoam pontoons disintegrating into the dirt.

Alex parked the car in the crumbling lot and walked through the knee deep grass toward the now deserted marina. He wasn’t sure why he came. He didn’t expect to find any evidence here.

“Remember when we used to come out here late at night and make love on the end of the pier?” Allyson was walking beside him.

“I remember.” he said.

“The one time, when we thought we were alone…”

“And the light came on in that sailboat.” Alex said. They both laughed.

“You jumped in the water because you were afraid someone would see you naked.” Allyson teased.

“Yea, and you stayed on the pier, hoping to be seen.”

He walked slowly to the edge of the pier and stepped up. The weathered boards groaned under his weight.

“Good times.” he said, softly. He pictured the scene twenty years ago. Cabin cruisers and sailboats rocked gently in their slips, the sound of water lapping at their hulls. He could smell the burgers cooking on charcoal grills. He could hear the partiers, laughing and talking, as they enjoyed the warm summer evenings on the decks of their boats. He thought back to a carefree time when children splashed and played in the water, when he and Allyson talked about getting married and the yacht they would grill burgers on someday.

Now, the pier rested on the hard, dry ground. The lake had been lowered fifteen years earlier to expose land that would be used to build, what is now, The Cove.

The shore line, now some fifty yards from the end of the pier, makes the memories of the marina in its heyday, seem even more distant.

Alex walked to the end of the pier and sat down, still thinking of Allyson and the times they had here. He let his feet dangle off the edge. But now, like Allyson and the dreams they shared, the water was gone. His toes hit only dirt.






Chapter Four

 


 


The Lady Dragons were up two to nothing in the bottom of the second inning.

Alex stood outside the fence along the first base line. At nine o’clock the sun was still low enough in the sky that Alex had to use his hand as a visor.

“Rough night?” Rachel said, startling him.

“You could say that.” He hadn’t expected to see her today.

“So, has she spoken to you this morning?”

“Only to tell me I was going to make her late for the game.” He leaned on the fence and propped his elbows on the top. “So, what brings you here?”

“Carmen invited me. She said it would be nice to have someone to watch her play.”

“That’s nice.” Alex said, shaking his head. “I told her I’d be here.”

“What, you told her as you were walking out the door on her prom night? I guess now you can see her point.”

Alex let out a sigh. “I suppose I can.” He folded both arms across the top of the chain link fence and leaned forward to stretch his back.

Rachel rested her arms on top of the fence beside him. “We talked some last night. I think she understands why you have to be gone so much. She doesn’t like it, but she understands.”

“I can’t control when I’m called. I tried to explain that.”

“She is a sixteen year old girl who needs her father. You’re all she’s got.” Rachel turned toward Alex. “The teen years are a very emotional time for girls. Trust me, I used to be one. A father is supposed to be there to protect her, to scrutinize her dates and her mother is supposed to be there for support, to act as a buffer between her dad and the boys she brings home. Kids may tell you different, but I think deep down, that’s how they know parents really care.” Rachel looked at Alex for a reaction. “Carmen has neither. She needs to be able to deal with that, to have an emotional outlet. She knows you can’t be there all the time. She just wants you to understand her point of view. That’s all.”

“I do understand. I just don’t know what to do about it.” He kept his gaze on the field, avoiding eye contact, as she continued her speech. Rachel lost something too when Allyson died. She and Carmen had grown very close, helping each other cope with the loss. Too close for Alex. He was a private person, not one to wear his feelings on his sleeve. He had intentionally kept Rachel at arm’s length. He had withdrawn from life after Allyson’s death, choosing instead to put up walls to keep the world out. It took him two years of therapy to realize that those walls had kept his daughter out, as well.

“Are you even listening to me?” Rachel was saying.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“She needs a female influence in her life, someone she can talk to about her feelings, things she can’t share with you.”

Alex stood quietly. He knew she was right. Carmen couldn’t confide in him the way she could a woman. What to do about it was an entirely different question. He wasn’t ready to enter into any kind of relationship.

“I’m honored that she called me and I’m more than happy to fill that role until you find someone.”

“What do you mean, until I find someone?”

“You know what I mean. No one could ever replace Allyson, I’m not saying that. I mean someone to fill that role in the family.”

“Carmen and I are just fine. Besides, I can’t become involved with anyone. I’m not ready.”

“Why, because of Allyson?” Rachel waited for a response but received none. “Alex, it’s been two years. Life goes on, if you let it.”

“Way to swing baby!” Alex shouted. Carmen was at bat. “C’mon baby.”

Carmen looked toward her father then back at the pitcher. Another pitch and the ball flew between shortstop and third. Carmen ran to first, beating the throw from left field. As she settled onto the bag, she smiled and waved at Rachel, but did not make eye contact with her father.

“Good job baby, way to run.” Alex cheered.

“Way to go sweetie.” Rachel shouted to her.

“She told me she would love to see you start dating.” Rachel turned her attention back to Alex.

“I told you, I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because, it wouldn’t be fair.” Alex realized he was raising his voice.

“To who?”

“To the woman, whoever she may be. No one should have to compete with a ghost.” Alex said softly, “She’s still very much a part of me, you know.”

“She always will be, for Carmen too, but that shouldn’t keep you both from leading a full life. Do you think this is what Allyson would want?”

“Is that why she called you?”

“She called me because she didn’t want to be alone on her prom night. And if she calls again, I’ll be there.”

Alex looked at her. “I know she appreciates it.”

The ball suddenly flew past Carmen and landed in right field. Carmen headed for second. “Run baby run.” Alex shouted.

They stood, not speaking for several minutes. Alex didn’t want to seem rude but Rachel was making him very uncomfortable. It wasn’t just the conversation that made him fidget. It was the way the sun glinted off her rich brown hair, accenting the reddish highlight as the breeze gently blew it across her face. Rachel must have noticed. She offered a slight smile and changed the subject.

“So, on a more serious note,” Rachel smiled, “How much do you know about computers?”

“Computers? I know just enough to get by at work. Why?”

“I’ve got this case I’m investigating; a security breech at a car dealership. Someone hacked into their financial files and stole information on everyone who bought a car there for the past six months. There are several prominent people on the list.”

“How prominent? Alex asked, feigning interest.

“A few doctors, lawyers, some wealthy business people,” Rachel looked at Alex, “a couple of judges and a state senator.”

“I’m guessing this dealership doesn’t sell Hyundai or Kia.” He was suddenly more interested.

“Your guess would be correct.” she said, “It’s the Lexus/Mercedes dealer.”

“And you need to find a computer expert to find out who and how.”

“I’d like to run it by your guys. Do you think they would be able to help?”

“Can’t say. You’d have to ask them, but they could at least point you in the right direction.”

“Thanks, I will.” Rachel paused before changing the subject. “So, Carmen tells me you’re still seeing a therapist.”

“She does huh? She is just a wealth of information, isn’t she?” Alex looked away toward right field, slightly embarrassed.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’ve been through a lot, and you still have a huge weight on your shoulders.”

“I guess I really don’t have anyone else to talk to. Besides, it wasn’t my choice. The department ordered it after Allyson died. You remember. I guess I just kept going because it became a routine.”

“Well, if you ever need anyone to talk to, I don’t charge by the hour.”

_________


 


 


The drive home after the game was the first time Carmen had smiled at him all day.

“She likes you, ya know.”

“She is a friend of your moms, trying to be nice.” Alex looked straight ahead, never taking his eyes off the road.

“Dad, I see the way she looks at you.” Carmen jabbed him on the shoulder with her finger. “You should take her out.”

“What do you mean ‘Take her out’?”

“You know, on a date. Take her for a nice dinner. Go see a movie.”

“Carmen, I hardly have time for you. I certainly don’t need another woman in my life right now.”

“What, like us women are too much trouble?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I just wish you could find something to make you smile again. You’re too damn serious.” Carmen frowned as she looked out her window.

“Watch your language young lady.”

“I just think you need to get a life outside of your job. Maybe you’d be less stressed all the time.” Carmen said. “I just want you to be happy.”

At least she was speaking now. Maybe the weekend wouldn’t be a total loss after all.

 







Chapter Five

 


 


The new forensics lab was outfitted with the latest state-of-the-art equipment. Turnaround time for a DNA profile was now twenty-four to thirty-six hours. This morning, Alex got the call.

“Mendez.” Alex answered the phone.

“This is Sean in forensics. I’ve processed this assault kit. We have DNA from semen. I ran it through the state data base but didn’t find a match.”

“What about the needle cap?”

“It was a pretty small sample. Our lab isn’t equipped for detailed chemical analysis. I didn’t want to waste it and not be able to identify it so I sent it to Miami. The only drawback is that outside work is not their priority. It could take a while, probably a couple of weeks.

“Thanks, keep me posted.” He hung up the phone. Staring at nothing, he twisted the wedding ring that had long since worn a groove around his finger. In eighteen years, he had never taken it off.

“So what did they find?” Kathy Samuels asked.

“Semen.”

“Do you have an ID?”

“If they had an ID, do you think I would just be sitting here?”

Samuels was new to the squad. She wasn’t familiar with forensics or investigative techniques. Alex hadn’t taken much initiative to get to know her. He didn’t need to. She was all too eager to share her path to the squad. She had worked patrol for 5 years when she was involved in a shooting, killing a young man. She had been through the required counseling and had finally earned her shot in violent crimes. She still sees the department’s therapist occasionally. For the last two years, she’d looked forward to hanging up her uniform for plain clothes. Now, she was finally working toward her detective badge. This was all divulged on their first introduction.

Her masculine appearance had stirred rumors through the squad. At first, most of the guys weren’t comfortable with a woman in their midst. They didn’t like the idea of having to walk on eggshells. The Violent Crimes Unit was after all, a man’s world. But, as they became used to her presence, she was more like just one of the guys, at least as far as her sexuality was concerned.

Much to his chagrin, Alex had been designated as her mentor. At times, he felt like he was stuck in some cliché, low budget movie about an old detective and a rookie cop. The only difference was he wasn’t retiring in a week.

“Mendez!” Lt. Phelps called from his office door.

“Right here.” Alex shouted back, without getting up. “What does he want?”

“School nurse called. Your girl sprained her ankle, may need an x-ray.”

“Great.” Alex groaned, sliding his hands down either side of his face.

“Want me to go with you?” Samuels asked.

“No, I think I can handle it.”

Alex welcomed the break, but hated that it was at Carmen’s expense. Samuels was well intentioned, but the intensity of her enthusiasm to learn began to grate on him. He was in no mood to explain, in detail, every thought process that had become second nature to him. He grabbed his blazer from the back of his chair and hurried out the door before she could follow.

_________


 


Rachel sat in front of the desk of Raymond Greer, the general manager of Cypress Village Lexus/Mercedes Benz. As a deputy District Attorney, Rachel had a team of investigators, but she was a hands-on kind of woman. “When did you first learn of the compromise?”

“Our finance manager noticed it on Thursday. That’s when he called you.” Greer said. “We’ve never had anything like this happen before.” He stood from his chair and moved to sit on the edge of his desk. “We just installed new security software in our network.” He obviously had a better view of Rachel from here. He scanned up and down her body as he spoke. His eyes came to rest on her exposed lower legs. His not so subtle grin signaled his approval.

Rachel was an attractive woman. Her brown, shoulder length hair, gracefully framed the striking features of her face. Her high, slightly prominent cheekbones, inherited from her grandfather, a pure Seminole Indian, gave her an exotic look. But, even this angelic face couldn’t keep Greer’s attention.

“Mr. Greer, I’m up here.” Rachel said, snapping her fingers.

“I’m sorry,” he said as he looked up, “but, you’re just an eyeful. Most of the ladies we see in here are, well…plastic, if you know what I mean.”

“Thank you.” Rachel casually pulled the top of her blazer closed. “I need to see personnel files. I need to know if anyone has any special computer skills.”

“As far as I’m aware, we don’t have anyone with that kind of knowledge,” Greer said, “We had the security programs installed by a tech company.”

“What’s the name of the company?”

“I.T.S. Solutions, I believe, out of Tampa.”

“And when was that?” Rachel took notes in a spiral notebook.

“Six weeks, maybe a couple of months ago.”

“Do you have a work order or invoice? I’ll need a copy.”

“I’m sure we do, I’ll get one of the secretaries to find it.”

“Is everyone here?” Rachel said, signaling that she was ready to begin the interviews.

“I asked everyone to be here at eight, so they should be.”

The two of them made their way to the break room where the employees were waiting.

The room was filled with chatter. Members of the sales staff were gathered around the three small tables, in their own clique, discussing the possible meaning of this meeting. The service staff was mostly standing along the counter that spanned the far side of the room, some working on their second cup of coffee. A whistle came from somewhere among the sales staff as Rachel entered. The division of the classes struck her as obvious, but with the blatant sexist behavior from the sales staff, she couldn’t be sure which was the higher.

“Okay, let’s get started,” Greer addressed the room, “I’m sure most of you are curious to find out what this meeting’s about. It has come to our attention that there’s been a security breech in our computer files. Evidently, a hacker may have gained access to some files of a financial nature on a few of our clients.”

“Eighty four of them, to be exact.” She wouldn’t allow Greer to downplay the significance.

Rachel watched the room for a reaction, a sign that someone was suddenly nervous, a fidget, a cough. She watched for any subtle indication of who she should interview first.

“So, as a matter of procedure, the District Attorney’s office will be conducting an official investigation. This is Deputy DA Rachel Summers. She’ll be interviewing everyone individually. I’ve assured her of our complete cooperation. So, gentlemen,” He grinned at the group of salesman, “Let’s be on our best behavior.”

Rachel half expected him to slap her on the ass.

“Isn’t this a violation of some kind of civil right?” asked a man leaning on the far end of the counter, “I mean here we are, a captive audience, in our place of employment, being forced to answer questions about a crime. Aren’t we going to be read our rights?”

There was muffled laughter from some of the sales staff.

Rachel now had her first target. “Miranda warnings are applicable only if you are under arrest. This is a simply a preliminary interview designed to give us a direction in which to focus our investigation. One of the first things I look for is anyone who becomes suddenly nervous.”

“Guilty.” The word came disguised in a cough, from the back of the room, followed by more laughter.

“What is your name?” Rachel asked.

“Michael.” the man said after a short pause. “Michael Dupree.”

“Well, Mr. Dupree, I’d be more than happy to read you your rights, if that’s what you’d prefer.”

More laughter filled the room.

“This is a serious matter,” Greer said, “I suggest ya’ll treat it that way.”

The room became silent.

“The files in question contain confidential financial information on some very prominent public figures.” Rachel walked across the front of the room toward the far wall. “To them, I assure you, this is no laughing matter.” She scanned the room again. “Now, we could make the initial assumption that the motive would be identity theft. But, why would someone break into the computer system of a car dealership, rather than say, a bank? My guess would be that in a bank there would be far too many files to weed through, looking for that handful that would make it worth the effort. Whereas a dealership, such as this, that sells luxury cars with six figure price tags, would have a concentrated and far more lucrative pool of potential victims.”

Rachel walked slowly back and forth across the front of the room as she spoke, scanning the room, to be sure everyone was following. “But, my intuition tells me that there is something far more sinister than just identity theft at work here. A large number of these files are on some very powerful people. Whoever is responsible for this is no fool. It would be a huge risk, crossing these people just to steal their credit card numbers. This individual, or individuals, is looking for something, something for which they are willing to risk a great deal to find.”

“So, what would be the payoff?” one of the salesmen asked.

“That,” Rachel replied, “is precisely what we’re here to find out. So let’s get started. The interviews will be conducted in private, in Mr. Greer’s office. Mr. Dupree, since you threw up the first red flag, why don’t we start with you?”

_________







Chapter Six

 


 


The waiting area for the emergency room was better appointed than some hotel lobbies that Carmen had seen. In the corners, were Roman style columns that appeared to hold up the sky, even though it was just a painted ceiling. Around the edges of the ceiling were ledges, with ivy growing lush and green. Soft backlighting behind the plants, created a warm, relaxed atmosphere.

Alex filled out the registration paperwork and returned it to the window. He and Carmen sat in silence for several minutes. He, in a soft leather seat and her in a wheelchair with her right foot elevated. A small child was flirting with her over the back of a seat. Carmen gave a small wink and adjusted the ice pack that was sitting on her ankle.

“I’m sorry I got so upset the other night.” she said finally.

“You had every right. I’m sorry I had to leave. I hated to miss it. I hope you know that. ”

“I know.”

“So, how was Rachel? Did she make you feel better?

“Rachel is awesome dad. She’s like an older, wiser best friend, ya know? I can talk to her, in a way I can’t with anyone else. She gets me.”

“Well, I’m glad she was there for you. I need to be there for you more. I promise I’m going to try harder.”

“It’s okay dad. Don’t worry about it.”

“Carmen Mendez.” A nurse called from the open door next to the registration window.

Alex pushed Carmen into the triage room. The nurse took Carmen’s vital signs and performed a quick assessment of her ankle. She led Alex to a small exam room to wait then wheeled Carmen to radiology.

The room was small but nicely appointed. There was a large flat screen television mounted on the wall and a comfortable chair. Alex studied a poster that stressed the importance of childhood immunizations.

“Hi detective.” said a familiar voice. Janet stood in the door. “What brings you here?”

“My daughter hurt her ankle at school. She’s in radiology now.”

“I’m sorry. Is she okay?” Janet made herself at home, having a seat on the end of the exam table.

“I’m sure it’s just a sprain.”

“I hope so. So how did her prom go?”

“Okay. She called a friend to be with her while she waited for her date.”

“That’s good. At least she didn’t have to wait alone.”

“Here you go.” the technician said, as he rolled Carmen’s wheelchair into the room.

Alex was glad to see her. He felt strangely claustrophobic in the small room with Janet.

“Hi there Carmen, I’m Janet. I’ll be your nurse.” She extended her hand. “So, tell me what happened.”

Carmen told her how she rolled her foot off the side of the bag as she slid into second base.

“Let’s have a look.” Janet removed the ice pack and examined the swollen ankle. She felt the top of her foot and squeezed her toes.

“Why do you do that?” Carmen asked.

“I’m just checking the circulation. Making sure the pink comes back. See how your toe turns white when I squeeze?”

“Yea.”

“It should pink back up within three seconds, and it does, so that’s good. It’s called capillary refill. ”

“Cool.”

“Does it hurt to put weight on it?

“Oh Yea,” Carmen’s eyes widened to add emphasis, “and it’s throbbing now.”

“Hello, I’m Dr. Levine.” the man said matter-of-factly as he entered the room.

“Hi.” Carmen greeted.

Great, this clown. How did we get this lucky? Alex looked at Janet. He wondered if he had said it out loud, but quickly relaxed when she didn’t react.

“I looked at your films. There is no fracture. Looks like it’s just a sprain.” He repeated the exam that Janet had done. “Let’s wrap it and get some crutches.” He told Janet. “I’ll get your discharge orders done. Are you allergic to any medications?”

“None.” Alex said.

“I’ll write a prescription for an anti-inflammatory.” The doctor said, leaving the room.

“Wow, that was brief.” Alex laughed.

“He’s not too talkative today.” Janet said. “I think he’s having ex-wife problems. He just went through an ugly divorce and she’s taking him back to court for more money. He just doesn’t have very good luck with women. He’s been married twice and both ended badly.” Janet leaned forward and whispered, “I think he was arrested for child molestation during the first divorce.”

Alex and Carmen just looked at each other.

“How tall are you sweetie?” Janet stood.

“Five foot four.”

“I’ll get your supplies and be right back.” she said, leaving the room.

“Well, I guess no softball for a while.” Carmen groaned.

“At least it’s not broken. Be thankful for that.” Alex said.

A long period of silence passed. Alex began to realize just how little they had in common. How had they lost touch? They were home together every night. But, now that he thought about it, they hardly ever spoke, other than small talk. Actually, he seldom even saw her. She spent most of her time, in the solitude of her bedroom, reading or talking on the phone. He had become nothing more than the family manager.

“So, have you talked to her today?” Carmen asked with a smile

“Talked to who?”

“Rachel.”

“Why would I?”

“I don’t know, just hoping I guess.”

“Why are you so determined to get us together?”

“I saw how she looked at you the other day at the game. You make a really cute couple. She completes you.” Carmen said with a big smile.

“Oh, she does, does she?” Alex gave her a sideways look.

Alex’s phone rang as Janet entered the room. “Excuse me, I need to take this.” he said as he left the room.

“Some people live by the sword. My dad lives by the phone.” Carmen laughed.

“He told me about having to miss your prom night. He really did feel bad.”

“I know. It’s just that he has to go so often. I’m practically raising myself.”

“We work together, you know.” Janet said. “We’ve actually become quite close.”

“Really, how’s that? He’s never mentioned you.”

“He hasn’t? That hurt’s my feelings.”

“How do you work together?”

“I do the exams on women who have been raped, and I give the evidence to your dad. I was here the other night when he had to leave you.” Janet wrapped the Ace around Carmen’s ankle. “You’re lucky you know, to have a father that loves you.”

“I guess.” Carmen shrugged.

“I wish my dad had been like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“My dad was a monster. He abused me all the time.”

“What, like he beat you?”

“I wish that’s all it was, but no, my dad raped me on a regular basis for years.”

“Shit.” Carmen said.

“And when I tried to tell my mother, she would just call me a liar. I think she was in denial.” Janet stopped wrapping and stared into space. “Doesn’t matter, she should have protected me. Sometimes it was like she wasn’t even there.”

“I know all about that. My mom died two years ago. It’s been rough on us, especially my dad. He’s had to raise me by himself. He had to keep up with me and his job.”

“I’m sorry,” Janet said, “How did she die? Your dad doesn’t share much.”

“She was murdered.”

“That’s enough Carmen.” Alex said in a stern voice as he entered the room.

“I’m sorry,” Janet said, “it was my fault.” She quickly gave Carmen instructions on crutch use and left the room.

“Our family business is just that, family business.” Alex scolded.

“I’m sorry dad. We were just talking. Did you know her dad used to rape her?”

Alex’s eyes widened as he furrowed his brow. “Yes, I knew. She tells everyone, like it’s anybody’s business. Some things should be kept to yourself. I can’t believe she told you though. She just met you.”

“I guess it is kinda creepy.”

“I don’t want you sharing with her, okay?” Alex said in a shouted whisper. “If she tells that about herself, what won’t she tell about other people? You heard how she talked about the doctor.” Alex stopped when Carmen looked toward the door.

“Okay, you’re ready to go.” Janet handed Alex a prescription for Naproxen and gave brief instructions on how to care for the injury.

Eager to leave, Alex signed the discharge document. “I’ll pull the car around. I’ll be right back.”

Janet leaned down to Carmen. “If you ever need to talk, here’s my number.” She handed Carmen a folded piece of paper. “Sometimes you just need a friend who will listen.”

Carmen took the paper and put it in her pocket.






Chapter Seven

 


 


Files covered most of Kathy Samuels’ desk. The SANE examiner’s report and photos, the victim statement, victim background and forensics report, together represented the facts of the case that she would have to learn inside and out, to pick apart, looking for anything that might hint at a lead. Alex watched as she poured through the information, comparing the victim statement to the exam report, trying to match physical findings with the story.

“Just wait ‘til you have ten cases to keep up with,” Alex said. “You’re just beginning to get your feet wet.”

“It would help if I knew what I was looking at.” Samuels ran her fingers through her closely cut hair. “What all is in the evidence kit?

“Basically, it’s a bunch of swabs, blood tubes, a comb and of course a form for the report, and a chain of custody sheet.”

“What all do they do in the exam?”

“That’s not my area. You’ll have to ask one of the nurses. Actually Ms. Freeman is the only one here now.”

Alex’s words were interrupted by his phone. “Mendez.”

“Good morning, this is Dr. Reynolds office confirming your appointment for nine tomorrow morning.”

“Yes ma’am, I’ll be there. Thank you.”

“More info?” asked Samuels.

“No, personal. So, what do we know so far?”

“Nothing. I can’t get anything from the evidence.”

“Well,” said Alex, “We’ll start with general questions, look at the big picture and then get more specific. Let’s get your take on it. Do you think this is his first time?”

“I don’t know. There haven’t been any other cases reported, so it could be.”

Alex shook his head. “It was too well planned and executed. It doesn’t seem like the work of a beginner.”

“So, maybe he just moved to the area and has done this before, somewhere else, maybe in another state.” Samuels smiled, evidently pleased with her deductive reasoning.

“That’s a possibility” Alex said.

“But why would he come here and start attacking women now? And why would he be so meticulous about leaving no evidence, but be careless enough to leave his DNA?”

“Ahh, now you’re beginning to think like a detective. Why indeed?” Alex decided that Samuels didn’t need to know about the needle cap yet. He wanted to be sure it was connected to the attack.

Samuels’ smile faded and she sat with a blank expression, “I got nothin’.”

“The first step to solving a crime is to ask the right questions.” Alex said.

“And the second step?”

“Find the answers, of course.”

_________


 


“Cold case detectives would now take a closer look at evidence that had been sitting on a shelf for over two decades.” Bill Curtis was saying, “Evidence that could point to a killer.” Alex didn’t care for the cheesy network crime dramas, but he did enjoy the true investigative shows like Cold Case Files and American Justice. They were shows he could identify with. And besides, he liked Bill’s narrative style.

Alex’s show was interrupted by the call. A rape victim was in the ER, and it appeared to be the same attacker. His pounding heart accompanied a sinking feeling, as the thought hit him that there could be another serial rapist in the area.

He knocked on Carmen’s bedroom door and announced that he had a call. He would be back as soon as he could. Getting the non-response he expected, he grabbed his keys and headed for the hospital.

 


 


Samuels met Alex at the door as he entered the emergency department. She immediately began filling him in on the details.

“The vic’s name is Monica Brashears, a thirty eight year old white female. Like the last one, she was pushed down from behind while jogging. Her head was covered with some kind of hood or canvas bag, and her hands were bound behind her. This time the vic has good recall of the initial abduction, but doesn’t remember the rape. She didn’t get a look at the perp.” Samuels fired off these facts like a machine gun. She seemed out of breath.

“Had a little coffee this evening?” Alex teased.

Samuels looked at Alex with a blank expression. She didn’t get the joke.

“Detective.” Janet greeted. “How is your daughter’s ankle?”

“Getting better, I guess. She still favors it, but refuses to use the crutches.”

“Maybe they clash with her jeans.” Janet smiled. “You know how teenage girls can be.”

“So what do we know so far?” Alex asked, getting back to business.

“Much like the last one.” Samuels said. “Close to the same age, attacked from behind, she had a period of amnesia about the rape. Woke up naked on a deserted road in the eastern part of the county.”

“And she was jogging too?”

“Yeah, on a stretch out on Summersville Road. A passerby found her on a gravel road. We’re getting a statement from the gentleman who found her, now.”

Alex handed Janet the evidence kit. “See what you can find.”

“I always do,” Janet said as she entered the exam room.

Alex turned toward Samuels, “I want you to find out everything there is to know about both victims. Where they live, work, shop. Where they eat. Do they have any routines that could be learned by our guy? We need to see if they have anything in common.”

“I’ll get on it first thing in the morning.”

“Now!” Alex raised his voice. “These attacks came very close together. We need to move fast before he does it again.”

 


_________


 


 


It had been two weeks since Alex last saw her. He was still nervous before every session, but it had gotten easier over the last year. The department initially ordered him to seek therapy six months after Allyson’s death because his work ethic and job performance were declining and his drinking was increasing. Administration felt that he was not grieving effectively. He completed the mandatory sessions a year ago, but continued on his own. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe he just needed someone to confide in without fear of judgment.

Alex went left, out of the elevator, to the second office on the right. He studied the plaque on the wall beside the door.

Elizabeth R. Reynolds PhD.

Clinical & Forensic Psychology

He felt the butterflies rise up in his stomach as he rubbed his palms together. He took a deep breath, let it out through pursed lips and opened the door.

“Good morning Mr. Mendez.” the receptionist greeted, “I’ll let Dr. Reynolds know you’re here.”

“Thank you.” Alex seated himself on the fine leather sofa in the waiting area. The subtle scent of lavender potpourri created a calm, relaxing atmosphere in the tastefully appointed room. He sifted through the stack of neatly organized magazines on the end table, looking for something of interest, but found nothing.

The door to Liz’s office opened. “Come on in Alex.” She greeted him with her usual warm smile.

Alex stood and returned the greeting. He wasn’t sure when they began using first names, but it did seem to make it less formal.

 


Liz motioned toward the sofa. “Coffee?”

“Thanks. That would be nice. Black, one sugar.”

“I remember.” She poured his coffee, and sat in the chair across from him. “So, how’ve you been?”

“I had been good.”

“Had been?”

“I had to leave Carmen while she was waiting for her prom date. I was called in for an assault.” Alex took a sip of coffee.

“And she didn’t take it well?”

“That’s an understatement.” Alex raised his eyebrows. “She thinks she’s a low priority.”

“How do you feel?”

“Guilty. I’m torn between my job and being there for her.” He placed the cup on the coffee table. “She is a priority, but…”

“How old is she now?”

“Sixteen.”

“Difficult age. Most children are trying to become independent by the mid teen years. Even though they may rebel against authority, they still want and need parental guidance and involvement, whether they admit it or not.”

“Oh she doesn’t deny that. She makes it quite clear that I’m a failure in that department.”

“She just needs to know you care.”

“She’s trying to play match maker.” Alex said, as he leaned back into the sofa. “She keeps telling me I should date.”

“And why do you think that is?”

“She says I’ll be happier.”

“Would you?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“Because of Allyson,” Alex paused for a moment, “I’m seeing her again.”

“I see…We’ll come back to that in a moment.” Liz wrote something on her notepad. “As for Carmen playing Cupid, I think she’s probably doing it for more selfish reasons.” Liz said, “Being a child in a single parent home is difficult, especially in her case. Even children living with a divorced parent usually at least have the influence of both parents; the authority, protector figure in the father, and the comforting and nurturing that a mother provides. Carmen doesn’t have that luxury. So she demands both, albeit unfairly, from you.”

Alex sat in silence. He sipped his coffee, pondering what Liz said.

“So tell me about Allyson.” she said. “What do you mean seeing her?”

Alex took a long sip of coffee and stared at the table. “I see her, like she’s right there with me.”

“I see,” Liz said, again writing on the note pad. “When does she appear?”

“Different times. Like the other night, when I had to leave before Carmen’s prom date showed up. Then later, I drove out to the old marina. She showed up there.”

“What does she do?”

Alex blushed. “The first time she told me I needed to be more involved in Carmen’s life. She made me feel even more guilty.”

“So she talks to you.” Liz took more notes. “What about the marina? What were you doing there?”

“I’m not sure, actually. I had just left the hospital and drove to McManus Park, where a woman was attacked. Then for some reason, I just ended up out there.”

“What did you do when you got there?”

“We just kind of reminisced, you know, about the good times we had there.”

“Why do you think she’s back?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.” Alex tried to smile. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”

“How long had it been since you last saw her?”

“I don’t know, a year maybe.”

“And during that time, how was your life?”

“What do you mean?”

She placed the pad in her lap and leaned toward Alex. “How was your relationship with Carmen?”

“Fine, I think. I mean, we had our moments, but nothing that stands out as being bad.”

“So you got along well, no missed major events?”

“There were times that I’d get called in and have to miss a ball game or something like that, but nothing major like a prom or anything.”

“So it’s when you’re under the most stress that you see your wife.”

Alex thought for a moment, “Yeah, I guess it is.”

Liz removed her glasses and drew in a deep breath. “I believe Allyson represents your guilt. Your feelings of guilt for her death were difficult for you to overcome. I’m sure that on some level you still feel responsible. Any event that triggers a feeling of guilt, say for example, having to miss your daughter’s prom, brings those suppressed feelings to the surface. These feelings are manifest in the form of Allyson, the central figure in your struggle between guilt and acceptance.”

“Acceptance of what, that I killed her?”

“Did you kill her Alex? Did you pull the trigger?” Liz propped her elbows on her knees.

“I’m the reason she left that night. If we hadn’t argued, she’d still be alive.”

“You can’t predict the future. Sometimes it’s easier to look back and say, if only I’d have done this or hadn’t done that, it never would have happened, but the fact is it did happen.” Liz leaned back in her chair. “Tell me again what the argument was about.”

“You know what it was about.”

“Humor me.”

Alex leaned forward on the couch, propped his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his hands. “She thought I was having an affair.”

“ Were you?” Liz looked at him from under her raised brow.

“No. She would flirt, but I thought it was harmless until she sent me a suggestive text message and Allyson saw it.” Alex looked up at Liz.

“And she was, understandably upset.” Liz said.

“She was very upset. I tried to explain that there was nothing going on, but she didn’t believe me.” Alex’s voice quivered.

“You talk about me like I’m not here now.” Allyson said, sitting beside him on the couch.

Alex pretended not to hear.

“Let’s look at guilt objectively for a moment.” Liz said. “What is guilt?”

Alex thought for a moment, “Feeling bad for something you’ve done wrong?”

“Guilt is the innate human capacity for self judgment. It serves as a moral compass, helping us to decide between right and wrong. But there are different types of guilt.

There is survivor guilt, in which someone feels guilty for surviving a situation that a loved one did not. It’s common in plane crashes. Then there is the kind of guilt where a person believes they directly caused the death of another. I think that you subconsciously feel the need to punish yourself for her death. Actually, it’s a way to maintain a connection, your way of keeping Allyson alive. If you let go of your guilt, you let go of her. This is why she appears to you.”

