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Dog stood at the stove, stirring the contents of an omelet pan. As he reached for the garlic salt on the counter, he savored a familiar aroma he hadn't enjoyed in years.
Too long, a voice complained in his mind. He thought it was Pa but he wasn't sure.
To the rest of the world, the schmucks, he had a real name. It was even a dignified name. But inside he was plain old Dog, as Ma and Pa had called him when they were mad, which was most of the time. He could practically hear Ma's shrill voice as he dutifully stirred, wearing boxer shorts and nothing else, in the kitchen of his suburban home.
The kitchen was small, with appliances, counter tops, and sink crowding a narrow aisle. It reminded Dog of the kitchen of a train where he had once worked, washing and chopping vegetables for the passengers, most of them elderly, who still traveled by train. He paused for a moment, remembering how their false teeth clicked as they ate, usually one or two per table, in the dining car. Most people wouldn't have noticed the tiny clicking noises above the steady rhythm of metal wheels on tracks, but he had always been fascinated with the mechanics of eating. Dog's memories and thought paths were sensory oriented. For a while, his thoughts looped in remembered images, smells, tastes, sounds, and the feeling of an October night's air on his skin, the hair rising on his naked arms, legs, chest, and back.
It was a smell that brought him back to his own kitchen—a burning, acrid smell. He had neglected to stir while one memory triggered another, and the pan was smoking. Grumbling in disgust, he scraped the blackened sludge-like remains from the pan into the heavy-duty garbage disposal he had installed just last week. He turned on a fan that seemed to circulate the smoke and smell without dissipating it. The kitchen windows were old and nearly painted shut. Usually, it was a struggle to raise them a few inches. He yanked hard at the closest one and it yielded to his annoyance, banging into the top of the frame hard enough to rattle the glass. The fan began to push the odor out.
He carefully washed the pan and, while the oil was heating again, sliced another portion of the soft, glistening mound on the cutting board.
Although he was a good cook, he hardly ever used the kitchen, preferring to eat almost all of his meals out. In fact, he had needed a special shopping trip to buy the omelet pan, a spatula, cooking oil, garlic salt, and paper plates. At least he had the same old mismatched stainless he'd had for years.
He glanced into the dining room, where a new electronic keyboard rested on the corner of the table. He was planning to try it out after dinner, because by then he would be able to play it masterfully. It wasn't quite the grand piano that his guest was used to, but it would have to do. There were, after all, practical considerations involved. His dining room, or for that matter any of the rooms of his small home, just couldn't accommodate a grand piano.
Guest, said a female voice in his head. Arleen, probably. Is that what you're calling them these days?
He tipped the omelet pan and the contents tumbled onto a paper plate. He had always enjoyed music, ever since he listened to Ma's favorite radio station as a grubby toddler wearing a perpetual smear of syrup or chocolate or whatever on his face and a diaper that must have weighed a ton. Of course, classical piano was a far cry from the twangy country and western of his youth, but music was music, wasn't it?
There was, in his complex personality, a strong fragment that fought against chaos, that tidied up the disorderly situations Dog created. That was Pauley Mac, another childhood nickname. As he went into the dining room, Pauley Mac clucked at the mess Dog had left to clean up later in the kitchen.
The severed head of the pianist perched on his counter top, thoughtfully placed on a drain board angled into the side of the sink with the garbage disposal. The skull was neatly cracked open, vulnerable and horrible under the track lights, and the brain cavity was empty. At least the hammer and chisel he had used to open the skull had already been washed and put away.
When Dog finished eating, he switched on the keyboard and tentatively, then confidently, began stroking the black and white bars. His left hand was inexpertly bandaged with gauze and adhesive tape. Red spots seeped through, tainting the whiteness of the gauze, as telling as a virgin's stain on the bed sheets. The scratches hurt like hell, but he blocked out the pain. This was a time for the finer things, things of culture and class. Beautiful music played in his mind, and he was immensely satisfied with his guest's—now his own—talents.
Pounding on the door finally broke through Dog's reverie. He opened the door, catching his neighbor Bill Weston with his arm raised to strike the door again.
“Oh, there you are. The wife and I were wondering if you could be so kind as to turn down that TV a notch. You see, Helen's not feeling well, and she's been trying to close her eyes and catch some sleep all afternoon.”
He wondered whether Bill's line of sight allowed him to see into the kitchen. Hoping he had remembered to wash his hands and arms, and very aware of the leaky bandage on his left hand, he shifted slightly, although he wasn't tall enough to block Bill's view.
“Sure, Bill, I'd be happy to. You should have said something sooner. If it happens again, don't bother coming over—just pick up the phone. I'm in the book.”
“Well, thanks much. I don't want to complain, you know, but the wife.... Say, with all that squawking we figured you were watching a horror movie. Which movie are you watching, anyway? I sure do like those slasher movies, but the wife, she prefers that supernatural stuff.”
