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Chapter 1The moment Lauren stepped outside her front door, the heat hit her in the face. It was as if she walked into a sauna. By the time she reached her vehicle, tiny droplets of perspiration formed on her brow.
It was a hot, sticky summer morning. Nearly 85 degrees and it was only 6:00 a.m. Today would be a scorcher, as people congregated on the streets and the day went on.
There was no way Lauren was going for a jog this morning. Instead, she headed to the workout club she belonged to and the first kickboxing class of the day. She brought her change of clothes to the location, in midtown. At this hour, the streets bustled with early morning risers on their way to work. Lauren drove along the busy streets, absorbing certain scenes around her. Some people stopped at the local coffee shops and newsstands, while others made their way to the subway stations and mass transit.
When she arrived at the workout club, she saw a few other cops she knew. “Hey, Phelps, you made it! What a shocker,” the instructor yelled, as he got ready to start the class.
The instructor was brutal, and he pushed each of them past their limit. He was also a martial arts expert and Marine. They didn't come any tougher than that. He even looked the part, with his short military haircut that revealed a few too many scars, scars from injuries that must have inflicted some long lasting effects. He seemed like a nice guy outside of class, but when the session began, he was the enemy.
Glancing around, Lauren noticed a few others, some off-duty cops making their way inside the gym. She gave a nod or a quick smile in acknowledgement, as she retied the laces on her shoes.
The “How are ya's” and “How ya doings?” made her feel good, and part of the group, despite the fact being a homicide detective caused her to miss quite a few classes. However, others were in the same boat.
Lauren recalled one Saturday afternoon, when she attended another detective's family party. Jose Mendez and his wife, Maria, were celebrating the christening of their first child, a baby boy. Matt was there, as well as a bunch of other cops she knew. She knew some merely by their faces alone. As big as the department was, it was like being part of a large family. Everyone seemed to have each other's backs. It was a great feeling to be part of such an organization.
"Haven't seen you in a couple of weeks. Where ya been?” Matt, a detective who worked in the Missing Persons division, asked as he stretched out.
"I had a few homicides, and I couldn't fit it into the schedule,” she told him, and Matt smiled.
"Well, you're here now. You working today?"
"Yep. I'll leave from here."
Tony yelled out teasingly, “You two finished talking back there? I would like to start the class."
Matt nodded ‘yes.'
The class went for a good hour and fifteen minutes. Lauren was glad she made it today, and she felt the burn.
She'd taken a shower when she finished, then headed to work.
It was the middle of the week. Lauren was happy about making it to the gym every day. It had even put her in a more positive mood, despite the humidity in the city.
She was headed to work at the 53rd Precinct, when she got the call from dispatch.
"Yeah, what do ya got?” she asked, as the dispatcher filled her in.
Glancing out the window, she noticed the large groups of kids attempting to open the fire hydrant. It was barely 9:00 a.m.
The homicide commander asked her to assist in a homicide another detective had already responded to. She drove the unmarked police car to the Bronx, near the Metro North Railroad Tracks and St. Mary's College.
She was ready to begin her day, hoping to find a lead in the latest case she'd been working on. The case had actually made the eleven o'clock evening news at the beginning of last week. As usual, it disappeared as the media moved on to more eye-catching news, and stories that were sure to increase their audience numbers and ratings.
Lauren had made a promise to herself to stay in the positive, upbeat mood despite her present drive to yet another homicide, and probably the start of another case. She got herself in the right frame of mind. This was life as a homicide detective in the city of New York.
She drove down the side streets, then deeper into the territory that always seemed to harbor riffraff, bums, hookers, and drug dealers. Many abandoned and stripped vehicles sat scattered around the area. Garbage coated most of the roadway and dirt covered ground along the railway tracks. Empty metal garbage barrels sat in the same spots as they did five years ago, when she first had the opportunity to visit this side of the tracks.
In the cold winter evenings, the homeless added garbage, or whatever they could find, to the barrels and lit them on fire for warmth. The winter was brutal for those who lived on the streets. Lauren knew every time the weather forecasters called for frigid temperatures, there would be bodies to collect by the morning. Some of the first dead bodies she saw as a rookie cop were victims of the New York City winters.
Lauren pulled the unmarked police car alongside the patrol cars. The thoughts of winter months almost made her forget about the current heat wave. She inhaled the air-conditioned coolness one more time and stepped out of the car. It was another crime scene, another wasted life. It would be her job to figure out what happened and who did it.
* * * *In an instant, the coldness penetrated against her back. Her whole body ached, and her eyelashes felt extremely heavy as she attempted to open them. Her body was numb, almost as if the sensations were separate from her flesh. She immediately noticed the sounds around her.
She heard the music playing in the background and recognized the song, although she wasn't certain of the name.
It was an old rock and roll song, popular but not really her kind of music.
What a stupid thing to think about at this moment. She tried to focus on an object around her, something, anything that could help her correct her vision, but the room was dark, and she couldn't focus no matter how hard she tried.
She smelled something strange. Was it roses? She tried to take in her surroundings, and felt like she floated.
Her mind seemed to be playing tricks on her. Were they illusions?
She tried hard to focus, but the strength, the control, just wasn't there.
What the hell is wrong with me?
She rubbed her eyes, squinted, then widened them, trying her hardest to focus. She saw small figures, the size of children, lined up against what she assumed was the wall. Their hair was wild. She could tell from their shapes, as well as their shadows, against the wall.
She wondered where she was and tried to remember how she got here. The last thing she recalled was the attractive guy at the bar. She couldn't remember his face. As she tried to remember, the pounding in her head increased.
It was as if she had a bad hangover or the beginning of a horrid stomach virus. Her stomach continued to churn, the nausea increasing as she attempted to regain her composure.
Her mind spun out of control. She wanted to hurl.
"That damn music. Stop playing that damn music!” she cried out, but there was no response.
The song continued to play over and over again.
"You're mine ... and we belong together ... yes, we belong together ... for eternity ... eternal ... eternity."
She wanted to cover her ears with her hands, but as she tried to move them, she seemed to be doing it in slow motion.
Suddenly, there was a bright light illuminating the dark room.
She tried to adjust her eyes to the light. As the door opened, a tall, thin figure stood there watching her.
Her heart pounded inside her chest. Her body shook—the fear enormous inside. She blinked her eyes once, twice. Was he moving toward her?
He rocked back and forth.
No.
He danced as he made his way closer to her.
The small child-sized figures she couldn't make out earlier were now clear as day.
They were anatomically correct dolls. Females with long, wild hair, set up in sexual and compromising positions, or just chained against the wall. Some wore full-leather get ups, with links of chains that attached to their waists and wrists with handcuffs. She shook her head, in both fear and confusion.
He hummed to the music then began singing the words.
"You're mine ... and we belong together ... yes, we belong together ... for eternity ... eternal ... eternity."
* * * *Lauren Phelps stepped out of the car, only momentarily paralyzed by the excessive heat. It seemed worse down here under the tracks, surrounded by garbage. An instant later, her phone vibrated against the front pocket of her dark dress pants. The small sensation traveled down her thigh right into her short, black ankle boots. She was shocked she actually enjoyed it.
I need a social life. She checked the number.
Her dad was calling. She'd have to get back to him later. Right now, the wicked stench of a dead body that lay sprawled out in a ravine, by the side of the train tracks, required her full attention.
All who hung out down here were the low lifes of society, at night, and young hoodlum kids looking for some kind of adventure, when they cut school.
Lauren glanced over at the two twelve-year-old boys, who now sat on the ground near a patrol car.
They didn't look too good.
They'd been the ‘lucky ones’ who found the body, and, according to one of the patrol officers, they'd been sporadically throwing up their insides for the last fifteen minutes.
Maybe this would be enough to get them to stay in school? Secure a better future, and maybe you won't end up like this guy.
Lauren laughed, as Tom the lieutenant took the opportunity to scare the crap out of the kids, by saying something similar to what Lauren just thought.
"Hey, you, listen to me and listen to me good. Stay in freaking school or you could wind up like this guy. Got it?” he stated in his toughest voice, with the meanest look on his face.
The boys looked convinced right now, but she knew better than anyone all it took was hanging out with the wrong people, making the wrong friends, or just one stupid decision, to change their minds.
She silently prayed those two kids would never forget today.
Tom turned around. Lauren watched him, smirking, already anticipating the response to her presence.
"Hey, Phelps, this must be my lucky day. Out of all the detectives to get this one, they send you. Someone is watching over me.” Tom held his hand over his heart and laid on the drama well.
Standing in the dreadful heat made her antsy. It felt hotter, and it had to be pushing 90 degrees by now. She couldn't help but miss the AC, back in the unmarked patrol car.
Smiling at the lieutenant, she winked, then followed him to the body.
Lieutenant McNulty was a big man and a little overweight, but it suited him. He was bald, tough, and covered with multiple tattoos. A few of them showed through his perspiration-soaked white dress shirt.
He looked at her as they walked side by side, still expressing his gratefulness the commander sent Lauren.
"I'm honored ... I'm truly, truly honored.” He bumped her shoulder with the side of his arm.
Lauren laughed. “I was in the area, that's all, but I'm glad you're so happy, Lieu. So what do you need from me?” A few patrol officers eyed her while securing the crime scene.
Tom moved closer, and then took out his handkerchief to wipe his brow.
"Let's see, how about you and me, candlelight, dinner at my place?"
"How original,” Lauren barely responded. She was used to this game she played with Tom. He had taken her under his wing about five years ago, after her promotion to Detective. Homicide investigation was part of the normal conversation in her house when she was growing up, especially since her father was a local detective in River Point, upstate. He was good at his job and had learned from the best himself.
Even Lauren had the opportunity to meet the famous ‘Murder Cop’ from N.Y.C. Geberth was his name, and she attended and completed numerous of his seminar courses.
Tom smiled. He probably noticed how serious Lauren was as she observed the crime scene.
She watched what everyone did, and made sure no one made a mistake.
"Hey, gorgeous, this is all yours. I'll just supervise a bit on this one, seeing how I'm the lieutenant and all. Don't worry. Everyone's doing what they're supposed to be doing."
"Sorry, Lieu, force of habit, I guess. So it looks like he's been here for a few hours, throat's been slit, he's fully clothed, and from here, it doesn't look like any other injuries have occurred. So what do you think?"
"He's a bum, roaming the streets. He probably just pissed another bum off, and you know how it is down here, kid, life's a bitch."
"And then you die."
"Exactly. But, because I can see that look in your eyes, we're going to have the coroner do a full autopsy and cover all our bases."
"Good, because things aren't always as they appear,” Lauren stated, and Tom smiled.
"You sure I can't talk you into that dinner?” This time, a few patrol officers who stood around grunted as if he should just give up.
Lauren laughed, then gave him a light punch in the arm.
"You mean a lot to me, Tom, you know that? So why screw things up? Besides, I already know all your annoying habits, and more importantly your track record with women."
Tom put his hands up in defense. “What record?” He tried to say it with a straight face, but couldn't. Instead, he laughed.
"I know you really well, too, Lauren. Work, work, work, and always having something to prove."
A patrol officer interrupted their conversation. “Hey, Lieutenant McNulty, we got this guy over here who says he saw someone talking to the victim last night."
Both Lauren and Tom glanced toward the guy, a fellow bum who looked like he just finished a bottle of whiskey.
Lauren memorized his appearance.
Smudges of dirt and grime scattered around the darkness of his eyes, his cheeks, and neck. His shoulder-length hair looked as if it had been combed with a pork chop, and his clothing was more appropriate for winter months.
Like most homeless people, he was more than likely afraid to use the free services of the homeless shelters. He was safer on the streets.
As soon as he started talking, Lauren smelled the alcohol on his breath. It filled the air, which was so thick, one could cut through it with a knife. Sandwiched in-between was the stench of his body odor, due to the lack of any type of hygiene whatsoever.
Lauren wiped the small drops of perspiration from her forehead, hoping he didn't come too close. The thought of catching another smell formed a small lump in her throat. Normally, such things didn't bother her, but for some reason, this guy did.
Tom sighed, sounding annoyed, but asked questions anyway.
"So, you saw someone talking to the victim? What did he look like?"
The bum remained silent. Lauren figured he was either trying to focus due to his drunken stupor or he stalled for something.
"Give me a drink and I'll tell ya,” the guy demanded.
Lauren noted his bloodshot eyes, as well as just how filthy his salt and pepper beard really was. He stepped closer.
The blue of his eyes looked glossy, which confirmed his drunken condition.
"I ain't got time for this. What do ya know, guy? Don't waste our time,” Tom added, looking rather irritated, as he eyed the bum and was sure to keep his distance. The guy reeked.
"How about you, pretty lady? You got a drink? I'll talk to you.” The bum moved closer to Lauren. He was about to touch her when Tom blocked the move.
"Get this piece of shit out of here,” Tom stated, as the bum eyed Lauren like a piece of meat. She got the chills at the way he seemed to stare right through her, as well as getting another full inhale of his odor.
Guy Johnston, a patrol officer, grabbed the bum and pulled him away from Lauren and Tom. Tom rubbed the top of his hand across the front of his nose and cleared his throat as if that would help alleviate the odor.
Between the stench of the dead body and that of the bum, Lauren figured she would more than likely have to destroy the clothing she wore.
It was one of the many reasons, besides salary, why homicide detectives didn't wear designer clothing.
"You know, Phelps, sometimes I get fed up with this shit."
Lauren just smiled at Tom's statement. She knew the ‘job’ could be frustrating sometimes.
"Let's wrap things up, Detective, then we'll meet at the medical examiner's office.” Tom winked at Lauren, and she pulled out her notebook again, adding some final notes and trying to ignore her innate sense of smell.
"You always want to meet me at all the classy places, Lieu."
He laughed and Lauren jotted down some notes.
Upon arriving at the scene 1:18 p.m., a 911 call 1:00 p.m. caller anonymous and unidentified. Patrol officers Guy Johnston and Lizzy Lopez, first officers on the scene. Crime scene taped off. Officers followed proper procedures to help contain evidence. Temperature, 89 degrees, no breeze, the air thick, stuffy, bright, sunny summer day.
Body looks to be a male, mid to upper forties, brown hair, medium build, dead at least ten hours. Rigor mortis has set in.
Location: Metro North station, 1/2 mile from terminal. One possible witness, detained by Officer Johnston.
"You got everything down, Phelps?” Tom asked, smiling. Lauren was a by-the-book detective. She followed the Practical Homicide Checklist and Field Guide to the ‘T’ and this homicide wouldn't be any different.
"Yes, sir,” she said, just as the forensics technicians finished taking pictures of the crime scene. There was one tire mark they took an imprint of, which may turn out to be their only lead. Lauren would check on everything later in the day.
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Chapter 2"River Point Police Department. Commander Don Phelps speaking."
"Good afternoon, Commander Phelps,” Lauren teased her dad, as he answered his office phone rather seriously.
"Hey, honey. I thought for sure I wouldn't hear back from you until later today. When you didn't answer my call this morning, I assumed you were too busy."
"Yeah, I had a call to go on, and now I'm on my way to the ME's. I had a few minutes to call you back. What's going on?” Lauren maneuvered the unmarked police car down the busy city streets.
"Are you coming up to visit this weekend? The town is having their big Memorial Day festivities."
"That's the plan, unless something else pops up. Should I still meet you, Mom, and Dave at the Mardullo's house?"
"Yeah. I just saw Steven yesterday, in town, and he said Victoria's brother is done with his tour in Iraq. It's going to be a huge celebration."
"Oh, my God, that's fantastic. I haven't seen James in years. Victoria, Sherry, and Peter must be so excited. The whole Mardullo and Malley family must be."
"They are. James hasn't even met his two nephews Danielle and Joseph. He's only seen pictures."
"That's awesome. I will definitely try my hardest."
"Hey, honey, you do know there are other detectives working in New York City?"
Lauren let out a sigh. Everyone seemed to be on her case lately about her work hours.
"I know that, Daddy. Listen, I've got to go. I'll see you this weekend.” Lauren then hung up the phone.
The voice of the dispatcher on the police radio crackled in the background. And as Lauren drove down the city side streets, she noted everyone was out of their apartments hoping for some small, cooling breeze and a cool night tonight.
The past week had delivered a heat wave 24/7 and she wasn't the only one fed up with it.
Lauren thought back to her conversation with her dad. He was only voicing his concern. She really shouldn't have gotten angry with him. He, of all people, should understand her determination and desire to be the best homicide detective she could be.
After all, she had a lot of barriers against her. She was a female and female detectives, good ones, were few and far between.
Some fellow female officers were willing to sleep their way to the top. Therefore, it made it more difficult for her to prove herself and convince the brass she wouldn't take that route.
She made third grade detective by solving homicides, following the rules, and getting the job done. She owed a lot of it to her dad and Tom McNulty.