Alex sat in silence.

“So if you say guilt is feeling bad for something you did wrong,” Liz continued, “what did you do that was so wrong? Were you having an affair?”

“You know I wasn’t.” A tear rolled down Alex’s cheek.

“What matters is that you know you weren’t.”

“For what it’s worth,” Allyson said, “I believe you.”

Alex heard her but didn’t acknowledge her. He didn’t want to seem crazy. “I may not have pulled the trigger,” he said, “but she is still dead. I can’t forgive myself for that.”

“Maybe you should ask her to forgive you. Is she here now?”

“No.” Alex lied. “That’s the thing. I can’t just make her show up when I want to talk to her. She only seems to come around when I have a lot of other things going on.”

“Well next time you see her, ask.” Liz said. “What about Carmen? Does she blame you?”

Alex drew in a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “She’s never come right out and said it, but I think she does.”

“Is that why you find excuses not to be more involved in her life?”

“That’s not fair.” Alex glared at Liz.

“To who, you or Carmen?”

“It’s been just me and her for the last two years. How could I not be involved?”

“Of course you’re there physically, but what about emotionally? Do you talk to her about her feelings? Do you allow her to express her pain? She lost something too you know.”

Alex sat silent, staring at the floor.

“She lost her mother.” Liz said, “She shouldn’t have to lose her father too.”

 


 







Chapter Eight

 


 


Sean Miller stood in front of Alex’s desk. He was a tall thin man in his late twenties, with sandy, red hair and light blue eyes. To Alex, he looked as if he never saw sunshine. His pale complexion was the result of spending most of his daylight hours in the lab. He had been a forensics technician with the department for three years. Alex was impressed with his dedication. It showed in his work. “I have the report on victim number two. It’s the same guy. DNA matches the first one.”

Alex sat staring straight ahead. “So, it’s starting again.”

“What’s starting again?”

Alex leaned back in his chair and began to twist his wedding ring. “We had a serial rapist four years ago.”

“Oh, I remember hearing something about that.”

“It was a nightmare.” Alex still looked at nothing in particular as he replayed the case. “It ended up being one of our firefighters. He’s doing life now. It’s a little scary because that case started a lot like these. The first two victims had no evidence at all. They found semen in the third.” Alex looked up at Sean. “He attacked four more before we matched his DNA. One of them died. According to the ME, it was an overdose of some date rape drug. We probably would’ve never found him if it hadn’t been for the criminal profile and an anonymous tip.” Alex sat staring blindly toward the window on the other side of the room. Alex brought himself back to the present. He looked a Sean, “Did you run a toxicology screen?”

“I did a prelim on both, but they were clean,” Sean said. “Hopefully, we’ll have the results from the needle cap soon.”

“I hope so,” said Alex.

“I can send the blood on both cases to Miami for a comprehensive analysis if you like. If there is a third victim, you might ask for a urine sample. Some drugs will show up in urine much longer than they do in blood.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.”

Alex walked across the hall to Lt. Phelps’ office. “We just got confirmation. The last two sexual assaults were victims of one assailant.” He said from the doorway.

“Shit. Close the door.”

Alex closed the door and sat across from him. “This guy is meticulous. He doesn’t leave anything. No hair, no prints, no fiber, but he does leave his DNA.”

“That doesn’t make a bit of sense.” Phelps growled.

“I agree.”

“That’s all I need, another damned pervert out there stirring up the media.” Phelps said in his rough, raspy voice. Alex was convinced that he tore a vocal cord while screaming at his subordinates. The two pack per day habit probably didn’t help.

“Well, I’m actually a little more concerned about the victims, than the reporters.”

“What’ve you got?” Phelps growled.

“Two women in their thirties, both attacked from behind, three days apart, with no memory of the rapes, just being knocked down and then waking up hours later, naked on two different deserted roads. I think we need to get a profiler on this now. We waited too long last time.”

“Those sons-a-bitches cost me my promotion last time this happened.”

“Who did?” Alex furrowed his brow.

“Fucking reporters.” Phelps coughed several times. “Those assholes come up here blaming me for not stopping that bastard before he killed that woman. Like it was my fault.”

“Yea, especially since I was the one working the case.” Alex stared at him for a moment. “So, about the profiler?”

“Fine. I’ll call the Feds.”

“Actually, I’d like to keep this local, for right now.” Alex said

“Who do you wanna use?”

“Well, Dr. Reynolds nailed it before. I want to give her this one too.”

“You know this comes out of the department’s budget. You can’t find anyone cheaper?”

“You get what you pay for sir. Besides, there is no one else.”

“Yea, yea, yea...” Phelps grumbled. “Two hundred dollars an hour, she better get it right.”

“I know it comes out of your check sir, but…I think she’s up to four.”

“Smart ass. Get the fuck out of my office.”

“Asshole.” Alex said under his breath as he exited the room.

_________


 


 


“So it’s just the two cases?” Liz asked.

“So far. We need to get a lead on this guy before it turns into another fiasco like we had before.” He handed her the two files, “This is everything we have.”

He smiled as he walked toward the exit. “If I get anything else, I’ll let you know.”

Alex had complete faith in Liz. Her profile four years ago had been right on the money. It was uncanny how she could get so close. It must be intuition. You just can’t teach something like that.

Liz worked very hard to get to where she was. Her father was in law enforcement and didn’t make great money. He paid for her first four years at the University of Texas, but that’s all he could afford. He raised her by himself. Her mother died of cancer when Liz was eleven.

“I’ll be damned.” Alex said out loud to himself. “That’s why she can put herself in Carmen’s shoes so easily. She’s actually worn them.”

Liz was accepted to medical school at Baylor. She did her psychiatric residency at Belleview hospital in New York. She became interested in forensics, and through her father’s connections, received training in criminal profiling through the FBI, having used it only once, four years ago. Alex could only hope that she would be as accurate this time.






Chapter Nine

 


 


Carmen didn’t hear him enter the house. The music coming through her headphones gave no chance for any other sound to reach her ears. She was on her stomach, stretched out across her bed in her favorite homework position, pencil in hand and ankles crossed with feet in the air. She didn’t hear him when he entered her room. He quietly approached the side of her bed, reached out and grabbed her by both ankles.

Carmen screamed. She rolled violently to her left, swinging her right hand that still gripped the pencil, toward her assailant. She felt the point penetrate as it found its mark. Covering her face with her left arm, she heard the pain escape from his lungs. “Shit! Carmen!”

“Dad? You scared the crap out of me.”

Alex ran toward the kitchen sink holding his right forearm to control the bleeding. Carmen followed close behind. “Dad, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

Alex slowly lifted his hand to survey the damage. Blood slowly oozed from the small hole that penetrated just below the skin.

“Jeez, it’s nothing.” Carmen laughed. “I thought you were hurt. I’ll get you a Band-Aid.”

“It could’ve been worse. You could’ve hit me in the eye.”

“And you could have hurt my ankle, grabbing it like that.”

“Oh, hell. I’m sorry. I forgot about your ankle. It must be better though. You seem to getting around okay.”

“It’s fine dad.” Carmen had a look of disappointment. “It was three days ago, and you already forgot. Even Janet, the nurse at the hospital, remembered. She called me to ask if it was doing okay.”

“What did you tell her?” Alex’s demeanor changed from sympathetic to demanding.

“I told her it was fine. I don’t even walk with a limp.”

“What else?”

“Jeez, Dad. What’s your problem with her? She’s nice.”

“I don’t trust her. She has no concept of boundaries. She tells things that should be kept private.”

“Has she ever done anything to you, given you any reason not to like her?”

“No… she’s just odd. I’m no expert, but I think she’s bi-polar or something.”

“She’s just trying to be a friend Dad. She knows you have your hands full and just wants me to have someone to talk to. Lord knows I can’t talk to you.” Carmen didn’t dare tell him that she had made a lunch date with her.

“I just don’t want you telling her about our private matters.”

“She respects you a lot, you know?” Carmen’s eyes began to tear as she applied the bandage to his arm. “She told me how you felt so bad on my prom night, you were almost sick.”

“I did feel sick.”

“So what‘s wrong with admitting that? Are you afraid of what people will think?”

“Yes, I do care what people think.”

“Why do you put up this wall around you, around us, to keep everybody out? You push away everyone who has ever tried to be your friend. Ever since Mom died, you’ve shut out the whole world, even Rachel.” Carmen wiped a tear as it fell down her cheek. “Why?”

Alex turned away from her. He wiped his eyes to keep his own tears from rolling down his face. “I’m not ready yet.” he said.

“Dad,” Carmen said tenderly, “She’s been gone for two years. She’s not coming back. So, what are you waiting for? The whole world is passing you by. It’s passing me by too.”

“I just didn’t want you to ever think I was betraying your mother’s memory.” Alex said softly.

Carmen looked him in the eye. “So it’s my fault?” She turned and slowly walked toward her room. “Unbelievable.”

 


“That was nice.” Allyson said. “So what are you afraid of?”

Alex stood silent for a time. “I’m afraid she won’t need me anymore.” He said, finally.

Allyson laughed, “She doesn’t have you now.”

“You’re not helping anything either.” he said.

“I’m dead Alex. I’m not real. I can’t help you. That’s why you have such a mess here. If I were still alive, things wouldn’t be like this.”

 


_________


 


She saw him from the elevator. His facial hair, well into its second day of growth, his red eyes and disheveled hair, made him look as if he had not slept, or showered for a week. He didn’t see her approach.

“You look like hell.” Rachel said.

Alex looked up from the file on his desk. “Thanks,” he said with an embarrassed grin. “I’ve been up all night. We had a body out on route nine.”

“Really, like a homicide? Tell me about it.”

“Not much to tell, so far. Thirty seven, male from Tampa.” Alex picked up a thin file folder and handed it to Rachel. “He was involved in a domestic battery in Hillsborough County. Evidently, the woman’s brothers took care of him.” Alex made quotation marks in the air.

“Evidently?”

“They had made threats in the past, but he just couldn’t keep his hands off her. He got her pretty bad I guess. She’s in ICU in Tampa. They dumped him just inside our city limits so I was called out.” Alex leaned back in his chair. “Did you realize how far out to the west our city limit is?”

Rachel ignored the question. “So he was killed there and dumped here?”

“That’s the way it looks. So it’s not our case.”

“Good, then you can break away for breakfast.” She smiled.

“I’m not really hungry.”

“Well then drink some coffee. You look like you could use it. I’m buying. Besides, I need to talk to you.”

 


They walked the short distance to Chelsea’s Diner. It was like any classic train car diner with the rattle of plates and spoons and the smell, a combination of coffee and bacon. They sat across from each other in a booth toward the back, without a window. The waitress quickly took their order.

“I’ll have the three egg ham and cheese omelet with hash browns and a side of bacon, and coffee.”

Alex ordered only coffee. He said nothing, but he must have had a surprised look.

“What?” she smiled, “Don’t worry. I’ll work it off in the gym.”

Wow, she’s actually real, unpretentious. Not afraid of who she really is. He sipped his coffee as Rachel opened a file folder. He couldn’t help but notice how attractive she was. It seemed he was noticing more often lately. Her long, flowing, brown hair perfectly framed the soft features of her face. Her dark brown eyes gave a hint of mystery. She was far different than the blonde, blued eyed Allyson, the type to which Alex had always been drawn. He found himself unable to look away.

“I was looking over the files from the dealership I told you about, looking for commonalities. There are eighty four names on this list, everyone who bought a new car from them in the past six months. A large number of them live in The Cove, not surprising.” She turned the paper where Alex could read it. Several names were highlighted in yellow. Two of those names were circled.

“Nine of them are on the same street, but two of the names from that street looked familiar. At first I couldn’t figure out why or where I had heard them, and then it hit me. They are your two rape victims.” She paused to let it register.

Alex sat, staring at her blankly. His mind was numb after last night’s confrontation with his daughter, and wife, or ghost or whatever she was, then being up all night at a crime scene.

“Alex,” she said finally, “these cases are related. When I first started looking at this security breech, my initial thought was identity theft. A dealership like that is fertile ground for people whose identity would be worth stealing. But, something told me the motive was more complicated than that. I wasn’t sure why, it was just a feeling, but I think this confirms it.”

“So you think our rapist is the one who broke into the files at the dealership.”

“Yes.”

“It would be a strange coincidence, I guess.”

“I think that’s how he’s choosing his victims.” Rachel said.

“If you’re right, if the dealership is his victim pool, that means he’s specifically targeting these women for a reason. But, why?”

“That’s why I came to you. This is way out of my league.”

Alex studied the list for several minutes. “We’ve got a profiler working on the rape cases. If these are connected, it could change the whole approach to her theory. I need to show her this list.”

“Have you looked at the names?” Rachel asked, with a serious expression. “If this gets out, if these rapes continue, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes.”

Alex scanned the file, seeing several names he recognized. “Neither would I.”

_________


 


 


“Stop what you’re doing.” Alex said, as Liz answered the phone, “I have some new information that may change everything.”

“What kind of information?”

“I need to see you in person. This is becoming a very delicate situation. When is a good time?”

“You can come now. I can always take a short break if I’m with a patient.”

“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

 


Alex accelerated to merge with southbound traffic on the Seminole Throughway, only to see brake lights and stopped traffic ahead. He turned the radio to a local news channel for a traffic report.

“Cypress Village Police are investigating the abduction and rape of another local woman, the second in three days. According to sources, both attacks were similar in nature and police suspect that a serial rapist may be active in the area. The Identities of the victims have not been released. In other news…”

Alex pounded the steering wheel. He could not believe what he was hearing. Who had leaked this to the press? Who outside the department knew about them? Rachel was the only person he could think of, other than Janet, but neither of them would talk. Janet was all too willing to talk about herself or her coworkers, but she was very professional when it came to the confidentiality of patients and victims.

Alex wasn’t so concerned with the fact that the news was out, as he was with what Lt. Phelps’ reaction would be.

He slowly made his way to the cause of the delay; construction on the left lane. As he passed the workers the traffic opened up and returned to normal speed.

He entered Liz’s office and waited on the leather sofa. He had to contain the damage. It was bad enough that the news of the rapes was out, but if it became public that the cases were connected to the dealership, there would be a media frenzy that would launch this case to the national network level. He didn’t need that kind of pressure.

The door to Liz’s office opened and a young woman emerged, her eyes red and swollen. She made brief eye contact with Alex before exiting the waiting room. Liz invited Alex to her office.

“So what is this new development?”

Alex handed her the files from the dealership. “Rachel Summers, the Deputy D.A., is working a case at the Mercedes/Lexus dealership where there was a breach in computer security. Some financial files were stolen. At first she thought the motive was identity theft. Then she was looking over my files on the rapes and made an interesting discovery.”

“What’s that?”

“Both of our victims are on this list. She thinks the cases are related. Stealing those files wasn’t about money. It was to find victims.”

“This is interesting.” Liz said, “I felt that the victims weren’t chosen at random, now it seems certain. Our suspect created a pool. These people represent something or someone. They may be a substitute for the person toward whom he feels the need to strike out.”

“I knew this would give you a different perspective.”

“It certainly does. I’ll start working on this.”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but some of the names on there are very influential people. The rapes have already made the news. We can’t let it out that these cases are related to the dealership. Those victims have all been notified. If they learn this is really a list of targets, things could get ugly.”

Liz scanned the file, apparently recognizing some of the names.

“There is something else.” Alex said.

“What’s that?”

“If you look toward the bottom of the third page…”

Liz turned the page. As she scanned to the bottom, Alex knew when she saw it. Liz slowly looked up at him. “Oh my God.”






Chapter Ten

 


 


Carmen stood in front of E.A. Perry High School. She took a step back as the white Toyota Camry pulled up to the curb beside her.

“Hungry?” Janet said.

“Starving.” Carmen said. She walked in front of the car to the passenger’s side, looking down at the license plate. “So, what does your plate mean, NSANE?”

“Oh, I thought it was cute. It combines my job with my personality.”

Carmen didn’t get it but it wasn’t worth pursuing.

“What would you like?” Janet asked.

“Well, we only have thirty minutes so something quick and close. How ‘bout Taco Bell?”

“Taco Bell it is.” Janet said, as she pulled out of the drive. “So, how’s the ankle?”

“Fine. It doesn’t hurt at all. By the way, thanks for being so nice the other day. And I’m sorry for how my dad acted. For some reason he doesn’t want me talking to you. Actually, I don’t think it’s you, he doesn’t want me talking to anyone.”

“At all?”

“Not about my mom.”

“Well, some people are just naturally more private. They are afraid of what people will think, especially if they have some guilt over something they’ve done.”

“I think he does feel guilty for my mom’s death, but it wasn’t his fault.”

“So how did she die?”

Carmen looked down at her knees and took a deep breath. “She was shot. They think it was either a random thing or she was hit by a stray bullet.”

“Did they find who did it?”

“No. That’s the thing. Not only does my dad feel responsible, but he feels like a failure because he couldn’t solve her case.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Janet patted Carmen’s knee. “Where was she when it happened?”

“I’m not sure. Her and dad had some kind of fight. She got mad and left.”

“So she was in a car?”

“Yea.” Carmen was silent for a few moments. “Could we change the subject? I really don’t like talking about it.”

“I think it helps to talk about things. That way people don’t think you have secrets. I guess that’s why I talk so openly about my childhood. Even though I was made to believe it was my fault.”

“So, what happened exactly?” Carmen asked. “If it’s not too personal.”

“Not at all. My father used to rape me on a regular basis, three, four times a week. He would even allow his friends, poker buddies, to have their way with me. I had an older sister but, as far as I know, he never messed with her. When I tried to tell my mother, she would call me a liar. It went on for years, until one of my teachers noticed bruises on my arms.” Janet made a ring around her wrist with her thumb and finger. “She started asking questions. I told her what was going on and she called the police. My dad was arrested.”

“Did he go to prison?”

“He spent one night in jail.” Janet said as she pulled in the drive thru to place their order. “He was released on bond. Everything continued while he was awaiting trial. Seven months.”

“I can’t imagine. I get upset if my dad gets called away on his off duty time, even though he’s just doing his job.” Carmen said.

“When the trial started, I guess my mom realized it was true. Either that, or she was embarrassed about what everyone would think of the family. Either way, she would never testify. She committed suicide. The case was dismissed for lack of evidence.” Janet feigned a small laugh. “Who would take the word of an emotionally disturbed child? That’s what the lawyers called me.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Anyway, my dad blamed me for mom’s death. He said if I hadn’t told my teacher, everything would’ve been fine.”

“How old were you?”

“I was fourteen. I went to live with an aunt, my mother’s sister. She believed me. I never saw my father again. Bastard eventually drank himself to death, or so I’m told.”

“So, how did you turn out so…normal?”

Janet laughed, “Normal?”

“I mean, you’re so nice. If you didn’t tell, no one would know anything like that ever happened.”

“I did go to therapy when I lived with my aunt.” Janet explained, “I learned about the ways abusers control their victims. I learned that I was a victim, that it wasn’t my fault. They thought I felt guilty for my mom’s death, but I didn’t. She blamed me for everything, said I made the whole thing up. She can rot in hell for all I care.”

“So what did you do?”

“I finished high school while living with my aunt, then went to college, nursing school. I guess I became a SANE nurse because of what happened to me. I wanted to make sure no more rapists got away with it.”

“What’s a sane nurse?”

“Sexual assault nurse examiner. I’m kind of a forensic investigator, you know, like CSI, but my crime scene is the victim. I do exams and collect evidence.”

“So that’s how you know my dad so well.” Carmen said.

“That’s how.” Janet paid for the food and pulled away from the window. She handed the sack to Carmen. “So how was the prom?”

“It actually turned out good. I had fun.” Carmen removed her food from the bag and gave it back to Janet. “I was afraid I would be in trouble because I got home late but, my dad got home after I did. He looked like he’d been crying, but I didn’t want to ask.”

“Maybe he felt bad for having to leave you.”

“Maybe, but he wouldn’t cry about something like that.” she said then took a bite out of the taco.

“So, the boy you went with, is he a boyfriend?”

“He’s just a friend.” She tried to catch a piece of shell that fell but she missed and it landed between the seat and the console. “Sorry about that.”

Janet didn’t acknowledge the accident. “So is he a close friend?”

“Well, I do like him, a lot, but we aren’t going steady or anything.” Carmen stared at her taco, “He’s very popular. Some of the other girls gave me a hard time. I think they were jealous.”

“You don’t need that kind of headache. You’re too young to get caught up in all that. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.”

“Get caught up in what?” Carmen asked.

“Boys. They’ll break your heart.” Janet took a bite of her taco. “I’m trying to figure out how to get out of a relationship now. My bastard boyfriend has been cheating on me.”

“That sucks.”

“Yea, I can’t prove it though. I guess I really don’t have to prove it to anyone. I know, so that’s really all that matters.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“I’m not sure yet, but when I figure it out, he’ll wish he had never looked at another woman.”

Carmen looked at her, then out the window. “I should get back to school.”

“Okay. Well, thanks for having lunch with me.”

“Thanks for buying.” Carmen smiled.

Janet pulled into the circle drive. “We ought to go out sometime, you know, just to dinner or something.”

“Sure, that would be cool.”

Carmen thanked her again and went inside the school.

__________


 


 


Alex sat quietly, enduring the rant of Lt. Phelps. “This is exactly what I didn’t want.” Phelps threw the news paper on his desk. “The press is having a field day.”

The headline told the story of the two women, brutally raped at the hands of a serial rapist. He even had a nickname, The Trailside Stalker. “There is one other thing.” Alex hated to say it.

“What the hell else could there be?”

“It seems there has been a security breach at the Lexus/Mercedes dealer. Some hacker stole some financial files. Some of the people on the list are, shall we say, high profile.”

“What the hell does that have to do with this?” Phelps growled.

“As it turns out, the two rape victims are on that list.”

“You gotta be shit’n me.”

“No sir. One of them is a real estate broker and the other is a lawyer.” Alex crossed his arms. “We haven’t been able to figure out the connection to the dealership but we’re working on it.”

“Who else is on that list?”

Alex paused for a moment, dreading the reaction. “Senator William Hawley and District Court Judge Charles Pittman. The troubling thing is… both of their wives fit the general description of the first two victims.”

“You say that like you expect more.”

“I think there’s a possibility that their wives may become targets. I think they should be warned.”

“We can’t warn them. The media will get wind of it and things will get ugly. We can’t draw any more attention to this than there already is. We’ll increase patrol in their area, try to discourage anything like that.”

“How will you get patrol division to do that without questions being asked?”

“You let me worry about that. The two victims live in the same area so I would think extra patrol would be the natural police response.”

“The only thing is, neither one of them were attacked anywhere near their home. We think the suspect had been watching them for a while, waiting for the right time. Not warning them would be an awfully big risk to take and that liability would fall squarely in your lap.” Alex said. “If you’re so worried about the press, that’s certainly not the kind of attention you want.”

“You know what happened last time the press got involved,” Phelps said.

“But, I don’t see how we can do a thorough investigation if we’re dancing around the press. I think we need to make a statement.”

Phelps was silent for a few moments. “Let me think on it for a while.”

Alex left Phelps’ office and walked toward his desk.

Samuels met Alex in the hall. “What was all that about?”

“There’s been a new development. Our rapes appear to be connected to another case the DA’s office is working on.”

“What’s that?” She followed Alex to his desk.

“Some financial files were stolen from a car dealership. Our two victims are among them.” Alex sat behind his desk and retrieved a file from a drawer.

“You’re kidding.” Samuels said, looking surprised. “That’s interesting. So the cases are connected?”

“I’m not sure, but we may have another problem.”

“What’s that?”

“The media has already reported on the two attacks. They’ve even given him a nickname. If they get wind that the cases are connected to the dealership, it could make things much more difficult.”

“How’s that?”

Alex drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, making no effort to hide his frustration. “It’s hard to do a good investigation when reporters are following you and reporting your every move, especially in a high profile case like this one.” he explained. “You end up spending more time answering their questions that you do on the case. And if you try to keep things from them, you hinder yourself. It’s hard enough to figure your next move, but it’s even harder when you try to do it in a way that doesn’t get attention.”

“How do you mean?”

“We need to get DNA from the employees at the dealership. How do we do that without revealing that the cases are related? We wouldn’t need DNA for a computer hacking case.”

“I see what you mean.”

“And then there’s the added pressure that, if you don’t make an arrest soon enough, you’re accused of being apathetic and unprofessional. Last time a woman died, and the police department was held accountable by the press. They said if we had done a better job, and found the rapist sooner, that woman would still be alive. They don’t understand or just don’t care that sometimes their hunger for a story can actually interfere with an investigation. It’s hard to set a trap if everyone knows about it.” Alex shuffled through the pile of folders on his desk.

“Well, not to change the subject, but I’ve done the background checks on the two victims we have.”

“Okay,” he sighed, “let’s hear it.”

Samuels opened a file folder and sat on the corner of his desk. “Victim number one is Amanda Dixon. She’s thirty six…”

“Don’t sit on my desk.” Alex pointed to her desk, “There’s a chair right there.”

“I’m sorry.” Samuels moved from the desk and sat in her chair, rolling it across the isle to Alex’s desk. “Amanda Dixon is a thirty six year old real estate broker. Single, never married. She is the CEO/owner of Paradise Homes. She has evidently sold a large percentage of the homes in The Cove. Born in Olympia Washington, June sixth, nineteen seventy five. College at FSU. Graduated class of two thousand with MBA. Worked as a buyer’s agent for Kerns Realty in Saratoga until o-three when she got her broker’s license and opened her current company. She employs eight agents and just bought a new car. Guess what kind.”

“Why don’t you just tell me?”

“A Lexus.”

“Anything else on her?”

“That’s about it. Number two is Monica Brashears. Born Monica Lynn Newberry, in Orlando, October seventeenth, nineteen seventy three. Married to Richard Wayne Brashears in ninety seven, divorced in o-six. No children. Did her undergrad work at FSU and got her law degree at Texas Wesleyan in Fort Worth in ninety-nine. Guess what her specialty is.”

Alex looked up at her, but said nothing.

“Real estate law. She handles complex contractual issues in sales of high end properties. And, she just bought a new car. I know you don’t feel like guessing, so I’ll just tell you. She bought a new Mercedes from the same dealership.”

“So, what have you learned?”

“Well, they have a few things in common. They both attended Florida State, both are involved in real estate, and both just bought new cars from the same dealership, which just happened to have a security breach involving both their files.”

“Okay, you’ve got both feet on the ground. What direction do you start walking?” he asked.

“I want to look at the other names on the list from the dealership.”

“There you go. Find as much background on each as you can. If the names are of men, find out if they’re married and research the wives. I want to find anything else these people share in common.” Alex did need the information, but he also needed to give Samuels something to keep her occupied. She was beginning to irritate him.

Alex studied the computer screen. He sipped his long since cold coffee as he tried to make sense of things.

“What if…?”

Alex looked at Samuels. “I thought you were gone.”

“How do we know our perp’s a man?”

He didn’t try to hide the laugh. “Unless I missed something in biology class, women don’t typically produce semen.” He returned his attention to the computer screen.

“I have a theory.” Samuels rolled her chair next to Alex. “Hear me out.”

Alex leaned back in his seat and folded his arms across his chest. “Okay, let’s hear this theory.”

“None of the victims can identify their attacker. There’s no physical evidence to indicate it’s a man, other than the semen.”

“So, we just throw out the semen? Pretend it was never there?” Alex had heard enough. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, please ignore this big, pink elephant in the room. The rapist is a woman.” He shook his head and returned to the computer.

“These women weren’t brutalized enough for it to have been a man.” Samuels said. “The exam reports only document the injuries from the fall when they were knocked down. If it had been a man, committing a real rape, there should be evidence of forceful penetration, but there’s not. Whoever did this couldn’t bring themselves to really hurt the victims.”

“Okay, if you insist on going there, how do you explain the semen? Just out of curiosity.”

“I don’t know yet.” Samuels looked at the floor for several seconds, seeming to be in deep thought. “It could have been planted.”

“By who? Why?” Alex was beginning to raise his voice. “You want to be a detective right? Maybe we should have explained the job description a little better. Our job isn’t to come up with wildly imaginative theories. It’s to find evidence, evaluate that evidence and generate leads.” He jabbed the top of his desk with his index finger to emphasize the point. “Those leads generate suspects. Once we have suspects, we build a solid case against them with the evidence that we’ve gathered.”

Samuels was un-phased. “It wouldn’t take that much force to knock a woman to the ground from behind, especially if she was jogging.” She looked at him, waiting for a response, but got none. “Take me, for example. I could easily overpower most women. Is it that far of a stretch to imagine someone like me being capable of doing something like that?”

Alex looked at her, but said nothing. Of course she could. She had more testosterone than most of the guys.

“Maybe you can’t picture it, but others here certainly could. I’ve heard people talk.”

“I’ve never heard any comments about your masc…”

Samuels held up her hand, cutting him off. “Hey, it’s okay. I am what I am. I’m just saying if you could look at things with an open mind and not see everything as black and white, you might find that what I say makes sense.”

She did actually have a valid argument, but Alex couldn’t let her see him resign to the fact that he may have misjudged her. “Okay,” he said, “Let’s just assume, for a minute, that you’re right. What motive would a woman have to attack other women?”

“Revenge, maybe?”

“For what?” Alex turned his chair toward her and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, interlocking his fingers.

“I don’t know. Maybe she was jilted by a lover and wants to get even.”

“Jilted by all three of ‘em? So, you’re assuming the rapist is a lesbian”

“No, I‘m not. Maybe these women are the mistresses that her lover had affairs with.”

“Okay, maybe you could check into that. Look at both of their backgrounds. See if you can tie them to one man. While you’re at it, see what else you can dig up on them. Lord knows they haven’t been through enough, with the rapes and all. Let’s see if you can really drag them through the dirt.”

“I should have expected as much.” Samuels said, as she got up to leave.

“These women are not the suspects.” Alex said as Samuels walked away. “They’re the victims!”

 


“Mendez!” Phelps shouted from his office.

Alex, rolling his eyes, stood and walked toward the barking voice. “What?”

“Okay. Prepare a statement. The best way to go is to get it out in the open. At least they can’t accuse us of trying to hide anything.”

“I’ll work something up.”

“I want to see it before you go public.”

 


_________


 


The Old Towne diner, one of the last surviving original businesses in the downtown area, was always busy for lunch. Even with the rain, today was no exception. Samantha Stone waited, just inside the door, for Samuels and an open booth.

The small brass bell at the top of the antique wood door added to the charm of the old place. It served as a reminder of the simpler times from the diner’s past. Its small tinkling sound announced the arrival of new customers. This time, it was Samuels.

“Sorry I’m late.” she said as she fumbled with her umbrella which refused to cooperate, insisting instead to remain in the full open position. She shook it violently, causing a small rain shower to fall on herself and Samantha. “This piece of crap.” Samuels gave up and tossed it on the floor next to the door.

“I think there’s an open booth.” Samantha said, as two men made their way past them toward the end of the counter to the vintage cash register. She made a sour face as the aroma, from what was obviously several days’ accumulation of body odor, reached her nose.

As the couple negotiated the narrow isle toward the empty booth, Samuels noticed an older couple watching her with a disapproving look. “Can I help you?” She leaned over the end of their table.

Samantha pulled her by the arm toward the empty booth. “Just don’t make eye contact, and it won’t bother you.”

They waited to sit, while a waitress wiped the table with a rag that was well on its way to having a life of its own. “You seem to have a bug up your ass. What’s up?” Samantha said as they sat.

“I don’t like people looking at me like I’m a freak.”

Samantha looked at her with raised eyebrows. “Well, I don’t think it’s fair to make a statement with your appearance, and not expect people to notice.” She reached toward Samuels to touch her hair. “I mean, look at this. You wear your hair like a marine drill sergeant. People are going to look at you.”

Samantha did not have the masculine appearance that Samuels chose to portray. She was indeed, quite feminine. Her light brown hair was long and luxurious. Her makeup was always impeccable, and she dressed to show off the curves of her slender, fit physique. And, in her job as a journalist, it had served her well. Her feminine charm had opened many otherwise, closed doors in the past.

“Coffee?” the waitress asked. They both nodded and flipped the cups that were upside down on the table. She took their food order and left.

“I’m sorry if I’m just not a pretty as you.” Samuels said after the waitress was out of earshot.

Samantha sat back in her seat. “But that’s not what’s bothering you, is it? You’re not that superficial.”

“No… Normally I wouldn’t even notice people looking.”

“Then what is it?”

“I guess it’s this new position. And that jerk they put me with. He’s supposed to be a mentor, but he’s just an asshole.”

“So, is it not all the glamour you thought it would be?”

“It’s just so frustrating.” Samuels said looking over her coffee cup. “He treats me like I’m some blithering idiot.”

“Sounds to me, like a typical male chauvinist attitude.” Samantha said.

“I don’t think it’s that. It’s more about me being just a beat cop, not a detective.” Samuels leaned forward and pounded the table with the side of her fist. “Whenever I have an idea about anything, he blows me off, like it’s a foregone conclusion that anything I say is stupid.”

“Could you do better on your own?”

“I could. I’m never allowed to follow up on my ideas. He treats me like a friggin’ child.” Samuels stared straight ahead. “How can I ever take off as a detective unless I’m allowed to spread my wings?”

“You need a springboard.” Samantha said with a sly smile.

“What do you mean?”

“You know, something to jump on that gives you a boost.”

Samuels stared at her blankly.

“Sometimes you have to step on people to climb your way up the ladder.”