“Oh, it's just one of those old bible stories. You know, lots of hell and damnation.” With that, he managed to get the door closed.
The pianist made his first contribution to the internal chorus: Squawking, indeed!
Pauley Mac went back into the kitchen and shoved the window closed. It had been touch and go there for a minute. Dog did not like being interrupted. His animal ferocity could not cope with polite conversation, and fantasy images of tearing out Bill's throat reverberated in their shared mind.
As long as I'm already in the kitchen, Pauley Mac thought, I might as well get started on the cleaning.
The rolling prairie, windmills, and bobbing oil drills had given way to cornfields and pastures as Penelope Jennifer Gray's old VW Rabbit convertible labored along Interstate 70 west of Kansas City. Multi-headed sunflowers stood in the median of the highway, all facing the same direction, like inquisitive children clustered around a teacher. Hay, the summer's first cutting and nearly three weeks early, lay plumped in rows in the pastures, drying in the sun and waiting to be baled. The smells of clover and grass were everywhere, in the air she drew in deeply and in the tousled hair of the boy sitting next to her. The unseasonably hot afternoon sun had long since vaporized the sun block slathered on that morning, and the fried chicken she had eaten for lunch bobbed uneasily on a layer of grease somewhere in her midsection.
“When are we going to stop? You said an hour ago that we were going to put the top up. It's really, really hot!” Her twelve-year-old son Thomas had that slight whine in his voice that told her that self-destruction was imminent.
“Okay, we'll take the next exit that has gas and eats. Geez, you're not going to melt!”
“Yeah, Mom, it's you I'm worried about. Witches melt, remember?”
Penny, whose few friends (even fewer since the divorce) called her PJ, smiled. She welcomed his attempt at humor, given the stiffness of their relationship recently. In fact, it was about the nicest thing he had said to her in some time. If Thomas was able to crack a joke under these circumstances, all was not lost. Providing, of course, that it was a joke.
She was on her way from Denver to St. Louis to start a job as a psychologist with the St. Louis Police Department's new unit, the Computerized Homicide Investigations Project, or CHIP. She knew that it was risky. There was a chance that the pilot project involving computerized simulations of crime scenes wouldn't meet expectations—whatever they were. Then she'd be a freshly divorced parent without work in a new town. But she needed to get out of Denver, because Steven was there. Her ex-husband Steven married that girl half PJ's age the day after the divorce was final. PJ persisted in thinking of her as “that girl”. Illogically, she felt that she would be continually running into Steven and that girl at the grocery store or restaurants, and she just couldn't stay in Denver. Moving was a good solution for her, but there was a complication. Thomas didn't want to move, didn't want to have his life disrupted, didn't want his parents divorced, didn't—period. Her relationship with him needed serious mending, as did both of their hearts.
So now she was fleeing from her lucrative position in marketing research, where she had used her unique combination of skills in psychology and computer science to help companies fine-tune new products even before the first customer plunked down the cash. She had piled a few belongings and her reluctant son into the Rabbit she'd owned forever and driven into the sunrise. It was Thursday afternoon, and she was looking forward to spending a long weekend in the comfortable mayhem of her sister's home in Kansas City before reporting in for work Monday morning in St. Louis.
At the next exit, there was a convenience store that sold gas. While she scrubbed at the bug-splattered windshield and struggled with the convertible top, Thomas went inside to graze the snack aisle. He came out of the store with his hands full of sodas, chips, and cookies, and no change from the ten dollars she had given him.
When it was her turn, she visited the bathroom first. Even though it was only May, the Kansas sunshine already seemed merciless, and sweat filmed her body. She splashed cold water on her face, letting some of it trickle down into her neckline and run between her breasts, feeling the cool tracks on her skin. She felt about blindly for the towel dispenser, which was empty. Sighing, she dried her face on the front of her t-shirt. In the store, she spotted some packages of cupcakes. She and Thomas shared the same birthday, and today was the big day: her fortieth and his twelfth. She decided that an impromptu party was just the thing to cheer them both up. Searching the shelves, she came up with a dusty box of birthday candles. On the counter next to the cash register was a bowl of matchbooks printed with the name of the store. PJ scooped one into the pocket of her shorts, hating to be perceived as a smoker but positive she didn't have any matches in the car.
When she paid, she found it disconcerting that the clerk's eyes didn't meet hers. Instead, his gaze seemed to roam sideways at about the level of her chest. On the way out, she looked down, certain that she must have some stain or food crumbs or worse on her front. She saw that her T-shirt had two wet spots, roughly hand-shaped, directly over her breasts. The soft bra she was wearing revealed her nipples that had hardened from the cold water. She laughed out loud, but was pleased with the clerk's lustful attention. With her hair sprinkled with gray and twenty extra pounds rounding her figure, PJ didn't get too many surreptitious glances from twenty-one-year-old men.