Along the way, she met other detectives who didn't always follow protocol, but they got the job done.
Her father was a great success and after helping to solve the Mardullo murder case, he was retained by the River Point P.D. to be C.O.
Police work was in her blood, and she was good at it. No one would get away with minimizing her abilities or claiming she didn't have the instincts or the stomach for it.
Once again, the police scanner interrupted Lauren's thoughts just as she entered the parking lot at the coroner's office.
Someone couldn't take the heat and was found dead. They were dropping like flies this week.
She found a tight parking spot and went inside.
* * * *Lauren met McNulty in the hallway, outside the autopsy room. She hated this place, and, no matter what any detective said, she would never get used to viewing a body, especially during or after an autopsy.
They both placed the material masks over their noses and mouths and prepared to enter the room.
Dr. Edward Monty was the pathologist assigned to their John Doe.
The mask didn't do much to hide the smell and both Lauren and Tom held the facemask tighter against their mouths as Dr. Monty went over the findings.
"So, you're not sure what type of weapon was used?” Tom asked.
"Not certain right now, but it was something sharp and thin."
"A razor?” Lauren asked.
"Possibly. There were also some bloodstains found on the victim's pants, which aren't consistent with the direction his own blood would have taken after the initial cut. I sealed that up and sent it to the lab. There was a piece of thread or carpet fiber that was found across the victim's chest."
"You mean as if he grabbed the victim from behind and slit his throat?"
"Exactly. So while he did it, his clothing touched the clothing of the victim."
"Interesting,” Tom added. They hoped these small clues would lead them to their suspect.
Lauren went a step further, recalling her training and textbooks she read. “You're talking about transfer or exchange. Right, Doc?"
"Exactly. As you know, Detective Phelps, the perpetrator will take away traces of the victim and the scene,” Dr. Monty stated.
"And the victim will retain traces of the perpetrator and may leave traces of himself on the perpetrator. Also, the perpetrator will leave traces of himself at the scene,” Lauren added.
"Hopefully, we'll get lucky then,” Tom said and they continued the autopsy.
When the autopsy concluded, they headed into the hallway.
Lauren was relieved to discard the protective coverings she had to wear.
"So, gorgeous, I know you said no to dinner, but since it's past lunch time, what do you say we grab a bite together?” Tom asked as they walked through the doors, into the heated street again.
Lauren gave him a semi-disgusted look.
He raised his hands up. “What?"
"Come on, Tom, I'm not exactly very hungry at the moment.” Lauren still tried to get the smell out of her senses as the humid air just seemed to imprison it.
"You got to eat, kid, and how many times have I told you this is the life of a homicide detective,” Tom teased, knowing the comment would get under Lauren's skin.
She shot him a dirty look, as they approached her car.
Every homicide investigator knew that in order to stay neutral and conduct a thorough investigation, one needed to look at the body as forensic evidence. The life and spirit were already gone, and on their way to hopefully meet a higher power.
The worst thing a detective could do was to look at a victim and the murder as if it were a family member, sister, brother, parent, or friend.
"You know, Tom, I'll have lunch with you. But you're paying,” Lauren told him, and he smiled as he got into her car.
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Chapter 3The old rock and roll song Sixteen Candles, by Johnny Mistro and the Crests, played on the old-fashioned jukebox in the corner of the restaurant. Each chrome barstool covered in shiny, sparkling red vinyl matched the surrounding booths. The tables were white and bordered in chrome. The waitresses wore old-fashioned fifties outfits with matching white caps.
It was a popular theme for restaurants these days, and they were popping up left and right throughout the surrounding suburbs.
It was a likable era, marked in history by great singers like Elvis, the Platters, Four Seasons, Buddy Holly, Chubby Checker, and Johnny Mistro and the Crests. The list went on. Most people loved the music, and places like these were always busy.
He sat in the corner on a barstool, watching the young women who attended the local university a few blocks up the street.
They were beauties, but he preferred the more mature women, who still had that innocent look about them.
If this place didn't deliver this week's special, there were a plethora of similar places to find his next victim.
He didn't feel so safe in the city anymore.
After tonight, he would head north and out of the city.
He finished the last sip of his homemade maraschino cherry coke, tipped the waitress, and left the restaurant. He got in his box truck, and made his way through the traffic to the next location, past 261st Street. Plenty of young women would be hanging out in the bars within walking distance to St. Mary's College.
He knew all of them, had been doing this route for the past year and a half.
Smiling, he thought about his first victim, over four years ago, and the incredible feeling of anticipation before his first kill.
He succeeded in evading capture. He'd been triumphant, even with such great odds against him, including a few well known ‘top notch detectives.'
He felt invincible after that special kill.
He wasn't happy only having his fantasies, or just a handful of willing partners. He wasn't going to pay some disgusting, contaminated hooker to fulfill his desires. He loathed those disease-infested animals.
They weren't good enough, not even close.
What he desired was an almost purity. An innocence best described as ‘good girls.’ Not promiscuous women. He wanted classy, gorgeous, sexy, young women, who hid their curves and sexuality out of shyness, and who had very little experience.
They stayed well hidden, but he had a special knack for finding them.
He was getting better and better at it, but still, he had yet to find that perfect woman who fit his fantasies completely. There always seemed to be something missing. He strived to find that special woman, with an enormous desire to feel complete.
He parked the dirty-boxed truck behind the building. It was getting late, and he had a job to do tomorrow. He got that feeling that tonight wasn't the night, as he walked toward the entrance of another location.
Then he stopped right in his tracks, nearly lost his breath. His heart pounded against his t-shirt.
There she sat.
Destiny.
The knockout redhead smiled shyly as a group of young men tried to gain her attention.
The redhead's friends were flirtatious, as she stayed silent, practically burying her head.
"Your mine ... and we belong ... together."
The words to the song, his song, echoed in his head and a smile formed on his lips.
* * * *Lauren made her way through the 53rd Precinct in the Bronx. The stone-faced building was one of many ancient dwellings in the surrounding area. Sometimes, she wondered about all the law enforcement officers who entered this building over the decades—some, decades ago—including in her own family, on both her mother and her father's sides. She was meant to be here, to serve here, and she was so proud to be a part of history. There was Uncle Roger, a homicide detective who retired as a homicide commander. Then there was Uncle Marty who was a Sergeant. There were four cousins as well, but they worked in different precincts in different boroughs. She knew it fed her ego a bit. It also provided fuel for the goals she set. She wasn't going to stop at homicide detective even though she loved it.
She gave her non-committal ‘hi’ and ‘hello's’ as she passed the desk sergeant, some other brass, and then proceeded to the shared, cramped offices upstairs.
The room was crowded, every desk taken. Every inch of space for that matter was over crowded, cramped, and being used beyond its dimensions.
She waved and said hello to a few more people, then made her way across the office. Once she was at the desk she shared with two other detectives, she saw the pile of messages for her.
* * * *"You're Miss Popularity today, let me tell ya. Some of us have to work, you know? We can't just hang out at the M.E.'s office,” Detective Jack Murphy teased.
They teamed up on another homicide of a murdered female last week. She'd attended St. Mary's College on 272nd Street in the Bronx.
"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Is there anything new on the Wilson case?” She thought about the young, twenty-two year old blonde, Renee Wilson, who'd attended the college. So far, in the investigation, the woman had no enemies, no boyfriend, and seemed to be the victim in an isolated incident.
Her family was devastated, and half the pink pieces of paper on Lauren's desk contained messages left by them for her.
"There was that strand of fuzz under her nails. The lab determined it was some kind of carpeting."
"Well, that's something. I wish we had more to tell her family. I hate calling them back and telling them we have no leads, no clues whatsoever.” In frustration, Lauren tossed the notes back down on her desk.
Jack leaned on the corner of the desk.
He was a few years older than Lauren, and they had teamed up on homicides the last few years. He was newly married with light brown hair, green eyes, and a mature looking face. Unlike Lauren, who was thirty-four and could pass for being in her early twenties, especially with her long brown hair she kept in the latest styles, as well as her clothing. She mostly wore black dress slacks, with various colored blouses. It was a classy look that didn't reveal much, and that's how she preferred it.
When she went out on a date, which hadn't been for over a year now, she dressed a little sexier but still conservative.
She knew she had a great body, was physically fit due to her intense kickboxing workouts, and didn't feel it necessary to advertise. At the moment, her enthusiasm about her workouts and her life disintegrated. She felt for the family and empathized with their loss.
"Don't beat yourself up, Lauren. You were really good with the family. They feel comfortable with you, so just be honest. It's only been a week and we still have the bartender to interview. He's finally back from his little trip."
"Great! Why didn't you tell me? When are we going?"
"Right now. Remember I was waiting for you?"
"All right. Let's go!” Lauren replied and she and Jack made their way out of the office but not before bumping into Captain Morris.
"Hey, Captain!” Jack said, and Lauren smiled.
The captain acknowledged them both but spoke directly to Lauren. “Anything on that John Doe yet?"
"Not too much. I'm waiting on results from the lab. We did find a set of tire tracks. They could be from the killer's vehicle. We'll just have to wait and see,” Lauren stated.
"You're working that one with McNulty, right?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good. Keep me updated."
"Sure will,” Lauren said and the captain continued walking to his office.
"He always speaks to you nicely,” Jack added, sounding kind of annoyed, as he and Lauren made their way down the stairs.
"What do you mean?"
"He didn't even want to talk to me. He could care less. It's funny that you're one of the select few detectives he's respectful to."
"Well, I'm respectful to him. Maybe if you guys didn't bad mouth him all the time..."
"Oh, give me a break. The guy asks for it. He's so fucking anal, it's not funny. Did you see that suit he's wearing? It's fucking ninety degrees out there and even hotter in here. Who the fuck wears a three piece suit in the summer time, never mind an outdated one?"
"Two words, Jack ... Air conditioning."
Jack shook his head, as they continued through the front door and onto the streets. They had to suffer, but the freaking captain had an air conditioning unit in his office. It was nearly three in the afternoon. The temperature wasn't letting up.
Lauren and Jack made their way to the car, noting the angry faces and attitudes the humid temperatures seemed to be causing in people.
The people on the streets wore hardly any clothing and were doing anything to stay cool. This, basically, was impossible.
"So what do you think tonight's going to be like?” Jack asked.
Lauren knew if the heat wave continued, there would be a bunch of calls ranging anywhere from heatstroke to domestic violence.
"People get nasty when it's this hot and the latest weather report confirmed that there is no sign of relief in sight."
Jack agreed.
She kept her eyes peeled, as Jack drove the Crown Victoria slowly through traffic. They gradually made their way to the bar, where Renee Wilson was last seen.
"So you got plans this Memorial Day weekend?” he asked.
"Yeah, I do. Big family and town barbeque. I'm looking forward to seeing my family and a lot of old friends I haven't seen in a while. One of the guys just finished his tour of duty in Iraq."
"That's great and I'm sure it will be a hell of a party."
"What about you? Do you and Kelly have plans?"
"Barbeque, I think. I haven't really spoken too much about it. That's the plan tonight, though. I promised Kelly a romantic dinner and no ‘cop talk.’”
Lauren laughed, finding Jack's statement amusing. “I'll have to call Kelly and see if you were actually able to do that."
"What? You don't think I can talk about any other subjects than police work?"
"Oh, you can talk about other subjects, like sports, cars, your abs that you've been working on...."
"Oh, give me a break. I'm very romantic."
"You should be. You're a goddamn newlywed. Romance should be flowing out of you like molten lava,” Lauren teased.
"Hey, don't knock it. Good looks and a great body aren't worth it if there's no one to share it with.” Jack eyed her body from head to toe.
"Yeah, I haven't heard that one before. Not to change the subject, but you should really try the kickboxing class I'm taking. It's intense."
"I'll stick to my crunches, thank you. I don't know where all that momentum and consistency comes from, but by now your abs have to be rock solid. I just can't seem to get that cut look to mine.” Jack squeezed his shirt, and the small roll of fat hidden underneath it.
Smirking, Lauren glanced down at Jack's stomach. She knew he really wasn't too concerned with having great abs. “That's Kelly's cooking. You shouldn't complain. Most men would kill to marry a woman who can cook like that."
"Speaking of her cooking, she made this awesome garlic, roasted turkey breast the other night with French cut string beans, creamy garlic mashed potatoes, and fresh corn on the cob."
"Sounds delicious."
"It was awesome,” Jack added, and they continued to sit in traffic.
Lauren returned some of the phone calls, including the one to Renee's parents.
By the time she finished speaking to Mrs. Wilson, Lauren felt a bit down. All she wanted to do was solve this case and bring some closure to the family. They wanted the person responsible found and tried.
Lauren looked out the window hoping the conversation with the bartender would pay off.
* * * *Upstate New York
Eddie Tennellie finished working out. It was 6:00 a.m. and he was used to getting up this early. He itched to get to work after having the last two days off. He hadn't done much of anything in those two days, except clean his house and visit friends at Hennessey's pub.
He let the cool water cover his body. The heat was terrible this morning and he wasn't sure he'd make it up the hill of the block before his development.
He'd gained a couple of pounds, but nothing he was worried about, and more importantly, nothing a couple of weeks of crunches and running wouldn't take care of.
He turned off the shower, and dried off his body, and wondered how his friend Ken made out this weekend. Ken had a big date with a woman he'd been seeing for a couple of weeks. Ken said she was ‘the one.’ Eddie laughed just thinking about his friend, and the type of character he was. The guy was always joking around, checking out women, and trying to find that perfect one. He wanted to get married, have children, and do the whole family thing.
Eddie respected that. He understood it completely because he was married once himself.
Eddie shook the thoughts from his head. No bad memories today, he just wasn't in the mood.
He felt guilty for even considering dating again. There was a huge burden on his heart. Even though it had been four years, it still didn't feel right.
He was probably just scared, which Eddie found wasn't as difficult to accept as he first thought.
Ken even told him it was time to move on. He wanted to set Eddie up on a few dates, but Eddie refused. When the time was right, he'd know it.
He then looked at his body in the full-length mirror in his bedroom. He was in great physical condition despite the little extra weight. He turned sideways and flexed his muscles. There wasn't an ounce of fat on the rest of him. His long, muscular legs were trim and solid. His arms looked sculpted, his chest, firm and hard.
No one would ever guess he was forty-years old. Not that forty was old at all, but he remembered being thirty like it was yesterday.
He was glad he was over 6 ft tall, like his father and uncles. The height seemed to help distribute evenly the extra pounds he put on. He had always been so into his body and staying physically fit. He knew the ‘job’ required it and if he needed to defend himself in any given situation, then he had to be on the top of his game. That's why he continued to jog and lift weights so much.
He even watched what he ate, but he knew the culprit behind his extra pounds. He had to cut back on the beers at the family pub and the double cheeseburgers and wings during the games. The bar celebrated every damn sport and game that was on television, especially since Patrick had gotten the satellite TV. Besides all the ‘American’ sports, there was Irish football.
He decided to start his crunches right now, promised himself he would cut back on the beers, too.
Eddie finished his crunches, then got dressed the rest of the way. He already felt better as he gathered his gun and badge along with the other things he needed, then headed out the door.
He glanced over his shoulder once again, absorbing the fact his home was so quiet, so somber, and wondered if he would ever be able to share his heart with another woman again. He damned Ken. It was Ken's fault he thought about dating again.
He headed to work, relieved that his two days off were finished. He needed to focus on the job. Without it, he would go insane.
* * * *Detective Lieutenant Eddie Tennellie was the first lead detective on the scene. He received the call at 7:30 a.m. Monday morning, the body of a young female was found in the woods directly off the parkway, a mile in from an adjacent development. It was the sixth murder since the New Year for the town of Ridgeburgh.
He wasn't expecting anything like this when he woke up this morning. The scene hit a nerve. The victim looked young. His anger immediately rose, but he was professional enough to submerge those feelings and investigate the crime. He wasn't taking any chances of contaminating evidence or missing possible clues, and he was glad the forensics team was on route.
"Officer Sinclair, get this area taped off immediately. I want the crime scene secured and the person who found the body kept away from the press, as well."
"Yes, Lieutenant.” Sinclair immediately ran to the patrol car to grab the yellow Crime Scene tape.
Officer Tyler was already talking to a man in a jogging suit by his patrol car.
The lieutenant made his way through the small wooded area that separated the parkway from a nice, middle-class development.
He took out his notebook and began to assign the other responding officers various jobs like keeping a crime scene log of all who showed up at the scene.
"Lieutenant, the medical examiner wants to know—"
"Whoa ... don't step any further. Do you see those boot imprints? You're stomping around in possible evidence. I don't want anyone near here. The fewer people, the better,” he scolded Sinclair.
* * * *Sinclair was embarrassed as hell. The lieutenant was a real hard ass, and not easy to get along with. She was sure she would be further reprimanded back at the department.