“So, what are you suggesting?”

“Tell me about your detective.” Samantha took a sip of coffee.

“What do you want to know?”

“What’s his background? What does he do when he’s not… detecting?

“Well…I know he’s a single dad. His wife was murdered two years ago. It’s still unsolved. I think he still sees a shrink.”

Samantha’s smile faded as she took notes. “That’s what you call ironic. Did they have any suspects?”

“I’m not sure. He doesn’t talk about it. Why?”

“You’re a cop. You have access to the investigation, don’t you?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Okay, let’s see. We’ve got a detective, whose wife was murdered and the case is unsolved, who is raising a kid by himself and he is under the care of a psychiatrist. Does that about sum him up?”

Samuels furrowed her brow, “What are you up to?”

“Don’t worry about me. You just be ready to jump when the time comes.”

“And, how will I know when that is?”

“Don’t worry.” Samantha said with a sinister, sideways grin, “You’ll know.”

 


 







Chapter Eleven

 


 


Tonight was Alex’s turn to cook. Chicken breasts in cream sauce with plantain dumplings, was an old family favorite. Alex’s mother had taught him to make it when he was a growing up in Puerto Rico. The recipe had been handed down for many generations.

Alex had always enjoyed cooking. Even when Allyson was alive, he spent more time in the kitchen than she did. It was the only household chore that gave him pleasure.

It served as a creative outlet, offering at least a temporary escape from the constant pressures of his life.

Carmen placed two glasses and two sets of silverware on the table and sat. She didn’t speak.

To Alex, she seemed distracted. “How many dumplings?”

“Three, I guess.”

Alex filled her plate and placed it in front of her. “You’re a million miles away. What’s on your mind?”

“Nothing.” With an elbow on the table, she rested her chin on her hand and picked through her food with a fork.

Alex prepared his plate and sat at the table. “Something’s up. What is it?”

“I already know the answer. Don’t worry about it.”

“What answer? What am I not supposed to worry about?”

Carmen stared at her food. “Some of my friends are going on a camping trip to Lake Kissimmee.”

Alex shook his head, “I don’t think so.”

“See, I told you.” Carmen rolled her eyes.

“Told me what?

“I knew you’d say no.”

“I can’t let you go off somewhere with people I don’t know, especially over night. Anything could happen.” Alex took a bite of his chicken.

“There will be parents there.”

“Who will be there?” Alex said as he chewed his food.

“Amanda Carter’s parents, Stacy Grimes’ parents.”

“I don’t know them.”

“You don’t know anyone if they don’t work with you.” Carmen still picked through her food. “You don’t even talk to anyone at my softball games. There are lots of parents there, but you always keep to yourself. People think you’re just stuck up. My friends ask me why you’re so anti-social.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“How can it not matter?” Carmen raised her voice now. “Don’t you care what people think of you? Or what they think of me?”

“I don’t know any of those people, so you’re not going.” He cut through his chicken with far greater force than was required. The knife and fork scraped on the plate making a sharp grating sound that sent chills through Carmen.

Alex looked down and let out a sigh.

Carmen sat quietly for a moment. “Mom would’ve let me.”

“You mother isn’t here!” Alex slammed his knife on the table.

They both sat, saying nothing for a very awkward minute. “I’m sorry.” Alex said finally, “I just can’t let anything happen to you. I couldn’t deal with that.”

“That’s a bit selfish. Don’t you think? I don’t get to experience life, just so you don’t have to worry.” Carmen calmly got up, placed her plate in the sink and went to her room.

“Don’t try to use guilt on me. I’ve become numb to it.” Alex sat silently for a moment then continued to eat.

_________


 


 


“It’s finished,” Liz said, when Alex answered the phone, “assuming there’s no further information.”

“That was fast.”

“When you have the right evidence you can move quickly. Besides, we don’t want to give this guy anymore time, especially now that my name is on the list.”

“When can we see it?”

“I’d like to come in the morning if possible.”

“How early can you be here? I have a press conference at ten.” Alex looked at his watch.

“When do you want me?”

“Actually, afternoon would be better. How ‘bout three o’clock?

“I may have to push back a couple of appointments but that should be fine. I’ll see you then.”

Alex hung up and dialed Rachel’s cell. “I want to do a DNA sweep at the dealership. Can we do it?”

“You can’t force anyone to submit samples without a warrant.” She said. “Do you have probable cause to get a warrant?”

“No, and I realize we can’t force them, but what if we ask for voluntary cooperation?”

Rachel laughed, “Good luck with that.”

“We can approach it as a way to narrow the field. I don’t really expect everyone to cooperate, but we may get a reaction. If anyone objects too strenuously, we know who to take a closer look at.”

“When do you want to do this?” she asked.

“Tomorrow, after lunch, around one. I’m holding a press conference at ten. Kind of a pre-emptive strike.”

“And you want me to be there, right?”

“I thought, maybe you could persuade more of them to cooperate.”

“And why would you think that?”

“Because, you’re not a cop. You’re with the DA’s office. It seems more official.”

“Well, I guess I don’t have anything more important to be doing. I’ll come by the station for lunch and we’ll go from there.”

“Sounds great. See you then.” Alex hung up the phone and smiled at himself. It actually felt like he may be making progress.

 







Chapter Twelve

 


 


The rain came sideways from the west in sheets so heavy that they sometimes completely obscured the building from view. The nearest parking space Alex could find was at least thirty yards from the door.

“This is crazy,” Carmen said. “You want to wait ‘till it lets up a little?”

“We could be here all night.” Alex said. “Let’s just go for it. Are you ready?”

“Not really, but okay.”

“Try to point your umbrella into the wind so it doesn’t turn inside-out.”

On a count of three, they deployed their umbrellas and ran toward the front door. Carmen squealed as she ran splashing through the two inches of water that covered the entire parking lot. “Oh my God!” she said when they finally made it to cover.

A young man held the door for them. “Welcome to Raphael’s.”

Alex wanted to cancel in light of the weather but, he had promised Carmen a dinner out of the house. Besides, it may be quite a while before he would get another chance.

The rain, although a nuisance now, could be something to laugh about later. This would be a chance to make up for at least some of the times that he couldn’t be there. An evening together, just the two of them.

They were led to a table in the middle of the room. “Actually, could we have a booth by the window?” Carmen asked. “I see several empty ones.”

“Of course.” said the young man. He led them to a corner booth that overlooked the water. “Your server will be with you shortly.” he said with a strong Cuban accent as he handed them two menus.

“You can’t see the water for the rain.” Alex joked, looking out the window.

Carmen smiled. It was nice to see her father show a sense of humor for a change.

Raphael’s was situated on the south shore of Lake Duval. It was owned by a second generation Cuban immigrant family. When it opened three years ago, it was operated and staffed only by family, but the popularity grew much faster than even they had hoped. It was now one of the most beloved restaurants in town, and employed almost thirty people. The authentic Cuban cuisine rivaled that of any Miami establishment. It offered the rich influences of Spanish, African and Caribbean flavors that gave Cuban food its unique flair.

Alex studied the menu. Although he knew he had no reason, Alex felt awkward. What would they talk about? What did they have in common? It was then that he realized just how much of Carmen’s life had passed him by. Even while living under the same roof, they had lost touch. The only communication they had was the handing down of rules and the passing of judgment on one another.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been a bigger part of your life.” He said finally, trying to break the ice.

“That was out of nowhere.”

“No, really. I feel like I’ve let you down in so many ways.”

Carmen studied the menu. “It’s okay Dad, really. I think it’s helped me be more independent.” She looked up at her father. “You know, making small decisions for myself. I don’t think I’m turning out too bad.”

“No, you seem to be doing just fine.” Alex looked over his menu. “So, what’s new in your life?” he asked, without looking up.

“Are you sure you really want to know?”

“Of course I do.”

“Well, don’t get upset, but Janet, my nurse, came to take me to lunch the other day.”

Alex sat silent for a moment, determined to keep his thoughts to himself. He realized Carmen needed an adult companion, someone to look to for advice or just to listen to her feelings, but he was not comfortable with Janet being that person. But, he needed to trust Carmen to make the right choices. She was growing into a responsible young woman. “So, she took you to lunch? What did you talk about?” he asked as calmly as he could.

“We talked about a lot of things. Don’t worry. I didn’t give away any family secrets, if that’s what you mean.”

“What kind of things?”

“We talked about what it was like to grow up without parents being involved in our lives. We talked about growing up without a mother, and how much we have in common. She actually makes me feel better about my own life, for how lucky I am to have a father who truly loves me.” She looked up from the menu to meet her father’s eyes.

“I do love you, you know.” Maybe he had rushed to judgment about Janet. Carmen certainly seemed to like her.

“What are you doing?” he asked, as Carmen raised her hand and waived in the air.

“Rachel just came in. She’s over there. Here she comes.”

“Huh, I wonder what she’s doing here.”

“I invited her.” Carmen said. “I thought you too should have a chance to visit and talk outside the office. You know, something other than business.”

“You invited her? Why? Don’t you think you should have consulted with me before…”

“Sorry I’m late.” Rachel said with a smile, as she approached them. “The rain slowed me down a bit.”

With a look of surprise, Alex stood and extended his hand and glanced at Carmen, who had a broad smile, like she had just done something to be proud of.

“Oh God,” Rachel blushed, “You weren’t expecting me.”

“I wasn’t made aware that you would be coming,” he said as he shot Carmen another look, “but, here you are. Have a seat.” He forced a smile and motioned for her to sit next to Carmen.

“Well, this is awkward. Maybe I should go.”

“Don’t be silly. It’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting you, that’s all.”

She looked at Carmen, who had made room for her to sit. “If you’re sure it’s okay.”

“Sit.” Carmen demanded. She slapped her hand down on the seat.

“I can put your umbrella over her with ours.” Alex offered, “I have plenty of room.”

Rachel removed her windbreaker and handed it, along with the wet umbrella, to Alex and sat beside Carmen as the waiter approached.

“Would you like a menu?” he asked her.

“Yes, thank you.”

“My name is Raul,” the young man said, “Could I start you off with something from the bar?”

“I would like a Patron Margarita, rocks with salt.”

“Very good.” The waiter said. He turned his attention toward Alex. “And for you sir?”

“I wasn’t planning to drink when it was just me and my daughter.”

Rachel cocked her head to the side, as if to say come on, have a drink.

“Okay, I’ll have the same.”

“And for the young lady?” he said looking at Carmen.

“I’ll have a Dr. Pepper.”

“Very good. I’ll return shortly.” The young man turned to leave.

“So how are you two?” Rachel asked.

“Fine.” Alex said. “I have a press conference to get ready for in the morning.”

“I remember. You told me about that when you asked about the DNA sweep.” Rachel said. “What are you going to say?”

“No shop talk tonight. Please?” Carmen said.

“Sorry.” They both said together.

Now Alex really did feel uncomfortable. In the months after Allyson’s death, he and Rachel had consoled each other, in a strictly non-physical way, until his guilt forced him to distance himself from her. Now, it felt strangely like a blind date, where he knew nothing about the person across the table. He sat quietly for a moment, smiling, waiting for someone to speak.

Rachel must have sensed Alex’s discomfort. She turned her attention to Carmen. “So, how is school?”

“It’s okay, I guess. I have a test in American History Monday, over the Civil War.”

“Well, you know, I was a history major in college. If you need help getting ready, let me know.” Rachel said. “I’m sort of a Civil War buff.”

“Really? I hate it. All the dates and places. We have to learn about events, but they never tell us how they tie together, like Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. We read it, but what‘s it all about? All the teacher says is that it was his ‘greatest speech’.”

“Did you talk about the battle of Gettysburg?”

“Yeah. It was some battle in Pennsylvania.”

“Gettysburg was the bloodiest three days in American history. Did you know there were more casualties in that three day battle than in the entire Vietnam war?”

“See, that’s what I mean. They teach us these little chunks of history but they don’t really go into what it all means.”

“There are some inconsistencies but the estimated losses for both sides totaled between forty-six and fifty-one thousand. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address was given at the dedication ceremony of the national cemetery that was made in Gettysburg after the battle.” Rachel explained. “If you know the battle and the significance of the losses for both sides, his speech is actually very touching. It was about remembering the sacrifices men made for a cause that was greater than themselves.”

“My teacher never told us that.”

The waiter returned with their drinks and took their orders.

“So what did you study in college?” Carmen asked her father.

“I really don’t remember.” Alex spoke for the first time since ordering his drink. “That was a long time ago.”

“Yeah, you are getting pretty old.” Carmen teased.

“He probably didn’t have much time to study between parties.” Rachel Smiled.

She does have a nice smile. Alex began to realize he was looking at her more and more. She really was an attractive woman. The way her long brown hair framed her well tanned face and dark brown eyes gave the impression that she could have easily been Carmen’s mother. His thoughts turned to Allyson and once again he began to feel uncomfortable.

The rest of the meal was spent over idle chit chat and Alex was glad when it was finally over.

_________


 


 


Alex had held press conferences in the past. He had learned how to control the conversation and the information that was made public. Today, he would not allow himself to be bullied. He studied his notes and went over possible questions in his mind, deciding which ones he would address and, on which ones to withhold comment.

The storms from the night before had moved on, and the morning sun was working hard to dry the ground. The podium and media equipment were set up in front of the main entrance to the building, with the sign over the door clearly identifying this as the Cypress Village Police Department. Alex had made the decision to hold the conference outdoors. In his mind, this gave the impression that they were out working the case, rather than sitting inside waiting for information to come to them.

Lt. Phelps and one uniformed officer accompanied him outside.

As he approached the podium he was surprised by the number of reporters in the audience. Some he recognized, others he did not. He drew a deep breath and prepared himself for the ambush.

“Good morning, I’m Detective Sergeant Alex Mendez with the Cypress Village Police violent crimes unit. I’d like to thank everyone for coming.” He placed his hands on either side of the podium. “As I’m sure many of you are aware, there have been two sexual assaults on local residents reported to police in the past four days. Through DNA evidence found on both victims, our forensic investigators have determined that both were the victims of one assailant. Neither victim has been able to make an identification of their attacker. We are currently working with a forensic psychologist to develop a psychological profile on the suspect.”

“So are we to understand that the assailant is, as of yet, unidentified?” one reporter asked.

“It seems that you’ve already identified him, The Trailside Stalker.” Alex tried to use humor to lighten the mood, but soon realized it was in poor taste, given the seriousness of the crimes. His audience seemed to agree, as no one smiled. “As I said, we do have DNA on the suspect, but as of this morning, we have been unable to find a match in the statewide database.”

Several other reporters tried to ask questions, all raising their hands, speaking over one another. Alex held up his hand, “Please hold your questions until I have completed the official statement. I will then be happy to address them. Now, there are other facts in the case that we would like to put forward. Both of the victims were attacked while jogging alone. We have evidence that suggests the possible use of a sedating medication being injected, causing an amnesiac effect on the victims. Neither has been able to offer a physical description of the assailant. We strongly encourage any women who wish to participate in outdoor activities, to do so with at least one partner. It would be best if there were organized groups but we recommend at least a partner. This will tend to discourage any possible attacks. We do have other similarities between the two cases but we will withhold comment on any further details. Now if you have questions…”

“You’re advising women run in pairs.” said one reporter. “What if there is more than one assailant?”

“We have no reason to believe that there is more than one person responsible.”

“Do you expect more rapes?” asked another.

“That is certainly a possibility. That’s why we are asking women not to jog alone.”

“Samantha Stone, Village Herald. We have heard that there is an investigation into a security breach at a local car dealership that involves financial information being stolen. Can you confirm this?”

Alex was not prepared to answer these questions. How did word of this get to the press? “It is my understanding that there has been a breach in the computer files, but that case is being investigated by the District Attorney’s office. I have no direct knowledge so I cannot comment.”

“Detective, what about the rumors that the two rape victims were among those on the list from the dealership?” Stone asked.

Alex was speechless. His pulse quickened as his mind scrambled, searching for the correct response. “We have no evidence to suggest a connection and no reason to believe the two cases are related at this time.” He lied.

“I’m sorry folks,” Lt Phelps said as he stepped beside Alex, “That will be all. Thank you”

Both men turned to walk away. The group of reporters was now like a school of sharks in a feeding frenzy. “So you deny a connection?” one reporter shouted over the others who were all asking similar questions. Alex and the Lieutenant escaped to the safety inside the building.

“What the fuck?” shouted Phelps. “How the hell did that get out?”

Alex had no answer. He was asking himself the same question.

The two men walked back to the violent crimes division. “I want everyone in the conference room now.” shouted Phelps. “Now!






Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Alex held the door as Rachel and two forensic technicians entered the dealership’s showroom. “I’ve talked to the general manager. He should have everyone assembled in the break room.” she told him.

“I hope they cooperate.” Alex still felt a twinge of anxiety, talking to her after the awkward dinner last night.

“So, the press conference didn’t go so well, huh”

“Where did you hear that?”

“I saw it on TV.”

“Great. So I wonder if anyone here has seen it.”

“It doesn’t matter. They’ll hear it from us anyway when we ask for samples.”

“True.” Alex said as he let out a sigh.

The two of them, along with the techs, were escorted to the break room by Raymond Greer. “Do you know what you will say?” Alex asked as they paused outside the door.

“What do you mean, what I’m gonna say?” She smiled, “I’m just here for moral support.”

Alex looked at her without expression.

“Relax, I’m teasing. This started as my investigation. They already know me, so I’ll talk to them.”

“You scared the crap out of me.” He replied.

Greer opened the door to the break room and motioned for them to proceed, then followed them inside.

“Okay, listen up people.” He said to the room. “You all remember Mrs. Summers, it is Mrs., right?”

“Ms,” said Rachel, “I’m not married.”

“Right, Ms. Summers. It seems there have been some new developments in the hacking case. She wanted the opportunity to speak with you all again.”

No one in the room spoke.

“Good afternoon.” Rachel said. There was still no response. “As I’m sure some of you have heard there have been two sexual assaults since I started this investigation.”

“What does that have to do with us?” a voice came from the back of the room.

“I’m getting to that. We are asking for your cooperation in helping us narrow the field of potential suspects. The reason we are here is both of the assault victims were on the list of files stolen in the security breach at this dealership. We are asking for your voluntary submission to DNA screening to eliminate, hopefully everyone here, as a suspect.” Rachel scanned the room, once again looking for any tell tale sign of guilt.

“Do you have a warrant?” It was a familiar voice.

“Why, Mr. Dupree, nice to see you again.” Rachel said. “In answer to your question, no, we don’t have a warrant. If need be, we could get one, but we are hoping for everyone’s cooperation. If there is nothing to hide, then there is nothing to fear.”

“So you think someone here is a rapist?” he asked looking around the room at the other employees.

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. We just have to investigate any and all leads. We don’t suspect anyone here any more or less than we have reason to. By submitting to this screening, you can clear yourself and we’ll move on.” Rachel walked across the front of the room. “The process will be a simple swab inside your cheek. You will, of course, be required to sign a statement of voluntary submission of the sample and a chain of custody form. The procedure takes just a few seconds to complete, you can then go on about your day.” Rachel again scanned the room. There were no more objections. “Okay. Our forensic technicians will pass out the necessary forms for you to fill out. We will need to see a photo ID when you are being swabbed.”

The technicians passed out the paperwork handing each employee two forms.

Rachel approached Mr. Greer who was standing in the corner by the door. “Is there a roster of all the employees so we can make sure no one is missed?” she said quietly.

“I’ll get one from Glenda, she’s our HR manager.” Greer left the room and returned a short time later. He and Rachel quietly went over the list, looking about the room, matching names with faces. “The only two missing are on the sales floor. I can send them back when there are a couple of people to replace them. We are still open for business you know.”

“I understand, and I appreciate your cooperation.

“I appreciate your discretion,” Greer said.

The room was quiet, except for the sounds of pens scratching on paper as the men filled out the forms. Rachel motioned for Alex to follow her outside the room. Once in the hall, she closed the door behind them. “About last night, I’m sorry. I didn’t know Carmen hadn’t told you about inviting me.”

Alex blushed. “No, no. Don’t feel bad. It wasn’t your fault.” He folded his arms across his chest, but realized this was a defensive posture. He’d seen it hundreds of times while interrogating suspects. He relaxed them to his sides. “I was just surprised, that’s all. Carmen could have told me.”

“Would you have objected, you know, if she told you?”

Alex turned to look through the window, into the break room. He wanted to change the subject, but couldn’t think of anything to say. Why am I so uncomfortable? He realized she was waiting for an answer. “No, I wouldn’t have objected.” he said, finally, “I would have been better prepared for conversation. I must have looked like a school boy who didn’t know how to act around the opposite sex.”

“You did.” Rachel chuckled. “You seemed very awkward. I was laughing inside. It was actually adorable.”

“I’ve never been accused of being adorable.” Alex put his hands in his pockets and stared at the floor.

“Don’t look now, but you’re doing it again.” Rachel laughed. “Anyway, I just wanted to apologize.”

“No problem. Now, let’s just leave it in the past and move on.”

“Consider it left.” she said. “So, how was the aftermath of your press conference?”

“Phelps was livid.” Alex shook his head. “He wants blood. He just doesn’t know whose.” Alex avoided eye contact by looking through the window into the break room. “He has people calling the reporters, trying to find the leak. The only people outside the unit that know anything are you and Dr. Reynolds, the one working on the profile.”

“We can’t reveal our sources.” Rachel said, making quotation marks in the air.

“Speaking of profiles, Dr. Reynolds is supposed to be at the station around three to go over what she has come up with.” Alex turned to look at Rachel. “Are you interested?”

She nodded. “I’ll come check it out.”

The technicians had set up two stations, one at either end of a long table. As each sample was taken, the men signed the chain of custody form and a tape seal, then witnessed it being placed around the cap on their sample. One by one, the men left the room as each procedure was completed.

When the room was empty, Rachel approached Mr. Greer. “Was that everyone?”

“Everyone but two. Jerry Patterson and Richard Webb. They refused to submit. They’re our self proclaimed law experts. They said it was a violation of their right to privacy and something about illegal search and seizure.”

Rachel laughed out loud.

“Well, we can run the ones we have. If need be, we can get a warrant for the remaining two, unless you can convince them.” Alex said. “Explain the desire to do it without the attention it will bring on them.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“What about you? Did you give a sample?” Alex said.

“You can’t be serious.” Greer seemed offended by the very idea. “I am the manager of this establishment. Do you really think I could jeopardize the entire business by being involved in something so vile?”

“That’s a judgment that only the forensics lab can make.” Alex said.

Rachel quietly talked to one of the forensic techs, who then approached Greer with the paperwork and swab kit.

“This is preposterous.” Greer snatched the papers from the technician and sat at a table. He quickly filled in the required information then opened his mouth to allow his sample to be taken.

“Thanks for cooperating.” Rachel said. “And besides, you’ll look better to your employees.”

Greer shook his head in disgust and left the room.

“That went well.” Rachel said

“Didn’t hurt a bit.”

_________


 


 


Liz sat on the edge of a table in the conference room chatting with the other detectives while she waited for Alex to return from his previous mission. She made small talk, a little background on herself, how she became a profiler. It was never her dream. She just fell into it. After her psychiatric residency, her father, who was a retired U.S. Marshall, had pulled some strings with a friend in the FBI. She was invited to a training program for criminal profiling.

“Have you ever caught anyone?” asked Morris, one of the other detectives in the unit.

“That’s your job. All I do is help point you guys in the right direction.” she smiled.

“Sorry I’m running late.” Alex said, “I had a…thing…then...”

“I took him out to lunch before going to the dealership.” Rachel said. “He’s a little embarrassed to be seen with me I think.”

“We discussed the case.” Alex said with a defensive tone, as he looked about the room. “What is everyone looking at?”

Everyone laughed, especially Rachel.

“Can we get on with this?” he said, with a blush.

“I’m rather enjoying this.” said Liz, who couldn’t help but laugh too.

“What’s so funny in here?” Phelps barked from the door.

“Nothing, we were just about to hear Dr. Reynolds’ profile.” said Morris.

Phelps was obviously still upset from the press conference. Or maybe he was just being his normal self. Alex couldn’t be sure. There wasn’t much difference. “Come on in sir. You should probably hear this.” Alex said.

Phelps crossed his arms and leaned against the wall in the back of the room. “Please proceed doctor.”

Liz pointed to a large poster that stood on an easel. It displayed a chart with various diagrams. “This is your suspect,” she said, “a schematic representation of him, if you will. I’ve taken into consideration, all of the facts from both of the assaults and what we have from the dealership. I developed this profile with the rapes alone, then with the information from the dealership thrown into the mix. And actually, the difference was only slight.” Liz flipped to the next page, which showed two dictionary type definitions. “When developing a criminal profile, we must break the evidence down into two main categories, the MO and the signature. I’m sure you are all aware of what MO means to law enforcement. To a profiler, the MO is what the suspect needs, to commit the attacks. In this case, he needs the cover of darkness. He needs restraints, such as plastic zip ties. He needs a place to take his victims in order to carry out the sexual assault. And, he needs time. This person was very organized. He planned these attacks out, well in advance and probably stalked his victims before hand, to learn their routines. To spend this much time planning, he probably lives alone. He doesn’t have anyone to question his whereabouts.”

Liz looked around the room, “Simple stuff right?”

Most nodded.

“The signature, on the other hand, represents the needs within him that are being filled, or the gratification he receives by carrying out the assaults.” She smiled looking about the room again.

“Here is who I believe you should be looking for.” She flipped to another page. “A white male in his mid thirties to mid forties. I believe he is old enough to have been involved in multiple failed relationships, yet young enough to still possess the physical strength to over power and control his victims. According to forensics, he has the sperm count, of a young, healthy man. And, as I just said, I believe he lives alone.

I believe, because of the type of women he targets, he has been in failed relationships, possibly multiple divorces. Both women are of approximately the same age, the same social status and very similar in physical appearance. Is everyone with me so far?”

All acknowledged, so she continued. “He may have recently suffered the ending of a relationship. This could explain the sudden start in the activity. I believe that these victims represent those, who he feels, have hurt him in the past, or something he has lost. He doesn’t accept the responsibility of his own failure to relate with others on a meaningful level, therefore he does not accept responsibility for his failed relationships. He blames those who have hurt him. These women, the victims, serve as surrogates, if you will, for those toward whom he feels the need to retaliate. He leaves them in remote locations and takes their clothing leaving them lost, naked, and alone, feeling very vulnerable and humiliated. I believe this is how he has been made to feel by those who have hurt him.”

She scanned the room again, making eye contact with Alex. “He may compensate for his lack of self esteem by being overly talkative or outgoing, trying to impress people with his superior intellect, especially in public around women, while he is in fact, intimidated by women in a more intimate setting. This is an over compensation for his insecurity involving those of the opposite sex. Can I get an Amen?” She looked around the room. “Just making sure everyone was still awake.” She smiled.

Several small chuckles floated around the room.

“That, I believe, is his personality. But what about his background? With the lack of physical evidence other than semen, and I’ll address that shortly, I feel that he most likely has a background in medical or forensic sciences.”

There was muffled chatter around the room.

“He is of above average intelligence. He knows what investigators look for. And, the possibility that his victims were injected with some type of sedating drug, leads me toward the medical background. He is most likely in a position that gives him access to these medications. It also gives a clue as to his personality. A sedating drug would serve two functions. First, it would create the amnesiac effect that we have seen in the two victims, which would make it more difficult to for them give any type of description or report. Secondly, having his victims unconscious, would serve as a barrier to the reality that his victims are human. By sedating them he would not have to endure their pleading and negotiating, thereby, dehumanizing them. He doesn’t want to feel guilt.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” said Sean, “but on that subject, the tox screens came back negative. They were done on the blood of both victims. I’ve suggested a urine specimen if there is another case. A drug that is metabolized quickly and excreted in the urine won’t be evident in blood after only a few hours, but it may be found in the urine for some time, until the bladder is emptied, actually.”

“Exactly.” Liz said. “Thanks for your input. We cannot rule out the use of a sedating medication. Are there any questions so far?”

There was no response, so she continued. “This brings me to the most troubling part. Why would someone be so meticulous as to leave not a shred of physical evidence as far as hair, fibers, or other trace evidence, but still make no attempt to prevent semen from being found? He is obviously aware of DNA technology.”

No one spoke. It was as if the entire room was mesmerized by Liz.

“Arrogance.” She said, “He knows that his DNA is not in any database. He knows there is no way to identify him, because you can’t match the DNA found on the victims to him, without obtaining a sample from him directly, and to do that you must identify him. He believes he has us chasing our own tail, so to speak. Now…if my assessment is accurate, and I believe it is, these attacks will only pacify him for a short time, until the thrill is gone. For many serial rapists or killers, the thrill of the attack acts like a drug. It fills some need for him. You could use the analogy of a drug addict. As with any addictive substance, as a tolerance is built up over time, he must increase the dose to achieve the desired effect. With our suspect, the attack and control he exerts over his victims is his drug. He must increase both the intensity and most likely the frequency of the thrill or he will become bored. As he does this, a simple rape, in which he releases his victims afterward, will no longer satisfy his needs. He will have to increase the dose, if you will.” Liz made quotation marks in the air. “My fear is, if he isn’t stopped soon, he will increase the frequency of the attacks until they no longer achieve the desired effects. When that point is reached gentlemen…He will kill.”

The room was silent for several seconds

“When do you think he would reach that point?” Alex asked, finally.

“It’s difficult to predict. We can assume that this is his first series of attacks, unless of course, he has been active elsewhere and has just moved to this area. If these are his first attacks, they came in rapid succession, three days apart. This is alarming because it indicates a strong need within him. Things could escalate quickly.”

“Samuels,” Alex said, “check to see if there have been any similar cases anywhere else that have been unsolved over the past few months. If so, there may be DNA that we could match to ours. At least we’d know if there is a larger pattern that we haven’t discovered.”

“I’ll get on it.” Samuels said, “but, you know, listening to this kinda gave me the creeps. It almost sounds like that weird doctor in the ER. What’s his name? Levine?”

Alex pondered the possibility. “You know, now that you mention it, there are some eerie similarities. I’ll see what I can find on this guy.” Alex said. “Dr. Reynolds, thank you very much. You’ve been most helpful.”






Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Alex typed the name into the database. Levine, Jacob. Seven file summaries were displayed. Beside each was a police photo. “Hello doctor.” He said to himself. He clicked the file and read the history.

Levine, Jacob M. Date of birth 16 Sep, 1965

Arrested: 23 Mar, 1998.

Felony

Charge: 1. sexual assault on a minor.

2. Indecency with a minor.

Disposition: Dismissed 16 May, 1998, insufficient evidence.

 


His pulse quickened as he read. Having the charges dismissed meant that Levine would not be registered as a sex offender. He needed to find more information. He checked public records. Levine has lived at his current address since 2001. Married and divorced three times. Most recent divorce finalized three weeks ago. Maybe this was the trigger. Alex needed more. He needed DNA, but without physical evidence to connect him to the attacks, he knew he couldn’t get a warrant. He had to talk to him.

Samuels sat at her desk searching the state database for unsolved sexual assaults when Alex approached. “So far I’m coming up empty.” she said. “There have been several cases throughout the state but arrests have been made in all but two. I’ve contacted those agencies but the attacks don’t fit with our guy.”

“Keep at it. Check NCIC. Look for similar cases in other states. I’m going to the hospital. I want to talk to Dr. Levine and get a copy of his work schedule for the past week. If he was working when the assaults occurred, we can rule him out.”

Alex made the ten minute drive to the hospital in hopes that Levine would be there. He parked in the ‘physicians only’ lot adjacent to the ER.

He approached the sliding door at the ambulance entrance. The door didn’t open. He punched numbers into the security pad but still no response. Placing his hands on either side of his eyes, he pressed his face to the glass to get a look inside. Maybe he could get someone’s attention. He saw a nurse walk past the doors. He knocked on the door and held up his badge. She turned and walked toward the door which automatically opened.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Hi, I’m Detective Mendez. Is Dr. Levine on duty?”

“Not right now. I think he comes in at three.”

Alex looked at his watch. Two twenty. “Could I speak with the doctor on duty please? I’m investigating two sexual assaults. I just have some technical questions.”

Alex leaned against the counter of the nurse’s station to wait. The doctor was sitting in front of a computer. The nurse approached him and leaned to say something in his ear. The doctor turned and looked at Alex, then stood and approached him.

“Detective Sergeant Alex Mendez.” Alex said, offering his hand.

“Martin Chambers. How can I help you?” He shook Alex’s hand.

“I just have a couple of questions. I’m investigating the two sexual assaults that occurred last week.”

“Let’s sit.” The doctor said as he led Alex to a chair beside his. “I just don’t want to be in earshot of the public.”

Alex sat. “Thanks. As I was saying, I’m investigating the two sexual assaults that occurred last week. We think it’s possible that the victims were injected with a drug of some kind, something that could render them unconscious and cause them not to remember the attacks.” Alex noticed a copy of the doctor’s schedule for the month posted on a board above the computer. He quickly scanned it as he spoke. “Is there a specific medication that could cause that type of effect?”

“Well, there are several actually. Any of the benzodiazepines would cause amnesia if given in sufficient quantities, but I would say Versed would be the most effective. It’s a very powerful drug, concentrated into a small volume of fluid. It would be very easy to inject a dose large enough to cause a loss of consciousness and amnesia.”

“How much would it take and how quickly does it take effect?

“That depends on the route. If it’s given IV, five milligrams would do it and it would take effect in seconds. If it was IM, or in the muscle, it would take longer, three or four minutes, but IM would take a higher dose, probably ten milligrams.