At least she thought, I still have one feature a man can stare at.
She pulled the T-shirt away from her body so it didn't cling and climbed into the Rabbit.
“Close your eyes, son of mine. I have a surprise for you.”
“Aw, Mom...”
“Just humor an old woman, please.”
When his eyes were tightly closed, PJ removed the cupcakes from her bag and fumbled with the cellophane wrapper. The crinkling noise aroused her son's curiosity, and she saw his eyes open into slits. She marveled at the perfection of his black eyelashes, remembering her first glimpse of them as her newborn son nuzzled her breast in the birthing room.
“No peeking.”
“Aw, Mom...”
“You know, you should work on developing your vocabulary. You're not going to get far in the business world with a two-word repertoire.” Her words brought a reluctant smile. She lit the candles, balancing the cupcakes on her knee.
“Okay, open up. Happy birthday to us!”
Mother and son blew out the candles, and each ate a cupcake in trademark fashion: she pulled the chocolate icing off the top in a single sheet and savored it, then popped the entire bare cupcake into her mouth; he broke his in half and licked out the cream before eating the rest in deliberately small bites to make it last as long as possible.
It was a good thing they had that moment to remember, because the rest of the day went downhill from there. The heat and rushing wind set their nerves on edge. Long periods with no conversation gave them plenty of time to think about what had happened and what was happening. The breakup and divorce were fresh in both of their minds, and neither had the emotional distance needed to put their new lives in perspective. PJ thought that Thomas genuinely missed his father, and she, grudgingly, angrily, missed Steven too.
*****
Detective Leo Schultz didn't have a private office. It irked him that after thirty-two years with the St. Louis Police Department, he didn't have sixty square feet to call his own, with a door he could close when he needed to make a private phone call or just felt like scratching his butt or his balls, depending on what kind of day it had been. His desk was in a room with two other detectives and his immediate supervisor, Sergeant Leroy Twiller, all of them younger than he was. At age fifty-four, Schultz was the fossil of Homicide.
Hobbs over there probably hadn't even been born when I joined the department.
Stuck at his current rank for many years and likely to remain there, he used to joke with his fellow officers about having reached his level of incompetence. There were no more jokes, at least not to his face. His most recent partner, a mere youth of thirty-five, was promoted three years ago. Since that time, his field assignments dried up, leaving him shuffling papers.
What had particularly irritated him was that a newly hired detective from Alabama had been using his desk yesterday while Schultz had a day off. The slob had spilled coffee on his desk pad and left Schultz's phone receiver smelling of some wimpy aftershave. Schultz had wiped the phone with a wad of dampened toilet paper, but the smell lingered, fueling his anger every time he lifted the receiver.
His phone rang, and Schultz picked it up with two fingers and held it a couple of inches from his ear.
“Schultz.”
“Howard here. You had dinner yet? I got some sandwiches, good stuff. Come over to the office, we need to talk.”
Schultz rarely was invited to Lieutenant Howard Wall's office, and when he did, it was to be chewed out about something. The lieutenant was Sergeant Twiller's boss, and Schultz generally didn't interact with him. But Wall sounded okay on the phone, almost congenial. Schultz figured that little piece Wall had on the side must be putting out regularly, since he was certain the lieutenant's home life didn't account for the good mood.
“Sit down, Schultz. Have a sandwich, ham or corned beef, your choice. Chips, too, those barbecued ones. Your favorite, right?”
This was not his usual interaction with Wall. Lowering himself into a chair, he reached out for the corned beef, unwrapped it, and dumped a pile of chips on the spread-out wrapper. Wall handed him a paper cup with a straw jauntily sticking out. For a minute or so, both men occupied themselves with the first bites of their sandwiches and a handful of chips, munching and swallowing almost in synch. Then Schultz sipped from the paper cup.
“Christ, Howard, when did you start drinking this diet crap?”
“Since my wife said my ass was getting so wide that my buttocks were total strangers to each other.”
Schultz laughed and tossed another handful of chips into his mouth. He hated diet soda, but he took a big swallow. It seemed the expedient thing to do.
“So what's with the royal treatment? It's not like you buy me dinner every day.”
“God, it amazes me to see those famous powers of detection at work.” Wall leaned back in his chair, both hands grasping an overflowing ham sandwich. “Seriously, I've got a proposition for you.”
This caught Schultz's attention. Howard released his chair, letting it fall down with a thump. He put down the sandwich and steepled his fingers, elbows resting on the desk. The gesture reminded Schultz of the childish rhyme about the church and the steeple. Mentally, he had Wall interlock his fingers and wiggle them—open the doors, see all the people. From long association, Schultz knew that the man was trying to put a good face on something neutral, bad, or very bad.