"Sorry, sir.” She stumbled with her words, as the lieutenant wrote down his observations and noted the position of the body.
She tiptoed slowly, and was extra careful as she backed up the same way she came, being sure not to make the same mistake ever again.
It was that damn dead body. Only the second dead body she had ever seen before. The first time was an old lady who lived all alone, died in her sleep, and wasn't found for three days.
This was completely different.
Sinclair noted the woman was young, had long red hair, and was covered in bruises. There were multiple wounds, and it was nauseating.
"Sinclair, let the forensics technicians start preserving evidence before you destroy something,” the lieutenant told her sarcastically, never looking up. She was at the bottom of the totem pole.
She knew she'd screwed up. She quickly called over the technicians, and kept watch around the yellow tape.
Sue Sinclair stood there watching the lieutenant. She shouldn't take his reprimanding so hard. He was a great cop and an awesome detective. He really knew his stuff, and was just trying to share that knowledge with his fellow officers.
Keep telling yourself that, Sue.
Sinclair eyed the lieutenant one last time.
He really wasn't her type at all, but she heard all the talk and gossip about him.
He was tough, a real ‘kick ass and take names later’ type of guy. He got in a bit of trouble for it. Many a time, she heard the chief chewing the lieutenant out, but she also heard the chief talk so highly about Tennellie that the lieutenant was seen as a god.
He was very good looking as well, could have his pick of the ladies, but he didn't flaunt it. Homicide investigation and police work seemed to be his life.
Her thoughts were interrupted, as Detective Murphy approached the yellow tape. He winked at Sue, and she couldn't help but blush. Murphy was quite the character.
* * * *Detective Ken Murphy made his way under the tape and toward the lieutenant.
"What do we got, Eddie?"
"Doesn't look pretty. Looks like multiple stab wounds. There appears to be massive bruising on the inner thighs, wrists, and ankles."
"Sexual assault?” Ken asked.
"Most likely. Damn shame. She looks to be no more than in her early twenties."
"Any weapon left behind or other evidence?"
"We'll let Ronald do his thing. I'm not positive, but I could see something under her nails on the left hand. Maybe he'll find something there. Also, if that jackass Sinclair didn't destroy any of it, we may have a boot print."
"Sounds good. I'll run a missing persons search and see if anything comes up matching her description.” Ken watched as his friend the lieutenant took in his observations at the crime scene. Eddie would supervise the case while Ken acted as lead investigator. Eddie was a good cop and thorough when it came to a homicide investigation. He had his personal problems, but they never interfered with the job. He didn't trust easily and most of the time his attitude caused him to gain enemies. Ken always thought Eddie was too young to be so serious. The guy ate, slept, and drank police work.
* * * *Eddie assessed the crime scene, noting the paths of entry and exit.
He walked through the wooded area, and what he felt was the perimeter. Eddie noticed the broken tree branches, and slight imprint of tire marks on the dirt, and grass alongside the parkway. It was adjacent to the woods.
He guessed that was where their suspect entered.
The ground was dry and solid, due to the heat wave and threat of a drought. This made him believe the vehicle used had to be heavy, in order to leave some tire tracks. It also had to be elevated, in order to break the higher branches.
He heard the cars as they zoomed down the parkway. The woods were full and lush, and from the location of the body he couldn't see the cars. He knew the parkway was there, just beyond the dirt path and greenery. The woods and development were easily accessible from the parkway. Perhaps the killer didn't realize the close proximity of the neighborhood, or the fact that many people jogged along this route? He continued to keep an open mind, and let his investigative intuition lead the way.
He jotted down his observations, and the fact he hadn't come across any other shoe prints, except the ones where the body lay.
That didn't necessarily mean they were the boot prints of the killer. There were numerous dirt clearings, or natural pathways, made most likely by the residents who lived nearby and walked the trails through the woods.
Eddie noted the natural pathway through the brush, a mere 20 ft or so from where the body lay. It was created naturally, from the constant foot traffic of those who used the path to cut through the woods. Way down the other side of the trail was a clearing that led to neighboring houses, and eventually to a small convenience store.
He, of course, would record everything anyway.
He and Ken made their way to Eddie's patrol car, as the forensics team continued collecting evidence and the medical examiner's van pulled onto the scene.
"This is a hell of a way to start off the week, huh, Eddie?” Ken asked.
"You're not kidding."
"So how was the date last night?” Eddie asked Ken.
"Ahhh, no big deal. She wasn't my type after all."
"No, really? Didn't you say something about this one is a knock out, the woman of my dreams, a body and mind to die for,” Eddie teased.
"Well ... her body was to die for, but her feet were terrible,” Ken added very seriously.
"Her feet? Man, Ken, you've got some serious issues. This is the fourth woman in the last two months you ditched because of her feet."
"I have this thing about beautiful feet. I like well-maintained, well-manicured feet. Not crooked toes, toe fungus...” Ken shook, like the thought alone could kill him.
"I think you need some professional help."
"Are you telling me you'd make love to a woman with terrible feet?"
"When I'm intimate with a woman, I'm not focusing on her feet."
"You should be. You can tell a lot by a woman's feet."
Eddie put his hand up for Ken to stop talking as he shook his head.
"I don't want to hear anymore."
Just then, one of the technicians came over to speak with Eddie. “Lieutenant, we're all finished up here."
"What do you think about the tire marks?"
"If I had to guess right now, I would say a very heavy vehicle. Van or truck maybe."
"Yeah, I'm thinking possibly a truck, pretty high, too. I noticed some broken tree branches off the side of the parkway where the tire marks were,” Eddie added.
"Yeah, we got pictures of that. I'll let you know what we come up with."
"Thanks,” Eddie stated and he and Ken began to conclude their work at the crime scene.
He was glad the Ridgeburgh Police Department had their own professional forensics team. Things got done a lot more quickly and accurately and someone would deliver that evidence to the State Police Forensics Lab today.
Once the crime scene was cleared out, and everyone left to continue with the next steps, Eddie Tennellie remained behind.
At first, he re-walked the perimeter of the crime scene, noting the access to the wooded location from either the highway or the development. It was obvious the suspect pulled off onto the side of the road. The body was located a good distance inside the woods, almost midway from either the development or the highway.
They would check the imprints from the set of boots that were near the body, but the jogger who found the victim said the woods were frequented by everyone in the neighborhood.
By the looks of the victim, the acts of violence committed against her were severe, and Eddie couldn't help but feel sorry for the victim or her family. They would do their best to identify the woman, then track down the person responsible.
The fact the young woman wore a pair of old-fashioned cheerleading shoes, with anklets, was throwing him off. He wondered if the damn things were back in style again, or if there were a deeper meaning? He made note of the shoes, as he walked the crime scene.
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Chapter 4Lauren finished her cup of coffee after she got ready to leave for upstate. She was brushing her teeth when her cell phone rang. “Oh, shit! Don't even tell me.” She ran for the phone.
She had a feeling something would interfere in her plans today with the family and Memorial Day.
"Detective Phelps."
"Hey, are you on your way upstate yet?” Jack asked.
"Yeah, I'm halfway there. What's going on?” she lied, hoping she could still go see the family today.
"Liar!” he yelled, then she heard the knock on her front door.
She answered it, with the cell phone still in her hand.
When she opened the door, Jack stood there smiling, in his button down dress shirt, no tie, but with gun and badge ready, and holster on his hip.
Lauren rolled her eyes, closed the cell phone, and invited him into her house. She noted her neighbors were already outside, preparing the celebrations for the annual block party.
"Man, I love this street you live on. Wood Lawn Avenue is one of the best."
"You live in a good neighborhood,” Lauren added.
"I live in an apartment complex in Yonkers."
"With a bunch of other cops."
"Yeah, well my wife, Kelly, wants a house. Maybe we can swap places? You're single, like most of the other cops in my complex. You'd fit in there, and you could have a date with a different guy every Friday night."
"No thanks, Jack. So what brings you here on my day off?” Lauren took her coffee cup to the kitchen, and offered Jack a cup.
"Have you turned on the television?"
"No. Why?"
"Well, another co-ed has gone missing from St. Mary's College."
Lauren immediately turned around toward Jack, handing him his cup of coffee. “When?"
"Apparently two days ago. She was out at a bar with her friends. She's a freshman and was last seen at the bar."
"Did she leave with anyone?"
"Her friends aren't positive. Apparently, they were pretty wasted."
"Why am I not surprised? I suppose the Wilson family has been calling?"
"Oh, yeah, and Captain Morris wants us on this case.” “She's missing right now. She could be shacked up with some guy somewhere and still recovering from the other night."
"Or, this could be related to the Wilson case. Reporters are all over the captain. They've got the public all worried that the college isn't safe. There's a rapist murderer loose, and Tammy Lucas is another victim."
"Oh, shit. Well, who from Missing Persons is working the case?"
"Your favorite guy."
Lauren rolled her eyes. Jack didn't even have to say Charlie Marks's name. Charlie was a jerk, who believed women belonged barefoot and pregnant, and at the disposal of their husbands or boyfriends.
She despised him, even though he'd finally faced the fact she wasn't his ideal woman, and could handle any shit he dished out.
It was an ongoing battle between the two of them.
"You really know just how to ruin my day off, Jack.” Lauren sighed, then headed toward her bedroom.
"Where are you going?"
"To change clothes.” She couldn't possibly go to work wearing the one-piece fitted, sleeveless dress.
"You look great. Just change the shoes and let's get going. For the most part, we'll be in the office at the 56th Precinct with Marks and his partner."
"Fine.” She changed her shoes, then met Jack by the front door.
As they headed toward the 56th Precinct on the Westside, she called her father.
"Hey, Dad."
"Don't even tell me you're not coming."
"Unfortunately, something came up. I'm not sure how long I'll be. So just in case I can't make it..."
"I had a feeling you were going to call. I saw the report on the television about the second missing college student."
"How did you know I was working that case?"
"I figured as much. Be careful."
"Thanks, Dad. I will,” Lauren said, then hung up the cell phone.
"He disappointed?” Jack asked.
"A little but probably not as disappointed as Mom and Dave."
* * * *Thirty minutes later, Jack and Lauren stood in the main office talking with Charlie Marks.
Lauren was getting annoyed with the way Charlie eyed her. She shouldn't have listened to Jack. She should have changed her clothes.
Once they determined Tammy was still considered ‘a missing person,’ all Jack and Lauren could do was wait.
Jack was talking with John Coven, another detective in Missing Persons.
"So you think my missing person is gonna come up dead? She's a pretty little thing and it would be a shame.” Charlie leaned against his desk and chewed on a toothpick.
"Let's hope not,” Lauren replied as she smiled in salutation to another detective she knew.
"You movin’ up to high profile cases, huh?” Charlie asked and Lauren wasn't in the mood for his sexist, chauvinist remarks.
She could hardly stand to look at the guy. He was slovenly, overweight, and continuously grabbed his crotch as if he had the goods to more than satisfy any woman he wanted.
It was annoying.
"Let's just hope this Tammy shows up unscathed and with only a hangover.” Charlie smirked at her, which only made her blood pressure boil faster.
"Hey, Jack, you ready to go? Charlie and John are trying to find this girl and we're taking up too much of their time,” Lauren stated sarcastically.
Charlie was lazy and all talk. She prayed they'd get lucky, and Tammy would show up sometime today.
Jack got the hint, said goodbye, and then they left the 56th Precinct.
"So, what do you think?” Jack asked.
"He's still an asshole."
Jack laughed. “I meant about the girl and where they are in their investigation?"
"Sorry. Instead of sitting around in the office talking shit, he should be trying to find her."
"Yeah, I know what you mean, but that's Charlie. He takes things slow."
"Well, it could be the difference between saving her life and ending the media craze."
"Do you want to go back and tell him that? I'm sure he'd love to stare at you some more, and take your advice to heart,” Jack teased, and Lauren rolled her eyes.
Just then, she heard her cell phone ring. “Detective Phelps here."
"Yeah, Lauren, it's Commander Quinn. We just got a call from the Ridgeburgh Police Department upstate. They located the missing college student. Her body was found in the woods adjacent to the main parkway."
"Damn it! Who's in charge?"
"I just got off the phone with Detective Eddie Tennellie. He's the lead investigator on the case."
"All right, we're headed back to 53rd. I'll contact him and see what they got."
Lauren hung up the phone and gave Jack the news.
"Charlie didn't even say anything. They would have called him first,” Jack added.
"I keep telling you, Jack, that Charlie is not a team player, but you don't want to listen. You just focus on his incredible ability to remember sports history and his other macho bullshit."
Lauren was annoyed but more so at the fact the Wilson case and the Lucas case could be connected. Some sick son of a bitch could be going after innocent young women and now he was headed up north.
"So you may make it up north today after all,” Jack added as they entered the unmarked police car.
"I'll see what we can find out over the phone. If there isn't anything else for us to do down here, then we'll take a ride."
"I told Kelly I'd meet her at her parents’ place by 5:00 p.m. Big family barbeque,” Jack told Lauren, as he maneuvered the car around the tightly packed parking area.
"Thanks, Jack, so I guess I'm on my own?"
"Looks that way. You can use it as an excuse to visit the family."
Lauren shook her head and sighed. She had a bad feeling about this.
* * * *She got off the phone with Detective Tennellie's partner, Ken Murphy. They hadn't gotten the lab results back yet on Tammy Lucas, but the preliminary reports showed evidence of rape and forensic evidence under her nails.
Lauren decided to take the ride up north to Ridgeburgh, which was only twenty-five minutes south of her hometown of River Point.
She wanted the detectives to be aware of the possible similarities in their cases and that they should keep one another up-to-date in each of the investigations.
Lauren's cell phone rang as she traveled up the well-known parkway that separated the city from the suburbs. “Detective Phelps speaking."
"Hey, Lauren. It's Tom."
"Hey, Lieutenant. I take it you got my message?"
"Sure did, darling, and I thought I would update you on the case."
Lauren laughed. “Didn't they tell you I got an update from the lab this morning? I heard that the homeless guy had some blood on his pants that wasn't his, and also that the tire track was from a large vehicle like a van or truck."
Tom sounded surprised. “No, I didn't know you were at the lab today."
"Yeah, just before I left town. But I didn't hear anything about the witness. Did you get more out of him?"
"No. All the guy wants is a drink."
"So give him a drink and see if he talks,” Lauren added sarcastically.
"Bullshit. The guy doesn't know crap. I'll call you if there's a match on the blood."
"That's fine, I'll see you tomorrow. I'm headed upstate and I'm not sure if I'll stay over or drive back tonight."
"Tell your dad I said hello."
"I will, thanks, Tom.” Lauren hung up her phone.
Thirty minutes later, she was talking to the Ridgeburgh Chief of Police.
* * * *"So you think there may be a connection here?” The chief of police asked with genuine concern.
"I'm not sure, sir, but we're covering the bases,” Lauren replied.
"Well, you'll have our full cooperation, Detective Phelps. We have one of our best detectives working the case. I'm sure you'll get along fine,” the Chief stated and Lauren followed him down the hallway and into the main offices.
The place was quiet. There were only a few people around.
The chief called over Detective Ken Murphy. She had spoken to him on the phone earlier today.
He was a nice looking man, well groomed and physically fit. His hair was blond and his skin bronze from the summer sun.
"Detective Phelps, what a pleasure to meet you in person. I didn't know you were coming by,” he added with a smile and she could tell he was the flirtatious type but very likable.
"I was in the area. I've got family in River Point."
"Oh, that's a nice town. Where a'bouts is your family?” Ken motioned for her to sit in a chair near to his desk, but she opted to stand.
She told him where her family was from and soon they were talking about the people they knew and the history of the area.
Just then, Ken's phone rang. “Detective Murphy.” He jotted information down on a piece of paper and responded ‘Yes’ and ‘I see’ answers. When he hung up, he looked right at her.
"Well, your trip wasn't wasted. That was the lab. They found trace amounts of liquid Ecstasy in Tammy's blood.
There was also some kind of fabric or carpeting under her nails. She was sexually assaulted and the bruising around her ankles and wrists indicate she was bound. The tearing of tissue and muscle under the arms and groin area indicate she was probably tortured."
"Well, as soon as they test the fiber under her nails, maybe we can get a match to the fiber found on our victim. That would be a link between the two cases,” Lauren responded.
"How about the evidence of Ecstasy?"
"There wasn't any detected in our victim, but as you know, Ecstasy could be completely out of the system anywhere from three hours to seventy-two hours, depending on whether or not alcohol or other drugs were used."
"What's going on here?"
Both Lauren and Ken quickly turned toward the voice that shouted across the office.
Lauren's chest tightened, and she immediately felt herself blush at the sight of the man who yelled. She was thankful for her olive complexion, and hoped it hid her red cheeks.
"Hey, Eddie, you got good timing. This is..."