“And how long would it be detectable in the blood?”

“It’s a relatively short acting drug with a half life of roughly four hours. It’s eliminated by the kidneys so it would only show up in blood for maybe six, eight hours max.”

“What about in the urine?”

“It would show up in urine for several more hours unless the bladder has been emptied after the drug exited the bloodstream.”

“And how difficult would it be for a non-medical person to obtain?”

“Only a licensed health care provider or nurse would have access to it, legally. Although, it’s amazing what drugs show up on the streets.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Am I to understand that you suspect someone in the medical field?” Dr. Chambers asked.

“Well, it’s a possibility. We don’t have confirmation that a drug was used at all, but it does offer an explanation for the loss of memory.”

“Good afternoon detective.” Dr. Levine said, as he placed a gym bag on the floor next to the chair.

“You’re just the man I wanted to see.” Alex said.

“Oh really? What did you need to see me about?”

“The two sexual assault cases. I know you were only here for one of them. I believe you ordered a blood test on her to determine if there were any drugs present. Do you remember what the results were?”

“Which one would that be? I’m bad with names.”

“Mrs. Dixon. The only one who came in on your shift.”

“Ahh yes, Mrs. Dixon. I believe the blood test was negative.”

“Did you order a urine drug screen on her?”

“I don’t believe I did. Why?”

Alex rubbed his forehead for effect. “Well, you told me that night, when I asked if she would be discharged, that you had done a CT scan because you wanted to rule out a head injury. You said the scan was normal but you were waiting to see toxicology tests to see if she could have been drugged. You were trying to find a cause for her memory loss. Do you recall telling me that?”

“Yes, I recall.”

“If you suspected the use of a drug, why wouldn’t you request a urine drug screen? I was just discussing the type of drug that may have been used with Dr. Chambers here. He said that… what was the name of the drug you suggested?” He asked, looking at Chambers.

“Versed.”

“Yes, Versed. He told me Versed would be the most likely to have been used. He also told me that it would be undetectable in the blood after six to eight hours, but it should show up in the urine for several more hours. Now, I would assume that you have as much knowledge about medications as Dr. Chambers here, so I’m wondering Dr. Levine, why would you not order a urine drug screen?”

“What are you suggesting detective?” Levine moved close to Alex’s face.

“I’m not suggesting anything. I just want to know why you, who I would assume to be a competent emergency room physician, would not order a basic toxicology test when he suspected the presence of a drug.”

“Who are you to question how I practice medicine?” Levine raised his voice. “I don’t like the implication of your questions and I certainly don’t have to explain my decisions to you.”

Alex had struck a nerve. The good doctor was off balance. “Why are you being so defensive doctor? I’m not implying or suggesting any wrong doing. I just have unanswered questions in my investigation. I have to follow all possible leads.” Alex looked him in the eye without blinking. “By the way, can you tell me where you were on the third, fourth, six and seventh of this month? You know, last week when these rapes occurred?”

“You know I was here when Mrs. Dixon was brought in.”

“I know you were here when she was brought in, but the attack occurred the night before. Can you tell me where you were?”

“Detective, this is not the place for this. You’re making a scene.” said Dr. Chambers.

“My apologies.” He said to Chambers, without taking his eyes off Levine.

“This conversation is over.” Levine said. “I don’t have to answer any of your questions.”

“No sir, you don’t, but it seems to me that someone with nothing to hide would be more cooperative.” Alex winked at Levine and walked to the sliding door. “I may have a few more questions for you later.”

“You will not come to my place of employment and interrogate me.” Levine glared at Alex.

“Fine,” Alex said as he walked toward the door, “If you prefer, we can do it at mine.”






Chapter Fifteen

 


 


Alex arrived back at the station at four forty five. After telling Samuels about his conversation with Levine, he instructed her to watch him. “He gets off work at eleven. I want to know where he goes and what he does. I need to figure a way to get his DNA.”

“I had plans tonight.” Samuels protested.

“Change them. You want to be a detective. It’s time to get your feet wet. Follow him, but don’t let him notice you. I don’t want him to know he’s being watched. You know what he looks like, right?”

“Yea. I’ll recognize him. What if he just goes home and goes to bed?”

“If he goes to bed, stay for an hour after he turns off the lights. But I want you to be there if he leaves in the morning. Be there by six. Don’t make contact with him. You’re a ghost.”

Samuels had a spring in her step, as she left the department. Alex felt a wave of dread wash over him. He hoped he was doing the right thing. The feeling of dread was soon replaced with a chuckle. Alex pictured her going to a sporting goods store, buying the most powerful pair of binoculars, and then stocking up on food and drink for her ‘stakeout’.

Her protest was for show. It was expected of her, but, it was obvious to him, that she was thrilled to be trusted with the assignment. Alex grabbed Liz’s profile from his desk and headed for the elevator.

“Mendez!” Phelps shouted from his office door. “My office.”

Alex stopped. He rolled his eyes as he turned toward Phelps. “Can’t it wait until morning?”

“Now” he snapped.

Alex walked toward Phelps’ office. “What now?” he grumbled to himself.

“Close the door.” Phelps said.

Alex closed the door behind him as he helped himself to a seat. “So, what’s so important?”

“Who knows about these cases outside this department?”

“Well now it seems as though everyone knows.” Alex smirked.

“You know what I’m talkin’ about, smart ass.”

“The only people that I know of are Dr. Reynolds and Rachel Summers from the DA’s office.”

“Well I think someone in this department has been leaking things to the press. I want to know who and why.”

“So, ask around. Maybe someone will confess.” Alex said. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“I want you to find out who it is. This is your case. You’re responsible for controlling information.”

“You want me to…” Alex stood, “Don’t you think I have a few things that are maybe just a little bit more important to be focusing on?”

“This unit isn’t that big. It shouldn’t be that difficult to figure out.”

“Fine I’ll ask around in the morning.” Alex sighed. “Anything else?”

“Yes. It seems that not only the connection to the dealership has been leaked but somehow, at least some of the names on that list as well. I got a call from Judge Pittman. He wants to know what we’re doing about it.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I had our best man working on it.” Phelps paused for a moment. “Don’t let me down Alex.”

Alex looked Phelps in the eye, searching for a hint of sincerity. He had never received a compliment from Phelps before. He didn’t know the man was capable. “I’ll do my best sir.”

_________


 


Kathy Samuels parked in the main lot. She positioned herself in a row with several other vehicles and a clear view of the two cars in the doctor’s lot next to the ER.

As a light rain began to cover her windshield, it became impossible to see her target. She pushed the mist button and cleared the windshield. She looked at the clock on her dashboard. It was ten thirty. Dr. Levine was scheduled to get off at eleven. She settled in and waited for him to emerge.

An ambulance pulled under the covered drive and the crew wheeled a patient inside. After twenty minutes the ambulance left, only to be replaced by another, then a third, this time with lights and siren. It was followed shortly by a fire engine that pulled between her and the doctor’s lot.

“Shit.” Samuels said out loud. She couldn’t see. It was nearly time for Levine to leave. She had to reposition herself so she wouldn’t miss him. She started her car and backed from the parking space. She made her way to the outer drive that encircled the facility. She saw a small auxiliary lot nearer the doctor’s lot but it didn’t offer the cover of the main lot. Turning right, she slowly drove past the ambulance entrance. She could see Dr. Levine standing at the ambulance doors, holding a gym bag. He was talking to someone but was obviously ready to leave. She moved past the doors and turned back onto the main drive. She could see in her mirror as he ran through the rain to his car, a black Mercedes E-class. She watched as he exited the lot and drove toward the rear entrance. She followed at a distance. “Where are you going doctor?’ she said out loud.

He made his way through town toward the northeast side. He turned left on Maple Run then right on Palmetto Court. She watched as he pulled into a driveway on the left near the cul-de-sac at the end of the street. She didn’t dare drive past, she would be spotted. She turned around in a driveway and made her way back to Maple Run. She turned left and drove a block, to the first opportunity to turn around. She drove back toward Palmetto and parked fifty yards from the intersection. From here, she would be able to see if he went anywhere. She turned off the ignition and waited as the rain continued to fall.

_________


 


 


The rapping on the window startled Samuels. She was blinded as the flashlight beam hit her eyes. “Roll down your window.” the officer was saying.

“Oh shit.” She said to herself, as she opened the window a couple of inches.

“Sleeping in a vehicle on a city street is against the law.” the officer said. “Could I see some identification please?”

Samuels removed her badge from her waist band and showed it to the officer, along with her department I.D. “I’m on a stakeout.” She told him. “I must have fallen asleep.”

“Who are you watching out here?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.” She looked at her watch, two-forty AM. She had been asleep for a while. “I’m sure my subject has gone to bed so I’ll be moving on.”

“You know, you might want to try some coffee or something next time, Officer Samuels.” He said as he returned her badge and I.D. “You have a good morning.”

She had only three and a half hours until she needed to be back. She drove to the nearest convenience store for a cup of coffee and a cinnamon roll then returned to Palmetto and parked at the far end of the cul-de-sac and waited.

_________


 


 


Alex sipped his coffee while he stared at the computer screen. On the Polk County public records page, he found the link for family court records. He typed: Levine, Jacob M. and his date of birth. The results were listed in two categories; Civil and Criminal. He searched the civil records and found the court documents for three marriage licenses and three divorce decrees.

The first License filed 18 June, 1989 and divorce decree filed 26 April, 1991. The second license filed 17 August, 1991 and divorce decree filed 8 March, 1993. The third license filed 14 September, 1994 and divorce decree filed 16 April 1998. He scanned the documents looking for the distribution of assets. The third marriage had resulted in one daughter, who was awarded to the mother. There were documents attached, including a record of arrest and subsequent dismissal of charges alleging sexual misconduct with his daughter. The dates coincided with the arrest record he found on his previous search. Alex wrote down the names of all three ex-wives and daughter.

“Merry Christmas.” Samuels said as she placed a small drinking glass on his desk. It contained what appeared to be a small amount of orange juice in the bottom.

“Happy New Year.” Alex said. “What’s this?”

“This is what you’ve been wishing for.”

“A leftover drop of OJ?”

“DNA.” she said. “I followed him home last night like you said. This morning he goes to a little café for breakfast.” Samuels slid the chair from her desk and turned it backwards in front of Alex. She sat facing him with her arms folded across the back. “I’m a little hungry, so I follow him inside. I sat at the counter and ordered a plate, so I would blend in. He ate his breakfast and left a tip on the table along with this glass. After he paid his check and left, I retrieved it.” Samuels let out a laugh, “I had to argue with the waitress but I won. I figure if he left it on the table it’s fair game. Now we don’t need a warrant to get his DNA.”

“I could kiss you.” Alex smiled

“You’re not my type.” She said, returning the smile.

“You might actually make a detective someday.” he said, “You just have to learn how to stay awake when you’re watching a suspect.”

“Hey Sleepy, how are the other dwarves?” one of the detectives joked as he walked by.

“Shit,” Samuels blushed, “news travels fast.”

“Anyway, good job Samuels. Let’s get it to forensics.”

Alex carried the glass to the forensics lab with Samuels following closely behind. “Sean, I have a rush.” He said across the room. “See if you can pull a DNA profile and a set of prints from this.”

“What is it?” Sean asked.

“It’s from my prime suspect in the rapes cases. I need to see if it’s a match for the DNA from the victims.”

“Okay, prints I can have in a couple of hours if there’s a match in IAFIS. DNA will be a couple of days.”

“Great.” Alex turned to leave. “What are you doing for lunch?” he asked Samuels as he returned to his desk.

“I’m meeting a friend. Why?”

“I was gonna treat you, but if you have plans, maybe some other time.”

“I appreciate it. Maybe tomorrow.” she said.

“Sure. I’ve actually got a lot to do today anyway. I need to find Levine’s daughter. I’ve got a few questions for her.”

“Do you need any help?”

“No. I’m fine. You go ahead and meet your friend.”

_________


 


Samuels parked in the street in front of the Village Herald offices. She looked around the parking lot and went inside. “I’m here to see Samantha Stone.” she said to the receptionist. “She’s expecting me.”

“One moment, I’ll let her know you’re here.” The receptionist dialed Samantha’s extension. “Ms. Stone, you have a visitor in the lobby.”

Samuels looked around the tastefully decorated lobby. She studied a case that contained framed articles from the past, along with industry recognitions of some of the reporters who had graced the pages of the Herald in its heyday.

“Hopefully, I’ll have a plaque in there someday.” Samantha said as she looked over Samuels’ shoulder.

“Hey baby,” Samuels turned and greeted her lover with a kiss

 







Chapter Sixteen

 


 


His sleep was interrupted by his cell phone. He probed at the night stand, searching blindly for his phone. “Mendez.” He looked at the glowing red numbers of the alarm clock. It was twelve forty. Alex had only been asleep for an hour. “I’ll be there in fifteen.” Alex washed his face and got dressed. He looked in on Carmen who was sleeping soundly. He wrote a short note telling her where he had gone then headed for the hospital.

A female uniformed officer greeted Alex as he approached the door to the exam room. “The nurse said it looks like the same assailant.” she said.

“Does she remember anything?”

“She’s pretty groggy. She remembers leaving her office after work around nine-thirty and was pushed to the ground from behind before she got to her car.” the officer explained. “Next thing she knew, she was naked and lost. A woman found her sitting on the side of the road out by the old marina. She called us.”

“The marina seems to be a favorite dumping ground.” Alex said. “So no description or any details?”

“That’s all she could tell us.”

Janet came from the exam room. “Hey detective. Looks like number three, I’m afraid. She’s definitely got something on board. She’s pretty out of it.

“That’s what I hear.” He handed Janet the evidence kit along with a small, sealed plastic cup. “I need a urine sample this time.”

“Sure thing.” she said. “So, I hear there may be a connection to a car dealership. Are they really related?”

“Where did you hear that?”

“On the radio. I heard your press conference.”

“I told them that we had no evidence of a connection but I guess it doesn’t matter what they are told. They report what they want.”

“So is it true?”

Alex took a deep breath. “Not a word. Okay?”

“Hey, my lips are sealed.” Janet said.

“The first two victims’ names were on a list of files stolen from the dealership’s computer. We’ve collected DNA samples from most of the male employees, but we don’t have any results yet. It’ll take a while to run all of them.”

“So, that’s how he’s choosing his victims?”

“It’s just a theory were working on. I do have another idea or two, but I can’t go into that right now.”

Janet looked down at the counter top. “Well, my patient should be ready. I’ll be out in a little while.” She knocked on the exam room door then disappeared inside.

Alex turned toward the officer, “Do you have her info?”

“Her name is Tracy Blackwell. She is co-owner of Prestige Financial, a mortgage brokerage here in town.”

“Do you have her address?”

“Let’s see, she lives at twenty four twelve Cypress Court. I believe that’s in The Cove.”

“That’s interesting,” Alex said. “Not only have all the victims lived in The Cove, but they are all connected to the real estate business. We have a real estate attorney, and real estate broker and a mortgage broker.”

“You think someone has a bone to pick over a house?”

“It may be nothing, but it’s an awfully interesting coincidence. I’ll bet she just bought a new car too, probably a Mercedes or Lexus.”

“I wonder if her name is on that list you were talking about.” the officer said.

“I’ll be surprised if she isn’t. Where is her office?”

“On Montague, next to the First State Bank.”

“A bank huh? Do the parking lots connect?” Alex said, his heart suddenly beating faster.

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“Because if it is, there may be security cameras covering the lot. There’s a chance that the whole thing was captured on video.”

Alex walked outside and dialed his phone. “This is detective Mendez. I need Sean Miller’s phone number, he works in the lab.” He wrote the number on the small notepad he kept in his pocket. “Thanks.” He hung up and dialed the number. “Sean, Hey, sorry to wake you, this is Mendez. I’ve got a question. Can you analyze video from a security camera?”

“It depends. Inside or outside?”

“Outside a bank.”

“We can watch it, but typically, the outside cameras are pretty low resolution. If it needs to be enhanced for detail we’ll have to send it out. Why?” Sean said.

“We’ve got a third victim, but I think we may have caught the attack on a bank security camera. I’m going when they open and see if anything was recorded. I’ll let you know if there’s anything to look at.”

 


Janet interviewed the woman, asking the routine questions about current sexual partners, medical history and life style. After which she took photographs to document the injuries to her face and hands and any other visual evidence. Janet then opened the evidence kit and did a quick inventory of the items. “Okay Ms. Blackwell, I’m going to start the exam now. I’ll tell you everything I’m going to do before I do it. Okay?”

“Yes, alright.”

Janet arranged the swabs and began the procedure. She took the blood tube from her pocket, opened the top and poured a small amount of cloudy liquid onto the pad that was under the patient. After performing the other swabs, Janet took a fresh swab and rolled the tip in the liquid she had poured from the tube. She placed the swab into the protective cover and sealed it. “All finished.” She said.

“That wasn’t so bad.” Ms. Blackwell said.

Janet gave her a set of paper scrubs to wear until she could replace them with her own clothes, she wished her well.

 


Alex had long since finished his coffee when Janet emerged from the room. “Except for the names, it’s like the identical case all three times. This guy’s nothing if not consistent.” She handed him the closed evidence kit and chain-of-custody form.

“Did you get urine?”

“I had to cath her, but I got it. The doc wanted a sample sent too.”

“Who’s the doc on tonight?” Alex asked.

“Dr. Meade. She’s from out of town, filling in for Parker. She seems pretty sharp.”

“Why’d she want the urine?”

“Just like the others, this lady can’t remember anything, so she ordered a urine drug screen.”

“When will the results come back?”

“An hour or so, but I can’t tell you what they are. It’s part of the patient’s medical record.”

“Yeah, I know, HIPPA.” He said. “So, are you finished with her?”

“I’m finished. You can talk to her now.”

“Okay. I just have a few questions. Are you working or just here on call?”

“I’m just on call tonight. Why?” she said.

“I wondered if we could sit down and talk for a few minutes, after I see the victim.”

“Sure, I suppose.”

“Good. Just give me five minutes. I’ll be right back.”

Alex entered the room and introduced himself. He asked her the routine questions and filled in the information he needed for his report. He assured her that they would find her attacker, wished her well and excused himself.

Janet was waiting for him when he exited the room. “So what did you want to talk about?I already have a boyfriend you know.” She said smiling.

“Let’s walk down and get some coffee.”

“Sure. You know, too much caffeine can cause an irregular heartbeat.” she told him, as they walked toward the cafeteria.

“On the contrary,” he said “Sometimes I think it’s the only thing that keeps mine beating at all.”

Janet smiled. “What’s on your mind detective?”

“How much do you know about Dr. Levine?”

Janet stopped and looked at Alex. “More than I’d like. Why?”

“I’m just curious. Would you say he’s a good doctor?”

“I guess he’s competent, if that’s what you mean.”

“What about his personality? Is he appropriate, you know, in his interactions with people?”

“He has a good bedside manner. I mean, he’s good with his patients.”

“What about the staff? Does he get along with the people he works with?”

“Well, personally, I find him irritating. He’s way is too open about his personal life.”

Alex tried to hide a snicker. Pot and Kettle, he thought. “Open about what?”

“He makes sure everyone knows about his divorces. It’s like he’s looking for sympathy or something. Kinda creepy if you ask me. Why the sudden interest in him?”

Alex opened the door to the cafeteria and motioned for Janet to go first. He looked to be sure no one else was in the room. “I came up here to talk to him the other day, just to follow up on one of the victims. I asked about a urine drug screen on one. He said he hadn’t ordered one. When I asked why, he became very defensive.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked who the hell I was to question how he practiced medicine. All I wanted to know was, if he suspected a possible drug being used, why hadn’t he tried to find out what it was.”

“And you think he might be trying to hide something?”

“I don’t know.” Alex said as he poured a cup of coffee. “It just sent up a red flag. You know? I mean if you forgot, just say you forgot. But he made this big scene. I think he’s unstable.”

“We’ve all thought that for a long time.” Janet said. “He gets so mad when we call him Cliff Clavin. We’re just teasing him, but he has no sense of humor at all.”

“How is he with computers?” Alex asked.

Janet looked at him. “Oh my God, he’s a suspect?”

“Shhh, not so loud.” Alex cautioned. “We got a criminal profile from a forensic psychiatrist. Let’s just say there are some interesting similarities.”

“Like what?” Janet covered her mouth and looked around to make sure no one heard.

“Well, according to Dr. Reynolds…”Alex said

“Elizabeth Reynolds?”

“Yes, you know her?”

“Yeah, she’s my shrink. You know, I have some issues from my past.”

“Right, anyway, she thinks our suspect has, how’d she put it, difficulty establishing or maintaining personal relationships, and may over compensate by being too open or talkative around the opposite sex.”

“Yep. That’s him. What else?”

“She thinks he’s been divorced several times and feels the need to strike out at women who he sees the same as those who hurt him. And he never takes the blame for failed relationships. It’s always the other persons fault.”

“Son of a bitch.” She said. “Sorry, son of a gun. Now that you mention it, he’s always messing with some new electronic gadget. And the other day, when it was on the news about the files being stolen from that car dealer, he was talking about how it wouldn’t be that hard to do. All you needed was some spy bug to send to the other computer and have it send you back information or something like that.”

“Well, I don’t want anyone to know we’re looking at him, especially him. And it may be nothing, I mean, I don’t have any evidence at all that would tie him to any of these cases, but I’ve got to look at all the possibilities.”

Janet stared straight ahead, “Wow.” She sipped her coffee.

“You know, tonight, we may have caught the abduction on video.” Alex said.

Janet coughed suddenly, blowing coffee all over the table. “I’m sorry,” she managed between coughs, “went down the wrong pipe.”

Alex pulled a handful of napkins from the dispenser and wiped down the table.

“I’m so sorry. Did I get it on you?” she asked, wiping her face and chin.

“I don’t think so, just the table.” Alex furrowed his brow.

“How did you get it on video?”

“It happened next door to a bank. I think the outside security cameras may have filmed the whole thing. I’m going first thing in the morning to look at the video.”

Janet had a look of concern that gave Alex an uneasy feeling.

“Why do you look so worried?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m just thinking,” she looked down at her cup, “surely he knew there would be cameras if he was next to a bank. It seems he is getting either very careless or very brazen. That’s a little scary.”

_________


 


 


Alex parked in the rear lot reserved for bank personnel. After walking the perimeter of the building, finding the location of each camera, he observed the parking lot where Tracy Blackwell had been attacked. He could see two security cameras from this area. Now he just needed to see how much, if any, of the abduction was captured. He returned to his car and waited for the first employees to arrive.

A car entered the lot from the far end. Alex watched as the woman parked in a space some distance from the door. He exited his car and walked toward the door of the building to meet the woman.

“Good morning.” Alex greeted, holding his badge for the woman to see. “My name is Detective Mendez. I’m investigating an abduction that occurred last night in the parking lot next door. I need to see if there was anything captured on the bank’s security cameras.”

The woman, who was carrying a stack of file folders, raised her left hand to block the morning sun from her eyes. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to talk to the manager about that.” the woman said. She turned to point at the parking space nearest the building, “He’ll park there when he gets here.”

Alex thanked her and returned to his car. A second vehicle entered the lot and parked in the space indicated by the woman. Alex approached the man and introduced himself. After explaining his business, he followed the man inside.

“Our system is set up to take snap shots every second. That way we save a tremendous amount of memory space.”The man placed his briefcase on his desk. “In the event that an alarm is activated, they go to full, running video mode.” He motioned for Alex to follow him and walked across the lobby to an unmarked door.

“I didn’t even notice this door when we came in.” Alex said.

“That’s the idea.” The manager smiled and unlocked the door.

The room was cramped. There was a small table with four computer monitors and a chair. There were no shelves, no windows and very little light. “Does someone sit in here all day?”

“We have a full time security guard that stays in here during business hours. From here he can see every inch of the bank, inside and out. If he sees anything wrong, he can activate an alarm without being seen.”

“I’d get claustrophobic.” Alex said.

“I guess you get used to it after a while.”

“I saw two cameras from the lot next door. Do they each record in their own file?”

“Yes.” The man pointed at two of the screens. Each was divided into four images with each having a different view of the areas around the building. The man pointed at two sections. “You can see the parking area next door from these two cameras.”

Alex focused his attention on the two camera views. He watched as the images were updated once per second. Only one camera offered a full view of the lot where the attack occurred but it was too far away to show any detail. “Can you rewind to see images from last night around nine o’clock?”

“I think I can go back. I’m not the expert with this equipment. I have no idea how to make a copy for you.” The man moved the cursor over the live image of the parking lot. He double clicked and brought up a time bar on the bottom of the image. A button at the far right of the time bar indicated the current live image. He clicked on the button, dragging it to the left. They watched as the images became dark as they went back in time, into the night hours. He stopped at twenty-one hundred.

Alex observed the image. He could see a single car in the lot. He assumed it was Tracy Blackwell’s. “Can you make it play through like a video?”

The man clicked on a play icon and the images changed once per second.

“What’s goin’ on in here?” A uniformed security officer said, entering the room.

“Oh good. I’m glad you’re here.” the manager said to the man. “This is Mr. Park, he is our security supervisor.”

Alex offered his hand as they were introduced. He explained what had happened and that he needed to see the images.

“You know, you can speed that up. At that rate you’re only seeing at actual speed. The man reached over the manager’s shoulder and moved the mouse over the play button and right clicked. A dropdown menu appeared with a list of replay speed options from one half to ten-X. “You could watch at ten times but things would flash so fast that you could miss what you’re looking for.” He clicked five-X and the images updated five times per second. “This speed, you can cover half an hour in six minutes.”

The three men watched the screen as the images flashed through time. Only the positions of cars passing in the background changed.

The time indicator was at twenty one-thirty seven when the images of two people flashed by. “Stop!” Alex said. “Go back to a few seconds before and play it at normal speed.”

Mr. Park clicked the back button at the far left of the time bar, rewinding to the moments just before the two people appeared, then clicked play. They watched as a person entered the picture from the left. She walked toward the parked car then a second person entered the screen from the same direction, but moving much faster than the first. The images were grainy and showed little detail but it was clear enough to tell the story. The assailant ran from behind and knocked Tracy Blackwell forward to the ground. The attacker was sitting on the victims back as soon as she hit the ground. The three men watched as the attacker held a hand over the victims face. The victim struggled for a few seconds then stopped. The attacker pulled the arms of the victim behind her and bound them in some way, then quickly placed what appeared to be a bag or hood of some kind over the victims head. The attacker appeared to be wearing a pull over mask, like a knitted ski mask, but the face was exposed. The next frame made Alex’s heart race. The attacker appeared to look directly at the camera while securing the victim’s hood. “Freeze that.” Alex said. “Can you zoom in on the face?”

Mr. Park slowly zoomed in on the attacker’s face, but the image became a patch of square pixels, making it impossible to identify even the basic structures of eyes, nose, and mouth.

“Not much help is it?” Mr. Park said, sounding disappointed.

“Not yet, but I think we can have it enhanced enough to get an idea of what they look like. Can you copy that image for me? Actually, all of them?”

“I can put them on a disc for you.”

“Good, let’s see the rest.” Alex said.

Mr. Park clicked play, once again and the story continued. The attacker stood and grabbed under the victims arms from behind and quickly dragged her out of the frame to the left, in the direction from which they came






Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Alex handed the disc to Sean. “We have our rapist on video.”

“You’re kidding. Can you see him?”

“That’s the problem. The pictures are too grainy and dark to see any detail at all, but there is one image where the attacker looks right at the camera. If we can blow that one up, make it clearer, we might be able to wrap this one up.”

“I’ll send it out to the state lab and see what they can do with it.” Sean said, “By the way, I got the prints from that glass if you’re interested. They came back to a Jacob Levine. I pulled his history if you want to see it.” He handed Alex a single page report.

“I already have. Now, I just want to see the DNA.”

“I’ll have it in a couple of days. We’re a little back logged with all the samples we collected at the dealership.”

“Can you put a rush on this one?”

“I could, but we can only run two at a time and they take twenty four hours. Two samples are running as we speak. One is from your case last night, so it’ll be tomorrow morning before I can start this one.”

“Just let me know when you get it.” Alex said turning to walk away. He needed coffee.

“Morning, boss.” Samuels said as Alex entered the break room. “I hear there was another rape last night. You want me on Levine again today?”

“First of all, I’m not your boss.” he said, “and yes, there was another attack. We got it on video from a bank security camera.” He poured a cup of coffee and placed the pot back on the warmer.

“You’re kidding. That’s great.”

“It’s not very clear, but we’re sending it to the state lab to see if they can enhance it enough to make out a face.”

“What bank?”

“First State, on Montague.” he said, Alex left the break room and walked toward his desk.

Samuels followed. “So, you want me on Levine again?”

Alex ignored the question. “By the way, the lieutenant thinks someone in this unit is leaking information to the press. He wants me to find out who it is.” He stopped in front of his desk and turned to Samuels, looking for a response.

Samuels looked at him but said nothing.

“I know we discussed the importance of keeping the investigation under wraps,” Alex said, “So, I know I don’t have to remind you of the consequences for leaking information to the press.”

“You think I’m telling reporters about this investigation?”

“I didn’t say that.” Alex sipped his coffee and sat down. “All I’m saying is that whoever it is could be charged with obstruction if it turns out to be someone here.” Alex shuffled through a stack of files on his desk. “There are only two people outside this department who know about it, the assistant DA and the psychiatrist that developed the profile. I’m not accusing anyone. I’m just saying whoever it is needs to stop before things get ugly for them.” He looked up at Samuels.

She stared at him for a moment. “Anyway, do you want me to tail Levine today?”

“Do you know where he is now?”

“As of an hour ago, he was at home.”

“If you can keep up with him without being seen, go for it.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m a ghost.”

________


 


 


Samuels slowly drove past the house. Not so slow as to attract attention, but slow enough to get a good look. The garage was a side entry with two doors. On her earlier pass, both doors had been closed. Now, the door nearest the street was open, giving her a view inside. From her angle, she could see the Black Mercedes, on the far side, behind the closed door. On the near side she could see the rear of, what appeared to be, a red Corvette, late sixties if she wasn’t mistaken. She continued past the house, to the end of the street. She parked in the cul-de-sac and waited.

_________


 


 


Cypress Village Lexus/Mercedes Benz employed twenty three men. Alex studied the personnel files of each. Twenty one of those submitted to DNA testing. Surprising to Alex, was that Michael Dupree, the one who made the most noise about his rights, had submitted with little further resistance. Alex typed his name into the computer. Other than a speeding ticket three years ago, he had no criminal record. According to his personnel file, he had worked for the dealership for three and a half years. Prior to that, he was a mechanic for a Lexus dealership in Alabama. He earned an associates of applied science in automotive technology from a community college in Montgomery. He is single and claims no dependants. Pretty average, Alex thought, He certainly doesn’t fit the profile. Moving on, Alex was now more interested in the two men who refused.

_________


 


 


Samuels’ heart skipped a beat when the red Corvette finally appeared. It pulled out of the driveway and headed away from her. She waited until Levine turned left at the end of the street. She started her car and gripped the wheel tightly, her body tingling with excitement. She drove quickly to the end of the street. She couldn’t let him see her, but she needed to see where he went at the next intersection. As she pulled to the stop sign, she saw him. He turned right, headed toward the Seminole Throughway. She followed at a distance, being careful to keep at least one car between them. He made his way onto the expressway and drove only a short distance before exiting onto Okeechobee. She slowed to increase the distance between them. He drove at a leisurely pace, seeming to be in no hurry. He turned right on Montague, then into the parking lot of the First State Bank.

_________


 


 


Jerry Patterson and Nathan Bridges were sales staff, both having over five years with the company. Alex checked the criminal background on each. Bridges had no record other than minor traffic violations.

Jerry Patterson, on the other hand, had a slightly more colorful past. In nineteen eighty, at age seventeen, he was arrested in Miami and charged with sexual battery. He made a plea bargain to simple battery.

As an adult he had two arrests for solicitation of prostitution, also in Miami. This was hardly proof that he was a sexual predator but, for Alex, it did warrant a closer look. In his personnel file, Alex studied his pay records. He was claiming single with no dependants, but in his file there was a court order for mandatory withholding of child support. How many children and ex-wives you have?

_________


 


 


Samuels waited, tapping out a rhythm on her steering wheel, as she watched from a shopping center parking lot across the street from the bank. Levine finally emerged from the front entrance of the bank he walked across the lot toward his car, looking around as if he could feel someone watching him. He sat in his car for several minutes before Samuels saw the black convertible top detach from the windshield and begin the slow arc to its down position, behind the driver.

The traffic was backing up at the intersection. A van sitting in the north bound lane blocked her view of Levine. Samuels cursed the stoplight, as she leaned to the right and left, trying to get a view of the Corvette. Traffic finally began to move. The van eased forward and Samuels could see the lot. Levine was gone.

She quickly started her car and backed from her space. She exited the lot turning left onto Montague, accelerating hard. He could have only gone one direction from the bank. She accelerated to the next intersection then she saw him ahead, approaching Harwell. There was one car in front of her providing the cushion she needed. Samuels’ heart began to race. She swallowed hard when the cushion car turned right on Clements before reaching the stop light at Harwell. She slowed, trying to keep distance between them. The light went from yellow to red. Now her heart was pounding. She wanted to stop far behind him, but had to get closer. She didn’t want to give other drivers a reason to honk at her, drawing even more attention. She eased forward to within twenty feet of the Corvette. The light turned green and she let out a sigh of relief.