“You've probably heard,” Wall said, “about the homicide over on Euclid. Clint wrote up the scene. Take my word for it, it's going to be a juicy one.”
“Yes.”
“You've probably also heard about the Computerized Homicide Investigations Project, CHIP. There was a memo about it two, three months ago.”
“CHIP. Yes. Sort of.”
“The captain thinks that this homicide would be suitable for CHIP's first case.”
“What does this have to do with me?” Schultz said.
“The project needs a detective to handle the field work. An experienced detective. You.”
The sandwich was forgotten. Schultz processed the statements, but his brain was stuck on “field work”. After years of being relegated to desk jobs, he had almost given up the hope of getting an assignment like the one being dangled in front of him now. And if it sounded too good to be true...
“What's the catch?”
“I wouldn't exactly call it a catch, but the assignment does have special circumstances.”
Schultz let his raised eyebrows speak for him.
“Your team leader will be a civilian employee of the department, not a trained investigator.”
Strike one.
“You will be expected to give the computer aspect of the project your full cooperation.”
Strike two.
“Still with me? Your team leader is a female shrink whose previous job had something to do with testing shampoo.”
Strike three. Batter out!
Schultz stood up without a word and turned toward the door. Then he remembered the intensity of fieldwork, the gratification when justice was done, the good feeling of getting some creep off the streets. If he did a good job on this case, maybe he could drop the computer stuff and the shrink afterward and get back to straight investigative work. The lure was there. The lure was strong.
“How many of the other guys did you ask before you got around to me?” he asked Wall.
“All of them.”
With his back to Wall, he smiled. At least the lieutenant was honest.
“What the hell. I'm your man.”
*****
By the time PJ pulled into her sister's driveway, she and Thomas were snapping at each other, and she was looking forward to dinner, a long, hot bath, and curling up with a good book, in whatever order she could manage. Her sister met her with the news that her new boss needed to talk to her right away. As Thomas unloaded their suitcases, unceremoniously dragging hers into the spare bedroom and his to the foldout couch, she used the kitchen phone to give her boss a call.
“St. Louis Police Department. How may I direct your call?”
“Lieutenant Howard Wall, please.”
A moment later, he was on the phone, sounding as if he had his mouth full of food.
“Dr. Gray, good to talk to you. I'm glad your sister's phone number was on your application. I figured you might stop there on your way to St. Louis. Hold on a sec.” There were some noises of papers being gathered up into a ball and tossed. “Oops, got to get a bigger wastebasket. Not as good a hoop man as I was in the old days.” Apparently, he had just finished eating dinner at his desk.
“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?”
“That's Howard, since we're going to be working together. May I call you Penelope?”
“I prefer PJ.”
“Right. You're in KC, aren't you? That's about four hours away?”
“Yes, I just arrived at my sister's house, where I'll be spending the weekend. My son's unloading the car, and I should be helping him. What's this about?”
“Well, PJ, you might want to ask him to hold up on the unloading. I need you here tomorrow morning at the latest.”
“What? Hold on a minute.” She covered the mouthpiece.
“Mandy, could you take the kids into the living room? I'm having trouble hearing on the phone. I'll join you in a little bit.” The noise receded like a train going off into the distance as PJ's sister Mandy herded her four children out of the kitchen.
“Now then,” PJ said into the phone. “I thought I heard you say something about being in St. Louis by tomorrow?”
“There's been a murder. The captain thinks it would be the perfect kickoff for CHIP. We got a guy lined up for your teammate, name of Schultz. Detective Leo Schultz. He'll be doing most of the actual fieldwork. In fact, he's getting started on the case using standard investigative procedures. It'll be up to you to bring the computer in on this.”
PJ was silent for a moment, trying to compose a response. This was a major blow. She had been looking forward to some time with Mandy, had planned to talk over the troubles she was having with Thomas and get her sister's down-to-earth advice. Even more disturbing was the fact that she had been led to believe that she would have several months to get CHIP up and running, and would be able to hire a couple of assistants. She decided on an approach that seemed reasonable to her.
“Howard, I don't think I can make much of a contribution on such short notice. I only have my personally developed simulation software available, and even that might take me a week or so to bring up. There's a lot of customization to be done. Also, I thought I was going to have a couple of assistants, although I suppose I could get by with one to start.” She thought it was a stroke of brilliance to toss in the carrot about having only one assistant rather than two. But the carrot was not picked up.
“You have an assistant. Schultz.”
“I meant a computer analyst.”
“Well, you have a point there. Nobody would mistake Schultz for a computer anything.” He chuckled and made a slurping noise with a straw.
“I think it would be better to pass on this case. I'm looking at a six-month time frame, maybe four if CHIP gets two others besides me.”