Before Ken could introduce Lauren, Eddie was near the desk with a mean, aggravated look on his face. “I hope this isn't information on my case you're sharing with one of your bimbos,” He stated, and eyed her from head to toe.
If she had been wearing her dress slacks and her side arm, the jerk wouldn't have been so quick to make such a remark. This was her luck, another macho, sexist jerk she'd be forced to work with. His dark black hair, emerald green eyes, and great body hid the arrogant jerk he really was.
Blatantly giving him the once over in response, she absorbed the sight. Black boots, dark blue jeans, and a tight t-shirt that revealed his muscular physique. Who was this renegade? Denying her immediate attraction to the guy, she told herself he was too buff for her taste. But, what did it matter? His personality ruined it all.
She refused to break eye contact, but heard Ken's shaky voice. Obviously, the tough guy intimidated the fellow detective, but not her.
Ken began to speak, but Lauren interrupted him by standing toe-to-toe with Eddie and holding out her hand.
"I'm Detective Lauren Phelps, NYPD and you must be the infamous Lieutenant Tennellie?” she stated sarcastically, and Eddie visibly caught his breath. Now, it was he who turned red from embarrassment, but he brushed it off like it was no big deal.
He ignored her hand, and she slowly placed it back down by her side, mentally adding Lieutenant Tennellie to her ‘shit list.'
A few minutes later, after they got past the awkwardness of their introduction, they began to professionally discuss the two cases. They established they had a situation on their hands, a possible ‘signature’ that would require their mutual, combined cooperation.
"What about the press? When they find out that the Wilson murder and the Lucas murder are connected, they're going to go nuts. Who's going to handle the media?” Ken asked.
"Well, ‘Lieutenant Mr. Personality’ here seems like he could handle the questioning, or we can push it off to the brass.” Lauren got the shot in, and even though it was childish, it felt good.
Eddie ignored the comment and they compared their cases and possible leads.
"If I were you, I'd check into the Ecstasy thing. Perhaps it was bypassed by the original lab tests.” Eddie crossed his arms in front of his chest. He still eyed her as if she weren't for real.
Releasing an annoyed sigh, she filled them in on her assessment as well as the preliminary autopsy results. She concluded with information achieved by interviewing the bartender and friends of the victim.
"We need to get the results on the tire tracks. If we can find a match with the vehicles and the material, then we can focus on finding the vehicle and then our suspect. Do you have many sexual offenders living in the surrounding area? Anyone who meets the criteria or M.O.?” Lauren asked.
"There are a few guys, but they haven't gone as far as murder. All of them were sexual assault or attempted rape. I guess we can start looking at them as possible suspects. If we can link the vehicles, then we can check Motor Vehicles and hopefully find some possibilities,” Eddie added while watching Lauren as she read over the case file.
* * * *She was the hottest looking detective Eddie had ever laid eyes on. His partner was drooling, as he nonchalantly pointed down to Lauren's toes. Eddie glanced down. Her open toe sandals revealed pink manicured toes, to his partner's obvious, complete satisfaction.
He laughed, but he thought her toes didn't compare to her perfect voluptuous figure and classy look. She seemed a bit on the young side, but when she spoke, she sounded experienced and very thorough.
* * * *"Well, I guess we'll be in touch as we get our lab reports. Here's my card with both my pager and cell phone. I wouldn't bother to leave a message at the office. It gets crazy downtown, so please call the cell phone if anything new comes up.” Ken pulled out his business card before Eddie could.
"Here's my card, my office number, cell phone, and on the back is my home phone number, just in case,” Ken added with a wink, and Eddie rolled his eyes, while Lauren laughed.
Lauren shook their hands, as the chief of police joined them.
"It's a pleasure to be working with you, Detective Phelps. Your reputation and highest regards by your superiors is a breath of fresh air.” The chief moved closer to her, and glanced around before whispering, “I hate to say it, but, in the past, when our department had to assist with the NYPD, the officers sent weren't exactly friendly."
"Sorry to hear that, Chief. I can promise you that as long as your detectives remain professional, I don't see any reason that we can't work together and solve this crime.” Lauren glanced toward Lieutenant Tennellie, raising her eyebrows slightly before returning her gaze to the chief.
"You have a good day and I'll be in touch."
Lauren exited the room and headed toward the parking lot. She felt a little better knowing the chief and the other detective might have been on edge because of past experiences. She hoped that was the lieutenant's problem, but something told her his sour personality had nothing to do with past experiences with the NYPD.
Lauren called the precinct and advised her commanders about working the case together. She wanted the case to go smoothly and by making nice with the local department, she would have better access to their information.
The lieutenant didn't seem so willing to share, and he could look at the case as a competition of who could find the suspect first.
On her way out, she called her dad and asked him to throw some more barbeque chicken on the grill. Twenty minutes from now, she would be enjoying the company of her family.
* * * *As Lauren exited the small police department, she was greeted with hellos from some patrol officers entering. “Good Morning, miss.” The officer's tipped their hats and grabbed the door to hold it open for her.
"Thank you.” She smiled, then received two more hello's from people she assumed were civilians. It put a smile on her face to think about the differences between working as a city cop and a local cop.
She didn't care either way, just as long as Detective Kafrey and Lieutenant Tennellie were as determined to solve these homicides and catch the perpetrator as she.
Lauren drove her car up toward the town of River Point. It was a beautiful suburban town filled with many developments and small businesses. As she crossed the small bridge that connected the lower River Point to upper River Point, she could see the well-maintained town park down below. The sight sparked some memories of childhood days spent swinging on the swings, climbing the multi-colored monkey bars, and swimming in the rectangular-shaped pool.
Then she recalled her teenage years, sneaking into the park with friends to enjoy a few beers, feeling totally cool, like part of a gang. She got her first kiss by Billy Fielding, near the old oak tree, across from the baseball field. He had been the star pitcher in the high school finals and the four homeruns he scored guaranteed the win. Everyone was celebrating that night and after a few beers, Billy Fielding finally got the nerve to kiss her.
Lauren laughed just thinking about it. She had a hard time finding anyone willing to date her, and that she was interested in, because of her father and older brother Peter. Don Phelps was not a man to be reckoned with. Never mind he would answer the front door and lead Lauren's date upstairs to the kitchen, where he ‘just happened’ to be cleaning his guns, or worse.
Laughing about her dad's routine was easy now, but back then, she cringed with embarrassment at his whole ‘let the date come meet your dad in the backyard,’ while he explained about the hidden uses of a chainsaw, or how easily he could use the saw to chop up a human body, discard of any evidence, and simply get away with murder, due to his vast experience as a homicide detective. Oh yeah, dates were just lining up outside Lauren's house.
Shaking her head, she absorbed the town scenery nearing the familiar neighborhood.
She assumed that as she got older and matured, dating would come easier, but that was not the case. Lauren knew she was a competitive person, always trying to be number one or feeling she had something to prove. It was a constant feeling and personality trait that even to this date revealed its evil head and made her push herself even farther.
She wasn't complaining about it because she knew determination was what made her achieve her current professional position. It was when there was no need and no room for that competitiveness that it seemed to ruin a potentially promising relationship. She had always been more mature and she knew she expected a lot out of a relationship and in a man.
Maybe someone older would offer more ... she pushed the thoughts of a relationship out of her head. There was no more room on her plate. She didn't even have enough time to visit with family and make plans to hang out with friends. Her parents, and her brother David, were all over her case for not returning calls or missing Sunday dinners. She sighed as she thought about the family and the good times they always had when everyone was together.
Those were the days and she missed not living too close to her family and her childhood friends, but she had decided she needed her own life, her own reputation in law enforcement to establish, and without her father's help. Her dad understood that. He respected her decision to join the NYPD instead of taking a position locally.
Besides the fact she'd always feel the locals would think she hadn't earned the right to be there, that her father pulled some strings while others, who didn't know someone in law enforcement with pull, had to sit back and wait their turn on the list.
No way! She was her own woman, and she was more than capable of handling the ‘job.'
Lauren smiled as she approached Upper River Point, where the town's cleanup crews were cleaning the streets already from the morning parade. Still, the lawn to the town hall was crowded with people and many visitors still walked the parade route enjoying the warm, sunny day.
It was nearly 5:30 p.m. when Lauren pulled her car onto the crowded side street. The Mardullo house swarmed with people. There were cops, firemen, and military men, some dressed in uniform and others in plain clothes. The smoke from the six large barbecues in the backyard was in plain view from the front sidewalk. When Lauren finally found a spot up the block and began walking toward the party, she smelled the delicious food and heard the loud music.
There was a lot to celebrate today, and even though the current homicides she worked on were laying a toll on her mind and her spirit, she embraced seeing her family and friends. They were celebrating Jimmy's return from Iraq as well as honoring all the brave men and women who had given their lives to secure our freedom.
"Holy shit! Is that the famous NYPD detective in the flesh? How nice of you to honor us with your presence!” Alex, Victoria Mardullo's cousin, yelled from the front lawn. Everyone looked, adding similar amusing comments before embracing her, then practically carried her to the backyard where the rest of the family was.
Lauren laughed, enjoying the upbeat mood and the sanctity of family.
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Chapter 5He sat in his small apartment in Creek Valley, practically drooling over the little trinkets from his victims.
He had covered them in red velvet, kept them safe under his bed, and now reminisced about each kill.
"The lovely Tammy, so shy and reserved.” He hummed to the music, as he held the gold ID bracelet in his hand, and brushed the dry, blood-stained panties. He recalled the curves of her body, and the sound of whimpering. Her skin so creamy and white. He remembered her smelling of roses and water. The smile formed on his lips, and the old rock and roll music played in the background.
His apartment was decorated with the fifties’ style theme. He glanced over to the corner of the room, where his eight-foot, classic jukebox played In the Still of the Night. The shades that covered the window of his sixth floor apartment stayed closed tight. He wanted to block out the world, the sounds of present day, and enjoy his weekend off.
No deliveries today. He made sure of that this week by getting all his deliveries finished early and ahead of schedule.
The small restaurant supply company he worked for now delivered to restaurants outside of Yonkers and the Bronx. There were three new fifties-style restaurants and bars in the Stone County area. He had checked them out personally, and had his sights on a few prospects.
Loud voices interrupted his thoughts. Voices yelled in the hallway and he tried to ignore them.
It was no use and he banged his fist down on the kitchen table. The trinkets jumped from their spots as he hurriedly but in gentleness repositioned them.
The voices, language foreign to his ears, slowly disappeared down the outside hallway.
He refocused his attention on his treasures and admired his favorite so far. The necklace with the letter ‘S’ designed in all tiny white pearls, his precious queen, who had yet to be outdone.
He couldn't believe the memory had passed its four-year anniversary two weeks ago. Her shoulder-length, golden-blond hair, the clean crisp uniform she wore, and that helpful, gentle smile he was sure had the power to heal so many. He wanted to capture that smile, that innocence and love of mankind and keep it for his own. At the time, he was so nervous, afraid he could be caught any moment, that he rushed the whole thing.
He sought out others since her, in hopes of maintaining his patience despite his needs, so their time together would last longer.
Now deeper, more creative fantasies emerged in his mind. Only someone strong and youthful could withstand the pain, and the process he would so tediously embark on. Minutes and hours were no longer acceptable. He wanted more, he needed more, but the memory of his first kill, he would hold deep inside his heart and mind.
He tried to locate someone to honor her and replace the memory with someone better, but Renee didn't come through as he had hoped. Nor did Tammy really, but he wasn't about to give up.
He liked the rush too much. The thrill of the chase. The act of fulfilling each fantasy, and being able to watch his acts over and over again.
The videos he rented, or bought from some of the surrounding X-rated shops, couldn't compare to the ones he made himself.
The music had to be just right. The clothes had to be perfect, right down to the black and white Hush Puppies shoes, and tiny pompom topped shoelaces.
Again, he smiled as he danced to the music, filled with feelings of success, pride, and perfection.
There was no one better than him. He knew everything about the era, about the clothing, and the styles.
She hammered it into his head as a child. His mother would dress in her long, blue poodle skirt, tie her hair in a ponytail clasped with a sheer blue scarf, then play the old forty-fives over and over again, forcing him to dance until she was practically holding him up.
Then she would drink in between and abuse him.
He hated her so.
He hated how she would act so innocent, so proper with family and friends, then act disgusting when her men callers came. He would get locked in the bedroom, but he still heard the acts through the walls.
She was nothing. Just a slut, a whore, and so were these women.
They were playing a role—pretending to be so innocent and shy, but he knew better. He knew the truth, and forced them to reveal their true identities. They would play his games, sing with him, dance with him, and willingly participate.
The thoughts caused his body to react. He could feel the desire, the need for another victim to fulfill and satisfy every sensation that flowed through his body.
Tonight, he would head up north.
He took one last look at his treasures, then carefully folded the red velvet. Tying the light blue sheer scarf over it, he carried it to his bedroom. He needed to pack a small bag, just a few things to stay at his little hideaway up north.
He dropped the keys to his special place on the floor. His fingers, his body, already shook with anticipation and excitement.
A silly giggle escaped his lips, as he looked in the mirror, wanting to record every moment from commencement to conclusion.
He was handsome and young, in need of a shave, but young women seemed to be attracted to the rough, tough, edgy style of the look.
The weather was much too warm for a leather jacket, and he knew his body was what immediately caught the attention of his victims. He carefully rolled the t-shirt up, causing his already bulging muscles to look more defined but slightly hidden.
The waist of his blue jeans hugged his hips, showing off the indentation below each hipbone, then the perfect, rounded ridges of his muscular belly. He admired himself in the mirror.
He ran his fingers through his black hair that was a little long in the front. He had a special way of letting a few black locks brush over his deep jade green eyes, just so, as he flirted.
His teeth were perfectly white, which he admired with an approving smile.
Tonight was as perfect a time as any. It would take him a good thirty-five minutes to get up north. He could be in the parking lot of the Twist and Shout nightclub and restaurant by 8:00 p.m.
Reminding himself he just needed one last thing, he pulled some money from the drawer and made a quick phone call to his supplier. He needed Liquid X, and he needed it fast.
Planning in his mind to make the short stop on his way, anticipation flowed through his body. Tonight, he would be with victim number four. For a moment, he felt nervous about getting the drugs. He remembered the one time he got busted, and winced. The repercussions would be devastating if he were to get caught tonight. Recalling the narrow escape he had a year back, perspiration moistened his brow. Thanks to a good lawyer, he got off with two days in jail and attending a drug program. Being the optimistic person that he is, he saw a positive in the whole ordeal.
That's how he became more educated on the numerous names for the date rape drug, and its success of being undetected.
Not wanting to take any unnecessary chances and risk getting caught, he would make sure to get enough of a supply this time. He had his fantasies to fulfill and some new ideas emerged during the last week. Just maybe he was in the market for something a little different.
He wanted a challenge, a fight, and a struggle. It turned him on. He wanted it, and that was precisely what he would get, tonight.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap7]
Chapter 6Ken Murphy opened the door to Hennessey's old Irish pub in downtown Ridgeburgh. The daylight from outside illuminated the pub, and all eyes turned toward the doorway. Some of the regulars squinted with annoyed looks on their faces, until they recognized Ken.
"Hey there, laddy,” the bartender yelled, and Ken gave a wave to the old timer named Patrick.
The bar had been in the Hennessey family for twenty years. It had the reputation of making the best burgers in town, never mind an award-winning corn beef and cabbage meal.
Ken waved at a few other patrons then walked directly to Eddie, who sat at his spot in the corner. Eddie looked up from his beer and burger, smiling.
"I tried to wait for you, partner, but you're thirty minutes late.” Eddie gave him a hard time. Just teasing him a little, like usual.
"Bullshit! You said 1:00 p.m., 12:30p.m.,” Ken argued, as he slid into the old, grass green leather booth.
"Hirs ya beer, Kenny, me boy,” Patrick interrupted, in a distinct Irish brogue. He placed the coaster down first, then the beer.
"Thanks, Pat. Can you put in a burger for me? Rare, please,” Ken said.
"Already in. It will be ready in a snap.” Patrick stood there, smiling. He was a likable man, in his late sixties, with dark red hair and a face full of freckles. He was tall, like Eddie, standing over 6 ft, and built like a bulldog.
"So, ya haven't been round in a while, Kenny. I her you've been real busy with the lassies. Have ya fund tat special one yet?” Patrick asked and Eddie laughed.
"Maybe,” Ken added with confidence, and Eddie gave him a funny look.
"Who would that be?” Eddie replied sarcastically, as he lifted the burger to his mouth.
"The gorgeous and sexy Detective Lauren Phelps, my man."
He dropped his burger back down on his plate, then fell back against the booth.
"Who are you kidding? She showed no interest whatsoever.” He sounded rather annoyed, and both Ken and Patrick appeared to notice. Eddie quickly glanced away.