Levine didn’t move. He sat for several seconds. Then his door opened.

“Oh, shit.” Samuels said out loud.

A passing car honked and swerved to avoid striking Levine as he exited his car. Samuels’ heart skipped a beat then began pounding violently in her chest as Levine approached.

Samuels’ hand trembled as she reached for the button to lower her window. She hadn’t considered this scenario. Her mind raced. Should she exit the car and make a bold stand as a police officer, or should she remain where she was and try to downplay its significance? Too late, he was at her window.

“Is there something I can help you with?” he asked. “You’ve been following me for the past hour.”

Samuels refused to look at him.

Levine’s eyes narrowed as he saw the badge on her belt. “Now I get it. You’re working for that detective.”

Samuels, visibly shaking, could say nothing.

“Consider this your only warning. Don’t let me see you watching me again.”He returned to his car and drove away.

Samuels sat for several seconds, trying to calm herself. She gripped the wheel tightly. “It’s fine. You’re okay.”

A driver behind her honked startling Samuels. She put her car in gear and slowly drove ahead.

_________


 


“That guy is not right.” Samuels said. “He’s a ticking time bomb.”

Alex looked up from his computer only briefly. He had really sent her to follow Levine, to get her out of his hair. He found it difficult to think while babysitting.

She explained the entire incident to Alex, leaving out the details of how terrified she was.

“How long was he in the bank?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know, five minutes maybe.”

“You know, if you’re tailing someone, you should really write things down,” Alex said without looking up, “where they go, how long they stay. Sometimes small details can be important.”

“My point is he threatened me.” she said.

“What exactly did he say?” Alex said, looking up at her.

“Consider this your only warning. Don’t let me see you watching me again.” Samuels repeated the threat. She had replayed it many times on her way back to the station.

“Well I would have to agree. He should have never seen you watching him in the first place.”

“So, what do we do?”

“I’ll let him see me watching him and see what he does.” Alex said. “Better yet, I think we’ll just pay him a visit.”

_________


 


 


Both garage doors were closed when they arrived. Samuels parked in the street, directly in front of the doctor’s house. Alex looked around at the other homes as they made their way to the front door. It was a nice neighborhood, Alex thought, a good place for families. He watched as a young woman jogged past on the sidewalk, a German Shepherd leading the way. An image flashed through Alex’s mind.

Alex saw the woman pushed to the ground from behind. As the attacker, who closely resembled Dr. Levine, tried to pull her hands behind her. From nowhere, in a vicious attack, the German Shepherd lunged, to defend his female master.

Samuels stood slightly behind Alex, who was smiling, as he rang the doorbell. They both listened for any activity inside the house. After several seconds, he rang again. Alex placed his hands to either side of his eyes and tried to look through a window. As far as he could tell, there was no one home, no television, no barking dog, only silence.

“We can try again later.” Alex said. The two turned to walk toward the car just as the red Corvette pulled into the driveway. Alex smiled and waved as Levine drove to the garage. He saw Levine’s expression change to a scowl.

“Good afternoon doctor.” Alex said, as they approached the car.

“Is there something I can help you with?” The doctor didn’t make eye contact. He grabbed two plastic grocery bags from the passenger’s seat.

“Yes sir, there is. I was wondering if you would mind coming with us to the station. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Actually, I do mind.” said Levine, as he exited his car. “If you keep harassing me, I’ll be forced to file a complaint.”

“Well, I’m afraid I must insist.” Alex said.

“Do you have a warrant?”

“No sir, but you did threaten my partner. For that I don’t need a warrant.”

Levine glared at Alex.

“So, you can come along peacefully, or we can charge you with making a threat to a peace officer and you still come with us. Either way, it’s your choice.” Alex said

“Can I at least put my car in the garage?”

“Yes sir, you may.” Alex stood in the garage opening to block the sensor in case Levine tried to close the garage and escape inside his house.

 


The drive to the station was quiet. Alex tried to make small talk. “That’s a nice Vette. What year is it?”

“Did you really come to talk about my car?”

“No, not that one anyway.” Alex said.

“What does that mean, Not that one?”

“Maybe we should just wait until we get to the station to talk.” Alex said. No one spoke for the remainder of the trip.

“Who’s this?” Phelps asked as Alex led Levine to the interview room.

“This is the ER doctor that was on duty when one of the victims came in.”

“Why is he here?”

“I just want to ask him a few questions?” Alex said.

Phelps frowned then walked away.

Alex opened the door to the small room and motioned for Levine to have a seat in a chair on the far side of the small table.

“Why am I here?” Levine asked, as Alex sat opposite him.

Alex was not one to beat around the bush. “You’re here because you fit the psychological profile of the suspect in the three rape cases. And quite frankly, you act suspicious. If you remember, you became very defensive, when I asked questions about one of the cases.”

“I want to speak with my attorney.”

“You’re not under arrest doctor.”

“Then I demand that you release me.” Levine raised his voice.

“Dr. Levine, you’re not being held.” Alex said, “You’re here because you agreed to answer our questions.”

“If that’s the case, then I am finished. This interview is over.” Levine stood to leave.

“Sit down doctor.” Alex said without looking up. “We still have the matter of you threatening my partner.”

Levine slowly returned to his seat. “Am I a suspect in the rapes?”

“Let’s say you’re a person of interest.” Alex said. “We don’t have any evidence to link you to any of the victims, so you can relax. I’m simply doing my job. I have to follow every lead, no matter how unlikely it is. It may just be coincidence that you fit the profile. I’m sure there are dozens of men in this city that would fit some aspects of it.”

“Then why aren’t they in here?”

“We’ll get to them if need be, but there are a few things that made you stand out.”

“Like what?”

“The other day, I came to ask you about a urine sample on one of the victims. Why didn’t you just answer the question without becoming defensive?”

“You asked in an accusatory manner.” Levine said.

“Can you answer now?” Alex said. “Why didn’t you order a urine drug screen on her, when you told me yourself that she may have been drugged?”

“Because there are protocols in place that dictate the procedures for dealing with sexual assaults.” Levine slumped back in his chair. “My job is to evaluate the victims from a medical standpoint. Whether she had been drugged or not, was a criminal matter that should be dealt with by the nurse with whom the responsibility for the collection of evidence lies.”

“So the fact that she had no memory of the attack had no medical bearing on your decision of whether to keep her for observation or to releases her?

“She was lucid during her stay in the emergency department. It was my opinion that she was in no danger as a result of any medication she may or may not have been given.”

“Do doctors have the option to order urine drug screens on a victim, even though the legal responsibility lies with the nurse?”

“We could if we saw the need.”

Alex looked at his notepad for several seconds, then back to Levine. “Where did you buy your Mercedes?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well doctor, as it turns out, all three victims had just purchased new cars from the Lexus/Mercedes dealership. You know, the one that had the financial files hacked? All three women were on the list of people whose files were stolen.”

Levine didn’t respond.

“So, where did you buy it?”

“I bought it from the same place.” Levine raised his voice. “What does that tell you detective?”

“Well, it’s funny. We have the records from that dealership. You bought your car in November of last year, but your financial files weren’t compromised.”

“And…” Levine shrugged.

“We’ve looked over these records several times. Every person that bought a new car since September is on the list of files that were stolen, except you. Can you explain that?”

“I paid cash.” Levine said with a smirk. “Am I being charged with something?”

Alex’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door. “Out here.” Phelps said, motioning for Alex to join him in the hall. Alex excused himself from the room and closed the door behind him.

“Cut him loose.”

Alex started to protest but Phelps interrupted him. “You don’t have anything on him. Let him go. Now.”

Alex returned to the room where Levine was already standing to leave. “We’re watching you.” Alex said.

“That’s probably a wise choice.” Levine said looking Alex in the eye. “But you can’t be everywhere.” He gave Alex a wink, and walked toward the door. “By the way, I do need a ride home.”

“We’ll call you a cab.”






Chapter Eighteen

 


 


It appeared on the right. High up on the wall near the ceiling and moved slowly to the left, toward the corner, then across the wall in front of her. It was shaped like the arched window above the front door. Carmen was used to the moving lights made by the sun reflecting off the windows of passing cars. She usually didn’t notice them, but this one caught her attention. It moved much slower than usual. She looked up from her book and watched it until it disappeared, just before reaching the corner on the left side of the room. She watched the wall for a few moments then her attention returned to her book.

Her American History final was tomorrow and she had a bad habit of waiting until the last possible minute to cram the day before an exam.

After a few paragraphs, the light returned, this time on the left, the same spot from where it disappeared earlier. Carmen looked up from her book again. The light moved slowly to the right and stopped, just short of the corner. She watched for a few moments, waiting for it to move on. It didn’t. She stood from the couch and walked to the window. Using her fingers, she parted the drape just enough to see. The car was stopped directly in front of the house. She didn’t recognize it. She tried to see the driver but sun reflecting off the tinted windows made it impossible.

“Maybe they’re just lost.” She said aloud to herself. Then, the car slowly drove away.

Carmen jumped at the sound of her cell phone ringing.

“Hey Dad,” Carmen answered. “What’s up?”

“”I just wanted to let you know I’ll be a little late getting home. Go ahead and fix yourself something to eat and I’ll be there when I’m done.”

Carmen returned to the couch. “Want me to fix anything for you?”

“I don’t know how long I’ll be. Don’t worry about me. I’ll figure it out when I get there.”

“Okay.” Carmen sighed.

“Everything going okay?” he asked.

“Fine. I’m just studying for my history final.”

“Okay, I gotta go. Stay inside and keep the doors locked. I’ll see you later.”

“Bye.” She said, rolling her eyes.

 


Carmen tried once again to find her focus in the dry history book. It wasn’t something she was interested in, in the first place, but the interruptions made it that much harder to concentrate.

As she read, her eye once again caught the light as it appeared on the wall to her right. And, once again it moved slowly to her left and stopped near the corner. Carmen tossed her book on the couch beside her and ran to the window. The car was back. This time it was stopped against the curb on the far side of the street. Carmen swallowed hard as her heart began to pound in her chest. Who was this and why did they keep stopping in front of her house? She drew in a deep breath and opened the door. She walked quickly toward the street, dreading the confrontation but compelled to find out who was so interested.

As she approached the street the car suddenly sped away, but not before she read the license plate. She stood on the sidewalk, still, silent, hearing only the pounding of her own heart. She repeated the plate number out loud several times. She made her way back inside the house, watching to be sure the car didn’t return. Inside, she grabbed her pen and wrote the number on a piece of notebook paper.

She dialed her father’s number. “Someone drove by the house a couple of times. They stopped once then drove off, but they came back a minute ago.” she said, sounding out of breath. “They parked on the other side of the street. I wanted to find out who it was so I went outside. They took off when they saw me.”

“I told you to stay inside and keep the doors locked.”

“I had to find out who it was.” she said. “I got the license number.”

“Give it to me. I’ll run it and see who it is.”

Carmen read the number to him. “It was a black Mercedes. I recognized the emblem on the back.” She held her hand out flat in front of her, surprised at how badly she was shaking.

“Stay inside and lock the door. Don’t go out if they come back.” He said. “Do you hear me? Stay in the house.”

“I’ll stay inside. I promise.”

_________


 


 


Alex typed the numbers into the department of motor vehicles’ data base and read the results.

Year model/make/color: 2009 Mercedes Benz, E-350, Black.

Registered owner: Levine, Jacob M.

Alex’s pulse quickened. He dialed Carmen’s number.

“Your call has been forwarded to an automated voice answering system…”

“Dammit.” Alex hung up and dialed again, and again his call went to voicemail. “Gotta go,” he announced to whoever was listening.

“What’s going on?” Samuels asked.

Alex didn’t answer or look back. He headed for the door.

Samuels walked to Alex’s desk. She looked at the computer screen for a clue to what was happening. She saw the display of Levine’s information. She shrugged and returned to her desk.

The grey Crown Victoria sped through the city streets, weaving between lanes, passing cars. Alex tried again to call Carmen, but still no answer. His mind raced. He pictured the possible scenarios. Levine could have returned and she’d been taken, or she could be on the phone with a friend. He couldn’t help but think the worst.

Traffic was getting heavier. He flipped a switch and the red and blue strobes began to flash in the grill and above the visors. The traffic light turned red in front of him. He hit the button on the siren a few times, creating several short yelps. Traffic parted and he accelerated through the intersection. As he approached his street he turned off the strobes. He could see no cars in front of his house. He pulled up, left the car running and the driver’s door open. He drew his weapon and ran to the front door. It was locked. He knocked. He was ready to kick it in when Carmen unlocked and opened the door.

“Are you okay?” He said as he entered the house with his gun in front of him, walking toward the kitchen then the bedrooms.

“Dad, I’m fine. What are you doing?”

“I tried to call you but could only get your voice mail.” He said as he placed his weapon back in the holster on his belt.

“I was talking to Janet. What’s going on?” she asked.

“The tag number you gave me came back to Dr. Levine.”

“Who?”

“The ER doctor.” Alex said, through heavy breath. “The one you saw when you hurt your ankle. I brought him in to answer a few questions today. He wasn’t happy.”

“Questions about what?”

“Sit down for a minute.” he told her. “I don’t want to scare you but you need to be aware. I had some questions about the rape cases I’m working on.”

The color drained from Carmen’s face as she stared at her father in disbelief. “Are you telling me you think he rapes people?”

“He fits the profile and…”

“And you piss him off while I’m home alone?”

“Carmen, sweetheart…”

“Is that what you’re telling me?” she was crying now, afraid, trembling.

“I didn’t know he would respond this way.” Alex tried to comfort her. “Don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Right, like you didn’t let anything happen to Mom.” Carmen ran to her room and slammed the door behind her.

Alex stared silently toward her door. He was relieved that she was safe, but at the same time, the sharp edge of her words, cut him to his very core. He sat on the edge of the couch and wiped a tear from his eye.

“She didn’t mean that.” Allyson said, standing beside him, looking toward Carmen’s room. “You do know that, Right? She’s just upset.”

“I know. I do my best to protect her.”

“I know you do. You would never let anything happen to her.”

“I would die first.”






Chapter Nineteen

 


 


“Where’s Levine?” Alex shouted.

All activity in the ER came to a sudden stop. Every head turned toward the voice, as the words lingered in the air like a putrid smoke. No one spoke. Patients and family members peered from their rooms, all eager to get a view of the spectacle.

“Where is he?” He was louder this time. He walked toward the break room, looking into patient rooms as he passed. He threw the break room door open. Seeing it was empty, he turned and walked toward the doctor’s area of the station.

“Alex, what are you doing?” Janet came from the supply room. She stood in front of him and placed her hands on his chest.

Alex tried to step around her, looking down the side hall, but Janet moved in front of him, blocking his way. “What the hell are you doing?” she repeated.

Alex stopped and looked at her. “That son-of-a-bitch came to my house, trying to scare my daughter.”

“What are you talking about? When?”

“This afternoon. She was home alone.” He said, beginning to speak more calmly, “He drove by several times and actually parked in front of the house. She went out to see who it was and he took off.”

“But Alex, you’re making a scene. You can’t do this.”

“The hell I can’t.” He said through clenched teeth, “Where is he?”

“Can I help you detective?” Levine said walking from behind Alex. He wiped his hands with a paper towel and stood at the end of the counter of the nurse’s station.

Alex approached him. “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove,” he said, moving closer, leaning within inches of Levine’s face, “but you just crossed the line.”

Janet tried to move between the two men. “Guys, please.”

“What are you going to do,” said Levine, “arrest me for driving on a public street?”

“You don’t get it do you?” Alex said, as he backed away slightly, “I’m not here as a cop. I’m here as a father.”

Levine just rolled his eyes and smiled.

“But, I wouldn’t expect you to understand? You were arrested for molesting your daughter.” Alex said very loudly, pointing his finger close to Levine’s face. “I guess there wouldn’t be much of a protective instinct, would there?”

“You son-of-a-bitch,” Levine shouted, his face turning red. “How dare you come to my place of employment and attack my character. I’ll have your badge. I’ll sue you for slander.”

Janet pushed Alex away from Levine. “You’re gonna get yourself in trouble. Stop it. You need to leave.” she said, firmly.

Alex looked around the department. Every eye was on him. Mouths open in stunned silence. He returned his gaze to Levine. “Don’t let me see you near my daughter or my house again.” He looked around again then turned and walked out through the ambulance entrance.

Janet followed him outside. “Are you mad?” she said, grabbing his shirt sleeve, “He’ll have your job. He has two dozen witnesses.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t touch him. I didn’t threaten him.” Alex turned and looked Janet in the eyes, “All I did was tell him not to go near my daughter or my house.”

“What the hell was that about him molesting his daughter? You think he’ll just let that slide?”

“I was simply stating a fact. There’s nothing slanderous about it. It’s public information.” Alex’s scowl turned to a smile, “Do you think I got his attention?”

_________


 


 


Alex’s heart was still pounding as he drove back to the station. He smiled then laughed out loud as he shook his head, not believing what he had just done.

“That was very smooth,” Allyson said. “Are you trying to get fired so you have no way to support our daughter?”

“I won’t get fired,” he assured her. “I did nothing more than shake the tree, rustle the bushes. I want to see what I can flush out.”

“You humiliated the man in public. Do you think he’ll just sit back and not retaliate? If he’s as unstable as you say, he may try to do more than just scare Carmen.”

“Relax. He may be unstable, but he’s not stupid. I think I got my message across. I won’t even get suspended.”

_________


 


 


“You wanted to see me?” Alex said as he entered Phelps’ office.

“You’re suspended until further notice.” Phelps growled, pacing back and forth behind his desk. “The man said you threatened him. What the hell were you thinking?”

Alex closed the door. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I made no threat, I didn’t even touch him.”

“You made a scene and embarrassed the department.” Phelps shouted.

“Lieutenant, He threatened my daughter. He drove by my house and stopped in front of it twice while Carmen was home alone. There’s something not right about this guy.” Alex said, “He fits the profile, and when I started snooping around he reacted like a guilty man. You saw how he was when I brought him in for questioning.” Alex paused and looked Phelps in the eye. “As soon as you made me release him, he went to my house. He knew I wouldn’t be there. Why else would he do that, other than to try to intimidate me by scaring the hell out of my daughter?”

“I’m sorry Alex. We can’t have, what the public would see as, a loose cannon in this department without some form of disciplinary action. I don’t have a choice.”

“Who’s going to work this case?” Alex pleaded. “I’m the only one who knows anything about it.”

“Samuels is up to speed on it. She can wait for DNA results, same as you.” Phelps said. “If need be, I can pull Morris and put him on it.”

“Samuels?” Alex laughed. “She has no instinct. She’s not a detective. She’s a patrol cop for crying out loud.”

Phelps lowered his head, “I need your badge and I.D.”

Alex stared at him for a moment, then removed the badge and I.D. from his belt and slammed them on the desk. “This is bullshit and you know it”

“And your side arm.” Phelps said.

“This is my personal weapon.”

“Then you know you can’t carry it, right?”

Alex said nothing.

“Look, you’re a good cop, but my hands are tied. Maybe you can apologize and get him to drop the suit.”

“Will that get me reinstated?”

“I can’t promise anything, but it couldn’t hurt.”

The two men stared at each other until it became too uncomfortable.

“Thanks for nothing.” Alex said, turning to leave.

“Get him to drop the suit, and I’ll go to bat for you with the chief.”

Samuels sat her desk, pretending she hadn’t heard the exchange.

“Looks like you’re lead on this case.” Alex said, standing in front of his desk.

“What do you mean? What happened?”

“I’m suspended. I go to confront the man who threatened my family and I’m the one who gets screwed.” Alex picked up the file folder from his desk. “The lab should have results today on Levine’s DNA. Let me know when you get it, would you?” He placed the folder in front of Samuels, the passing of the torch. “I can still help from the sidelines. Let me know if you need anything. In the meantime, I’m gonna go have a drink.”

Samuels said nothing. She just watched as Alex walked to the elevator.

_________


 


 


Alex drove east on the De Leon parkway.

“I’m proud of you.” Allyson said.

“I got myself suspended.” Alex said, without looking at her. “What could you possibly be proud of?”

“You acted on emotion. You showed that you’re still human after all.” She said.

“Yeah, and you see where it got me.”

“Where did it get you Alex? You may not realize it, but I think you may have found a little self respect. I know as well as you that you feel like a failure as a father. You blame yourself for the whole situation.”

Alex said nothing. He wiped a small tear from his eye.

“You were protecting our daughter. You stepped outside the line and became a father, not just a cop with a daughter.”

Alex pulled into the parking lot of The Loft. He had spent a lot of time, and money, here after Allyson died. At this time of day, it would be slow. He could sit at the bar, alone with his thoughts.

“I don’t think this is a good idea.” Allyson said. “You won’t see any clearer through the bottom of a shot glass.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, “I don’t want to see anything at all.”

 


The loft was geared toward the college crowd. It featured live entertainment on the weekends and was usually standing room only on any given Friday night. Today though, it was quiet, with no more than a dozen people scattered between three or four tables. The stage was dark and empty, not unlike Alex’s soul. One person sat at the near end of the bar. Alex walked to the other end and sat on the last stool.

“Hey detective, been a long time. What’ll it be?” He was a thin man of about thirty. He had grown his hair a little since Alex last saw him.

“Hey Jake,” Alex said, “A shot of Crown. Make it a double.” He propped his elbows on the bar and rested his chin on his interlocked fingers.

“Can I get you a menu?” Jake asked, as he placed the drink in front of Alex.

“No thanks, just another one of these.” Alex turned the glass up, downing the drink.

“So, how’ve you been?” Jake asked as he refilled the glass.

“I’ve been better.” Alex downed the second drink in the same fashion and held the empty glass up, indicating his desire for a refill.

Jake looked at Alex for several seconds, then filled the glass again.

Alex sat in silence for several minutes, reliving the morning’s events. “Have you ever done anything stupid? I mean, really stupid?” He was already beginning to feel the alcohol.

“Me? Never.” Jake smiled. “Unless you want to count my first marriage.”

Alex pondered what Jake said for a moment. “You know, I was married once. Didn’t end well.” he said, shaking his head. He was beginning to slur. He downed the third drink and placed the empty glass on the bar.

“It may be none of my business, but you might want to pace yourself. It’s not even noon yet.”

Alex looked at his watch. He couldn’t focus. He extended his arm for a better view. “So it isn’t.”

“Why don’t I get you something to eat?” Jake said, with a tone of concern in his voice. “How ‘bout a sandwich? A BLT or something?”

“Sure.” Alex said, throwing up his hands in resignation.

 


“I thought I might find you here.”

Alex turned to the voice beside him as Rachel sat on the stool next to him.

“Hey.” He said, “How ‘bout a drink?”

“No thanks, it looks like you doing fine on your own.”

“What are you doing here?” Alex slurred

“Your partner called me.”

“I don’t have a partner.” He tipped the empty glass to his mouth then held it front of him, turning it upside down to make sure it was empty.

“Samuels. She told me what happened. Said you were going to have a drink. She’s worried about you.”

Alex held up his empty glass. “How ‘bout one more?”

Rachel looked at Jake and waved her outstretched fingers across her throat.

“Lady says you’ve had enough.” Jake said. “I’m inclined to agree.” He took the glass and wiped the bar with a damp rag, then walked to the other end of the bar.

“I’m afraid I do have some troubling news.” Rachel said.

“Oh, good.” Alex said as he stared straight ahead.

“Maybe this isn’t the best time.”

“Oh, your news couldn’t possibly make things any worse.”

“They got the DNA results on Levine.” She paused for a moment.

Alex didn’t respond.

“Alex, he didn’t match. It’s not him.”

Alex sat silently; still looking straight ahead at nothing, then began to laugh. He laughed hysterically, pounding the bar with the heel of his hand. People in the bar all looked in his direction as he laughed louder and louder.

Rachel paid the tab and apologized to the bartender.

“Let’s get you home.” Rachel said. She gently pulled Alex’s arm. “Come on, I’ll drive you.”

Alex looked at Rachel. “Not him, huh?” He began to laugh again.

Rachel pulled again, this time coaxing him from the stool. She held him under his arm as they walked toward the door.

Alex turned and threw his hands up. “It wasn’t him,” he announced to the people at the tables, as he stumbled sideways.

Rachel pulled once more and Alex followed her out of the building.

“What the hell have I done?” he asked as she tightened his seatbelt.

“You became human.” She said, and closed his door.

She smiled and shook her head as she walked around the car to the driver’s side. She had seen Alex in this state before, but it had been a few years. She knew him better than anyone. She had seen him at the bottom and had helped him climb from the depths of his depression. She also lost someone dear when Allyson died. Helping Alex and Carmen deal with their loss had been therapeutic for her as well. It was a bond they shared, whether Alex admitted it or not.

“I think I love you.” Alex said when she got in the car.

“I wish I could believe that,” she said dismissively, “It’s just the alcohol talking.”

Alex couldn’t believe that came out of his mouth. The alcohol was indeed talking, but Rachel was an angel, especially after Allyson died. But she has seen him at his worst and now she’s seeing him that way again. How could he possibly think she could see past all his weaknesses, all his faults? On the other hand, she has seen him at his worst, in all his lowest moments, but still, she seemed to care for him. “She understands me,” he said softly, not realizing he said it out loud. He looked at Rachel who was trying to hide the tear that ran down her cheek.

Alex’s hands explored the console and dash of the BMW. He opened the glove compartment and the nickel plated .38 slid into view.

“What’s this?” he asked, holding the gun up for a better look.

“I’m a prosecutor, Alex. I’m sure I’ve made plenty of enemies.” She took the gun from him and placed it back into the glove compartment.

Alex didn’t remember the ride home, but here he was, sitting on the side of his bed with Rachel removing his shoes. “What are you doing?”

“I’ve got to get you in bed.” She blushed when she realized how that sounded.

“Are you trying to take advantage of me?” he said, with a smile.

“If I wanted to take advantage of you, you’d know it.” She said. “Come on. Let’s get your pants off.” Now she was having fun.

Alex stood to unbutton his pants. “Turn around. I don’t want you to see me in my undies.”

Rachel turned around, laughing to herself. Alex removed his pants and grabbed Rachel by the shoulders and spun her around, pulling her on top of him as he fell backwards on the bed.

“What are you doing?” she said, giggling.

Alex pulled her close. He watched her eyes close as their lips met.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.

Alex pressed his finger to her lips. “Don’t talk.” He kissed her again as he reached to pull her shirt over her head.

The loneliness inside him began to fade. Two years of tension, two years of denying his need for true human contact, erupted in an explosion of passion as they made love.






Chapter Twenty

 


 


“I hope you’re proud.” Carmen said from the door of Alex’s bedroom. “I’m going to school. I took some lunch money out of your wallet.”

Alex raised his head, just enough to look at her, but she was gone. He rubbed his eyes and tried to sit up but the pounding in his head quickly made him think twice. He gently returned his head to his pillow. “It wasn’t him.” He said out loud, to no one in particular. This morning it didn’t strike him nearly as funny. He turned his head, against the throbbing, toward the clock on his night stand. Seven thirty. “Carmen.” He called out as loudly as the pain in his head would allow. He waited several seconds. The only response was the slamming of the front door. If she heard him, she was ignoring him. Alex couldn’t blame her. He was certainly not proud. Drive that wedge a little deeper, he thought. I wonder if they have father/daughter couple’s therapy?

He picked up the phone and dialed Rachel’s number. After five rings, her voicemail greeting came as a welcome relief. He would rather apologize to a machine than actually talk to her. “Hey, um…I wanted to apologize for the way I acted yesterday. I’m a little embarrassed. He struggled for what to say. After several seconds of his silent search for words, he decided to try again later.

“How’s the head?” Rachel said just as Alex was about to hang up.

“Oh, hey. I was…”

“I know, you wanted to say you’re sorry but then were too embarrassed and couldn’t think of anything else to say.”

“Something like that.” He said. “I am embarrassed. Guess I can’t hold my liquor like I used to, but more than that, I wanted to say I’m sorry and Thanks for…well, you know.”

“You don’t have to apologize to me. Besides, it meant a lot to me.”

“What did? What do you mean?”

“Are you serious?” She said.

“Serious about what?” Alex sat up in the bed. He cringed as the throbbing in his head became violent. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, nothing. I’m just glad I could be there for you.”

There was a moment of awkward silence. “So, Levine didn’t match, huh?” Alex said, finally.

“That’s what I was told.”

“I guess I owe him an apology too, don’t I?” Alex said, rubbing his eyes.

“You can’t un-ring a bell, you know.” Rachel said. “It may not fix things but it certainly couldn’t hurt. It goes a long way when a man can admit when he’s wrong.” There was a moment of awkward silence. “I need to talk to you about something else. Can we meet for breakfast?”

“Oh God, just thinking about food makes me want to die.”

“Well coffee then. I’m sure you could use some. Meet me at Chelsea’s.”

“Fine. Give me half an hour.” Alex’s phone beeped. There was another incoming call. “Hang on, someone’s calling me.”

“That’ okay. I’ll just let you go. Chelsea’s in thirty. Bye.”

Alex pressed the flash button. “Hello.”

“Alex, Samuels here. We have a match. We’re making the arrest this morning.”

_________


 


 


Chelsea’s was busy with its usual late breakfast crowd. Alex scanned the seats but couldn’t see Rachel. Maybe she’s running late. He finally saw her when she waved her arms in the air from a booth near the back of the diner. Alex made his way down the narrow isle of the crowded diner. Several people looked at him and whispered to others as he passed. Why the hell is everyone looking at me?

“I took the liberty of ordering coffee.” she said as Alex sat across from her.

“I can’t believe how crowded it is in here at this hour.” Alex said. It was then that he noticed something different in Rachel’s face. Her usual smile was gone. In its place, fine lines caused by worry. Her usual sparkling eyes were red and tired looking. Alex had a sudden sinking feeling. Something was wrong.

“Have you seen this?” Rachel handed Alex the morning news paper.

“Seen what?” he took the paper and read the headline.

‘Suspect identified in serial rape investigation, after Lead detective suspended while under care of psychiatrist. Arrest expected today.’

Alex sat in stunned silence. Rachel nervously chewed on a fingernail while she watched Alex read.

He read the story then reread the headline. “They make it sound like I was suspended because I’m crazy.”

“That may be true, but what concerns me is the fact that they got this story so fast.” Rachel said. “It’s almost like they had the story ready to print before it happened.”

“I guess it was quick, wasn’t it?”

“I know the department would not release this kind of information.” Rachel stopped biting her nail and took a drink of coffee.

“Not officially.” Alex agreed.

“There is someone on the inside with a connection to the press.”

“Who would do something like this?”

“Well, let’s see. Who had the most to gain?” Rachel said with a raised eyebrow.

“By making my suspension public?”

“By having you out of the way.”

Alex sat quietly, trying to figure out what Rachel was saying.

“Who gets credit for making the arrest? Who is the instant hero on the front page of the paper?”

“Samuels? You think Samuels is behind this?”

“No, not by herself anyway. I don’t think she’s that smart. But, she could be easily manipulated.”

“By who?”

“Think about it. How else would the paper have gotten the story so fast? Some reporter makes Samuels the public hero in exchange for inside information to break the story. I mean look at the timing.”

“It’s just coincidence.” Alex said. “The DNA results came back the same day I was suspended. That’s just incredible timing. And Samuels was the only other person working the case.”

“Notice how they didn’t give the suspects name?”

“They didn’t want to give him any warning. They didn’t want him to run.”

“They’re saving it for tomorrow’s headline.” Rachel said with disgust. “They’ll have the guy’s mug shot right beside the picture of the arresting officer. So, she get’s not only her name, but her picture on the front page as well.”

“You seem to be taking this harder that I am.” He said, leaning toward her. “Why is that?”

Rachel looked down at her coffee, avoiding his gaze, trying to wipe a tear before Alex could see it run down her cheek “You’ve put so much into this case. It’s not fair having it pulled out from under you like this.”

“Look at me” Alex placed his folded finger under her chin and gently raised her face toward him. “It’s not the paper. What’s going on? Why the tears?”

“I just can’t stand to see someone I care about so much, being dragged through the mud like this.”

“Hey, at least they didn’t put my picture in there.” Alex said, smiling. His smile faded as what Rachel said found home. “Someone you care about so much?”

Rachel wiped a tear and chuckled. “Look at me, blubbering like a school girl.”

Alex looked at her, trying to see what was going on in her head.

“You really don’t remember last night, do you?”

“I remember you saving me from my demons at the bar.”

“What’s the last thing you do remember?” She said, looking down at the table as she blushed.

“You dragged me out of the bar and helped me into your car. It’s pretty much a blank after that. Next thing I know, Carmen’s saying something about me being proud of myself.”

“Well first, it was your car. And, during that blank... we made love.” Rachel slowly looked up at him, seeming half afraid to see his reaction.

Alex sat silent, desperately searching his memory. Surely he would’ve remembered something like that. Giving up on trying to remember, he searched for something to say. He had never felt this awkward. “So…how was I?”

Rachel’s relief escaped as a soft chuckle. “You were wonderful.”

“Thank God, I would have hated to give a bad impression. At least one of us can have a good memory of it.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

Alex felt a lump rising in his throat. Having sex with her was a mistake made by a drunken fool. He wasn’t ready for a relationship. His life was complicated enough. “I think we should just consider it a lack of judgment on my part…I’m really not ready to ruin our friendship with…”

“I mean about the news paper.”

Alex blushed, but felt instant relief. “Oh, there’s not much I can do is there?”