This time it was Wall's turn to be silent. After a long moment, he sighed.
“Look, PJ, you're listening to what I'm saying but you're not hearing me.” His voice on the phone was serious but managed to convey concern. “I know about your time frame. I know about your assistants. Shit, I'm the one who interviewed you, remember? I hate to drop this on you like this, but I don't have a choice. What I'm trying to tell you is that the captain's got a scorpion up his ass about this, and if you're not here and ready to roll by tomorrow morning, you don't have a job.”
“I see.” Her voice wavered. “Just a moment, please.”
PJ put the phone in her lap. The stress and emotional pain of the last few months bore in on her, and this latest thing seemed too much to handle. She considered chucking the whole business and limping back to Denver. Or maybe running off to Timbuktu. When she thought she had recovered enough to keep her voice professional, she raised the phone from her lap.
“I'm hearing you now, Howard. Tell the captain I'll be there at 8:00 A.M. sharp.”
She and Thomas got wearily back in the car to drive to St. Louis. Thomas had not exploded as she had expected. He simply lugged the suitcases back out to the car.
PJ nervously gobbled a whole bag of jellybeans on the drive.
At ten P.M., the lights of fast food places beckoned, and PJ pulled into a motel right off I 70 in St. Charles, across the Missouri River from St. Louis, or at least from St. Louis County. Close enough. After checking into a predictable room, she and Thomas devoured burgers and fries, then went back for a second helping and a milkshake for PJ. Throughout it all, Thomas hadn't said much. She knew he was disappointed to leave Aunt Mandy's, but the only complaint he voiced was that the pillows in their non-smoking room smelled of cigarette smoke. He showered and dropped into bed. In a couple of minutes, he was asleep, and she heard his soft breathing.
Listening to it relaxed her. She used to sneak into his room at night just to watch his face in the glow of his man-in-the-moon night light and to listen to his breathing. It amazed her then, and still did, that she had known him so intimately, that he had grown within her body, eaten what she ate, and circulated the oxygen her lungs provided in his own red cells. She felt an almost mystical link to her son. Her whole body ached with love and with the fear that she had done something—taken him away from his father—that had hurt Thomas deeply. From her vantage point in the midst of her own emotional needs and imbalance, she couldn't see how she could repair their relationship. And it didn't look as though there was going to be any time to work on it right away. Other adult concerns intervened, such as getting herself established in a new city and earning money to pay for cupcakes and milkshakes—little things like that.
After showering, she sat on the edge of the bed, her hair wrapped in a towel. She dialed Wall's home phone number, to check in and to get some facts about the case so that she wouldn't be the only one in the dark tomorrow morning.
She learned that a thirty-five-year-old white male named George Burton, occupation pianist, had been found dead in his Central West End apartment. The body was decapitated by a sharp instrument such as a meat cleaver, and the head was not in the apartment. The skin of his back was carved (probably before death, according to the medical examiner's report) into a kind of bas-relief portrait of a dog. A passable three-dimensional effect was achieved by stripping the skin away to make the low portions. The victim was tied straddling a chair backwards, presumably so that the killer could carve on his back. Blood was found on the chair and carpet, along with a puzzling set of four indentations in the carpet. The indentations were positioned as though the killer had pulled up a chair to sit next to the victim, but none of the chairs in the apartment matched the pattern of indentations.
Long after the call, she was awake worrying whether she had done the right thing for herself and for Thomas, replaying hurtful scenes between herself and her ex-husband Steven, and mulling over the basic facts of the murder that Wall had given her on the phone. She had a good imagination, and she was awake most of the night.
A hot shower followed by an icy rinse raised PJ's spirits in the morning. Her clothes, hung in the bathroom the night before, also benefited from the steamy environment. Now instead of being completely mashed and wrinkled from the suitcase, they merely looked like she had worn them for a hard twelve hours' work. As if to make up for their appearance, she spent extra time with her hair and even dabbed on lipstick. As she closed her makeup case, she noticed in the mirror that the chestnut hair that rested easily on her shoulders had already curled up in spite of her efforts to curl it under. There were lines at the corners of her gray eyes—smile crinkles, surely, not that nasty kind—and more than a few gray hairs mixed with the chestnut.
Thomas, under strict orders not to leave the motel room, was marshaling his supplies for the day: magazines, books, snacks, and the TV remote control. In spite of the current difficulties in their relationship, she trusted him when he promised that he would stay in the room. As soon as she could get a chance, she would look for a place to live, probably a rental home, and get him registered in school. If she was lucky and found a place right away, he could finish out the last three weeks or so before summer vacation. She blew him a kiss that evoked a typical twelve-year-old's response of revulsion, and drove to work.