"Her toes! Did you see those beautiful toes? She's perfect."
"She laughed at you, Ken, when you snuck your home telephone number to her, remember?"
"She's just a little shy, a little reserved, that's all. We were talking before you rudely interrupted us."
Eddie rolled his eyes, while Patrick listened.
"Oh, yeah. You don't want to talk about that right? That's when you rudely interrupted us, called her a bimbo, then continued to act like a jerk.” Ken sneered.
"Sounds like tis lassie cot me boy off guad? What dus tis Lauren look like?"
"She's gorgeous, Pat, a classy, young woman with long brown hair, big bold green eyes, and a body ... mmmm.” Ken closed his eyes, obviously fantasizing.
"And a cop, a detective ta boot?” Patrick sounded rather surprised.
"A damn good detective, with a perfect record and is very well respected,” Eddie said.
Both Patrick and Ken eyed Eddie in obvious surprise. They exchanged glances with one another, then looked back at him.
"And how would you know that?” Ken asked.
"Listen, if we're going to be working a case with someone outside the jurisdiction and the city no less, then I want to know that she's more than capable of handling things."
"What else did you find out about her?” Ken asked and he could tell Eddie was getting annoyed, but he didn't care.
Ken had the feeling that both Lauren and Eddie were attracted to one another. He witnessed first hand the small glance exchanged, and the rushing flow of blood to each of their cheeks. His gut had proven correct, now that Eddie admitted to checking her out.
"She's a bit on the young side but has a lot of cases under her belt."
"She sunds fuscinatin, Eddie. Ya shud bring the lass by here sum time, so I can meet ter.” Patrick tossed the white dishtowel over his shoulder.
Eddie lost some coloring in his cheeks as he leaned back against the booth before turning away. The comment seemed to hit a bad chord with Eddie.
Both Ken and Patrick noticed it. Patrick placed his hand on Eddie's shoulder. “It's been fer yers, Eddie. I tink it fer you move on now. If it's me blessin ya need I've tird you a tousand times...” Patrick began to say, but Eddie cut him off.
"Don't go there, Patrick,” Eddie snapped, and the three men were quiet a moment.
"It's not like you're cheating on—"
"Don't!"
The moment was intense, and Ken didn't know what to say, until Eddie softly apologized. Patrick patted Eddie on the shoulder, then went back to the bar, looking a bit more somber than before.
* * * *From the bar, Patrick watched his son-in-law, Eddie, closely as he spoke with his partner, at the booth. Patrick wished Eddie could move on with his personal life. He was still young, at forty, and very good-looking.
Patrick knew Eddie had loved his daughter, Sarah, with all his heart. Patrick thought his daughter had a wonderful husband, and Eddie was a son-in-law and husband to be proud of.
However, Eddie just couldn't get over Sarah's murder. Somehow, he blamed himself.
He wished Eddie could open his heart up to another woman again, but she would have to be special, and damn tough to get through that wall he built around his heart. Damn tough. He slowly wiped down the bar with the rag and refilled another mug of beer for his friend Brian.
* * * *Ken felt bad for his partner and friend and figured there was only one thing to do now that his burger arrived. A subject change would do the trick.
"So, the real reason I'm a few minutes late is that I spoke with someone from the lab. We got a make of the vehicle from the tire track that was left behind.” Ken sunk his teeth into the juicy cheeseburger. He was starving.
"That's good. So what kind of truck was it?"
Ken took a moment to chew his food and swallow before answering. “Basically, it's your typical delivery box truck with a twenty-two point five tire size. The height has to be around 12.5 in. The pictures and measurements taken at the crime scene of the broken tree branches, along with the tire marks, are consistent with the height and weight of the vehicle, and tire type."
"Well, depending on where the truck may be registered, we could just put out an APB and general description of that vehicle for officers in the surrounding area to keep a look out. There are probably hundreds of them out there."
"We should call Detective Phelps and let her know what we got. Maybe it can help in her case, as well?"
"Sure, give her a call and let her know,” Eddie added, then took a sip of his beer.
Ken offered Eddie his cell phone. “Why don't you call her. I know you want to."
"I don't know what you're talking about. Just cool it."
Ken laughed, then dialed the number. He had already put Lauren's cell phone number in his speed dial. Eddie gave him a ‘you've got to be kidding me’ kind of look.
"Hey, a guy's got to have his fantasies.” Winking at Eddie, Ken waited for Lauren to answer her phone.
* * * *Lauren was speaking with Lieutenant McNulty when her cell phone rang. She was at the 53rd Precinct talking to Tom McNulty about their case. Glancing down at the Caller ID, she saw it was Detective Murphy, Ridgeburgh P.D. “Excuse me one second while I take this."
Tom nodded, then leaned against the desk.
Lauren listened to the new information from Detective Kafrey. “So this could be our suspect's vehicle?"
"Possibly. Considering there are hundreds or thousands of box trucks in the surrounding area, never mind the city, it's a bit of a long shot."
"It's still important to keep this in mind. At least when we interview possible witnesses, we can ask if they noticed any box trucks around."
"True. Okay we'll keep you updated, Detective Phelps."
"Thanks, Kafrey.” Lauren hung up her cell phone. “So what's that all about?” Tom asked.
"The other case I'm working on. So what's the latest on our John Doe?” Lauren said, as she re-clipped her cell phone to the belt on her waist.
"Well, while some of us were out looking good for the cameras and working a high profile case, the rest of us were out there attaching a name to our victim's body."
"Just cool it already, Tom. It's enough that Jack's on my case and now the captain wants me to be the spokesperson for the reporters. This is making me crazy."
Tom reached over and touched Lauren's shoulder. “You're tough enough, kid, and you got the look. This could be the big time, so stand tall. You've earned it."
"I just want to stop this guy before anyone else gets hurt."
"You will. Now I guess large trucks are the newest vehicles to be killing in. We believe that was the type of vehicle used, according to the tire tracks we found at the crime scene. Good eye, by the way."
"What about the witness?"
"I told you, Lauren, the guy didn't see anything. All he cares about is drinking. He could have seen Elvis down there for all we know."
"So what do you want to do from here?"
"Well, there's not much to go on, but the medical examiner believes that the weapon used to cut Louie's throat was a razor or box cutter."
"His name was Louie?"
"Yeah. At least that's what he went by down by the tracks. Listen, I've got to get moving on another homicide. I'll touch base with you if I hear anything new. There's one more guy I haven't questioned yet, and he's playing hide and seek. I'll catch you later."
"Good luck,” Lauren stated, then sat back down at her desk.
She now had copies of the files from both cases. As she looked at Lieutenant Eddie Tennellie's notes from the crime scene, she realized he was as thorough as she was.
Patrol Officer Lizzy Lopez approached Lauren. “Detective Phelps, I ran through the computer records and finally found this one case I think you should look at.” Lizzy sounded a bit nervous.
Lauren noted the young rookie cop had a good head on her shoulders and was tough, but for some reason, Lauren made her nervous.
"Okay, let me see what you got. Come take a seat.” Lauren offered Lizzy a chair.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Officer Lopez, please don't call me ‘ma'am.’ I'm way too young for that. You look like you think you're onto something, so show me, and be confident. I promise not to bite your head off if you're wrong."
Lizzy smiled, then handed Lauren the file.
"I was searching the computer, and came across this unsolved case from over a year ago. There's the same description of the victim's appearance and injuries on the body. Now, I'm not sure what kind of weapon was used in the Wilson and Lucas case, but..."
"Lizzy, you've done great. This is very interesting and this could be the same guy. Now this woman lived in Stone County just ten minutes outside of Ridgeburgh."
"Ridgeburgh is where the other co-ed was found recently, right?"
"Yeah, it was, which is leading me to believe that this guy might live somewhere pretty close to there. Good work, Lizzy."
"Thanks, Detective Phelps, I'm glad to help."
Lizzy walked away looking proud as could be and Lauren made a note to recommend a commendation for Lizzy if this information led to something. Or at least a letter of acknowledgement for her if this were nothing more than a hunch.
Now Lauren had to talk to the detectives.
It just so happened that Matt Davis who took her kickboxing class had been one of the detectives working that case. Lauren gave him a quick call and he pulled out the file as well as all the information they had. Confirming that he was in the building, she grabbed her files and went to meet him.
* * * *"So, there were never any suspects or people of interest?” Lauren asked, as she leaned on the corner of Matt's desk. She thumbed through the file he had and the process he went through during his investigation.
"No, there weren't any. We questioned everyone we could and came up with nothing. He also used a condom and probably gloves, as well. If you look at the autopsy report, there were signs indicating that her wrists were restrained and there were rug-burn-like markings on her arms and thighs."
Lauren nodded as she continued to read the report. Then it hit her as she came across a toxicology report.
"When we questioned a few of her friends, they said Barbara had been out drinking with friends and she was last seen around one o'clock in the morning. There's a toxicology report in there stating she had a low blood alcohol count, but there were drugs in her system,” Matt told her.
"Yeah, I see that, and it's not broken down to show what types of drugs were found. That is uncommon. Nowadays, if a woman suspects she's been raped and given a date rape drug, the hospital can run those specific tests."
"She was found murdered. The thought during the case was that she was intoxicated, had rough sex with someone she didn't know, and in the midst of the sex, she was killed. There were no suspects at all and nothing else happened. There were no similar cases, and unfortunately, no forensic evidence found, except..."
"What? What was found?” Lauren asked, as she tried to filter through the lab reports and all the information.
"I think there was some kind of fuzz or clothing fiber found in her hair.” It was information that could help prove a possible connection. “What are you thinking?"
"I think that there may be good reason to reopen this case. Let me run everything by the commander and see what he thinks. Thanks, Matt."
"No problem.” She headed back to the office.
An hour later, she had more information, and was developing a profile of the victims. Matt's case could very well turn out to be the killer's first victim. It was a possibility she was willing to investigate further. Lauren looked over the case of the bum, Louie. She had this feeling that wouldn't budge, and she needed to question the drunken bum. Her gut told her he knew something. Even though Tom disagreed, she needed to find out for herself. She looked for Jack, but he wasn't back yet from court. He was testifying in a case from a year ago.
Lauren gathered her stuff and took a quick drive to the Metro North railroad that bordered Merritt College on Riverdale Ave.
After questioning some other homeless people, she was finally able to locate Willy O. At least that's what they called him on the streets.
Lauren walked through the filthy area of garbage and cardboard homes to where Willy O apparently hung out.
Knowing she had ‘cop’ written all over her, she wanted to make certain they knew her purpose for invading their area. She also wanted to make sure they knew she meant business but wasn't looking to lock anyone up.
She questioned every individual she came across and each of them seemed more determined than the next to give her a hard time and send her on a wild goose chase. Ultimately, it proved to be a tactic to convince them that she meant Willy O no harm.
She was just about to give up when Willy O appeared out of nowhere. “The pretty cop lady. I knew you'd come back. I could see it in your eyes. You believe me.” He moved a little closer.
Lauren was prepared to take the guy out if necessary, but she truly felt he would do her no harm.
"You want to know who killed Louie?"
"I want to know what you saw. I want to know everything.” She stood with confidence, despite the little sensation of fear in her gut.
Willy looked at her suspiciously. “What's in the bag?” he asked, without breaking eye contact.
"The drink you asked for.” She paid close attention to the fact it appeared Willy O was a bit intoxicated already. He ended up knowing a lot more than she'd expected.
Sitting on an old, beat up wooden crate, Lauren took out her notepad and wrote down the description of a possible suspect in Louie's murder.
"Louie told me that he was sitting behind the garbage dumpster.” Willie took a slug of the drink, closed his eyes, then smiled as the scotch slid down his throat. “Louie said he heard the truck pull up, a horn honked, along with some banging against the truck."
"Okay, then what?"
"A woman ran from the vehicle, and a guy was chasing her."
"What did Louie do?"
"He wasn't gonna do nuttin. Liven on da streets is tough. No good payin tention—no good.” Willie shook his head, then took another slug of scotch.
Lauren waited patiently, not wanting to push him, but also wanting answers.
"Louie, the damn fool, yelled out. Tri scarin the guy, but it didn't help. Da man took the girl anyways,” he slurred.
She got the rest of the information from Willie, and when she was certain she had everything, she thanked him, then headed back to the precinct.
* * * *"You did what?” Tom didn't hide his anger at her, outside in the parking lot of the 53rd Precinct. A few fellow detectives and officers passing by turned their heads to look.
Lauren could just imagine what went through their minds. “Listen, Lieu, I had a gut feeling. I told you this. So let me tell you what I found out."
"That was a real stupid, fucking gung-ho rookie move you pulled. What if that guy tried something, then what?"
"Tom, I'm fine and he didn't try anything. Besides, you know I'm prepared and fully trained."
"Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just tell me about your incredible info."
"Willy O said that this guy, tall, black hair, dressed in jeans, and a black t-shirt, had been fighting with this woman in his truck. She got out somehow, and he was following this young woman, trying to grab her and force her back into the truck. Louie yelled out just trying to scare the guy, but instead the guy looked at Louie, and grabbed the girl anyway. Louie winds up telling Willie O what happened, and two nights later, Louie's dead and we're at the crime scene.” Lauren looked around her to be sure no one was in earshot.
"But the best is this: Willy O claims that he saw a guy close to the same description around the area earlier, driving a white box truck. The kind for deliveries."
"So you're thinking this case could be connected to the other one you're working on?"
"Definitely. Remember, leave nothing to coincidence. I need to find out who the woman was that this guy took. If it matches Renee's description, then there's the connection. I have the description of the guy and possible make of the vehicle, which matches the one from Ridgewood."
"So this guy asks for a drink. You give it to him, and you get all this?” Tom asked, looking flabbergasted.
"I hate to say it, but..."
"Don't even go there, Phelps. Good job. Now lets run it by the Boss and see what he wants us to do."
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Chapter 7He loved her laugh. It was youthful and bright. She was adorable with long golden locks. Her arms were toned and muscular, and she seemed a little tough. That was exactly what he craved tonight. He smiled and could tell she was lost in his gaze. She blushed and turned away, but only slightly. His stomach twitched with the feelings of anticipation. He absorbed every ounce of her.
A special beaded dragonfly hairclip held her hair behind her ear. He acknowledged its beauty. She was so perfect for tonight. Her lobes held a single pearl stud earring, which matched the single pearl pendant around her creamy white neck.
He tried to control his thoughts, but the images of his plans and fantasies flashed through his mind like a slideshow.
Imagining his tongue on those lobes and wrapping his hands tightly around that neck, he began his fantasy.
She would dance with him, cheek to cheek. He could almost feel her against his body and changed positions in his seat. All body parts were at attention. His stomach muscles tightened, his groin ached, and he nearly lost his breath.
Smiling at her, he gently took her hand, and kissed it.
She shyly pulled away, and placed her hands on her lap. He leaned back, noting her reaction, and planned his games.
He would tie her down spread eagle. She would more than satisfy him. He sensed it.
The bar was crowded, drunks everywhere. The music was doing a number on his ears, but he focused on his mission.
The blonde excused herself a moment to use the ladies’ room before they left. He had her. His cool, suave moves had instantly made her putty in his hands.
He reached into his pocket to pull out the precise amount of Ecstasy. He would not want to overdo it. Craving a challenge tonight, he questioned for a moment whether he should use the drug.
He carefully placed it into the glass of white wine.
She returned, lips glossy and pink, and she was blushing ever so slightly.
"Finish your wine, beautiful, and we'll be on our way."
"I don't know. I mean I really don't know you, and my friends..."
"Your friends are having a great time. We'll talk a little more, then we'll go."
He played the game so well.
As he scooted the stool closer to hers, he drew her in deeper, then gently placed his hand on her thigh. The heat was intense and she felt it, too, he was sure of it. She licked her glossy pink lips, and he cupped her chin in his hand.
"You have the most kissable lips,” he whispered, then moved his face closer to hers.
He was gentle as he placed his lips over hers, a small sample of what he desired. He was careful not to overdo it and released her lips, then kissed each cheek, slow, softly while staring into her eyes. He finally ended the gentle trail of kisses near her earlobe.
"You're delicious,” he growled in a low, sexy voice that seemed to heighten his prey's arousal. She turned from him to take a long sip, finishing her glass of white wine.
With each lie, each claim of valor, he beat down their innocence, their ability to follow their gut. It gave him great pleasure to have that power, and as the drug kicked in, he knew his time was limited.
Carefully, he tipped the bartender, then closely held his prize as they made it to the front entrance. He got her into the truck and slowly exited the parking lot and made it to the highway.
On the way home, there was a registration check. The cop barely seemed to notice the female passenger. She probably looked tired to him, perhaps a bit drunk. The patrol officer allowed them to pass and the killer continued to drive to his private, little playhouse.
"I feel so dizzy. I want to go back. Something isn't right.” She held her head and tried to focus on the direction they were going in.