“Samuels is a lesbian right? I think she must be in a relationship with that reporter. She’s feeding her information.”

“Samuels will hang herself eventually.” Alex said. “She’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer.”

“What about the case? Can she handle it without screwing things up?”

“No. I have to get myself reinstated.”

“How?”

“I’m not sure. I think I need to talk to Dr. Reynolds.”

“How can she help?”

“I’m not sure about that either.”

_________


 


 


Kathy Samuels was finally doing something that was familiar to her. She had made hundreds of arrests in the past. She took two uniformed officers with her as a show of force. She didn’t want any resistance. The plan was simple. They would show the warrant to the general manager, have him direct them to the suspect’s work station, where they would make the arrest.

It was nine thirty-five when the three police cars entered the dealership lot. Samuels and the uniformed officers entered the showroom through the front door and walked toward the office of Raymond Greer. Sales staff gathered at one end of the floor while heads appeared in the doorways of the small, glass walled offices of sales support and finance staff.

“Mr. Greer, I’m Officer Kathy Samuels with the Cypress Village Police. I have a warrant for one of your employees.” She showed Greer her badge and handed him the warrant.

Greer looked over the piece of paper. A look of disbelief came over his face. “There must be some mistake.” He handed the paper back to Samuels.

“No sir, I’m afraid there’s no mistake.” She said. “Could you please direct us to his location?”

“Of course,” Greer stood and walked out of his office. “I just can’t believe it.”

The three officers followed him into the service area.

“That’s him, over there.” Greer pointed to the podium in the center of the greeting area.

Samuels approached the podium. “Michael Dupree?”

“Yes, can I help you?” the man said.

“Mr. Dupree, you are under arrest for rape.”






Chapter Twenty-One

 


 


“Have you seen the paper?” Alex asked as he sat on Liz’s couch.

“I’m sure everyone has seen it.” She offered a consoling smile.

“They’re making the arrest as we speak.” Alex said.

“And you feel you should be there, right?” Liz said, handing Alex a cup of coffee.

“Yes, I should. I’ve sacrificed a lot for this case.”

“What have you sacrificed?”

“What do you mean? You know what I’ve been through.”

“I just want to hear you tell me. Tell me how big of an impact this case has had on you. What’s the one thing that stands out for you?”

Alex thought for a moment, staring at the floor. “Respect.”

“Respect?”

“Yes, I’ve lost the respect of my daughter.” Alex looked up at Liz, “She thinks I willingly put her in danger. She thinks I don’t care about her. She thinks I’m afraid to live, afraid to let go of Allyson.” He paused and looked back down at the floor. “And now, I’ve gotten myself suspended, in jeopardy of losing my job. She thinks I’m a looser.”

“What do you think?”

“I think she may be right.”

“Alex, I’ve known you for two years now.” Liz said as she relaxed back into her chair, “You’ve always been one of the most rational people I’ve ever met. You seem to be led, no, driven by reason, never responding to your own emotional needs, much less anyone else’s. But, I’m seeing a change in you.” Liz leaned forward, getting closer to Alex, “You seem to be responding to your feelings more. Is it that change that you’re struggling with?”

“Maybe.” Alex felt himself opening up. He didn’t want to but he couldn’t stop himself. “I’ve found myself feeling things that I hadn’t allowed myself to feel.”

“What kind of things?”

Alex slowly looked up and made eye contact. “I think I’m falling in love.”

“Congratulations. I think that’s wonderful.”

“I guess Carmen sees it too. She’s pointed it out several times. She’s tried to play match maker, but I’ve been telling myself that it couldn’t be. I still love Allyson.”

“I’ve got news for you.” Liz said, “You always will. But that can’t stop you from living the rest of your life. If you continue to use her as an excuse, I’m afraid you’ll eventually come to resent her, and she doesn’t deserve that. Neither do you.”

“So, what do I do now?” Alex said.

“You fix things.”

“How?”

“Why don’t you tell me? How do you regain the respect of your daughter, and your self-respect for that matter? But, be careful how you answer. Sometimes pride can get in the way of self-respect.” Liz said. “Think about it.”

“I have to get myself reinstated. I have to talk to Levine and get him to drop the complaint. I get to see what crow tastes like.”

_________


 


 


Samuels placed Michael in the interview room. She had never conducted an interrogation by herself. She needed to get herself together. “Could I get you some coffee?” she asked.

“You can tell me what this is all about.” He said.

“We’ll get to that. I need some coffee. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Samuels excused herself from the room. She poured a cup of coffee in the break room and tried to gather her thoughts. She needed a game plan. She drank her coffee, staring at the wall. When she was ready, she returned to the room.

“Mr. Dupree, the reason you’re here is that we have connected you to the rape of three women.”

“I’m sorry officer. I didn’t get your name?”

“Samuels.”

“Right, Officer Samuels, I’m under arrest right?”

“Yes you are.”

“Just making sure.” He said.

_________


 


 


Alex rang the doorbell, then backed away to look about the neighborhood.

After a moment of jiggling, the door opened slightly. “Get the hell off my property before I call the police.”

“Dr. Levine, please, I just need a few moments of your time.” Alex said. “I want to apologize.”

“Go to hell.” Levine slammed the door.

“Sir, I was wrong. I over reacted to protect my daughter. Surely you must understand that. I know about your daughter. I know the charges weren’t true.” Alex spoke loud enough to be heard through the door, and the neighborhood. “And I know you didn’t have anything to do with those rapes. Please sir, just a few moments.”

Levine opened the door. “Stop talking about rapes where the whole world can hear you.” He moved aside and allowed Alex to enter.

“Thank you.” Alex said. “I know how you feel about me, especially now that I know you’re innocent. I just hope you can understand my reaction. You driving by my house scared my daughter and I took it as a threat. I was simply responding to that threat.”

“And I perceived you’re suspicions of me as a threat.” Levine said, “I was simply responding to that threat.”

“I just want to say I was wrong and I’m sorry. I’ll make a public apology if you like, but right now I have a problem. We have identified the rapist. He’s in custody, but I’m on suspension for… well, you know why. I have been working lead on this case and I need to be there to make sure things don’t get screwed up.”

“Let me guess. You’re talking about that top notch officer who was so smooth when she was tailing me.”

“Yea, that’s pretty much it.” Alex said. “And you obviously know how sharp she is.”

“I’m not an unreasonable man, detective. I wouldn’t want a rapist to go free just because my feelings were hurt.” Levine said. “I’ll make a deal with you. If you promise to make a public apology, I’ll drop my complaint.”

“You have my word.” Alex offered his hand.

“By public, I mean a story in the paper.” Levine shook Alex’s hand. “So, I suppose you’ll need me to talk to your lieutenant?”

“That would be great.” Alex said. “Again, I’m sorry and I appreciate your understanding.”






Chapter Twenty-Two

 


 


“The man told me he was going to withdraw his complaint.” Alex said, standing in front of Phelps’ desk.

“I don’t give a damn what he told you.” Phelps shouted back, now standing behind the desk. “You can’t be goin’ off half cocked. You’re a liability to this department.”

“Look, lieutenant, I was in fear for my daughter’s safety. Levine admitted himself that he was trying to intimidate me when he drove by my house. What was I supposed to do? What would you have done?” Alex paused to let the question sink in. “Hell, There was a time when you would’ve shot the guy.”

“We aren’t talkin’ about me though, are we? What I would have done doesn’t mean shit.” Phelps argued.

Alex placed both hands on the desk and leaned toward Phelps, who was now seated again. “Who caught the guy four years ago?”

“You did.”

“And, who busts his ass for this department?”

Phelps raised an eyebrow.

“I do.” Alex answered his own question. “And who caught this guy?”

“Ain’t nobody caught yet.”

“We have our suspect in custody with irrefutable evidence against him.”

Phelps paused and looked down as he ran his finger along the edge of his desk. “We have a little problem with that.” He said as he looked up.

“What?” The color drained from Alex’s face. He sat in the ‘hot seat’, preparing for the worst.

“Seems that Samuels didn’t Mirandize him.”

Alex stared silently at him for several seconds. He leaned his head back and placed both hands over his face and slid them downward, stretching his skin into a distorted mask. “So, what you’re telling me is that we have this guy, dead to rights, with DNA proof, and we have to let him walk because of a technicality. Is that what you’re telling me?” Alex’s voice getting louder with each word.

“Relax,” Phelps began to laugh, “I’m pullin’ you’re leg. He’s in a holding cell. Samuels tried to get him to talk but she’s a little dim witted when it comes to that.”

“You son-of a…” Alex began to laugh himself.

Phelps pulled the badge and ID from his desk drawer and tossed them across the desk to Alex. “Your doctor friend called half an hour ago. He said you got everything worked out. He agreed to withdraw the complaint.”

Alex grabbed his badge and placed it on his belt. “I want to talk to him.”

“I figured you would. He’s in interview two. I had him brought up after Levine called.”

Alex left the office without another word. He walked to the conference room to watch the suspect on the video monitor for a few minutes.

“He’s very cocky. Kind of a smart ass.” Samuels said.

Alex glared at her. But in the interest of closing this case, decided not to confront her about leaking the story to the paper. “Did you try to interview him?”

“No, not really. All I told him was what he was charged with.”

“Did you confront him with any evidence?”

“No, Lieutenant Phelps wouldn’t let me.” She said, “He wanted to wait for you.”

Alex stood up straight for a second. “That son-of-a-bitch. He was gonna let me back anyway.”

“What?” Samuels had missed something.

“Nothing.” Alex watched the monitor as Michael sat in the chair in the tiny room. “The first thing I do is sweat the suspect.” he told Samuels. “I never go straight in and start hitting them with questions.”

“Sweat them?”

“Yeah, I let them know we have solid evidence against them I make sure they notice the camera then I leave the room and watch on the monitor while the suspect sweats. He’s in there all alone. He knows we’re watching. It makes him wonder what we’re up to.” Alex said. “You’ve been to a doctor’s office and sat in a room for an hour waiting for the doctor. You go nuts. Same thing. We want to see how they act when they’re in there alone.”

“What are you looking for?”

“Anything that says they know they’re caught.” Alex said. “Some actually think they can fool us. We’ve had people rub their fingertips on their pants really hard, trying to rub their prints off.”

“So you do it for fun.” Samuels said.

“Exactly” Alex teased. “Maybe you are starting to get it after all.”

“That’s not very funny, or professional.” She said

Alex continued to watch the monitor. Michael stood and walked across the small room and back several times, then returned the chair, crossed his arms and closed his eyes. “You never want to let them relax though. Time to go.” Alex left the break room.

Samuels continued to watch the monitor. After a few seconds, Alex appeared on the screen.

Michael looked up as Alex entered the room, a smirk on his face as he rolled his eyes.

“Mr. Dupree? I’m Detective Mendez.” Alex removed his jacket and hung it over the camera.

“Why did you do that?” Michael asked. The smirk was gone.

“Do what?”

“Why did you cover the camera?”

“Oh, I just like my privacy, when I question a suspect.” Alex slowly walked back toward the table and sat across from Michael.

“Or, you don’t want any witnesses.”

Alex smiled and placed his elbows on the table. “Tell me Mr. Dupree, were you mirandized when you were arrested? You know, read you rights?”

“I don’t remember.”

Alex proceeded with the formality of reading Michael his rights. “Do you understand these rights as I’ve explained them?”

“Yes, I understand.”

“Will you answer a few questions for me?”

“Why not?” Michael threw his hand out to the side.

“Can you tell me where you were on the night of the fourth?”

“I was at my girlfriend’s house.”

“All night?”

“Yes, all night.”

“Was your girl friend there also?”

“Yes.”

“If we call her, will she confirm that?”

“I certainly hope so.” Michael was biting his nails.

“What about the night of the seventh?”

“I was at my girlfriend’s house, yes, all night.”

“What about the eleventh?”

“I was at my girlfriend’s house, again all night.”

“Do you know a woman named Amanda Dixon?” Alex asked. He placed a photo in front of Michael.

“Never seen her before. Who is she?”

“She was your first victim.” Alex watched for a response.

“I have no victims.” He said calmly.

“What about Sharon Hargrove?” He placed another picture on the table.

“Nope.”

“Tracy Blackwell?” A third photo.

“Never heard of any of them.”

“Really?” Alex said with a grin. He opened a file folder and removed three pieces of paper that appeared to be for an old fashioned dot matrix printer. “Do you recognize these?”

“They look like the work order forms from my work.”

“That’s exactly what they are.” Alex said. “And at the top of this one, you can see the name Amanda Dixon.” Alex scanned down the page mumbling as he read. “Oil change, lube…yes, here it is.” He laid the paper flat on the table turning it for Michael to see. “That is your name on the bottom under ‘initiated by’, is it not?”

“That’s my name.” Michael said.

“But look at the date. This order was generated on the second. Two days before she was attacked. You see the name at the top, right?” Alex said. “But you just told me that you had never heard of any of them.”

“So I generated a service order on her car. That hardly proves rape.”

“Well, let me ask you this.” Alex said. “Can you explain how your semen got inside Ms. Dixon?”

Michael sat motionless for a second. He was clearly caught off guard.

Alex moved in for the kill. “Mr. Dupree, can you explain how your semen was found in each of these three women that you say you’ve never heard of?”

Michael began to laugh “That bitch. She said she would make me sorry I was born… She’s setting me up!”

“Who is?”

“My girl friend.” Michael mumbled something to himself. “She’s good.”

“Other than being ‘set up’ can you explain how your semen got inside those women.”

Michael said nothing. He stared at the table.

“Mr. Dupree, who set you up?”

Michael slowly looked up, “My girlfriend.”

“So let me get this straight. You spent all three of the nights in question with your girlfriend, who you say will confirm the fact that you were there, but she is the one who is setting you up for rape. Does that sound about right?”

“That just about covers it.” Michael said.

“You know how absurd that sounds, don’t you?” Alex paused for a few seconds. “You have a chance to help yourself here, to come clean. Just tell me what happened on those nights.”

“I told you, I was with my girlfriend.”

“Right, the one who’s framing you.”

“Yes.”

“Come on, you gotta do better than that.” Alex said. “If you insist that she’s setting you up, how’s she doing it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe she got some of my semen from a condom and put it in those women.”

Alex looked at him for several seconds. “I’m about to lose my patience.”

“We were together for a little over two years. We broke up about six months ago. She thought I was cheating on her. I wasn’t, she’s just a little paranoid. Anyway, about a month ago she calls me, says she wants to talk. So, I agree to meet her for lunch. She says she wants to get back together, so I go to her place, we have sex, and then she starts in again about me cheating. I leave. A little over a week ago, maybe ten days or so, she calls me again. She wants to meet. I’m thinkin’ this chick is crazy but she’s wild in the sack, so I agree to meet her. I can always leave when we’re done, right? So I go to her place and we have sex again. She starts in so I leave again. That’s the last time I saw her.”

“So, during that time, she was collecting your semen to plant in rape victims? Come on.” Alex said. “Even you’ve got to admit, that sounds a little farfetched.”

“That’s what she does.” Michael said, “She’s a nurse. She does exams on rape victims. She must have planted my semen when she did the exams.”

Alex felt his heart sink deep into his stomach. His eyes grew wider. He leaned toward Michael, furrowed his brow and cocked his head a little sideways. “What’s her name?”

“Janet, Janet Freeman.”






Chapter Twenty-Three

 


 


Alex picked up the phone on his desk and called dispatch. “Could you please page Janet Freeman, the SANE nurse, to my number please? Thanks” He hung up the phone and thought about what to say to her. He couldn’t just come out and say her boyfriend says she’s framing him for rape.

His phone rang within seconds. “Mendez.” He said.

“Hey Alex, this is Janet. You paged me?”

“Hey, sorry to bother you. Are you working today?”

“I go in at seven tonight. Why?”

“Could you come by the station? Our forensic technician has some questions about one of the evidence kits.”

“Sure, I guess so. What kind of questions?”

“I don’t know. That stuff’s over my head. How soon could you be here?”

“Give me thirty.”

Alex returned to the interview room. “Janet’s coming in to talk to us. She’ll be here in about half an hour. I’m sending you back to the holding cell until after I’ve talked with her.”

A jailer placed Michael back in handcuffs and led him from the room. “She’ll deny it, of course. She’ll feed you a line of crap and you’ll believe her. She’s a manipulative bitch.” Michael said over his shoulder as he was led down the hall.

“So, how’d it go?” Samuels asked, meeting Alex in the hall.

“He says he didn’t do it.”

“That’s what he’s supposed to say, right?”

“He said his girlfriend is setting him up. She’s planting his semen in the evidences kits.” Alex said.

“How’s she doing that?” Samuels laughed.

“She’s our SANE nurse.” Alex said as he walked toward the break room.

Samuels didn’t follow for a few seconds. She stood, looking ahead at nothing, her brow furrowed. “That’s it.” She said, finally following Alex into the break room. “That’s why there weren’t any victim cells on the swab.”

“What are you talking about?”

“When you were out, Sean came to tell me that there was something strange about the evidence from the last victim. He said there were no victim’s cells on the vaginal swab, like it was never inserted into her vagina.”

“When were you going to share this information with me?” Alex said. He had a look of disgust, but not surprise, as he stirred his coffee.

“I’m sorry. I forgot about it. It was shortly after that, that he gave us the name of the match.” Samuels said. “So, are you going to talk to her about it?”

“She’s on her way in now.” Alex said, “At least now I have something to talk about.”

Alex walked down the hall to the forensics lab. He thought about what Michael was trying to tell him, but it made no sense. He had known Janet for over four years. Surely he wasn’t that bad at judging character. Sure, Janet was a little odd, but she certainly wasn’t someone who could frame an innocent man, while the real rapist was out there, able to continue his spree, was she? Alex learned long ago to question everything, no matter how compelling. Not everything is as it seems, is the very code detectives live by, but now he had to question his own powers of observation.

He swiped his ID card in the electronic lock and the door opened. Like always, he felt intimidated by all of the equipment. There were large machines with clear covers protecting small metal tubes and lights. There were small tabletop machines of all sorts. There were half a dozen microscopes on various counter tops, and containers of different colored liquids. It all looked very scientific. He felt reassured in his decision to become a detective and not a forensics tech. He made his way to Sean’s office on the far side of the lab. “Samuels tells me you had questions about the evidence on the last rape victim.”

“Not really a question,” Sean said, “I was just passing my observation on to her.”

“What exactly is the problem?”

“Normally, when you insert a cotton swab into an orifice, there will be cells on the swab. They are removed from the tissue by the friction of the swab.” Sean explained. “On the vaginal swab in this kit, there were no epithelial cells from the victim.”

“So you don’t think the swab was ever placed inside the victim?”

“No, I don’t,”

“How could you explain that?” Alex said. “I have the nurse who collected the evidence, coming in to talk to us.”

“The only explanation I can think of would be that there was semen leaking from the vagina and it was swabbed from outside the orifice. But, I would still expect to see a few of the victim’s cells in the drainage.”

“What if the semen was never inside the victim at all?” Alex asked. “What if it was placed on the swab without ever coming in contact with the victim?”

“That would be a possible explanation.” Sean admitted, “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Could you come with me to talk to her, just as a technical support guy?”

“Sure, but I don’t get involved in interrogations.”

“Don’t worry, that’s my specialty.” Alex smiled.

_________


 


 


Janet was led to Alex’s office by the duty sergeant. “So this is where you put all the puzzles together and bust the bad guys.” She said looking around the cluttered office.

“This is it. Why don’t we go to one of the interview rooms? This office is a mess.” Alex led her down the hall to interview one. He opened the door and motioned for Janet to have a seat. “I’ll let Sean know you’re here, be right back.” Alex left the room and went to the video monitor. He watched for a few minutes as Janet sat quietly, patiently waiting. He called Sean to meet him in the room.

“Janet, this is Sean Miller. He is our lead forensic technician.”

Janet stood and extended her hand. Sean shook her hand and sat across from her, in the chair next to Alex.

“I was wondering,” Alex began, “could you walk us through your, procedure, when you collected this kit?”

“Which one is that?” Janet asked.

“The last one, Tracy Blackwell.”

“Okay. I did the interview, like always. Then, I took pictures of her external injuries, you know, abrasions, bruises. Then I did a thorough external exam. I noted the size and location of all visible injuries and identifying marks, tattoo, scars and such. Then I did the collection of physical evidence.”

“What were the steps in that?” Sean asked.

“Geez, I feel like I’m in court, being questioned by a defense attorney.” Janet said.

“I’m sorry. We just need to clarify a couple of things.” Alex said “Please, continue.”

“Well, let’s see, I did the oral swab, inside both cheeks and under her tongue. I did the anal swab and then did the vaginal swab. Then…”

“So you did do a swab inside the vagina?” Sean asked.

Alex shot him a look.

Janet saw the look on Alex’s face when Sean asked the question. She raised an eyebrow and leaned back in her seat crossing her arms.

Alex saw her guard go up. “I’m sorry. You were saying, you did a vaginal swab.”

“Yes, I did a vaginal swab. Then I noticed a dry residue on her pubic area just over the bone. I looked at it under a UV light and it fluoresced, telling me it was semen. I took another swab, an individually packaged one, and dampened it to collect the sample.”

“What did you do with that swab?” Alex said.

“I placed it in the kit. There wasn’t a protective sleeve for all four swabs, so I threw out the vaginal sample to make room for the last one. I figured it would offer a cleaner specimen.”

Alex looked at Sean for a response. “Would that satisfy you?” he asked.

“It offers a reasonable explanation.” Sean said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’m good with it.”

“Thanks for coming.” Alex dismissed Sean and returned his attention to Janet.

“What’s this all about?” Janet asked when Sean was out of sight.

“Do you know a Michael Dupree?” Alex asked.

Janet leaned back in her chair. “Yea, we lived together for a couple of years. We separated about six months ago. Why?”

“How long has it been since you saw him?”

“I don’t know, three, four months. Why?” She asked again.

“We matched his DNA to that from the first two victims.”

Janet’s face froze. Her mouth open slightly and her eyes open wide. “No shit?” she said finally. “You’ve got to be joking. Oh my God.” She covered her face with both hands and looked toward the floor.

“You think that’s a surprise, wait ‘til you hear what he’s saying.” Alex tried to prepare her for the next bombshell. “He says you are trying to frame him. He’s telling us you planted his semen in the kits.”

Janet slowly looked up at Alex. The color visibly drained from her face.

Alex saw a vessel begin to pulsate in her right temple. “Why would he tell such a tall tale?” he asked.

“Because he’s backed into a corner.” She said. “He’s trying to explain away the fact that his semen was found in those women.” Janet stood and began to pace behind the chair. “It’s awfully convenient that his ex-girlfriend is a SANE nurse, don’t you think?” She stopped and looked at Alex. “He couldn’t use that excuse if he was seeing secretary or a flight attendant.”

Alex watched and listened as she explained how Michael would use the obvious connection to his advantage. He looked for signs of stress, any hint that she was lying. She was very sure of her story. Could it be that Michael was sharp enough to have seen this as an out, before he ever began the assaults? Or was he telling the truth about Janet planting the evidence? Both sides had compelling explanations, but he didn’t know Michael or what he was capable of. He had known Janet for some time and had never seen her do anything that even bordered on the unethical.

“Have you checked Michael’s background?” she asked, after a period of silence.

“That would be our next step.”

“You may find some interesting things.” She said, now pacing with her arms folded across her chest.

“Like what?”

“Like, he was convicted of sexual misconduct when he was sixteen. I’m not sure of the circumstances, but he was a minor and his record was expunged. He’s not required to reveal it if asked on a job application or anything.”

“And how did you find this information?”

“Come on, I lived with the man for two years.”

Alex leaned back in his chair and tossed the files of the victims on the table. “Alright, that’s all I needed.” He stood and opened the door for Janet. “Thanks for coming over.”

Janet walked toward the exit then stopped and turned toward Alex. “Surely you don’t think I would do something like that. Do you?” She looked into his eyes without blinking. “You know my history. You know what that monster did to me. I vowed to never allow another creature like that go free.” She was now speaking through clenched teeth. “If I was planting evidence to frame someone, that’s exactly what I’d be doing, letting the real rapist get away with it.” She glared at Alex.

“No, I could never see you do anything like that.” he said. “I believe you.”

“By the way, do you have the DNA from the last victim yet?”

“No not yet. Why?”

“No reason really, I was just curious if it matched the others.”

“I expect it will. Everything else is the same.” Alex said, “But, we’ll let you know.”

“You do that.” Janet forced a smile and left the room.

Alex sat, propped his feet on the table and opened the folder. “What am I missing?”

He flipped through several pages then tossed the folder on the table. Something about the swabs still bothered him.






Chapter Twenty-Four

 


 


Chelsea’s Diner was always busy for lunch. Being this close to the station made it a favorite for cops. Alex was lucky to find a place with at least some privacy. He grabbed a booth near the back as two uniformed officers vacated it.

“It’s definitely a unique situation. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like it.” Rachel said. “A jury could certainly see it as reasonable doubt. I would, if I were a juror.”

“I believe Janet.” Alex said. “She made a good point as she was leaving.”

“What was that?”

Alex leaned across the table toward Rachel and spoke softly. “Her father molested her, evidently for several years.”

“Oh my God,” Rachel covered her mouth. “I didn’t know that.”

“Her mother knew, but refused to accept it. Janet said she tried to tell her, but her mom accused her of making it up. Anyway, her father was charged but the case was dismissed for lack of evidence. She told me that’s why she became a SANE nurse, to do her part to see that no rapist would ever get away with it again.” Alex paused and sipped his water. “So, the question is, why would she frame an innocent person, even if there was bad blood between them, and as a result, allow the real monster to go free?” He sat up in his seat as his sandwich arrived.

“What if…” Rachel paused to finish chewing her bite of salad. “What if she was doing it to protect someone?”

“Who could she possibly protect by doing that?”

“The real rapist.” Rachel said.

Alex grinned and let out a snicker.

“I know this sounds bazaar, but hear me out.” She said. “You know how they say that women are drawn to men like their fathers? What if she had gotten into a relationship with someone who, even if she didn’t realize it at the time, was just like her father?” Rachel paused, looking for a sign that Alex understood what she was trying to say. She saw none. “What if her new lover turned out to be a rapist, but he treated her well and she loved him? She might try to protect him and use the opportunity to take out someone else that she had a grudge against.”

Alex was not even trying to hide the laughter now. “And who do you think this lover, slash, rapist might be?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Rachel started to take another bite of salad then stopped. “I thought you were the detective here. Anyone who has been through that as a child is bound to be scarred. There’s no telling what kind of irrational things they’re capable of.”

The smirk disappeared from Alex’s face as he realized what she was saying.

“She works with the man, so she sees him all the time. He’s in a position of respect, not to mention he makes a pretty decent living.” Rachel said. “And, he fits the profile.” She flipped her fork for emphasis, flinging a dressing soaked crouton toward Alex

“Levine.” Alex said quietly, ignoring the flying food.

“That’s why there was no physical evidence tying him to the victims. She’s his safety net.” Rachel ate the salad that remained on her fork.

All the pieces were falling into place. “But, I can’t go after him again until we have some sort of evidence.” Alex said. “I can’t risk getting suspended again.”

“It’s just a theory.” She said. “I wouldn’t put much stock in it, at least until you talk to Dupree again. Let’s tighten the screws on him and see if he changes his story.”

“Let’s?” Alex sounded surprised. “Are you coming with me?”

“Are you kidding? I can’t miss this.”

Alex finished his sandwich. His mind sorted through all of the evidence, all of the wild accusations, all the bazaar theories. He’d never had to deal with so many perfectly plausible possibilities in one case. This was indeed, stranger than fiction.

_________


 


 


Alex and Rachel watched the monitor as Michael was placed back in the interview room. “Are you ready?” Alex asked.

“I’ll follow you.”

Alex placed his gun in the safe.

“Why did you do that?” Rachel asked.

“Department policy. We can’t risk a prisoner overpowering an officer and getting his gun.”

“I guess that makes sense,” she said.

Alex opened the door and they entered the room where Michael was seated.

“Mr. Dupree, you remember Ms. Summers, with the DA’s office.” Alex said. Michael nodded toward Rachel but said nothing.

“Do we need to remind you of your rights?”

“I remember.” Michael said. He raised his cuffed hands and tapped his right temple with his finger.

“Would you like me to remove those?” Alex asked.

Michael nodded and held his hands toward Alex.

“We talked to Ms. Freeman.” Alex said as he removed the handcuffs and sat in the chair across from Michael.

“And?”

“She brought up an interesting point. She said that you could use her position as a get out of jail free card.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Rachel leaned toward Michael, “What it means, Mr. Dupree, is that you could have planned these attacks, knowing all along, that you could claim that Ms. Freeman was planting evidence.”

“That’s bullshit.” Michael argued, “What possible reason could I have for raping women?”

“There are all kinds of reasons men rape.” Alex said.

“But, the problem we have with your story,” said Rachel, “is the person you tried to use as your alibi, is the same person you say is trying to frame you.” Rachel starred at Michael for a moment. “So which part of your story are we supposed to believe?”

“Do you think I would’ve given you my DNA if I was guilty?”

“Yes. If you had a safety net, like your girlfriend being the person gathering the evidence.

“Mr. Dupree,” Alex said, “we have three documents from your employer that shows you had contact with all three victims.” Alex tapped the table with his outstretched index finger to emphasize his words, “We have your DNA, found in the first two victims, and the best you can come up with is your girlfriend is framing you?” Alex paused to allow him time to respond, but Michael sat silent staring at the wall behind Alex. “You initially told me that you were with your girlfriend all night, on all the dates that the rapes occurred.” Alex flipped through his small note pad looking for the first interview.

“Then you told me that you had never heard of any of the victims. We know those were both lies, because Ms. Freeman said you hadn’t been together for six months.” He watched Michael’s body language, looking for any tell tale sign that he was about to lie.

“I told you, she wanted to try again, on two separate occasions, but it didn’t work out.” Michael shouted. “That’s when she got my semen. We had sex and she saved it.” He pounded the table with his fist, then leaned back in his chair and sat silently for several seconds. “That sick bitch.”

Alex stared at Michael for several seconds. “Alright. I don’t think we’re getting anywhere.” He stood. “We’re going to give you a little break, some time to gather your thoughts. We’ll be back in the morning.”

Alex and Rachel left the room and walked up the hall toward the call room to his desk. “Do you believe him?” Alex said.

“I don’t know. He comes off a little cocky, but he has a good story.”

“I want to let him absorb everything tonight and hit him again in the morning.” Alex grabbed his blazer and retrieved his gun from the safe. “I’ll see you later.”

“Just like that? You’re leaving?” Rachel put her hands on her hips.

“Just like what? We’re finished here. I’m tired. I’m going home.” Alex straightened his jacket collar and grabbed his briefcase. “If you want, you can come back in the morning. I’ll be here around ten.”






Chapter Twenty-Five

 


 


The aroma of bacon filled the air. Alex whistled while he cooked. This was the first time they had spent together over breakfast in weeks.

The doorbell rang just as Alex finished scrambling the eggs for breakfast. “Can you get that sweetie?”

Carmen pulled the curtain back slightly and looked through the door’s small window. “Dad, it’s the police.” She opened the door. “Hi, my dad’s cooking breakfast. He’ll be out in a minute. Come on in.”

Alex wiped his hands on a towel and walked into the living room. Lt. Phelps and two uniformed officers stood just inside the door. “Lieutenant. What brings you here on a Saturday morning?” Alex extended his hand.

“Alex, could we speak to you outside please?” Phelps had a look about him that said this was not a social call.

“Sure.” Alex looked at Carmen. “I’ll be right back.” He stepped outside with the men.

“This is very difficult,” Phelps said, looking at the ground.

Alex’s heart skipped a beat as a sinking feeling weakened his knees. His first thought was for Rachel. Something had happened. Why else would the lieutenant come to see him personally? “What’s wrong?”

Phelps said, still looking at the ground. “I don’t know how to say this.” He looked up at Alex. “We need you to come with us.”

“What’s going on?” Alex insisted. Phelps’ hesitation added to Alex’s feeling of dread. His heart sank lower into the pit of his stomach.

“We have a DNA match on the last victim.”

Thank God, it wasn’t about Rachel. “Okay… we have the suspect in custody. What’s the problem?”

“It wasn’t matched to Mr. Dupree, Alex.” Phelps let out a long breath.

“So…?” Alex waited for the punch line.

“It came back to you.”

A nervous smile came over Alex’s face. He wasn’t really in the mood for practical jokes. “Very funny.”

“I’m afraid it’s no joke.” Phelps wasn’t smiling.

“I don’t understand.” Alex’s smile vanished. “What do you mean it came back to me?”

“Your semen was found on the victim.”

Alex’s heart pounded as his mind struggled to grasp what he was hearing. “That’s impossible.”

“The DNA from the evidence kit was matched to you.”

Alex was dumbfounded. “Bullshit. I never met that woman until I interviewed her in the ER?”

Carmen opened the door. “Dad, what’s going on?”

“We need your father at the station.” Phelps told her.

“Aren’t you going to eat your breakfast?” She looked at Alex. She saw his face drained of color. “What’s going on Dad?”

“Call Rachel and tell her to meet me at the station. Okay?” He reached to hug her, but she backed away.

“No.” she shook her head. “Tell me what’s going on.” Her eyes began to fill with tears.

“Just go inside and call her. I’ll explain later.”

Carmen slowly backed into the house, not taking her eyes off of her father.

“Go on. Call her.” Alex said.