It was a good thing that she had gotten an early start. The volume of traffic took her by surprise. She spent a good twenty minutes just crossing over the Missouri River from St. Charles into St. Louis County, listening to a morning talk show on the radio, inching forward in traffic on I-70, then the Innerbelt I-170, and finally Highway 40. She bit her lip nervously while driving, and there was nothing left of her lipstick by the time she pulled into the crowded lot at the Headquarters building on Clark Avenue downtown.
PJ had never been in a police station, even a neighborhood district office. Before her divorce, she would have been comfortable in a new situation. She had a professional poise and confidence that radiated to others and buoyed them through difficult situations. She was, after all, a trained psychologist and a pioneer in the use of computers in simulation studies. She had published several articles in prestigious journals, presented papers at conferences, and participated in seminars. But when your husband suddenly decides he loves another woman, it does something to your confidence. She knew that she had enough inner strength to pull through eventually, but her self-esteem was still struggling with the blow, and some days were better than others. She tried to put her doubts aside and concentrate on meeting her CHIP teammate, Detective Leo Schultz.
The two of them pressed into PJ's tiny office as Wall, standing in the doorway, brought PJ up to date. The wooden desk was scarred with knife marks and marred with cigarette burns. Her swivel chair was green vinyl—thankfully no rips—and the metal arms were burnished by years of contact with elbows and palms. The ceiling fixture was a fluorescent rectangle that hummed and occasionally blinked, like a person with an unpredictable nervous tic. She couldn't help comparing her new office to the one she had occupied in Denver: sleek, spacious, and sunlit.
PJ was not a tall woman. She was just short enough that retrieving items from the top shelves of kitchen cabinets was a problem. Many times, she had simply knocked an item off with a long-handled spoon and caught it before it hit the floor. When she sat in her chair, trying to establish that important first impression as a confident professional, she first tilted back so far that she thought she was going to go over, and then, righting herself, discovered that her feet dangled three inches off the floor.
The room was airless, had rusty circles on the linoleum floor, and smelled of old wet mops. She couldn’t help thinking that her office hadn’t always been used as an office. Since there was no heat or air conditioning vent, the only way to get air circulation was to open the door, and that subjected the occupants to the noise and bustle of the men's room directly across the hall.
PJ shut out the disconcerting surroundings and listened attentively as Wall gave the details, some of which she already knew from their phone conversation. On the wall directly in front of her was a blackboard—mounted hastily and crookedly—that had two photographs taped to it. One showed a smiling mid-thirties man, handsome and dressed in eveningwear, standing in front of an audience, arms spread wide to scoop in their appreciative applause. The other was a graphic shot of a headless corpse, tied upright in a chair and pitifully unable to shield its fatal disfigurement from the camera. The pictures showed the same man, before and after the handiwork of a person who could only be loosely classified as human. She pulled her eyes from the photos, but her gaze kept wandering back whenever it lacked discipline.
Her mind raced with ideas for computer simulation, not only of the crime scene itself but a re-enactment of the crime. She wondered how her teammate would take to high-tech detective work.
Leo Schultz was, she estimated, in his mid-fifties and clearly an indifferent dresser. He was a large man, tall and thick through the waist, whose ill-fitting clothes suggested that he had put on weight. The cramped office seemed intolerably filled with his presence. His arms and legs, once hard and muscular, were now rounded, plumped like hot dogs that swelled when they cooked. The ceiling light reflected from a bald spot on the crown of his head. The reflection seemed brighter than the actual radiance accounted for, as if the bald spot drew in light rays from a disproportionate volume of space and bounced them back. Most of his hair was clipped short and hugged his head, except for a few long grayish-brown strands that he combed over the thinning area at the front. Even though he was thirty or forty pounds too heavy, his face was long and thin, with cheeks that used to be firm but now sagged a little, and a prominent nose that towered above the rest of the landscape. His skin was wrinkled, with lines drawn like a road map around his eyes and mouth. He had either spent a lot of time in the sun or he was a heavy smoker; either could account for those wrinkles. PJ took a deep breath, but couldn't detect any smoke odor. His eyes were deep brown, what could be an attractive and warm feature, but on him seemed misplaced, as though a puppy's eyes had somehow gotten on the face of a rhino. He sat tipped back in a ridiculously small folding chair, sullenly doodling in a notebook during the briefing. It seemed clear to PJ that Schultz was unhappy, but she was unable to tell whether it was because of her, the pilot computer project, or a generally negative approach to life.
Probably all three, she thought.
“I'll leave you two to get acquainted,” Wall said. He closed the office door and left, abruptly cutting off the noise from the bathroom and the hallway traffic.
She almost chuckled at Schultz's reaction to that. He lowered his chair and his face took on a trapped look that he concealed almost immediately, but not quickly enough for a psychologist to miss it. PJ deliberately let the silence stretch out in the stuffy room. She wanted Schultz to make the opening gambit.