"Shhhh. Don't you worry, my beautiful girl. We're going to have some fun, just you and me."
He kissed her forehead, and she laid her head against his shoulder.
She wanted him. Oh, yes, she wanted him.
"You're mine ... and we belong together...” he began to sing.
* * * *A week later, Lauren and the other detectives were no closer to finding a vehicle, or locating any possible suspects. To top it off, another young woman went missing in the Stone County area. The media was having a field day.
Eddie and Ken watched Lauren on television, as she stood at the podium answering questions and avoiding them.
"She's good,” Ken added.
"She's real good,” Eddie said, and thought she looked gorgeous on TV.
He took in her appearance. Lauren wore a pair of black, pin-striped, slim-fitting dress pants and a beige blouse. Her hair was all done up in a fancy sophisticated style atop her head, and she wore diamond stud earrings and a diamond pendant.
The word ‘classy’ entered Eddie's mind and he wished that damn podium wasn't in the way, so he could see her body again.
His wish came true as he heard the voice right behind him.
"Hello? Didn't you guys hear me?” Lauren asked, and both Ken and Eddie turned toward her.
Eddie knew the report was a repeat from this morning, but he had no idea Lauren was on her way here.
"Oh, hi, Detective Phelps, sorry about that. You sounded great and you look great on TV, as well,” Ken said, and smiled.
"What are you doing here?” Eddie said, and then just stared at her, and tried to act as if he didn't care.
"Nice to see you too, Lieutenant,” Lauren barked back, just as the chief of police entered the room.
"Eddie, Ken, it looks like Detective Phelps will be staying in town a while. She'll be working this case side by side with you boys, so please provide her with any assistance she needs and the cooperation of our department."
Just then, Eddie's cell phone rang.
He answered, spoke a few words, then hung up.
"No problem, Chief, it will be our pleasure,” Ken added, then his phone rang at his desk, so he went to answer it.
"Well, Lieutenant, this is what I got so far..."
"You'll have to bring it with you. I'm pulling together a timeline of the latest missing victim. We have some people to question, so you'll have to read on the way,” Eddie told Lauren, then looked toward Ken.
"I'll hold down the fort here and let you know what we get,” Ken whispered as he held the receiving end of the phone.
* * * *Lauren and Eddie headed south, out of town, toward a restaurant and bar called Twist and Shout. On the way, she explained about the connections in the cases.
"This guy is pretty ruthless. He wanted to keep his identity unknown, so he knocks off a bum he thought could identify him?” Eddie said.
"Exactly. Which makes me think that our killer frequents Yonkers, Manhattan, and the Bronx, but may live in the suburbs. Perhaps in Stone County."
"Are you kidding me? What makes you so sure?” Eddie challenged her and Lauren was ready for it as she described the location of the crime scenes, the similarities of the victims, and the places the girls were last seen.
"According to Geberth and his Practical Homicide Investigation textbook, the serial killer usually strikes close to home or work on the first kill. He then travels elsewhere to avoid detection. This guy is dropping bodies in different jurisdictions, hoping to avoid detection. I guess he never heard of VI-CAP."
"Ahhh, yes, the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program. That's a program designed to collect and analyze all aspects of an investigation using the latest in computers and computer technology. They have specialists who review unsolved crimes.” Eddie had complete knowledge of the program.
He thought about his wife, Sarah, and how her murder case continued to go unsolved. Quickly, he shoved the memories and the sadness aside and continued to listen to Lauren.
"Geberth uses a case just like this in his PHI book to show how the serial killer cleverly continues to kill right under the eyes of the authorities. I think our guy likes young women, college aged, classy, professional, but innocent looking."
"What do you mean innocent looking? They're in college or fresh out of. How can they be innocent?"
"I didn't say they ‘were’ innocent. I said ‘look’ innocent. You know a shy type, reserved, but beautiful. Sexy, but hides her figure out of shyness and inexperience, or limited experience."
He looked toward Lauren. If she weren't wearing the badge and gun, she'd fit into that category. God, she was gorgeous and youthful looking.
* * * *She caught the look from Eddie as he turned into the parking lot.
"Wow, this looks like a nice place.” Lauren wasn't expecting such a huge building never mind one done up so much in the fifties style.
There was a large wooden sign at the front entrance of the parking area shaped like a group of people near a jukebox. As they passed it, Lauren noted the people appeared lifelike and as teenagers. The girls wore poodle skirts and danced with boys near a multi-colored jukebox. Musical notes around them, from the jukebox to the teenagers, were painted black and looked like they floated through the air.
"That sign is great."
Eddie smiled, as he maneuvered the car into an empty space. “Yeah, it's real nice inside too, and the food is fantastic."
As she grabbed the handle to open the car door, she heard Eddie's deep voice. “Now, let me handle this, and we'll see how it goes. I don't want these local guys blabbing their mouths, saying the city's involved, and the locals need help."
Lauren stared at him a moment, wondering how he could turn his attitude on and off like a switch. One second, he was nice and friendly, then the next abrupt and demanding. Of course, the way his eyebrows pointed up ever so slightly while his eyes squinted added to the effect of his annoyance. Did the guy ever lighten up or what?
"I'll follow your lead, Lieutenant, and I won't even say I'm from the city,” she said sarcastically, placing emphasis on certain syllables to make her Bronx accent stand out even more, but she understood his concern.
* * * *Lauren immediately noticed the old rock and roll theme that had started out in the parking lot now continued inside as she and Eddie entered the front entrance. The entrance itself was designed like a huge jukebox. The side panels were lit up in green and red lights, and the center door was glass but painted to appear like the front of a jukebox with pushbutton numbers and records to choose from.
She thought it was rather ingenious and assumed it took hours to create such a realistic masterpiece. There was a short hallway past the door that began with hardwood flooring, and continued throughout the restaurant. There were old record labels, famous music artists, and names of old bands decorating the walls.
The owner decorated the place from floor to ceiling. Lauren could hear the music playing and she recognized the artist's voice immediately.
"Man, I love Elvis. He was so cool.” Lauren smiled, then located the jukebox. It sat alone, all lit up in lights as Blue Suede Shoes played.
"Can I help you?” a young guy asked Eddie.
Lauren walked toward the two men.
* * * *They spoke to the bartender who worked at the bar three nights ago. The manager hadn't arrived yet, but Ken had questioned him last night.
The bartender only remembered the blonde, not the guy.
"I'm sorry. I wish I could remember more, but the place was so crowded that night.” He shook his head, sincerely disappointed for not remembering more. Lauren spoke to a waitress as Eddie continued his conversation with the bartender and a cook.
Lauren spoke to some of the other staff, then noticed a bus boy come out of a back room, break eye contact with her, then head into the kitchen. He was Hispanic and to her, he appeared a little frightened.
Lauren made a mental note of it as she listened in on the conversation between Eddie and the bartender.
She looked back toward the kitchen door. Something about the kid bothered her. Call it ‘intuition’ or ‘gut feeling,’ but whatever it was, she didn't feel right leaving the restaurant without speaking to the kid first.
They got what they needed and were about to leave when Lauren asked the bartender, “Hey, do you mind if I speak to the busboy who just entered the kitchen?"
"Yeah, no problem. But his English isn't that great."
"That's okay. Thanks,” Lauren said, then she headed after the busboy.
Eddie followed her into the hot, stuffy kitchen.
The first bus boy was responsive, but another one stood toward the back, near the grills, and avoided looking at her. Lauren focused on the first bus boy instead.
"Olá, como estás,” she said.
The guy stepped forward, and spoke to Lauren in broken English.
"So you were outside taking a smoking break? Show me where you were sitting,” Lauren asked as she followed the guy out the back kitchen door, to a set of overturned plastic crates the staff used as seats.
From the farthest seat, one could see the parking lot. Lauren took out her notebook and continued to ask questions, half in English and half in Spanish.
"So you remember seeing a white truck?"
"Si."
"Was it a boxed truck?” Lauren made the shape with her hands.
"Si and a señorita ... a woman, yellow hair, got in. She looked like she was..."
The man started rocking side to side, as if he were drunk.
"Too many cervasos?” Lauren asked, with a small smile.
"Si ... Si, señorita.” He grinned, nodding his head ‘yes.'
They continued to ask a few questions, and soon they had a description of the vehicle and a partial description of the man.
Lauren thanked the man and shook his hand, smiling wide. He kept nodding and smiling back. She glanced at Eddie. He had been watching and listening. She left the kitchen thinking that Eddie appeared annoyed, and couldn't help but wonder why, as they exited the building and approached the unmarked cruiser.
She was about to open the door when he stopped her.
He stood close to her, too close, but she didn't complain. He was doing that eyebrow thing again and his eyes looked rather intense.
She waited with uncertain anticipation and wondered what, if anything, she had done wrong now.
His hand held the door handle and it brushed against her hipbone. She immediately felt the physical contact and caught her breath. Her first thought was he was in her space. A bit too close for a professional situation, yet she wasn't complaining.
She looked up into Eddie's green eyes. He had a good six inches on her, and she sensed his masculinity. The man had sex appeal. That was an understatement. She forced herself to remain professional and unaffected.
"What is it?” she asked, annoyed at her cracking voice, which Eddie seemed to notice immediately. He smirked, fully aware that he caused such a reaction. Pompous bastard.
"Where did you learn Spanish?” He still held his position in front of her.
Breathe, Lauren ... just breathe.
"I just seemed to pick it up here and there.” Releasing a sigh and breaking eye contact with him, she attempted to remain calm.
"Shouldn't we head back now?"
Her hand lay behind her, on the door handle. She moved toward him, to give herself space to open the door, and her cell phone and her gun tapped against his hip. She might as well have tapped against him with her body, considering the wave of excitement and pleasure she felt from the contact.
"I said to let me handle it. It's my case, and if you have a hunch, then you should let me in on it,” Eddie scolded.
Surprised at discovering what this entrapment was really about, she was also annoyed at her silly feministic response to the man. Reality set in, and she wondered what his problem was.
"You got it?” He stared at her a moment, before she had time to respond to his first statement. Then, as she began to speak, he quickly moved away, allowing her some space. As if dismissing her, he opened the car door for her and she got in.
She took a half second to take a deep breath, before Eddie entered the car. She wasn't quite sure what that little scene was all about. Quickly, she decided if he were going to continue with the superiority complex, then they would be exchanging more intense words in the near future.
As she debated about giving him a piece of her mind, he entered the driver's side and the voice of dispatch crackled through the radio.
Lifting the receiver to his mouth, he responded, glancing toward her with an unreadable look while he continued his brief conversation.
Starting the ignition, he reversed one handedly, concluding the conversation, then replaced the receiver to its proper location.
"You know,” Lauren began to say, when Eddie's cell phone rang.
She decided it wasn't worth the effort, as they headed back toward the Ridgeburgh PD.
* * * *It was dinnertime back at the Ridgeburgh Police Department. Various maps of the surrounding area as well as the city now covered some of the office walls.
They had a description and sample picture of the white-boxed truck and a sketch artist worked on a picture of their possible suspect.
Lauren stretched her arms out above her head, turning her neck side to side to work out the kinks.
"Sprite or Coke?” Eddie offered Lauren first choice of the cold beverage.
"Coke. Thanks.” Lauren opened the can to take a sip. She was grateful for the caffeine, but she needed something to eat. Her stomach growled.
"We just ordered some pies from up the road. They'll be here in twenty minutes."
"Sounds good to me. So how many detectives do you usually have working homicide in this department?” Lauren asked, trying to keep the conversation away from personal stuff even though she wondered if Eddie was involved with anyone. It was weird to be so attracted to someone and at the same time dislike him. She hardly knew him at all.
"Usually ten, but with a case like this, we can pull another eight or so for assistance.” He leaned against the wall and watched her.
* * * *Eddie was exhausted, and wondered if he looked like he felt. Lauren didn't. She still looked fresh, energetic, and ready for another sleepless twenty-four hours.
"Hey, Eddie, I was just thinking, did you actually call the other surrounding departments and ask if anyone remembers seeing a white box truck, or did you just put out an APB?"
"Probably just the APB, since we don't have a license plate. Why?"
Lauren rubbed her temples. “Ahhh, forget it. I don't know what I was thinking. There's something we're not connecting and I can't put my finger on it."
"You mean with his route and where he finds these women?"
"Exactly. Maybe a quick phone call to the surrounding departments might stir up some info. Can you put someone on it? In the meantime, let's go back over the locations where the victims were last seen. We'll look at the surrounding bars and restaurants."
"Why the hell not,” Eddie said, and they went back to the room.
It was nearly midnight, the place had cleared out. Eddie decided they should call it a night. “Let's pick this up tomorrow."
"Okay. Hey, Lauren, you need a lift?” Ken asked.
Eddie shot him a dirty look.
"No, thanks, Ken. I have my car and I'm staying at the motel a couple of blocks over."
"I thought you said you had family nearby?” Ken asked.
Lauren gathered her things, and met Eddie and Ken by the office door. “I do, but I don't want to mix my personal life with my work. And the city is paying,” she added, with a smile.
"Then you should have picked the Hilton outside of town,” Ken said sarcastically.
"I wasn't given much choice. It's fine, really."
The three of them walked out to the parking lot. The heat hit them full force. Ken waved goodbye as he left. Lauren opened the passenger's door and tossed her stuff on the seat.
It was hot out. At least 85 degrees. Her cool skin warmed up quick, and she instantly missed the air-conditioned office.
She started closing the door and watched Eddie as he lightly nibbled his bottom lip.
He wanted to say something, but he didn't.
"Good night,” Lauren said, then got into the car and left. Glancing back at Eddie, he appeared disappointed for some reason. Dismissing it, she headed out of the parking lot."
* * * *While he drove, Eddie thought back to four years earlier. So many times, he wished things had gone differently. He didn't want to go over the past, reminisce about his wife's murder and the investigation. He never would give up hope of one day finding her killer. If he could just find her killer and lay it all to rest, everything would be different. However, four years made it harder and for the first time, he found himself attracted to another woman. A woman he was sure he couldn't have and even if he could, he didn't think he had it in him to love someone like that again.
He tried to bury the feelings, the attraction and chemistry between Lauren and him, by turning up the volume on the radio and blasting the music. Slowly, he denied his feelings, and his gut, and sang along to the music.
Instead of heading home, he drove around the area thinking about the case and the poor young woman who was missing. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to find this guy and stop him.
* * * *The next few days passed without a further clue or lead in the case. Lauren stood in the hallway, taking another call from Renee Wilson's mother.
"Yes, ma'am, we're trying our hardest, but there's no new information as of now.” She spoke into the phone, while Eddie listened to the one side of the conversation, by the doorway.
"I understand, and I can empathize with the difficult time you, Mr. Wilson, and your family are going through. I promise to keep you informed as the investigation continues. You take care of yourself, and yes, you can call me again. No problem, ma'am,” Lauren ended the call. She released a deep sigh, as she ran her fingers through her hair.
"Victim's parents?” Eddie interrupted Lauren's thoughts, as she turned toward him.
"Yeah,” was all she said as she bowed her head and began walking past him.
He gently took her hand to stop her. He looked at her, staring deeply into her eyes.
"It's nice of you to talk to them. Not everyone can handle that,” he told her and she gave a small smile, then continued walking back to the desk.
* * * *Ten minutes later, he'd received a call from a patrol officer who was working the night Jillian disappeared.
"Yeah, Lieutenant Tennellie, this is Officer Murray from the Creek Valley P.D. I just got in after a few days off and heard about the missing woman. I'm not sure if it was her or not, but I was conducting a registration check and DWI with another officer when we stopped a white box truck. There was a guy driving and a young lady, blonde, who was laying her head against his chest. It didn't look suspicious at all and his registration was legit. There was no need to stop him,” the officer added in defense of himself.
"About what time was this, Officer Murray?” Tennellie asked.
"Around 11:00 p.m. or so."
Eddie asked the officer a few more questions. They were able to confirm that their suspect drove the truck and that the blonde passenger was Jillian Monroe.
He hung up the phone and relayed the information to Ken and Lauren.
"So it didn't look like she didn't want to be there. She looked consenting?” Ken asked.
"As consenting as someone can be when there's Ecstasy in their system,” Lauren added sarcastically.
"Well, that puts our suspect at the scene and accompanying the victim,” Eddie added.
"More evidence, but nothing that can tell us who this guy is and where we can find him,” Lauren said.
Ken nodded in agreement.
Just then, Lauren's cell phone rang. “Detective Phelps,” she answered, smiled, then headed out to the hallway again.
"Boyfriend. Damn it,” Ken stated aloud, and a few groans went through the office.
Eddie looked around, annoyed that he wasn't the only interested guy.
Lauren was unique, that was certain, and the more time they spent together, the more attractive she became. As if that were really possible?
Eddie wondered whom she was talking with.