Carmen closed the door and watched through the glass as she slowly backed away.

“You don’t have to cuff me in front of her do you?” He looked a Phelps.

Phelps shook his head. “No. We owe you that much.” He escorted Alex to a police cruiser and placed him in the back seat.

Alex turned to look as they drove away. Carmen stood crying on the porch with the phone to her ear.

 


 


“I demand to see him. Now!” Rachel shouted.

“You will see him,” Phelps told her, “after the booking process.”

“He’s one of your own.” she said softly, “I would think he’s earned a little consideration.”

“Ms. Summers, we will let you see him as soon as we get him booked in. It’s just procedure.”

Rachel glared at Phelps then turned to sit at Alex’s desk. “I want to see the case file.”

“You know I can’t do that.” Phelps said.

“What do you mean, you can’t do that? I’m the fucking Deputy District Attorney.” she spoke through clenched teeth.

“I understand who you are,” Phelps said, “but you won’t be assigned to his case. Until Alex gets to talk to a lawyer, I can’t allow you to see the file.”

Rachel relaxed. She put her hands over her face and let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” She sniffed and wiped a tear. “It’s just a shock. You know?”

“It’s a shock to all of us.” Phelps said softly. “He will be brought over and placed in an interview room. You can see him then.”

Rachel wiped her tears. “Could I get a cup of coffee or something?”

“Of course. How do you take it?”

“Black.” Rachel stared at nothing. She propped her chin on her hand and bit her nails as she waited.

“Can I help you with something?” Samuels asked as she approached her desk.

“No, I’m fine.” Rachel said. “I’m waiting for someone.”

“Well, that’s Detective Mendez’s desk.” Samuels said, “There are chairs over…”

“I know whose desk it is.” Rachel interrupted her. “I’ll wait here.” She shot Samuels a look that told her to back off and mind her own business.

“Sorry!” Samuels held both hands up. “So, you’re waiting for Alex?”

“I’m waiting for them to br…” Rachel stopped herself. “Yes, I’m waiting for Alex.”

“Are you a friend of his?”

“You could say that. I’m Rachel Summers.”

“Kathy Samuels,” She offered her hand. “nice to meet you.”

Rachel stared at Samuels. “So, you’re the Samuels Alex talks about.”

“I’m the only one here by that name.” she smiled, but the smile soon left. She withdrew her hand. “Why? What does he say?”

Rachel looked at her for a long moment. “So you’re the one.” She forced an artificial smile.

Samuels looked sideways at Rachel. “The one what?”

“The one who has been leaking information to the press.” Rachel was not smiling now. She stared, unblinking, into Samuels’ eyes, until Samuels looked away.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Samuels smiled nervously.

“Oh, I think you do.”

Samuels swallowed hard. “Who are you?”

“I told you, I’m Rachel Summers, with the District Attorney’s office. For your sake, I certainly hope I don’t see anything in tomorrow’s paper about what’s happening here today.”

Samuels stared at her for several seconds. “Excuse me. I have some things to take care of.”

“Yes, you take care of things.” Rachel said as Samuels quickly walked away.

_________


 


 


“What do you mean I can’t do the story?” Samantha raised her voice. “Are you crazy? This is the biggest news to hit this town in years.”

“The DA’s office knows where you’re getting your information. I’ll go down for this.” Samuels shouted into the phone.

“I’m sorry baby, It’s already gone to the editor.”

“Bullshit,” Samuels shouted, “I only told you an hour ago. You didn’t write a story that fast.”

“Sorry, it’s too late to stop it. My editor is ready to run with it.”

Samuels heard a click. “Samantha? Samantha!” the line was dead.

_________


 


 


Alex waited in the interview room. He knew there would be some difficult questions from Rachel. He was more worried about her than about the police. He thought all morning about what to say. He heard the knob turn. His heart pounded as the door opened. He stood to hug Rachel as she entered. “Am I glad to see you?”

Rachel held up her hand. “Don’t touch me.” She couldn’t look him in the eye.

Alex stepped back and sat at the table while Rachel stood across from him. “I know how bad this seems,” he said, “but it’s not what it looks like.”

“Would you care to explain it to me?” Rachel crossed her arms. “Would you please explain to me how they have your semen in evidence? Would you please explain to me how they matched it to you?” Her voice grew louder and her tears flowed faster with each question. “Would you please explain to me just exactly what the hell is going on here?” She was shouting now.

“Rachel, please, calm down.”

“Calm down? You’re telling me to calm down?” Rachel uncrossed her arms and leaned across the table toward Alex. “I got a call from your daughter, first thing this morning, saying that you were arrested for rape! She is beside herself. And you tell me to calm down?” Rachel stood straight and crossed her arms. “Fuck you Alex for saying that!”

“Carmen knows?”

“Yes Alex, she knows. She heard everything through the door when they came to get you.”

Alex propped his elbows on the table and rested his forehead on his hands. “Could I at least get an opportunity to explain?” he said calmly.

Rachel sat in front of him crossing her arms on the table. “Yes, please, explain it to me.”

Alex took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “The department has a policy. DNA samples are taken from all detectives and forensic investigators. That way, if there is accidental contamination of a scene, they can identify the DNA from investigators, you know, to rule them out.”

“You’re not making any sense.” Rachel shook her head. “Why would a crime scene be accidently contaminated?”

“It could be any number of ways. If an investigator coughed or sneezed, there could be contamination. It’s just to rule out things like that.” He explained.

“So you’re telling me that you sneezed on the victim’s vagina?” She waited for a response. “Is that what you’re telling me? Am I supposed to accept that as an explanation for what’s going on here?”

Alex let out a sigh. “No, that doesn’t explain it.” He sat silent, trying to figure out how to tell her.

“I’m waiting.”

“You were with me when I questioned Mr. Dupree. You heard what he told us.”

Rachel looked at him but said nothing.

“I know this sounds ridiculous, but I believe I’m a victim of the same setup.” He slowly looked up at Rachel.

She cocked her head to the side and raised her eyebrows, waiting for more. Alex didn’t continue. “That doesn’t explain how your semen got on the victim.”

“Janet planted it.” Alex raised his voice. He looked Rachel in the eye, as if that would be more convincing.

Rachel matched his stare. “Where did she get it Alex?”

He looked down at the table and let out a long breath. “I get lonely sometimes. Janet had been flirting with me for months. I never really paid attention. But about a month ago, I’m at a bar and she sits down beside me. We started talking and after a few drinks, one thing led to another.”

“So you slept with her?” Rachel turned her head away. Her eyes now filled with tears.

“Yes.”

“So, you’re telling me she saved your semen from a one night stand so she could frame you?”

Alex let out a long sigh, “It wasn’t exactly a one night stand.”

Rachel snickered in disgust. “So you had an affair with her.”

“I don’t count it as an affair.” Alex said. “I am a single adult.”

“What about Allyson?” Rachel leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms again.

“Allyson’s dead.” Alex raised his voice. He let his head drop. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.”

Rachel sat quietly for a moment. She turned her face away and wiped a tear before it could fall. “You’re right. It’s none of my business.”

“I did see her for about two weeks, but it was a mistake. I started feeling guilty, so I broke it off.”

“So, is this like some kind of fatal attraction or something?”

“That’s what it looks like.” Alex covered his face with his hands.

“Actually, that’s not what it looks like.” Rachel stared ahead at nothing. “So, what do we do now?”

“I think I need a lawyer.”

Rachel wiped a few remaining tears, “I can recommend someone if you like.”

“Could you talk to whoever you think would be best? I trust your judgment.”

Lt. Phelps opened the door. “Ms. Summers, we need to talk to Alex now.”

She stood and looked at Alex. “I’ll see what I can do. Carmen can stay with me until this is over.”

“Thank you.”

Rachel turned to leave. She stopped when she reached the door and turned to look at Alex.

“Tell Carmen I love her.” Alex said.

“Yea, I’ll tell her.” Rachel nodded then left.

Phelps and Martin sat at the table. “How ya holdin’ up?” Phelps said.

“How do you think?”

“Alex, you are the master at interrogation,” Phelps said, “so I’m not gonna blow smoke up your ass and make threats to try and get anything out of you. Why don’t you just tell us what the hell’s going on?”

“You won’t believe me.”

“Try us.” Martin said. Terrence Martin was a large, intimidating presence. He’d been a star linebacker for the Gators, with aspirations of an NFL career. He was known for his vicious hits on opposing quarterbacks. He played with the intensity of a runaway freight train, until a dirty hit took out his left knee.

“Have you watched my interview with Mr. Dupree, the suspect in the first two cases?” Alex said.

Phelps shook his head. “I haven’t seen it yet.”

“I saw the first half. It’s a slam dunk.” Martin said. “Fucker’s guilty as hell.”

“He claims that Janet Freeman, the SANE nurse, set him up.” Alex let out a long breath.

“Do you believe him?” Phelps leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs.

“I didn’t, but now I’m not sure.”

“Just how the hell did she do that?” Martin asked.

“Evidently they were seeing each other and he broke it off and she got pissed.” Alex paused, looking a Phelps for several moments. “She’s setting me up too.”

“How?”

Alex leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms and let out a sigh. “A little over a month ago, I went to The Loft for a few drinks.”

“What’s the loft?” Martin said.

“You know, that little club out by The Gardens. Anyway, I’m sitting at the bar minding my own business and Janet sits down beside me. We started talking and after a few drinks, we ended up at her place.”

“So…what, did she like save a condom or something?” Phelps said.

“I don’t think so. Not then anyway.”

“Why would she want to frame you?”

“After that night, I saw her a few more times, but I started feeling guilty, like I was cheating on my wife, so I broke it off.”

“And she wasn’t ready to end it?” Martin said.

“That’s an understatement.” Alex leaned forward and picked at the edge of the laminate table top with his thumbnail. “I mean, she has some issues, but I never thought she would go this far.”

“You do realize, if you can prove the setup, it’ll allow Dupree to walk.” Phelps said. “It’s automatic reasonable doubt. The DA wouldn’t even try the case.”

“You don’t think I’ve thought of that?”

“Where were you the night Ms. Blackwell was attacked?” Martin said.

“I was at home. The pager woke me up.”

“Can you verify that?”

“My daughter was there but she was asleep,” Alex said. “I left her a note telling her I had a call.”

“So she wouldn’t be able to say for sure what time you left.”

“No. But the attack was captured on video,” Alex said. “The images aren’t very clear, but I think you can easily see it’s not me.”

“How can you tell that?” Martin said.

“Tracy Blackwell is only like five foot five. The video shows the attacker to be only an inch or two taller.” Alex stood up. “I’m six-four. I think it would be obvious if you look at the video.”

“The video has been sent to the state crime lab.” Phelps said. “I’m not sure how long it will be before we get it back.”

“Okay, as far as the DNA, can you prove that Ms. Freeman planted it?” Martin said.

“I guess that would be difficult to prove, wouldn’t it?” Alex sighed. “But, you have two people in the same situation, saying they’re being set up.” Alex looked back and forth from Phelps to Martin. “Come on. You guys know me. You know I didn’t do this.”

Phelps nodded. “I know. But, until we can prove the evidence was planted, we have to go on what we do have.” Phelps looked down at the table. “I’m sorry Alex, but my hands are tied.”

_________


 


 


The cell was cold and lonely. Alex had never been claustrophobic, but the longer he sat, the closer the walls came to each other. The total dependence on others was the hardest part to deal with. He was no longer in control. These were unfamiliar circumstances.

The cell was cold and empty, except for the thin, stained mattress and wool blanket that had seen better days. The cinderblock walls offered little in the way of atmosphere. Alex looked at his wrist, but he didn’t have his watch. All of his jewelry had been taken, even his wedding ring. His belt, socks and shoes were taken from him. He paced, walking back and forth in the water soaked shower slippers that made a disgusting squishing sound with every step. He had nothing but his own thoughts. He wished the jailers could take them, but they were the only things he was allowed to keep.

He tried stay strong, but without success. Each positive, constructive thought was pushed out by visions of Carmen and Rachel, once again consoling each other. Telling each other how they would get through this.

At nine o’clock the cell went dark. Alex stretched out on the uncomfortable mattress and tried to push everything out of his head. He wanted sleep, to escape for a few hours, but sleep would not come, not tonight.

_________


 


 


The darkness of Alex’s cell was suddenly replaced by a blinding glare. “Detective, you have a visitor.” The voice was almost lost in the groan of the heavy cell door as it swung open.

Alex sat up and tried to focus. He could see the figure standing in the opening but couldn’t make out details. He stood slowly and followed the man to the interview room, his shoes making the squishing sound all the way.

Rachel sat at the small table. Her face was pale and her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. “I know you don’t want to, but I think you need to see this.”

She slid a newspaper toward him as he sat down.

Alex turned the paper toward him. On the front page were two pictures: One, a distinguished looking man in a Dress Blue uniform with two medals around his neck, the other, a dejected, shame filled man with his name spelled out in plastic letters on a small black plaque. The headline was simple, only two words in letters over an inch tall,

Fallen Hero.

Below the headline was the slightly smaller, yet bold print that told the story.

Decorated detective charged in rape case as DNA evidence links him to victim.

Alex stared at the photos. His heart sank deeper than he had ever imagined possible. “Has Carmen seen this?”

“Not yet. She was asleep when I left her this morning.” Rachel looked down at the table. “But, it’s only a matter of time.”

Both sat, saying nothing. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He’d always been a private person. Now all his dirty laundry was in full public view, and it wasn’t even his laundry. He stared into space, biting his thumbnail.

“I’m worried about Carmen.” Rachel said as a tear rolled down her right cheek. “What will she have to endure at school? You know other kids won’t just let this go.”

“Let her stay out until this blows over.”

“Alex, this isn’t just going to blow over.” Rachel leaned toward Alex, “Even if you can prove your innocence, your image is going to be forever tarnished.”

Alex didn’t respond.

“You may be cleared of the charges, but you still put yourself in the position to be set up by sleeping with that lunatic.”

“Well, I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do about that now,” Alex said, looking down at the table. “I need to focus on things I can do something about.” He looked up at Rachel. “Have you talked to anyone yet?”

Rachel sat quietly for a moment, picking at the nail of her right thumb. “I’ve tried to talk to several attorneys. I haven’t had much luck. It’s like when they see me coming, they run the other way.” She didn’t look at Alex.

“I don’t suppose you could represent me?”

“Alex, I’m a prosecutor, not a defense attorney. Besides, even if I wanted to, there’s no way the DA would let me. I would have to resign my position. Then, after the case is over, I’d have to go into private practice and starve while I tried to build up a client list.”

“So, the answer is no?”

Rachel tried to smile at his attempt at humor. “I did find one person who’s willing to look at your case.”

“Who’s that?”

“His name is Peyton Mitchell. He’s young, but ambitious. He’s been waiting for a shot in a high profile case.”

“Do you trust him? I mean, is he good?”

“I’ve lost a couple of minor cases to him in the past.” Rachel tried to smile, “He needs to look good. He’ll do you right.”

“When will he see me?”

“First thing in the morning. He goes to church on Sundays. He doesn’t believe in working.” Rachel picked at a small chip on the edge of the table.

“Will you come with him?” Alex looked in her eyes, hoping to see his answer.

“It may be a conflict of interest, but I’ll ask.”

There was a long period of silence before Alex spoke. “How is Carmen holding up?”

“As well as can be expected, given the circumstances.”

“Have you talked to her?”

“What do you think?” Rachel said. “Of course I’ve talked to her. I told her that it’s all a big mistake and you will be cleared.”

“Did she believe it?”

“I don’t know. I hope so.”

“Do you believe it?” Alex said.

Rachel looked him in the eye, “I have to, don’t I?”






Chapter Twenty-Six

 


 


He had blue eyes, blonde hair and was unnaturally tan. To Alex, he looked like he should be on a surfboard. He couldn’t be more that a couple of years out of law school. This is him? This is my only lifeline? Alex felt his heart sink.

“Peyton Mitchell.” He offered his hand to Alex. It was soft and well manicured, but it did have a firm grip.

“Alex Mendez.” Alex returned the squeeze.

“I’m sure you were expecting someone a little older,” Peyton said, “But, what I lack in years, I make up for in enthusiasm.” He sat across the small table from Alex, opened his briefcase and produced a thin file folder. “This is the evidence against you.”

Alex looked at the folder then back at Peyton, but said nothing.

“It’s pretty thin, isn’t it?” He smiled at Alex, “Literally and figuratively.”

“What’s in there?” Alex knew but he wanted to hear it from the young man.

“This is one sheet of paper. It’s the DNA report on evidence taken from a Ms. Tracy Blackwell.” Peyton held up the paper. “Do you know her?”

“I met her in the exam room the night she was attacked.” Alex said, “I never saw her before or after that night.”

“What I need from you is simply the truth about your involvement in this case.” Peyton closed the small file, interlocked his fingers and looked at Alex.

“I just told you my involvement. I interviewed her after the assault.”

“Was that before or after the physical evidence was collected?”

“After.”

“And you had no contact with her prior to the exam being done?”

“None.”

“I understand that there was another suspect in the first two attacks. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And you personally conducted an interview with him?”

“That’s right.”

“What did he tell you?”

“He told me that the evidence must have been planted.”

“And what was your initial reaction to that?”

Alex drew in a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I told him it was a little difficult to believe.”

“And yet, here you are, telling me the exact same story.” Peyton cocked his head sideways and smiled. “You’ve got to love the irony in that?”

“Forgive me if I don’t see the humor.” Alex frowned.

“Relax. I was just trying to lighten the mood.”

“The true irony,” Alex said, “is that my trusted friend could only find some wet behind the ears law student to hang my entire future on.”

“I’m not actually a student anymore,” Peyton said, “I graduated three months ago.”

Alex smiled. “I’m sorry. Nothing personal, you just have to understand it from my point of view.”

“Oh, I do understand Mr. Mendez. What I understand is that Ms. Summers asked just about everyone with a license to practice law and I was the only taker.”

“Yea, so what does that say about me?” Alex leaned forward, propped his elbows on the table and rested his forehead on his hands.

“It tells me that people are afraid of what they might find,” Peyton said. “This is a high profile case Mr. Mendez. A lawyer’s reputation would be on the line. That’s why I jumped at the opportunity. I don’t have a reputation yet. I need one. I need people to see that I won’t back down from a case, no matter what kind of evidence there is or how high profile it may be.” Peyton leaned forward and looked at Alex for a moment.

“Every accused has the right to a vigorous defense.” He leaned back in his chair. “So, in a way, both our futures depend on the outcome.”

Alex relaxed and looked him in the eye. “So, where do we start?”

“How about at the beginning?” Peyton said. “Tell me about your relationship with Ms. Freeman.”

Alex drew in a deep breath and rubbed his forehead with one hand. “I’ve known her for a little over four years. She had just moved here from somewhere. I don’t remember where, but she had only been here for a couple of months when I met her in the ER. I was there for a rape victim. She was doing the exam. She seemed immediately drawn to me for some reason. She started flirting and making advances and I told her I was happily married and that she was making me uncomfortable.”

“How did she respond?”

“She took it okay, I guess. She was still friendly enough after that, but the advances stopped.”

“So how did your relationship go after that?”

“Relationship?”

“You still saw her while in the performance of your duties, right?”

“I did.” Alex nodded. “It was shortly after that, when a series of attacks began.”

“And you were both involved in the investigation of those attacks?”

“Yes.”

“How many victims were there?”

“Seven, one of which died.”

“And who ended up being convicted of those rapes?”

“It was one of our firefighters.”

“Interesting,” Peyton said.

“What’s that?”

“A public servant. A hero.” Peyton gestured toward Alex. “And now look. Another public servant. A bona fide hero.”

“Yea, interesting.”

“And do you remember how the suspect was identified?”

“I think we got an anonymous tip from crime stoppers,” Alex said.

“And how did you match him to the victims?”

“Through DNA.”

“Did he consent to his DNA being taken?”

“Yes, if I remember correctly.”

Peyton wrote something in a legal pad. “And did you consent to your DNA being taken?”

“It’s taken as a condition of employment from all detectives and forensic technicians.”

“And why is that?”

“It’s used to identify possible contamination of evidence.”

“What does that mean?” Peyton stopped writing and looked at Alex.

“We have our DNA taken and our profile is entered into a data base. In the event that a crime scene is contaminated, or multiple DNA profiles are found, the investigators can be identified and eliminated.”

“Give me an example of a contamination.”

“If an investigator has a cold they could cough or sneeze, it could contaminate evidence.”

“I see,” Peyton said. “So, tell me your theory of how your semen found its way to the victim.”

“I believe Janet Freeman planted it to get back at me.”

“For what?”

Alex drew in a deep breath. “You know about my wife, right?”

“Yes. I’m aware.”

“I had been faithful to her for the two years since her death. It was just me and my daughter, Carmen. I had no adult companionship. Janet had found a renewed interest in me and had once again, began making sexual advances. I gave in to weakness and we had a brief affair.”

“How long did that last?”

“A couple of weeks.”

“And you ended it?”

“I started to feel guilty.”

“And, how did Ms. Freeman react?”

“She was upset, angry, but she seemed to get over it quickly enough.”

“Even though she got over it, she still planted your semen to frame you for rape?”

“That’s the only way it could’ve gotten in the kit. She is the only one who had access.”

“Access to what?”

“To the evidence kit. There is a chain of custody form. The first signature line is to verify that the kit’s original seal is intact, that it’s un-opened. She gathers the evidence, places it in the kit and it is sealed. She signs it and when she transfers custody to me, I sign it.”

“And this seal remains unbroken until it’s processed by forensics?”

“Yes. The lab has a form for the kit. One of the checks is whether the seal is intact.”

“And I assume it was,” Peyton said. “What if it had been compromised?”

“The whole kit would’ve been discarded,” Alex said. “That’s the whole reason for the chain of custody.”

Peyton looked again at the DNA report. Two questions concerning the kit appeared at the top of the page: is the chain of custody form completed? And, is the seal intact? They were both marked ‘yes’.

“There were some questions from our forensic tech about the vaginal swab in that kit.” Alex said. “There was no victim DNA on the swab.”

“What’s the significance of that?”

“The swab was never placed inside the victim when the evidence was collected.” Alex explained.

“So I take it that normally it would’ve been?”

“Yes. After Sean, our tech, discovered it we called Ms. Freeman in to question her about it.”

“Was this discrepancy noticed before or after the original suspect claimed that the evidence was planted?”

“I’m not sure, but we talked to Janet…Ms. Freeman after Mr. Dupree made the accusations against her.”

“What did she have to say about the swab?”

“She told us that she saw a dried residue that she believed to be semen on the victim’s pubic area. She verified it under a black light and used a clean swab to obtain the sample.”

“Has anyone interviewed the victim about the exam?” Peyton asked.

“Not that I’m aware of. Why?”

“Well, it would stand to reason that if Ms. Freeman was telling the truth about the sample, the victim would recall the use of a black light during the exam,” Peyton said.

“I think they’re used pretty routinely during exams,” Alex said. “I know they are used in the field at crime scenes.”

“It was worth mentioning.” Peyton said as he stood. “I think that’s all I need for now. Do you have any questions for me?”

“I’m sure I’ll think of dozens after you leave.” Alex smiled. Maybe Alex had been too quick to judge. Peyton was asking all the right questions.

“Your arraignment will be today. The first thing I’ll do is request bail.”

“I guess I’ll be transported to the court and put on display for the media,” Alex said.

“No.” Peyton stood and placed his hands on the back of the chair and rested his weight on them. “Actually, I’ve requested that the judge come here,” he said, “And out of respect for you, he agreed.”

“I appreciate that,” Alex said.

“Hey, for a hero, it’s the least we could do.” He extended his hand to Alex. “Judge Harris will be here around three. I’ll see you then”

Alex shook his hand. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Peyton walked to the door and turned to Alex. “You have another visitor.”

Alex saw Peyton and Rachel exchange words and handshakes outside the room before Rachel entered.

“So, what do you think?” she said as walked toward the table and sat in front of Alex.

“He seems like a smart kid. Still a little wet behind the ears, but I think he has good instincts.”

“That’s good,” Rachel said. She stared at the table for a long moment. “Carmen sends her love.”

“Tell her, I send mine back. How is she? Has she said anything about me?”

Rachel drew in a deep breath and looked down at the table then back at Alex. “She is a staunch supporter. She went to school today. I guess we’ll see how that goes.”

“What about the paper story?”

“She wasn’t surprised. She said if she didn’t stand up for you, who would?”

There was a moment of awkward silence as both stared at the table. Rachel finally spoke. “Do you need anything?”

“Fresh air and dry shoes would be nice.” Alex tried to smile. “Judge Harris is supposed to be here around three. Hopefully he’ll let me post bail.”

“I’ll be here to take you home.” She stood to leave. “In the mean time, I’ve got a few things to take care of.”

Alex stood and walked with her to the door. “Thank you.” He placed his hand on her back. “I’m sorry for turning your life upside down, you having to take care of Carmen and all.”

She turned to face him. “I don’t do it because I have to. I do it because I love her.” She knocked on the door and a jailer opened it for her to leave. “I’ll see you at three.” She looked him up and down, “Why don’t you get some rest? You look like hell.”

The guard returned Alex to his cell. It was ten o’clock. Judge Harris would be here in five hours. Alex stretched out on the lumpy mattress and tried to sleep.






Chapter Twenty-Seven

 


 


The man had been found under a bridge, drunk, dirty and severely beaten. Janet sat in front of the computer entering her final notes on this, her only patient. Two uniformed officers, with whom Janet was not familiar, leaned on the counter in front of her making small talk as one filled out the report on the drunk man.

“So, do either of you know Detective Mendez?” Janet asked.

“Not personally, but I heard about the arrest,” One of the men said, shaking his head. “Can you believe that?”

“I don’t think anyone believes it,” said the other. “I heard there is some question about evidence. Rumor is it was planted.”

Janet looked up at the man. “Where did you hear that?”

“That’s the scuttlebutt at the station this morning.” the officer said. “I think he’s supposed to be released later today.”

Janet stopped typing and leaned back in her chair. She stared blankly in front of her as the color drained from her face.

“Are you okay?” one of the officers asked.

Janet folded her arms and pulled them tight into her abdomen. “Yea, I’m fine. I just had a sudden pain in my stomach. Excuse me for a minute.” Janet stood. She grabbed the edge of the counter to steady herself. She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips.

“Why don’t you sit down? You don’t look well,” The officer said.

“I’m fine, really.” Janet walked across the nurse’s station toward Sharron Hartley, the charge nurse. “I think I need to go home.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I think I’m coming down with some kind of stomach virus. I threw up a few times last night.” Janet rubbed her abdomen. “I felt better this morning, but now I’m having the same pains as before and I feel nauseous.”

“Do you need to sign in and be seen?”

“No. I’ll be okay. I just don’t want to pass it along to anyone else.” Janet forced a smile. “I only have the one patient. His chart is finished and he’s ready to go upstairs.” She closed her eyes and pressed her hand into her abdomen again.

“Okay. Go on home. It’s pretty slow right now. We can handle it.”

“Thanks.” Janet said. She walked to the break room and gathered her things.

“Let us know if you need anything.” Sharron said as Janet neared the exit.

“I will. Thanks.”

_________


 


Arlen Harris rarely made trips to the jail, at least not since he left his bench on the municipal court. Harris was now a district court judge, so the accused normally stood before him, on his turf. It was rare indeed that he made an exception, but this case was one of these rare circumstances.

The judge wore his years of experience proudly. His grey hair, now substantially thinner than in years past, hung just below his collar. It was his way of saying ‘I’ve earned the right to wear my hair as I damn well please’ and no one would question that.

The judge prided himself on his unbiased rule over his court. He believed deeply in the concept of ‘innocence until proven guilty’. If his years of practicing law had taught him anything, it was that there are always at least two sides to every story. He wouldn’t hear them today. That wasn’t why he was here.

Alex was led to Phelps’ office where the judge sat behind the lieutenant’s desk. The cuffs were removed and the guard closed the door. Alex stood alone before the aging man.

“Do you have counsel? The judge asked.

“Yes sir. He was supposed to be here.”

“Well then I‘m sure he’ll be along soon enough,” The judge said. He looked through small reading glasses that were perched on the end of his nose at the arrest report. “Looks like you’ve gotten yourself into quite the predicament.”

“So it would seem.” Alex forced a smile. “I can explain things.”

The judge held up a hand. “Save it for the court room. You’re not on trial today.”

“Yes sir.” Alex stood with his hand behind him, watching the judge read the report.

The judge looked over his glasses at Alex. “Have a seat. Relax.” He motioned to a chair in front of the desk. “This will be pretty informal.”

Alex sat. He noticed several people gathered at other desks outside, all looking in his direction. The large windows in Phelps’ office seemed to serve as a giant display case and Alex was the object of curiosity. “Would you mind if I closed these blinds?” Alex said.

“By all means.”

Alex stood and began twisting the rods to close the blinds, one window at a time. He looked at the clock on Phelps’ desk. It was 2:48. Peyton should be here anytime.

The judge removed his glasses and leaned back in the chair. “So, do you get to do much fishing?” He interlaced his fingers and rested his hands across his round belly.

The question surprised Alex but he welcomed it. The judge must have sensed Alex’s discomfort during the awkward silence. “Not too often,” he said.

“That’s too bad. I go out there every chance I get.”

“I spend too much time on call.” Alex said. “My recreation consists of my daughter’s softball games on weekends.”

“I remember my sons’ little league days,” the judge smiled, “They were two years apart and played on different teams. Usually at different times but sometimes they would have games at the same time. Made it hard to see both. One would be upset if I watched the other one play, so I tried to switch out. You know, watch one this time and the other the next.”

“I know what you mean,” Alex said. “I’ve had to miss a few things of my daughter’s too.”

“You have more than one?”

“No, just her,” Alex said. “Sometimes I get called away by my job.”

“That’s a damn shame,” the judge said. “A child shouldn’t have to play second fiddle to a job.”

“Well, I’m a single father. I do what I have to do.” Alex was wishing again for the silence.

The knock at the door broke the tension. “Am I interrupting?” Peyton said as he opened the door.

“Not at all.” The judge stood. “Good to see you again Mr. Mitchell.”

Peyton shook his hand. “Thank you sir, likewise.”

“We were just talking about fishing and baseball,” the judge said. He seated himself and looked again at the arrest report. “Shall we get started?”

“By all means,” said Peyton.

“Mr. Mendez, you have been detained and charged with aggravated sexual battery, a violation of Florida criminal statute 794.011, sub section 4 paragraph G, a first degree felony.” The judge looked at Alex. “Do you understand the charges against you?”

“Yes sir.”

“And how would you plea?”

“Not guilty,” Peyton said.

“Very well,” The judge scratched his pen on the paper, filling in blanks on the form. “Defendant enters plea of not guilty, preliminary hearing will be set for July 22.” The judge mumbled as if talking only to himself.

“We would like to request bail, your honor,” Peyton said.

“I anticipated as much, but no need,” said the judge. “I am going to release Mr. Mendez on his own recognizance.” he looked up at Alex and smiled. “I don’t believe he’s a threat to anyone. Do you Mr. Mitchell?” he looked at Peyton.

“No sir.”

“Mr. Mendez, as soon as I complete my paperwork, you will be free to go. Just, how do the youngsters say, hang loose for a while.”

“Thank you.” Alex said. He and Peyton stood.

“Go. Get a cup of coffee or something.” The judge waved them away.

The two men left the office. “He’s letting me go,” Alex announced to the crowd.

A collective sigh of relief spread across the room. Some of the men shook Alex’s hand. Some patted him in the back. Alex made his way across the room then made eye contact with Rachel.

She leaned against the doorway with her arms crossed. Her smile told him everything was going to be okay. He smiled as he approached her.

“That was easier than I expected,” he said.

“You’re welcome.”

“I don’t know what you did, but thanks.” He gave her a hug.

“Hey, don’t I get any credit?” Peyton said.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Alex said. “I didn’t mean to…”

“Relax. I’m messing with you.” Peyton held up his hand.

Alex offered his hand. “I appreciate it. Really.”

“Not a problem. I’ll keep you up on what’s going on. If you have any questions or need anything, give me a call.”

Rachel handed Alex a paper bag. “I thought you might want some fresh clothes and a pair of shoes.”

“You’re an angel,” he said.

“So, you want to grab a bite?” Rachel said.

“I don’t think I can leave just yet. It’s not official.”

“Okay, how ‘bout some coffee?”

Alex smiled. “That would be nice. I’ll go in the restroom and change.”

_________


 


 


At 2:55, Janet parked in front of the school, took a deep breath and dialed Carmen’s number. She held a trembling hand outstretched in front of her to assess her nerves as she listened to it ring on the other end.

“Hello.”

“Hey girl. It’s Janet. I didn’t catch you in the middle of class, did I?”

“No, I just got dressed after softball practice. What’s up?”

“I got a call from your dad’s friend. What’s her name?”

“Rachel?” Carmen said

“Yea, that’s it, Rachel. Anyway, she asked if I could pick you up from school. Your dad’s being released and she needs to be there when he gets out.”

“Oh, okay. When is he getting out?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll just take you to my house and when he’s released, I’ll take you home, or he can pick you up. Either way.” Janet heard a beep on the other end.

“Alright, I’ll meet you out front. My battery’s about to die so…”

“Call your dad and let him know I’ve got you.”

Carmen hung up and looked at her phone. The low battery light continued to flash. She dialed her father’s cell. She listened to the voicemail greeting then left her message. “Hey Dad, just wanted to let you know Janet’s picking me up from school, so don’t worry. I’ll be with her. Talk to you later. Love you, bye.”