Two full minutes later, she acknowledged that he had won round one. The detective was no stranger to awkward silences.
“Well,” she said pleasantly, “would you rather I call you Leo or Schultz or Detective?”
“My friends call me Schultz. But let's keep this strictly professional. You can call me Leo.”
My, my.
“Look, lady, let's get a few things straight right from the start. I took this assignment so I could get back out on the street where I belong. If that means I have to work with a shrink and a glorified adding machine, then that's what I'll do, see? But there's working with and there's working with, if you get my meaning.”
“Yes, I...”
“And while we're talking ground rules, let me make it clear that you're going to leave all the detective work to me. That's me, Detective Leo. There's a reason I've got that title and you don't. You keep your pretty little nose buried in that computer and we'll get along just fine.”
“Are you done? Could I possibly get in a word now?”
Schultz settled back magnanimously. “Yeah, go ahead.”
PJ gathered what dignity she could while sitting in a chair with her feet off the floor, like a child sitting at the teacher's desk. Well, it was her desk, however humble and worn. Besides, she had dealt with hostility and sexism before, and her favorite response was to squelch it unmercifully.
“Detective, you may have noticed when we were introduced that I was Doctor Gray, not just plain old Penelope. There's a reason I have that title and you don't. The reason is that I'm a highly trained professional in my own field and I've been hired to head CHIP. That is why we are meeting in my office, not at your desk. Make no mistake about who's in charge here.” She tapped her chest with her finger.
“I...”
“One moment, Detective, I'm not finished. Ordinarily, I would prefer us to work companionably as teammates. We can be more productive that way. But I can see that's going to be a problem here. So I put it to you: work on CHIP on my terms, or get the hell off the project. Today. Now.”
“Christ, lady, don't get your ass in an uproar.”
“My name isn't lady, and the condition of my posterior is far too personal to be of concern to you. My friends call me PJ, but you can call me Dr. Gray. Or just plain Boss.”
Schultz wasn't down for the count. He leaned forward and put his elbows on her desk. “You ever arrest a perp and get your ribs knocked in? You ever sit in an interrogation room with a creep who'd just as soon slit your throat as eat? You ever walk into a dark alley and get that tingle in your spine waiting for the knife?”
PJ folded her hands on the desk. “No.”
“My point exactly.”
“Have you ever,” PJ said, “tried to talk a guy down from a PCP high and gotten your nose broken for your effort? Have you ever had a woman slit her wrists in the bathroom in your office? Have you ever held a dead baby in your arms who was battered to death by a man under your care?”
Schultz pursed his lips. “No.”
“Well, I have, Detective. I may not be an expert in investigative techniques and I may have done marketing studies for consumer products and I may have been born with a vagina rather than a penis, but I have done all those things.” PJ felt her breath coming faster and took a deep breath to calm herself. “In addition, I happen to know a little something about the criminal mind.”
“Shit, can't we come to some agreement here? I think we got one of those storms in a teapot going here.”
“That's tempest in a teacup.” They sat for a moment, glaring at each other. This time Schultz broke the silence.
“Maybe we can start this over. It seems to me we've both got a lot on the line here, but let's not forget what our jobs are. We're talking about catching some creep that sliced up a man and chopped off his head. We're talking about putting that creep in jail and sending the key to Mars.”
“I'm ready to focus on that task as soon as you are.” It wasn't much of a peace offering, but his hadn't been much of one either.
“Well then,” Schultz said. It was as close to a concession as Schultz was going to get, and PJ realized that. She decided it was time to be gracious.
“Well then, we need to set some priorities,” she said. “I'll take a look at the computer equipment later in the day, but right now we need some more facts. We need to visit the scene of the crime.” Too late, PJ realized how trite that sounded.
“Yeah, Doc, that's usually a good start for an investigation.”
PJ sighed. “Come on, Leo, knock it off. I know I set myself up for that one. What I meant was that I need a lot of data about the victim's apartment. Measurements. Furniture. Everything.”
“Why?”
“In order to recreate the apartment, and the murder within the apartment, on the computer.”
“You lost me there, but I'll rustle up a tape measure.”
“Eager to please, eh?”
Schultz grinned a grin that sparked an uneasy feeling in PJ. If she had met a stranger in a bar and he had grinned at her like that, she would have beaten a path to the exit.
“Always, Doc, always.”
When he left, PJ was suddenly overwhelmed with the whole situation: the divorce; her son's emotions; the new job; her tiny, smelly office; the graphic details of the murder; her confrontation with Leo; the photos on her wall; the prospect of visiting the murder scene; even her wrinkled clothes. Tears brimming in her eyes, she fled her office. In a stall in the ladies' room that stank of smoke in spite of the sign pasted on the door that said “Do not smoke in this bathroom!!!”, PJ Gray, polished professional woman, psychologist, and computer expert, took stock of her first morning on the job. It had one bright spot—she felt she had held her own with Leo—but on the whole was not an auspicious beginning.