* * * *Lauren walked into the hallway, and continued to talk to her father.
"How are you? Are you getting any sleep? Are they treating you okay, because I'm friends with the chief of police,” her father told her.
She laughed. “I'm fine, Daddy, and really it's not necessary, everyone has been kind and working hard as a team. It's been positive,” Lauren replied.
"I saw you on TV, again. You looked great and sounded fantastic. Sometimes, it's hard to handle the pressure and provocative questions, but you looked as cool as a cucumber."
Lauren chuckled. “I wasn't sure I could handle it, but I'm glad it looked like I could."
"How is it working with Tennellie? I heard he has quite the reputation."
"He's thorough and a bit rough around the edges.” In her mind, she added ‘sexy,’ ‘intense,’ and that she was extremely attracted to the guy.
"He's known for that as well as breaking down the rookies and not always following the rules, but he's a good cop."
"Yeah, I figured as much. We've only bashed heads a little, but nothing I can't handle."
"Or that you aren't used to,” her father added. “Well, watch yourself and good luck. I'll talk to you soon."
"Thanks for calling, Dad. Bye."
Lauren hung up the phone and smiled. It was funny how her dad called just at the right time. She was feeling a bit down, and now her spirits lifted.
* * * *When she reentered the room, she had a smile on her face.
Eddie wondered if she did have a boyfriend. For some strange reason, he was jealous. He had no damn right to be, but he felt it clear as a stomach virus.
By ten o'clock in the evening, they decided to call it a night and both Ken and Eddie walked Lauren to her car, talking about the surrounding area.
"It's changed so much since I was living around here. I can't get over the large restaurants, hotels, and mansions being built."
"It has changed a lot. Progress, I guess. This past year, we had to hire four more full time patrol officers. The homicide division is slowly expanding and the county is looking into expanding the building,” Ken replied.
Lauren looked at Eddie inquisitively. He wasn't about to add any insight, or his opinion. She wondered what was wrong with him now.
"Well, just as long as it doesn't turn into New York City, you should be all right,” Lauren teased as she leaned against the car.
"If that happens, we'll call you and you can work with us.” Ken winked at her.
Standing there, Lauren crossed her arms in front of her chest and gazed at Eddie once more. Still nothing. He didn't say one word or one comment.
"One New York City is enough, Ken. Especially during a heat wave like this."
"I know it has to be ten times worse in the city whether you're on patrol or investigating homicides. Hey ... do the people really open up the hydrants?” Ken asked.
Eddie sighed, annoyed at the silly question. Lauren ignored him.
"It's true, they do it, and you can't blame them. The majority of buildings don't have air conditioning. My precinct included."
"That sucks!"
Lauren laughed at Ken's response. “Yeah, it does. Staying in the patrol car with the AC on helps, but there are downfalls to that."
"Like what?"
"Well, the cars can get overheated, so if you're driving around on patrol and see a hydrant open, you drive close to the water and let it cool down the hood. Not too much, just enough to avoid the car overheating."
"Cool!"
"Another downfall is, as much as you want the AC on and the windows closed, you can't. You have to be able to hear what's going on outside the patrol car."
"You mean if someone yells for help or something?"
"Yes. Or sometimes you hear a scuffle, or beginning of a conflict, or maybe an accident. You never know."
"So you keep the AC on and drive with the windows down? No wonder the car gets overheated."
"Not with the windows all the way down. It's not safe."
The comment caught Eddie's attention, as Ken asked the question, “What do you mean not safe?"
Lauren pulled her body away from the car, and wiped the perspiration from her brow.
"The bad guys, Ken. There's people out there ready to take pop shots at us. They might throw things, aim fireworks at us, or shoot at us."
"Holy crap!"
"Well, it's pretty damn hot out here. I'm gonna get going. I'll see you tomorrow."
She said goodnight, and both men watched her go.
* * * *Lauren couldn't sleep. The damn air conditioning unit in her room wasn't working properly. She called the motel office manager who was a loser. The young college kid could give a shit whether she had AC or not. All he cared to do was impress the young ladies who hung out keeping him company.
Lauren got dressed and headed downtown to the Twist and Shout. It had been a week since Jillian disappeared and Lauren wanted to see the regulars who apparently hung out there.
It was 11:30 p.m. The bar was crowded. She spoke to the bartender, who worked the night that Jillian disappeared. Lauren was surprised to find so many of Jillian's friends there. They apparently shared the fact they all felt guilty and were too drunk to remember with whom Jillian left.
Lauren had asked a few patrons if they remembered seeing Jillian and she was giving up hope with each shake of their heads ‘no.'
She wanted a better description, something they could run through the police computer systems and FBI files, but these kids didn't know anything.
* * * *Just then, she heard, “Can I buy you a drink?” and swung around to the familiar voice of Lieutenant Eddie Tennellie.
"What are you doing here?” She couldn't help but smile.
Eddie took a seat on the barstool next to her. “I guess the same as you, but you beat me to it. I thought we discussed this,” he said sarcastically.
Lauren shrugged her shoulders “What can I tell you, Tennellie. I'm a detective. It's in my blood."
Eddie crinkled his eyebrows, and nodded toward the group of kids near the front entrance. “The kids gave you up, and I figured you were the type to do as you please."
Lauren didn't hide her surprise at his sudden change of attitude. “We might just get along after all, Lieutenant Tennellie."
Eddie laughed at her apparent sarcasm.
Lauren looked back down at the bar.
"I guess the feeling I had was off,” she added, then the bartender served them two mugs of beer.
"It happens, but you never know."
Lauren took a sip of the cold beverage. She was tired and sure she would be fast asleep the second she hit the pillow, air conditioning or not.
"Can I ask you something?” Eddie asked.
"Sure."
"Why homicide?” Eddie took a sip from the mug of beer, then placed it back down on the bar. He watched Lauren as she answered his question.
"What you really want to ask is why become a cop? I just always wanted to do it."
"How did you know?” he asked.
"I remember watching my dad when he would leave for work all dressed in his uniform, looking ready to catch the bad guys or help people in trouble. I always thought it was cool, like being part of a special team.” Lauren took another sip of the cold beer.
"Yeah, I know what you mean. My dad worked for the sheriff's department. He retired just last year."
He watched Lauren closely, and she could see something familiar in his eyes. She thought maybe it was just that same investigative determination she had when it came to solving a case.
The look appealed to her and as they continued talking, she felt something stir from deep inside her.
He had a great sense of humor, and she was surprised how easily she made him laugh.
He reciprocated the flirty comments, little winks, and smirks. Eddie appeared rather proud at his ability to flirt and noticed her encouraging response. She couldn't make it any more obvious that she was attracted to him.
Then he seemed to shut down. Was it something she said?
He threw the walls up tight, and stood from the barstool.
Lauren immediately did the same as she tossed the money down on the bar before Eddie had a chance.
"I'll buy the next time,” he told her in a whisper and she immediately sensed his sad tone and wondered how someone so handsome, so perfect, could sound so down.
"I'll hold you to that,” she replied in an upbeat tone, but even that didn't seem to change Eddie's demeanor.
They walked out to the parking lot instantly feeling the warm air smack them in their faces.
"Damn it. I was hoping the heat would have let up a little,” Lauren stated as she took out her car keys.
"Yeah, well everyone will definitely be cranking up the AC tonight."
"Not me. The damn thing is broken and the maintenance guy is MIA.” Lauren didn't hide her annoyance as she opened the car door.
"Are you kidding me?” Eddie sounded just as annoyed as Lauren.
Lauren nodded ‘no,’ then entered the car. She waved before heading out of the parking lot.
As she drove down the road, she thought about Eddie Tennellie. Lauren couldn't help but wonder why he was so detached.
Every time he seemed to let go a little, he quickly threw up that wall, became somber, and unwilling to budge.
She shook her head, knowing she should stop thinking about Eddie.
The more she tried to figure him out, the more she felt the need to push him. She had no idea what he was all about and there could be numerous things wrong with him. He could suffer from some sort of disorder or maybe women weren't his thing.
No way. His image appeared in her head and she pulled back into the motel parking lot.
Tennellie had a great face, a great body, and there was no denying their attraction. When his hand brushed up against her hipbone, it was like fire stinging her skin. That small touch penetrated through the material on her pants, hit her hipbone, and traveled down her thigh.
No way was Tennellie gay, but then again she hadn't been intimate with a man, any man in over a year. Maybe she was getting desperate?
Shaking the thoughts out of her head, she made her way to her oven of a motel room.
She opened the door and the room was hotter than outside. Lauren quickly opened the one small square window that looked over the back of the building and a dirty green dumpster below. Beyond that was pure darkness and a wooded area.
She undid her blouse, already feeling the perspiration on her skin and the camisole beneath it clung to her flat stomach.
She twisted her hair up into a bun on the top of her head and clasped it with a clip. Next, she tossed off her shoes and removed the knee-high stockings.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, she stared at her toes, thinking her pedicure had lasted more than a week and she was shocked. The sweat dripped down off her brow. She barely felt the soft warm breeze enter from the single window.
Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, and she grabbed her gun out of habit before opening it. She looked through the peephole and was shocked to see Lieutenant Tennellie at her door.
Hesitating, she wondered what he wanted.
This man was more complex than she thought.
She opened the door, still holding her revolver in hand.
"Hey, Lieutenant, what are you doing here?” She glanced down at the small toolbox he held in his hand.
"I felt bad that you didn't have any AC. I know a little bit about air conditioners, so I thought maybe I could try to fix it for you."
Lauren moved out of the way and welcomed him in. “Be my guest, Lieutenant.” She motioned with her arm for him to enter. He stared at her unbuttoned blouse, but she was too hot to cover up. The temperature seemed to increase by several degrees upon Eddie's surprise visit.
* * * *Eddie took it all in, and now wondered if he didn't make a mistake. “Damn, it's hot in here,” he said, as he walked over to the AC unit and set down the toolbox.
"You're telling me? The window isn't helping, either.” She walked back over to it.
Eddie stared at Lauren as she looked out the small window, then toward him again. She was gorgeous, standing there with her blouse undone, her skin glistening in the light, and her hair all pulled back away from her face. She was so feminine looking, and his groin reacted. He cleared his throat, and quickly turned away as he realized he was staring, and she was letting him.
* * * *"You really don't have to do this. I'll survive.” Lauren leaned against the windowsill in the hopes of catching a small breeze but nothing happened. The air was still, the humidity strong, and now with the door closed, she felt confined.
That panicked sensation re-emerged, along with realization the lieutenant was in her hotel room with her. Glancing around, there wasn't much room and minimal furniture. With one lounge chair, a small desk that was missing a chair and the bed, she figured staying in one place by the window was her only choice.
"It's no problem, Lauren. You're our guest and the Ridgeburgh Police Department wants to be sure to be as hospitable as possible.” Eddie smiled, then looked back at the unit on the floor.
"The Ridgeburgh Police Department, huh?” she challenged his excuse. She had the feeling it was just that—an excuse to come see her.
"I appreciate it."
* * * *Eddie worked on the unit for twenty minutes, then he was finally ready to give up.
"The damn thing is broken, Tennellie. I'm telling you it's no use. Just forget it,” Lauren stated in frustration, in her tough Bronx accent.
"There's one last thing I can try.” He pulled together his tools and placed them back in the red toolbox.
She waited, then jumped when Eddie gave the unit a swift, hard kick. Nothing happened, so he did it again. Still nothing happened.
"Third time's a charm,” he said, first giving the unit a kick to the side, and then a punch on top. The unit kicked on and the AC was working.
They looked at one another and laughed, as the cool air hit the warm air and a breeze escaped through the small window.
They stared at one another, and Lauren spoke first. “I'd better close the window. I don't want to lose any of that cold air. I want it all."
She walked toward the window, taking one more peek at the darkness as she tried to close it. She was surprised at the sudden nervous feeling she had, as well as the butterflies fluttering in her stomach. The damn window wouldn't budge and as she positioned herself against the edge and tried to push it down, she felt Eddie standing behind her.
Her body tensed, then his hands were on top of hers, helping her push down the window. Their arms brushed against one another, and his hips and stomach were against her back. They just stood there a moment. Neither moved an inch.
Then, his hand moved around her waist, turning her toward him. Their gazes met, as Lauren looked at him, not remembering him being this tall or this big. Then she realized she wasn't wearing heels, or any shoes, for that matter.
He gently took her face in his hand while, his other hand held her softly around her waist.
"My God, you're stunning. You're breathtaking,” he whispered and his thumb softly caressed her chin.
His hand was solid and smelled of after-shave. It was masculine, sexy, and she wanted him to kiss her.
Still, he held back and she couldn't find her voice. His eyes said he was struggling again. There was fear, uncertainty, and he was about to let go until she lightly licked her bottom lip in nervousness.
Instantly, Eddie's lips were over hers, a gentle touch, then deeper.
His hand cradled her head as his lips kissed the center of hers, then the sides, and then her cheek. “You smell delicious."
Lauren still couldn't find her voice. She was lost in the most powerful kiss she had ever felt in her life. Eddie kissed her with passion, with a desire she was sure she never experienced before. No man had ever rendered her speechless. That, she would definitely remember.
His kisses intensified and his tongue darted inside her mouth softly then more deeply. Lauren felt the moan emerge from deep in her throat, and her hands grabbed onto Eddie tightly. She wanted him and her mind went to fast-forward, making her throw inhibition to the wind. She could easily allow him to devour her and the thought made her both nervous and excited. His instant power over her was both frightening and arousing and if he continued to touch her and kiss her like this, she wouldn't fight him.
* * * *Eddie's hands moved over her body. He needed to feel those hips against his palms.
He wanted more, and his hands moved up her ribcage, then up to the round curve of Lauren's voluptuous breast. She felt so good and she seemed to share the same desire and the need for more.
The sensation enveloped Eddie's body and once again fear took hold of him.
He stopped in his tracks. Lips tore away from lips. He held her by the arms.
Her hair was a mess, her lips swollen and red. Her eyes held both desire and confusion.
He needed to get out of there.
"I'm sorry. That shouldn't have happened,” he said, abruptly, then he moved away, when Lauren grabbed his arm out of apparent confusion.
"Wait a minute. What are you doing? How could you kiss me like that, then just stop? You're leaving?” She looked angry, and sounded in need—desperate. Her eyes filled with tears.
He ignored her, grabbed the toolbox, and headed toward the door.
"What is wrong with you? What are you so afraid of?” she yelled, the anger now strong in her voice.
He couldn't look back at her. He knew if he did, he wouldn't leave and he was scared of what Lauren did to him and how she made him feel.
"I'm sorry,” was all he said, then the door closed behind him.
* * * *Lauren sat down on the edge of the bed, holding herself, trying to hold onto what was now a memory of Eddie's hands on her skin.
She lightly traced the outline of her lips, closing her eyes, still able to feel his lips against hers. The tear escaped her eye. She quickly wiped it away.
"That son of a bitch! Damn him and whatever game he's playing!” Lauren stated out loud and the emptiness of the motel room was nothing compared to the emptiness in her heart.
* * * *It was 7:30 a.m. Lauren had just finished getting dressed. She had a headache, and took the two extra strength Advils on an empty stomach. She couldn't wait until breakfast.
Last night was the worst night she could ever remember. No man had ever gotten under her skin like Eddie had.
She was so angry at him, and annoyed, that she vowed revenge in some way, when the opportunity presented itself.
Finally settling her temper down, she found herself analyzing his behavior from the moment they first met. When her emotions began to soften and she blamed his behavior on unknown circumstances, she gave herself a kick in the ass to snap out of it. The teeter-totter of thoughts drove her restless.
Sometime after 3:00 a.m., she decided to forget about Eddie Tennellie and move on with the case.
As she went over different ideas in her head, she remembered the other Hispanic bus boy from the Twist and Shout who avoided making eye contact with her in the kitchen. He stayed hidden near the grills and behind the gathering crowd. She had nearly forgotten about him until sometime this morning. While his friend helped them to identify the suspected delivery truck, the other kid stayed silent.
She decided, before heading into the Ridgeburgh Police Department, she would stop by the restaurant. Maybe the bus boy always worked the day shift.
Either way, she wanted to avoid seeing Eddie as long as possible.
Suddenly, she heard a knock on the motel room door. She couldn't help but freeze where she was and instantly she hoped it was Eddie. She damned herself for having the initial thought, finding her attitude as she opened the door.
To her surprise, it was Jack.
"Hey, what are you doing here?” She motioned for him to come inside.
"I thought you might need some help up here, dealing with these local yokel cops,” he joked, and she laughed. Jack was a city boy, born and raised, along with most of his family. He just didn't seem to ‘do’ suburbs well.
"They're really not too bad. It's further up north that you hit the real yokels. So what's in the bag?"
"One ham, egg, and cheese sandwich, just like you like it—light on the salt, heavy on the pepper. And, coffee, black, two sugars."