The phone beeped again and turned itself off.

_________


 


 


Alex sipped his coffee. “It’s funny, the things you take for granted. Like coffee.”

“What do you mean?” Rachel said.

“Being in there gives you a whole new perspective on things. You begin to see what’s truly important.”

“So, coffee is what you decided was important?” Rachel smiled.

“Yes,” Alex smiled. “You know what I mean.”

Rachel looked at her watch. “I guess it’s going to be a while before things are finalized, I need to run get Carmen.”

“I’ll be here.” Alex smiled.

_________


 


 


Janet paced in the hallway, just inside the front door of Cypress Village High School. She looked at her watch just as the bell rang. The hall instantly filled with teenagers rushing for the door.

She watched closely, trying to spot Carmen in the rushing crowd. She shouldn’t be that hard to spot. She would be the one without facial piercings or flame red hair. As she scanned the throng, she felt a tug on the back of her shirt. She jumped, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. She turned sharply to see who touched her.

“Hey. Thanks for picking me up,” Carmen said.

“No problem.” Janet forced a smile. “Are you hungry?” she asked as they walked toward the visitor parking area to Janet’s car.

“Not really. I’ve got a ton of reading to do.”

“No problem. We’ll grab something later. You can read at my place. I’ll give you some quiet time.”

_________


 


 


The line of cars moved slowly. Rachel waited patiently, moving up a few feet at a time as those in front left with their cargo. She watched intently for Carmen to emerge.

Throngs of teenagers exited the building as Rachel slowly made her way to the front of the line. Kids of every size and shape with hair of every imaginable color came through the doors, but no Carmen. Rachel looked at her watch. Three seventeen. She should be out by now.

As cars in line behind began to drive around her, Rachel dialed Carmen’s number.

“Hey, this is Carmen. Talk to me.”

“Carmen where are you? I’m waiting…”

“If you’d like to leave a message press one or wait for the tone…”

Rachel waited impatiently for the signal to speak. “Carmen, I’m waiting in front of the school. Where are you? Call me back.”

Rachel looked around and realized she was the only one still waiting. The flow of students had tapered to nothing. Maybe she got a ride with a friend, she thought. Rachel parked her car and walked to the school entrance. Inside she looked up and down the halls, but no sign of Carmen. She dialed Alex’s desk.

“Mendez,” Alex answered.

“I can’t find Carmen. I’ve been here for twenty minutes and she never showed.”

“Did you call her?”

“I tried, but all I got was voicemail.” Rachel said. “I know she has her phone. I saw her grab it this morning before we left.”

“She probably got a ride or went to a friend’s. She’s been known to do that.”

“So I shouldn’t be worried?”

“I’m sure she’s fine. She’ll catch up to us later. Come on back.”

“Well, guess I can’t wait around here all day. I just wish she would have called.” Rachel took one final look around and returned to her car.

_________


 


 


With elbows on his desk, Alex rested his forehead on hands. He was lost in thought. He didn’t hear Phelps approach.

“They should have your release processed shortly,” Phelps said. “If you want, you can go ahead and pick up your personal things.”

Alex raised his head. He nodded slightly without looking at Phelps.

“You’re going home. You should be happy.” Phelps said.

“Yeah, happy. I shouldn’t be in this situation at all.”

“Look, I know you didn’t do this, but we have to follow procedures.”

“You know, it’s kind of funny. I ‘m not really worried about that,” Alex said. “I’m wondering about Dupree. If I disprove the DNA evidence he’ll walk too.”

“That would stand to reason. He’s claiming the same thing you are.”

“But there are a few differences.” Alex said. “First off, I’m not guilty and the only thing against me is semen from a swab that never actually touched the victim. With Dupree, there are swabs from two victims that have his semen and victim DNA on them. Then there are the work orders from the dealership. He told me he had never even heard of those women, but he initiated the work orders on their cars. So, I know that was a lie.”

“How ‘bout we not worry about that right now,” Phelps said. “Let’s go get your things.”

Alex stood slowly and followed Phelps to the property room. “What if, by me defending myself, I free a guilty man to go out and do it again?”

“What choice do you have?” Phelps said, “He is going to make his claim regardless of what you say or do. Hell, he already did.”

Alex stood at the window, watching through the wire mesh, as the clerk inventoried his things.

“One wristwatch, one wedding ring…”

Alex reached through the small opening in the mesh for his ring and placed it on his finger.

The clerk continued. “One cellular phone and one pair of Nike tennis shoes.”

“What about my wallet?” Alex asked.

“There was no wallet when you were brought in.”

Alex thought back to that morning. His breakfast was interrupted when they knocked on his door. It must still be on his nightstand. He signed for his belongings and placed each in a plastic bag and returned to the squad room to his desk with Phelps following.

“You needn’t worry about Dupree right now. I’ve put Martin on the case. You just take care of you.”

Alex looked at Phelps. He started to question the reason, but stopped himself. He knew it could no longer be his case, not with him this deeply involved. He opened his phone to call Carmen. Surely she would have listened to Rachel’s message by now. He pressed the power button and the phone came to life, only to immediately turn itself back off. “Shit,” Alex mumbled to himself.

“You might ask around, see if anyone has a charger that fits it,” Phelps said.

“Good Idea.” Alex quickly found a charger to borrow and plugged his phone in to charge. He picked up the desk phone and dialed Carmen’s number. He listened to her voicemail greeting and stared straight ahead as he slowly placed the receiver back on the hook. He rubbed his eyes and let out a long sigh.

“So she does this often?” Rachel asked as she sat in the chair in front of Alex’s desk.

Alex looked up, startled. “Shit,” he said under his breath. “No, not often, but she usually calls to let me know if she goes anywhere.”

“Maybe she did. Did you check your cell?” Rachel said, hopefully.

“Battery’s dead, but I borrowed a charger. I’ll check it in a few. Alex looked toward Phelps’ office. Sean was standing in the door, pounding the tip of his index finger into a large manila envelope. Alex could tell by his exaggerated body language that something was up. He motioned with his head for Rachel to look toward the men.

Phelps emerged from his office and walked with Sean toward Alex’s desk.

“You’re gonna love this,” Sean said as he approached.

“What’s up?” He asked looking at Phelps.

Phelps shrugged. “He said we would see together.”

Alex snickered at Sean who was bubbling with excitement.

“You remember the pictures from the bank that we sent out?” Sean said with an exaggerated grin.

Alex, Rachel and Phelps looked at Sean, waiting but saying nothing.

“Well you’re not gonna believe this.” Sean slowly opened the envelope. “Wait for it.”

“Oh, for Christ sake, show us the damn thing already,” Phelps said, obviously becoming irritated.

Sean removed a large glossy photo and placed it on the desk.

Alex stared at it for several seconds. “Holy shit,” Alex said finally in a flat tone.

“Told you wouldn’t believe it.” Sean said.

Phelps furrowed his brow. He was obviously missing something. “Who the fuck is it?”

Alex looked up at Phelps. “It’s Janet Freeman.”

_________


 


 


Janet turned south onto Crawford Avenue. She looked straight ahead, saying nothing.

“Something on your mind?” Carmen asked.

“I’m fine,” she said without looking at Carmen. She looked several times in her rearview mirror.

“You know, if you need to talk about anything…”

“I’m fine.” Janet focused on the mirror.

Carmen turned to look behind them. A black and white police cruiser followed closely behind. Carmen looked at Janet, who gripped the wheel tightly. “Are you worried about the cop?”

Janet laughed nervously. “Yea, I’ve got a couple of parking tickets I never paid.” She maintained her watch in the mirror, her knuckles white from the grip on the wheel.

“I bet my dad could take care of them for you.”

The light turned yellow as Janet approached the Seminole. “Shit,” she said quietly. She gently applied the brakes, coming to a perfectly smooth stop. Her heart skipped a beat as she saw the overhead strobes come to life behind her. The sound of the siren startled them both as the cruiser sped around them, through the intersection and into the distance. Janet let out a sigh of relief.

_________


 


 


“Put out a BOLO on a Janet Freeman.” Phelps said to the dispatcher. “Caucasian female, D.O.B. nine, eight of seventy five, brown hair, brown eyes. May be driving a white 2008 Toyota Camry, vanity plate Nora, Sam, Adam, Nora, Edward. That’s N.S.A.N.E.” Phelps paused while the dispatcher repeated the description.

“That’s correct,” he said, “she’s wanted for questioning in connection to a series of sexual assaults.” Phelps hung up the phone and looked at Alex. “I guess you were telling the truth.”

“What, you didn’t believe me?”






Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


“This is a cool Apartment,” Carmen said as she relaxed on the faux-leather couch with her American Literature text.

“It’s actually my boyfriend’s.” Janet said. “The exterminator sprayed my house today. I had ants everywhere.”

“That sucks,”

“Are you sure I can’t fix you anything to eat?” Janet said.

Carmen stood and walked to the kitchen. “What are you having?” she leaned on the counter.

“I’m just having a little grilled chicken over steamed veggies.” Janet said. “Want some?”

“Okay, sure, since you twisted my arm.”

“Didn’t take much twisting.” Janet smiled. She prepared a plate and handed it to Carmen. “So, does your dad ever talk about work?”

“Not really. I mean, he tries sometimes, but I’m really not interested.”

“Has he said anything about the case he’s working on now?”

“He did tell me that the ER doctor fit some profile or something. Did you know he drove by the house a couple of times the other day?”

“Yea, your dad’s friend told me. That’s why I picked you up.”

“Do you think he really did it?”

“There must be something that makes your dad think so.” Janet took a bite of her food.

“My dad said he had just been questioning him about the rapes, but had to let him go. The guy drove straight over to my house,” Carmen explained. “He actually parked in front of the house. I was alone. Freaked me out for a while.”

“Has he ever said anything about me?” Janet asked. “You know, as far as the case goes?”

“Not to me. Why?”

“I was just wondering. He had some unusual questions for me earlier.” Janet said as she sat in a chair at the table.

“What kinds of questions?”

“My ex-boyfriend was arrested for the rapes. Then your father was arrested. But we both know he didn’t have anything to with them. Don’t we?” Janet looked at her with a patronizing smile and cold expressionless eyes.

“What kind of questions?” Carmen pushed her plate away, a sudden loss of appetite.

“I think your dad’s finally put two and two together.”

“What does that mean?”

“Let’s just say that he’ll probably be looking for me pretty soon.”

Carmen’s heart began to pound. “My dad doesn’t know I’m here, does he?”

“Why do you think I told you to call and tell him?” Janet looked at her with perfect calm.

Carmen turned and walked to the door. She turned the knob but it wouldn’t open. She shook the door with all her might, to no avail.

“Sit down.” Janet commanded. “You’re not going anywhere, except with me.”

 


_________


 


 


Alex opened his phone. He pressed the button and waited for it to come to life. As he placed his thumb on the address key, the alert appeared on the screen; a new voicemail. He pressed listen and placed the phone to his ear.

“Hey Dad, just wanted to let you know Janet’s picking me up from school, so don’t worry. I’ll be with her. Talk to you later. Love you, bye.”

A sinking feeling rushed through his gut as his heart skipped a beat then began to pound. “I need you car keys!” he said to Rachel.

“What? Why? What’s going on?

“She’s got Carmen.” He said as he grabbed her keys and his phone. He ran toward the exit without saying anything else. He spotted the grey BMW, got in and slammed the door. He saw Rachel coming out the door as he peeled from the parking lot onto the street.

_________


 


 


Janet secured Carmen’s hands with two zip ties. “There, that should hold you.”

“Why are you doing this?” Carmen sobbed uncontrollably.

Janet lifted Carmen by the arm and forced her to the car. “Don’t make a sound and I won’t kill you.” She placed Carmen in the passenger’s seat then opened a small bottle and poured the liquid into a cloth and held it firmly over Carmen’s mouth and nose.

_________


 


 


“Where are you going?” Allyson asked.

“I don’t have time for this right now.” Alex shouted to the empty seat next to him.

“Do you know where you’re going?” she asked again.

“To Janet’s.” His heart pounded in his chest. His brow grew damp with beads of sweat. He tried Carmen’s number.

“Hey, I’m not here. Leave a message.”

“Fuck!” he pounded the steering wheel with his fist.

His body tingled from the adrenalin coursing through his veins. His knuckles turned white from the grip on the wheel. He let up slightly on the gas and looked both directions as he approached an intersection.

Thoughts of Carmen raced through his head. Was she alright? Was she frightened? Was she even aware that she was in danger?

Alex saw the sign for Dripping Springs and locked up his brakes, as he turned to the left. The car slid sideways bringing smoke from the tires. He managed to straighten up then accelerated down the street. He was approaching the number range of Janet’s address. There were no other units on the scene. A little further down he saw the number and stopped the car in the street, jumping out before the car came to a complete stop. He ran to the front door and knocked loudly. He shouted Carmen’s name, as loud as he could. He listened for a response, but there was only silence. He moved to the side of the door, his back against the brick and called her name again.

Alex turned toward the door and kicked with every bit of strength he could muster. The door gave slightly, but only cracked the wood trim around the lock. He kicked again and the latch gave. Alex slowly entered the house. Moving from side to side, avoiding any position that would leave him vulnerable. “Janet,” he called, “We don’t need to do this. Let her go and we can talk.” There was no response. “Come on Janet, were friends. Talk to me.”

Alex slowly made his way through the entry way to the living room. He looked around the room, but saw no one. “Carmen, where are you baby? Don’t worry, Daddy’s here. I won’t let anything happen to you. Just tell me where you are.”

Alex slowly moved from room to room. He entered Janet’s bedroom. He slowly walked toward the closet. Empty, nothing but clothes. He cleared the bathroom then looked under the bed. He saw no sign of either of them.

_________


 


 


Janet pushed the gun into Carmen’s back and forced her through the door, into the kitchen of the old marina. “This is where he brought me.”

“Where who brought you?” Carmen stumbled, barely keeping her balance as she tripped over the threshold. “What are you talking about? Why are you doing this?”

“My father.” Janet said. “There was an old abandoned marina, a lot like this one, where I lived as a child. My father would take me out there.” She stared into space for several seconds. “He called it our secret place. He said if I told anyone what we did out there, everyone would know what a bad girl I was.”

The only part of the old kitchen that remained, a stainless counter and sink, stood against the interior wall. Its top was layered in dirt and flakes of paint that had fallen from the concrete walls over the years. Janet pushed Carmen to the floor and secured her hands around one of the stainless legs with two more large zip ties. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but your father is leaving me no choice.”

“What does my father have to do with this?” Carmen was crying again.

“He used me!” Janet shouted. “He led me on. He made me believe we had a future together.”

“I don’t believe you.” Carmen cried, “He loved my mother.”

“Shut up. I have to think.” She was pointing the gun at Carmen

“Why did you bring me here?” Carmen cried. “He’ll find us. He won’t give up until he does.”

“We just have to be ready for him.” Janet looked out the window toward the parking area. The lot was obscured by trees on the south side. She couldn’t see her car. “He should be at my house by now. But when he sees we’re not there he’ll come here. I have to hide my car.” Janet turned toward Carmen. “Stay right there.”

_________


 


 


“Where are you going to look?” Allyson said from the passenger’s seat.

“I’m not sure.” Alex’s heart was pounding. His mind raced for anything that could lead him to her.

“Weren’t two of the women found at the old marina?” Allyson said.

“That’s it. She said her father used to take her to an old marina in Ohio.” Alex turned onto the Seminole Throughway and headed for Lake Duval.

“Aren’t you going to call for backup?”

“No. When she took Carmen, she made this personal.” He said. “Besides, I don’t want her to hear a bunch of sirens and know were coming.”

“You might need this,” she said, pointing to the glove compartment.

Alex quickly opened it and saw the gun. He had forgotten about it. He grabbed it and quickly checked to be sure it was loaded.

_________


 


 


Janet pulled her car across the grass toward the end of the pier and parked it near the tree line, out of site from the lot. She walked toward the building and looked for a place to wait.

She found a small opening in the trees and stepped in. She could just see the lot from here. She would wait for Alex. He would go straight to the building, straight to Carmen. That’s when she would make her move.

_________


 


 


It had been several minutes since Carmen had seen or heard Janet. If she would ever have a chance to escape this was it. She pulled with all her might against the plastic zip ties until they began to cut into her wrists. They refused to yield. She looked around for something she could use to cut them, but saw nothing. With all of the straining, her breathing had become labored and loud. She didn’t want to attract her captor’s attention. She held her breath and listened, but couldn’t hear Janet anywhere. Satisfied, she went back to work. She repositioned herself so she could reach the plastic ties with her mouth. She bit at one of the ties until her teeth ached. She worked the loop to the side of her mouth and chewed, making slow progress until it finally broke. With one hand free, she started on the other.

_________


 


 


Alex slowed as he approached the long driveway to the marina. He turned onto the grass before reaching the driveway to prevent gravel from popping under his tires and eased as quietly as he could toward the parking lot. He stopped the car fifty yards from the lot opening and covered the remainder of the distance on foot. As he rounded the curve to the right, the lot came into view. There were no cars as far as he could see, but Janet wouldn’t leave hers in the open. She was to cunning for that.

“If she wanted to ambush you, she would have hidden her car.” Allyson said.

Alex didn’t acknowledge her. He ran to the tree line at the edge of the lot. From here he could see the front of the building. He strained to see inside but the bright sun made it impossible to see anything detail of the dark interior. He listened for any sound, but heard nothing.

He slowly moved through the trees to the edge of the open area between the tree line and the front of the structure. He looked to his left and saw Janet’s car past the end of the pier against the trees. Realizing he was vulnerable, his heart began to pound. He tried to swallow but his mouth was too dry.

He quietly moved along the backside of the tree line to its nearest point to the building. He needed to get as close as he could so there would be less ground to cover in the open. Finding the right spot, he moved forward through the trees toward the open area. When he reached the edge of the trees he paused, looking in all directions for any sign of Janet. She was nowhere in sight. He took a deep breath and ran to the building and ducked behind the far side. If Janet were near her car, this position would provide cover. He scanned the trees looking for movement. He knew Janet had waited for her victims. She was skilled at hiding, but as long as she hid, he would have time to find Carmen, but where would she be? If she was inside, she would be tied to something.

He slowly moved along the wall toward the back of the building, ducking under openings where windows had once been as he went. He neared an opening on the side. The door had long since been removed and only rotting wood trim around the opening remained. He knelt to the ground and slowly peered around the opening. It led into the dining area. There was no sign of either of them. He could see light in the back room coming from an open door or window. He quickly moved past the door toward the back side of the structure. He stopped at the corner of the building and slowly peered around the corner. There, he saw another door. He moved out from the wall enough to see the door was open. He slowly and quietly moved toward the opening. Moving his head away from the wall just enough to peer inside, he saw her. Carmen was on her knees against the metal leg of the old stainless counter. Her back was to him. He still saw no sign of Janet. He moved slowly into the doorway. As he took another step, a rock rolled under the weight of his foot and made a crunching sound. Carmen whipped her head toward the sound.

“Shhhh.” Alex held a finger over his mouth. “Where is she?” he mouthed silently.

“I don’t know,” Carmen mouthed as she struggled to free her remaining hand from the zip ties. “Outside somewhere.”

Alex slowly entered the building. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

Panting, Carmen nodded, tears running down her face.

“I’ll be right back” Alex walked slowly toward the window. He looked in the direction of Janet’s car. Janet was nowhere in sight. Stepping carefully to avoid making noise on the debris, he moved through the door into the bar area. He looked to the right. He could see through the hole on the far wall where the window used to be, toward her car. He walked quietly toward the opening.

“Don’t turn around.” The voice came from behind him.

Alex froze, his heart suddenly pounding harder in his chest. He clenched his teeth. He couldn’t believe he had made it this easy for her. “Why are we here?” he said without turning.

“Put the gun down,” Janet said.

“We can talk this out.”

“I said put the fucking gun down!”

Alex Had never heard this tone from her. It was truly frightening. He let the gun fall to the floor and slowly raised his hands. “Janet, you don’t have to do this.”

“How the hell could you possibly know what I have to do?” Janet shouted.

“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Alex said. “I couldn’t know.”

“You told me you cared. You said we were a team. We had a future together.”

“Is that what this is about?” Alex started to turn toward Janet.

“I said don’t turn around!”

“It wasn’t you,” he said, “It was me. I felt guilty, like I was cheating on Allyson. It was eating away at me from the inside. I couldn’t live with myself.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

Alex tried once again to turn to face her. “Janet, I…” he let his hands relax.

“If you turn around I’ll fucking shoot you right here!”

Alex stopped. He raised his hands again, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Just tell me why we’re here. What are we doing?”

“Things weren’t supposed to go like this.” Janet said. “None of this had to happen.”

“Then why has it? Why are we here?” Alex said.

“Because of you!”

Alex paused for a moment, puzzled about what she meant. “What do you mean, because of me?”

“I looked up to you. You were the guy who put people like my father away.”

Alex heard Janet take a step toward him then stop. He could picture her standing behind him with her nervous finger on the trigger of the gun that she undoubtedly pointed at his back.

“I’ve been used all my life,” Janet continued. “Used for sick, perverted sex. If it wasn’t my father, it was one of his friends.” There was a long silence. “They usually came over on the weekends. I don’t know how many Saturday nights I spent on my knees with my face buried in a pillow to muffle my screams while some son-of-a-bitch had his way with me from behind, panting and grunting, sweat dripping on my ass.” Janet’s voice grew louder as she spoke then she paused. “I was twelve, thirteen maybe. What kind of fucked up childhood is that?” She said softly.

Alex stood silent, listening. Janet was venting a lot of anger. Maybe this was a good thing. He didn’t dare interrupt her.

“You know I got pregnant?”

Alex said nothing.

“Who knows whose it was? My dad couldn’t let anyone find out, so he took me to see one of his friends.” Janet paused for a moment, “Bastard used a piece of bailing wire.

I bled for three days.” Her voice trailed off. “That was two weeks before my fourteenth birthday.”

“I can’t imagine what you must have gone through,” Alex said.

“Several years later, a gynecologist told me my uterus was too scarred from the botched abortion. He said I would never get pregnant, but it turns out, he was wrong.”

“What does that mean?” Alex asked. He realized he still had his hands in the air. He used his sleeve to wipe a bead of sweat from his brow and slowly lowered them.

“I’ve been with lots of men,” she said. “My therapist told me, that’s the only way I know how to relate to men, through sex. She could be right, I guess. I’ve had sex with just about every man I’ve ever met. I never enjoy it, but I feel compelled for some reason.” She paused again. “Anyway, I’ve had a lot of sex and I never got pregnant, so I assumed my gynecologist was right.”

“Until?”

“Until you, Alex.”

Alex felt his heart skip a beat. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes tightly, but said nothing.

“I found out I was carrying your child right before you pushed me aside.”

Alex let out a long breath “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Would it have made any difference?” Janet shouted. “My one shot, my only chance at a normal family was over before it even started.” She paused. “Don’t you see? That’s all I ever wanted, a normal, happy family.” Her voice was beginning to quiver. “We would’ve been so happy, just the three of us.”

“We still can be.” he lied. “We can still be that happy family. Just let Carmen go and we’ll talk about it.”

“Don’t patronize me. You think I’m going to fall for that bullshit?”

“I’m sorry,” Alex said.

“You used me!” Janet shouted. “Just like they did, my loving father and all his buddies. You’re no better than them.”

“So to get back at me, you set me up for rape.” Alex said calmly. He took a step toward the window opening and placed his hands on the sill, resting his weight against them. “You know they’ll come for you. We have you on video. The bank cameras captured the whole thing.”

“Only on the last one.”

“But, why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I got careless. I didn’t think about the cameras.”

Alex feared that her sarcasm was a sign that she was becoming more unstable. “Why did you attack that woman?”

“To hurt you the way you hurt me,” she said through clenched teeth. “Besides, I didn’t rape her.” She paused, “I abducted her, but I didn’t rape her.”

“So you did it just to set me up?”

“Janet.” Carmen’s muffled voice came from the back room. “Why are you doing this? I thought we were friends.”

“Shut up!”

“I trusted you, told you things.”

“I said shut the fuck up!” Janet shouted.

Alex could tell Janet was moving toward the back room, toward Carmen. He looked to the floor at his gun. It was only a couple of feet away. If Carmen could keep Janet distracted he may have a chance to get to it.

“Listen to yourself, Janet. You’re no better than them.” Carmen said.

“You don’t know anything.” Janet barked.

“Tell me you didn’t use me to get to my father.” Carmen cried. “You never cared for me at all. So who are you to talk about being used?”

“I said shut up, you little bitch.” Janet walked quickly toward the door to the kitchen.

Alex could hear the anger in her steps. He couldn’t let her reach Carmen. He quickly picked up his gun then heard the unmistakable sound behind him: the sound of Janet pulling the hammer back on her gun. His heart pounded even harder. He raised his gun as he turned, spotting her just as he saw the muzzle flash and felt the burning pain just below his ribs on the right.

The force of the impact spun him to the right as the burning from second bullet hit him in the back just above his left kidney. The gun flew from his hand and bounced across the floor. He could hear Carmen screaming as he fell to the floor. He heard two more shots, but felt nothing. I’m sorry Carmen. His last thought as his world grew dark and silent.

_________


 


 


The pain came slowly at first, but gradually increased in intensity as Alex climbed back toward the surface of consciousness. Through the dense fog that suspended him just below the threshold of awareness, he could hear a voice, screaming. It was Carmen.

“Daddy, talk to me.” She shook his shoulder as her tears fell on his face.

The pain hit him with its full force, as the world came rushing back.

He opened his eyes. Carmen was above him, crying. He could hear sirens in the distance, getting closer. “Where is she?” he managed to get out.

“She’s dead, Daddy.” Carmen said through her tears. “Your partner shot her. Are you okay? I was so scared. You wouldn’t talk to me.”

“I’m hurt baby.” Alex heard the other officers arrive.

He turned his head to his right and Samuels, gun in hand, kneeling over Janet, checking for a pulse.

Two uniformed officers peered around the corner of the wall, guns drawn.

Alex reached and pulled Carmen to his face. “I love you baby. I would never let anything happen to you. You know that, right?”

“I know Daddy.” Carmen said through her tears. “I know.”

Alex heard more sirens approaching. They sounded oddly like they were getting farther away as they grew nearer. Alex could feel the world slipping away. He fought to stay awake. “I love you baby.” His eyes focused on Carmen as the darkness once again overtook him.






Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


 


The soft rhythmic beeping started in the distance but gradually came closer. Alex slowly opened his eyes and looked around. He saw the IV pumps and monitors. He was in the hospital. His head slowly began to clear. He tried to sit up but was immediately reminded of what had happened. He groaned loudly.

“He’s awake.” Carmen jumped from her chair and moved quickly to the bedside. “How ya feelin’?”

“Peachy.” He said trying to smile through the pain.

“You scared the hell out of us.” Rachel moved closer to the bed. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in a week.

“How long…”

“Three days.” Rachel said. “Three very long days. You’re in Tampa. They flew you here from Cypress Village.”

“Can you raise my head a little?”

Carmen pressed the button and raised the head of his bed slightly. Rachel stuck her head out the door. “He’s awake.” She announced to the nurses at the desk.

“How are you feeling?” Asked the large woman in light green scrubs. “Do you hurt?”

Alex nodded. He held his hand over his abdomen. He felt two large tubes coming through dressings.

The nurse looked at the monitors to assess his vital signs then pressed a button hanging from one of the IV pumps. Alex felt the warmth wash over him and his pain diminished slightly.

“What are these?” He asked in a strained voice, touching the tube protruding from his belly.

“Those are drains.” She said. “You’ve been through two major operations. One of the bullets struck your liver and you lost a lot of blood. The drains are to keep a clot from developing in your abdomen.”

“Will I make it?”

“I think you’ll do just fine.” she said, “You’re gonna be sore for a few days, but you’re gonna be fine.” The nurse patted him on the hand and left the room.

Alex relaxed. He was with the ones he loved and now he could rest. The ones I love. He smiled slightly as he drifted to sleep.

_________


 


 


The sun made its morning debut through the window as the square of light crawled slowly across the floor, gradually making its way up the side of the bed. Alex opened his eyes. He saw Carmen, Rachel and Allyson standing over him. “Good morning.” he managed a smile.

“Good morning.” They all said in unison. Carmen leaned over the rail and kissed her father on the forehead. “I’m gonna go for a walk and give you two a little privacy.” She winked at Rachel and left the room.

Rachel leaned over the bed and kissed him on the forehead. She ran her fingers through his oily hair. “We need to get you a shampoo.” She said. She looked into his eyes and finally said the words she’d wanted to say for so long. “Alex Mendez, I love you.”

“I love you too.” He said. That just slipped right out of my mouth. Why did I say that?

“Because you love her.” Allyson said leaning over the bed.

Alex sat up slightly. The pain less severe than it was last night. He looked at Allyson but could say nothing.

“How long do you think you were supposed to wait?” Allyson said. “For Pete’s sake, move on.”

Alex stared at her still unable to say anything.

“I couldn’t have picked anyone better for you. You can finally let me go.” She said. “You know that’s why I was still here, right.” She blew Alex a kiss and walked to the door. “Give our daughter a kiss for me.” And just like that, she was gone.

Alex looked up at Rachel. His eyes began to water. “You know, I just realized it, but I do love you.”

Rachel wiped his eyes with a tissue. “It took you long enough.” She said. “What were you waiting for?”

“I guess I was waiting for Allyson to release me.” He said.

“I think Allyson was waiting for you to release her.” She leaned down and kissed him.

_________


 


 


He was dressed and his bags were packed. All he needed was his discharge papers and he was a free man. Rachel and Carmen were sitting in the chairs making plans for the big move. Rachel would only bring her clothes at first, but when Alex felt better, he could help her with the big stuff.

“Knock, knock.” Samuels peeked through the doorway.

Alex smiled and invited her in.

“Sorry I didn’t get over here sooner but I had some loose ends to tie up.”

“Dad, I don’t mean to interrupt,” Carmen said as she stood, “but we’re gonna go find some coffee. Would you like some?”

“That would be great.”

Carmen gave him a kiss on the forehead and, with Rachel, left the room.

“Have a seat.” Alex motioned to the now vacant chairs.

Samuels sat and began to fill him in on the case. “They searched Janet’s house and found two tubes of semen in a nightstand drawer, along with two vials of a drug called Versed and a handful of needles and syringes. We confiscated her computer and guess what we found on the hard drive?”

Alex looked at her and tilted his head.

“Right, you don’t like guessing games. Anyway, we found the entire list of files that were stolen from the dealership. Best we can figure, she wanted to set up her boyfriend so she planned the whole thing out. She would steal the files then attack the women on those files, assuming we would eventually make the connection. It would make us focus on the dealership. She knew we would eventually obtain DNA from the employees and find the match with her boyfriend.”

“So he was telling the truth.” Alex said looking blankly at the foot of the bed.

“Yea, he was.” Samuels wiped a tear. “The most clever part, According to Dr. Reynolds, was making it look like someone else entirely. She was able to build her own version of a profile on Levine and reverse engineer the attacks to look like he could have been the one.”

“Clever girl,” Alex said shaking his head. “I never saw it coming. But why would she go to such length to set up her boyfriend? Or me?”

“According to Dr. Reynolds, she was a sociopath with no regard for anyone. She evidently had some kind of distorted image of Mr. Dupree that she saw as similar to her father. After raping her for years, he walked free. In her own demented mind, she was punishing her father through Michael.”

“What about me?” Alex said.

“With you, she was simply a jilted lover seeking revenge.”

They sat quietly for a while, each pondering the entire scenario.

“I have to ask you a question.” Alex said.

Samuels looked at him but said nothing.

“Why did you tell the reporter all those things?”

She looked down at the floor as if in shame. “I guess I was trying to secure my role in the department…I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. Samantha pushed pretty hard for information and dangled the carrot of a promotion in front of me.” Samuels let out a long sigh. “I guess it shows my character isn’t what I thought it was.”

“I accept your apology.” He said looking her in the eye. “So, what happens now?”

“They put me on admin leave until IA finishes their investigation.” Samuels stared at the floor. “It was a clean shoot, right?”

“It was a clean shoot.” Alex agreed. Another moment of silence passed. “So what will you do with your time?”

“Guess I could take a vacation. I’ve always wanted to check out Puerto Rico. I hear it nice this time of year.” Samuels smiled.

“It’s beautiful any time of year.” Alex smiled. “By the way, how did you find us?”

Samuels paused, looking Alex in the eye, “I’m a detective.”

The both smiled. No more need be said. Samuels shook his hand and left the room.

Alex was finally alone, for a while anyway. He thought about Carmen and their relationship. He realized how close he had come to losing her. He had a new appreciation for life and all it had to offer. And now he had one more person to share it with. He and Carmen both did. He vowed to himself to live life to its fullest from this day on.

“Are you ready to go?” His nurse entered the room, pushing a wheel chair. Carmen and Rachel followed shortly behind.

“I’ve never been more ready.” He signed his discharge papers, gathered his belongings and had a seat in the wheelchair.

Rachel pushed and Carmen followed as they made their way to the elevators and out of the building.

The warmth of the sun, made the promise of a wonderful day. Alex could use one. There would be many more to come, as he started a new life with new hope.





 


 


 


THE END

 


 


Don’t miss the next novel from Dale Roberts

The Following

 



Coming spring 2012

 





Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine



cover.jpeg