When Schultz left PJ's office, he stopped at the water fountain across the hall, outside the door of the men's room. He looked around and noticed that the hall was acceptably deserted. He took a small pillbox from his pocket, shook out four Ibuprofen tablets, and tossed them back with a swallow of water. Then he went back to his desk, operating on automatic. He was angry, but it would have to keep for a few minutes. He needed to make a phone call to request a car assignment.
“Vehicles.”
“Doris, that you?”
“Doris retired about three months ago. This is Casey,” a polite voice responded. “What can I do for you?”
“Doris retired? Christ, she wasn't that old. Did she get sick or something?”
“As far as I know, she simply left after thirty-five years of service. Doris insisted on no fuss, so there wasn't even a party. She and her husband are traveling around out west in a motor home.”
“Christ.”
“Can I help you?”
“Yeah, sure, I need a vehicle. Name's Leo Schultz, detective in Homicide. Authorized by Lieutenant Howard Wall.”
“Unmarked? Any particular requirements?”
Schultz knew what she was asking. Some assignments required a flashy car, but Homicide generally got the compacts with vinyl seats. Schultz hated vinyl seats. He got a heat rash in his crotch and on the back of his thighs whenever he sat on them, particularly if the car didn't have air conditioning.
Abruptly he realized that Casey's voice sounded very pleasant, even when conducting department business. He formed an image in his mind. Casey was about twenty-five years old, long blonde hair in one of those heavy braids down her back, sleek legs, compliant breasts that would comfortably fill his large hands... Schultz hadn't slept with his wife in a long time, three or four years at least. Their relationship just didn't include sex anymore. You wouldn't have sex with a roommate, particularly an unpleasant one, and that's how Julia seemed to think of him. Schultz, like other cops, knew more than he ever wanted to about the hazards of sex with a stranger. He preferred fantasy, and Casey was shaping up nicely.
“Detective? Any requirements?” He heard her tapping a computer keyboard, and the spell was broken. Temporarily at least—there was always tonight, after Julia had gone to bed.
“Nothing ritzy. Air-conditioned, cloth seats, no loud colors. Automatic transmission.”
“I'll see what I can do. When do you need the car?”
“Now. I'll be going down to the garage in about ten minutes.”
“I see. Well, I'll do my best.” Schultz heard more clicking. “There, I've got one for you. Ask for license number MBF 181.”
“Thanks. Say, you new to the department?”
“Why yes, I've only been here a few weeks. Just got my master's degree in Sociology, but I couldn't get a job in my field, at least not yet.” Her voice dropped to a breathy level. “Don't tell my boss, but I've got a line on a job in Aspen. Can you believe it? It would be a dream come true. I could ski all winter and hike all summer. When I wasn't working, of course.” Casey laughed, a soft tinkling sound that made her seem like a teenager.
Schultz smiled and tossed another log on the fantasy fire. Then he got out of the conversation before she could ask him if he was new to the department too.
After the pleasant diversion of his phone call, he stopped by Sergeant Twiller's desk to let him know he had accepted the new assignment and would be working on CHIP. As he expected, Twiller already knew about it. Schultz headed to Wall's office, his anger returning. He tapped on the door and stepped in without waiting for an answer. It was his old, confident style, fueled by an issue he needed to take up with the lieutenant.
“I've got to get something straight with you. I...” It dawned on Schultz that Wall was on the phone. The man gestured for him to sit down, and took a couple of minutes to wrap up his conversation, dropping the receiver emphatically into its cradle.
“You get a line on that hot item in Vehicles?” Wall said. It wasn't the opening Schultz was expecting, and for a moment the fantasy that was cooking away on the back burner swept over him. How did this man know?
Wall snickered. “I can tell by the look on your face that you've talked to Racy Casey. Been over to Vehicles yet? You've got to take a number out in the hall, the traffic's so bad over there.”
“Christ, Howard, do you ever get any business done in this office? Any police business, that is? Besides, I'm a happily married man.”
“Yeah, and I'm running for president next year. Anything that happens in this department is police business, and she's the biggest thing that's happened in this department in ages. Biggest being the operative word there.”
The two men sat in companionable silence for a moment.
“I hate to prick your balloon,” Schultz said, accenting prick, “but could we get serious here?” Somehow his anger had drifted away.
“Yeah, yeah, I know what you want to talk about. You don't like working for a woman.”
Schultz sat back in his chair. Was that it? Was that the whole problem?
“Bullshit. I'm as modern as the next guy,” Schultz said. Depending, of course, on who the next guy is. “I just naturally assumed I was going to be in charge, that's all.”
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