"You're the best, Jack."
"I know it. So what's going on?"
Lauren filled him in on the latest with the case, and her idea about talking with the bus boy.
"So, do we call the detectives you're working with or what?"
"I'll give Ken a call and let him know where we're headed, then we'll go to the department."
She and Jack finished eating breakfast and headed out of the motel room.
"Hey, Ken, it's Lauren. Jack showed up at the motel, and we're headed to the Twist and Shout. I just wanted to ask the bus boy some more questions. Then we'll head over your way."
"Okay, I'll let Eddie know you'll be in soon."
Lauren hung up the phone, and they headed toward the restaurant.
"So how are these two guys to work with?"
"They're fine. Pretty thorough, just like us.” Lauren wasn't quite with the conversation, and Jack seemed to notice.
"Is everything all right? These guys aren't giving you a hard time, are they?” he asked, with obvious concern, and she gave him a sideways glance. “I'm just asking, Lauren. It's not like you'd tell me anyway. I know you like to handle things on your own, but if these guys are pulling some sexist shit, I'll tighten them up."
"No, Jack, they're really nice and very professional. I'm just a bit tired this morning, and I hate hotel rooms, but at least the coffee's kicking in.” She hoped she was right.
If it turned out Eddie was pulling some kind of joke on her, or there was some other ulterior motive behind his behavior last night, then she would handle him herself. She got her attitude up immediately, then calmed herself down again before she and Jack entered the parking lot. She needed to focus on the case and stay professional.
She was confident now, as they pulled into the front parking lot of the Twist and Shout. They were waiting for her by the front door, and continued to knock until someone opened it.
"We're not opened yet,” some young guy said.
Lauren showed her badge. He let them in, and they headed to where the manager was accepting a delivery. He hadn't been in yesterday, when Lauren and Eddie stopped by.
The delivery guy kept his hat down low, but smiled at both Lauren and Jack, before heading to the kitchen. She saw the bus boy from the other day, and he made eye contact with the delivery guy.
The exchange was quick. She would have missed it, if she hadn't been watching the delivery guy. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion, as her brain processed what was going on, and her gut instinct kicked in.
The delivery guy avoided eye contact, but she could see the expression on his face. Lauren walked over toward the bus boy, and told Jack to stop the delivery guy.
The delivery guy hurried through the door, with Jack following from the front of the restaurant.
She quickly spoke to the bus boy in Spanish. “Is that the guy who was with the missing girl? The blond girl? You saw him leave with her?"
The bus boy said ‘yes', and Lauren ran through the kitchen doors.
Jack was yelling at the guy, “Hey, you. Stop right there. I need to ask you something!"
The delivery guy closed the metal back door in his face. Jack kicked it back open, and, as he ran through it, he received a slash to his ribs, then a blow to his head.
Lauren emerged from the door, and the delivery guy punched her across the face. The hit came out of nowhere, as her feet lifted off the pavement and her body slammed down to the ground. He lashed out at her arm with something. The pain hit her forearm hard, and as she tried to reach for her gun, the restaurant manager and other staff emerged with their own weapons of knives and pots.
It was total chaos.
"Get out of the way. Call the police now!” Lauren yelled.
The guy went running around the building, and Lauren jumped up, pushing through the crowd of employees to chase him. She took the corner of the building wide, unsure whether the perpetrator might try another sneak attack.
Her heart pounded in her chest. The adrenaline was kicking in. She could feel it running through her veins. Lauren didn't think. She didn't want him to get away. This was their killer. The suspect they had been searching for.
Horns were honking. She saw him in the distance, as he ran through the street, in between traffic. She jumped over the small, three-foot border of green bushes that separated the restaurant property from the sidewalk and street. Her face throbbed, and so did her arm, but she ignored the dizzy sensations and allowed her adrenaline to take over completely.
The suspect was far ahead of her, but she kept after him. Arms pumping, she pleaded with her body to speed up. She was so close.
At the stoplight, he pulled a young woman from her Suzuki jeep, shoving her hard into Lauren. The woman fell over her, landing on the ground, taking Lauren with her.
She rolled over and away from the woman, in a last attempt to grab the delivery guy. But, she was too late. She watched him speed off down the highway. Disappointment and anger filled her body.
Lauren grabbed her knees and bent over, breathing heavily, as people came over to assist. She regained her composure, watching as civilians took care of the injured owner of the stolen jeep. Then, she headed back toward the restaurant.
"Sit down, Detective Phelps. You're bleeding,” the manager said. He took her around the waist.
Lauren looked back to find Jack. He lay unconscious on the ground, bleeding.
"Oh, my God, Jack.” She went running to him.
Someone handed her some towels, and she pressed them against the wound, unconcerned about her own injuries.
Sirens sounded in the distance, and she looked to the street. Some workers were helping the woman who was car jacked get out of the middle of the street.
"The police and an ambulance are on their way. My God. Is Ben Silver the killer?” the manager said, while Lauren just stared at Jack, hoping he was all right.
* * * *Eddie walked into the Ridgewood Police Department, and he wasn't happy. He hadn't slept a wink last night.
He wanted to see Lauren, but he didn't know what to say to her or how to express his feelings. He kept seeing that sad, angry look she had in her eyes when he left, and it broke his heart. He caused that sadness and anger, and he wondered if she would even forgive him.
"Hey, Eddie, what's going on? You look tired,” Ken said, and he went right over to his desk.
"You in a bad mood or what?"
"No, I'm not in a bad mood. I'm just a little tired, that's all. So what's going on?” Eddie checked his messages. He looked around hoping Lauren sat well hidden in a corner somewhere in the large main office, but there was no sign of her. Obviously, she hadn't gotten to the department yet. Maybe she would make up some excuse for not showing up today? He wouldn't blame her.
"Lauren is going to be a little late. Apparently, her partner, Jack, came up from the city and surprised her at her motel room,” Ken told him, with a smirk.
Anger rose in Eddie, heating his cheeks. He nearly jumped out of his chair. “I'm just kidding, Eddie. There's nothing going on between those two. Lauren said she wanted to question some bus boy at the Twist and Shout, and Jack went with her. They'll be along shortly,” Ken explained, but Eddie was still annoyed.
Lauren was gorgeous, a real catch, and it wouldn't surprise him if Jack did make a move. Eddie had no right to be jealous, but damn it, he was furious as he looked at the clock. It was eight thirty in the morning. Where the hell was she?
Ken sat on the edge of his desk, looked around to be sure no one was listening, and whispered to him, “Did something happen between you two?"
"No. Nothing happened."
Ken probably could tell from his voice that he shouldn't push it any further. He didn't say another word, and went back to his desk to work.
Another twenty minutes passed, before the chief entered the room. “Tennellie, Murphy. Something just went down at the Twist and Shout. We heard an officer was down, then something about two NYPD cops..."
Before the chief could finish, Eddie and Ken were up and headed out the door.
* * * *Eddie drove as fast as he could to the scene, burning numerous red lights and praying Lauren was safe. As they pulled up, one ambulance was leaving. There was no sign of her. Immediately, he noticed the white delivery truck, and the yellow crime scene tape being set up around it.
Lauren sat to the side of the taped off area, and appeared to be arguing with the paramedics. He released a sigh of relief. He and Lauren locked gazes, and all he wanted to do was grab her, hold her, but he knew he couldn't.
The bruise on her face spread from her lip to her cheekbone, and the paramedics were bandaging up her forearm.
"What the hell happened? Are you all right?” Eddie asked, as he looked at her injuries.
"I'm fine, but Jack was unconscious for a few minutes, from a blow to the head. He was cut across his ribs. He'll need stitches."
The male technician wrapped Lauren's arm, but the blood was soaking through.
"You need stitches, too.” The technician looked at her with obvious concern.
"I'm fine. I'll get to it later.” Lauren sounded defiant. The technician wrapped things up, then walked away, the annoyance apparent in his expression.
"You should go, Lauren, that looks really bad,” Ken said.
"Not until I fill you in on what happened."
She got up off the ground, grimacing in pain. The fall she took was sure to leave some hefty bruising. Eddie reached out to help her, but she pulled her arm away from him, and continued to talk.
"This is his truck. I got a good look at him. His name is Ben Silver, and he works for a restaurant supply company from the city. I don't want any mistakes here, Eddie. This truck is definitely going to contain evidence. The police are putting out an APB on a Suzuki jeep, purple, and a description of the killer. This son of a bitch is going down.” Lauren explained exactly what happened.
An hour later, she was at the hospital, and the truck was towed to the containment garage at the department. The truck would be examined from top to bottom by the forensics team.
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Chapter 8"The fucker got away,” Jack said, as he lay on the bed in the emergency room.
"That's not our fault. I'm just glad you're okay."
"I'm fine, and I have to tell you, you're amazing, Phelps. How the hell did you catch that exchange between the killer and the kid? You just blew me away."
"I have no idea. I'm just glad we were together when that went down."
"My wife said the same thing twenty minutes ago,"
"What? That she was glad you were with me?"
"No! That she was glad you were with me. She knows that you're always watching out for me. He would have killed me if you hadn't smashed through that door all gung ho, as usual."
"Let's not even talk about it, brother.” Lauren winked at her partner.
"How's your arm, because your cheek and lip look pretty bad,” Jack teased.
She proudly displayed her arm for Jack to see. “Ten lovely stitches to add to my injury file.” She sounded rather proud.
"Oh, great. The next big family gathering, you'll be talking shop and comparing injuries with a bunch of other overzealous cops."
"And like you won't be showing the little wife your injuries and playing up the lovey dovey?” Lauren teased back, and Jack laughed, holding his ribs.
They were silent a moment, then she spoke. “I'm glad you're all right, partner. That was pretty close."
Jack closed his eyes a moment, took a breath, then gazed back at Lauren.
"We make a good team, despite your gung ho ways."
"Somebody's got to keep me grounded."
He squinted at her wise remark.
"You look tired, Jack."
"I am,” he said, as Eddie emerged around the curtain with a nurse's aide.
"Hey, Jack, Lauren, looks like they got a room all ready for you,” Eddie said.
Lauren was surprised to see him here.
"I'm fine. Why can't I just head home?” Jack said.
"You are not fine. You were out for a good five minutes, and they want to keep you for observations. I'll drive you back tomorrow.” Lauren gently touched Jack's forehead.
"I know. I finally convinced Kelly to stay in the city and not to worry. I guess I'll see you here tomorrow morning."
"You got it, partner.” Lauren squeezed Jack's hand.
"Keep an eye on her, Lieutenant. She has no fear,” Jack said, then the nurse's aide reentered the room with a wheelchair.
Once Jack was out of the room, Lauren gave Eddie an annoyed look.
"What are you doing here?” She picked up her copies of all the forms and papers she needed to fill out.
* * * *Eddie watched her closely. Lauren was tough, and she was trying her hardest to be strong, but he was sure today frightened her. Shit, it frightened the hell out of him.
"You need a ride, remember? I had to force you to get the lift here, from one of the patrol officers."
Lauren rolled her eyes, and they headed out of the hospital.
Eddie followed her around to the passenger's side of the unmarked police car. Once again, he stopped her from opening the door, but this time she didn't look up.
Eddie took her face softly in his hand, tilting her chin up. “That's a good one. Does it hurt?” he whispered, gently gliding his thumb just below the bruising.
"A little."
"How about your arm? It was bleeding pretty badly?"
"Eddie, just stop it, will you? I'm not in the mood for your games. Let's just get this ride over with. Bring me to the department and update me on the case.” She pulled away from him, and placed her hand on the door handle.
He got the message, and walked around to the driver's side. A moment later, he was reversing the car from the parking spot.
"Any sign of Ben Silver?” She laid her head back against the headrest.
"Nothing, and I'm afraid that we found the jeep abandoned, two towns south of here."
* * * *Lauren listened to the sound of the engine, as Eddie exited the parking garage and headed onto the main road. He remained silent for a few minutes, until he got to the next traffic light.
"So, you and Jack are pretty close, huh?” he said. Lauren kept her eyes closed.
"We've partnered up a lot over the year. I'm glad he's safe, and his injuries weren't worse."
"You should have called me."
There was that stern tone again. Is he reprimanding me? Challenging my actions? She opened her eyes and glared at him, just as the light turned green.
He stepped on the gas.
"I called Ken, and Jack was with me."
She watched him. He sighed, in obvious frustration.
"You should have waited for me, instead of your boyfriend,” he snapped. She sat up quickly in the seat.
"Don't you dare make any such accusations, Tennellie. Jack and I are partners, pals, and he's married to a wonderful woman that I am a very good friend of. Don't you even think about criticizing my actions. I was investigating our case, following up a lead, a gut feeling I had, that turned out to be right on target. And, I was doing so with a fellow homicide detective. I don't know what your problem is."
Eddie hit the breaks. Lauren looked out the window. They were in some empty parking lot, off the side of the road.
"Where the hell are we?” she shouted, as Eddie placed the car in park, then jumped out.
She watched him, his fists down by his side, as he paced in front of the car. Lauren was angry too, and so confused.
The throbbing in her head increased, and all she wanted to do was lay down and sleep, but she knew she couldn't. This detour from the department wasn't helping matters, and she didn't understand Lieutenant Eddie Tennellie at all. Was he just on some kind of power trip? Did he think she was stealing his limelight?
What an ass!
She opened the door and got out of the car.
"What is your problem, Tennellie? Do you have something against women in general, or just ones that are better homicide detectives!"
He whirled around, paused a moment, and headed straight for her. She could sense his anger, his body language warned her, but she stood her ground.
* * * *Eddie stared at her, at the bruises on her beautiful mouth and her bandaged arm. Her blouse had bloodstains on it.
He had to try and control his anger, but her backtalk wasn't making it easy. Never had he met a woman, another human being for that matter, who was so stubborn, confident, passionate, and, damn it, irresistible in his life. He couldn't ignore his need for her, desire for her, in ways he'd never experienced, or even thought of having, for another person.
Releasing a sigh of frustration, he stared at her wounds. I would've protected you. The anger and worry took over again.
"You should have waited for me. He could've killed both of you. I heard every detail of what you did, Lauren. He could've killed you, and you were jumping over bushes, running around in traffic with your arm slashed, face all beaten! God damn it, what the hell were you thinking?” He took a step toward her.
"Like a cop, Tennellie! That's what I fucking am, a cop.” She slammed the door shut and moved toward him, trying to appear tough and confident.
Eddie stared at her. She was red in the face, furious, and utterly a mess. She was a great cop, a great detective, and she was misunderstanding him completely. His choice of words, his inability to tell her the truth, to tell her what was really on his mind, was making her hate him.
"What, Eddie? What is it?” she yelled. “The big, strong macho cop can't express what he's feeling?” She pointed her finger at his chest.
He stood close to her now. He ran his hand through his hair.
Lauren poked her finger at his shirt. He felt each sensation, as she pushed him to admit what was really bothering him.
"You scared the crap out of me today. I haven't been that scared...” He stopped right there, unable to say the words, unable to confess his loss of Sarah.
Lauren stayed silent. Surprisingly, she didn't walk away from him. She didn't punch him, slap him, or act out in anger. Instead, she remained silent, as if giving him time to explain.
Eddie took her hand into his. She pulled away, but he wouldn't release his hold.
"You're a great cop, Lauren. An awesome detective, and because of your gut feeling, we're even closer to catching this guy. That has nothing to do with my anger."
He held her gaze with his own, hoping she believed him, could sense his sincerity, and wouldn't push the issue. He wasn't ready to explain.
"Jack is my partner, Eddie, and nothing more. I've kept my distance from all male law enforcement personnel, out of the fear of it being misconstrued for department advancement. I've made it to third grade detective by doing the job right, and by the book. Don't you dare stand here and pull that macho bullshit with me now.” She pushed her finger into his chest as she spoke.
They were both silent a moment, then he brought her hand up to his lips. She tried to look away from him, and she took a deep breath. Eddie absorbed the look that showed she wanted to wring his neck.
He gently kissed her finger. The one she had pointed in his chest only moments ago. She tensed up.
"I'm sorry that I'm acting like such a jerk. There's so much that I want to tell you, and there's so much we have to do with this case."
Lauren calmed her breathing and stood still. “You can trust me, Eddie. Why can't you just spit it out? Toss whatever it is that's frightening you to the wind, and follow what's inside. I know you felt the same intensity when we kissed last night. It was incredible, and I didn't want you to stop. Are you playing some kind of damn game with me?"
He pulled her toward him, into an embrace.
He held her close, then pulled back to look at her face. “Give me some time, please? Just some time?"
* * * *Lauren stared at him, uncertain what to make of his behavior. She felt so damn frustrated. His reaction to today led her to believe he actually cared. So, what was so powerful and confusing for him? Did he, or did he not, have the same feelings for her?
"I swear to you, this is no game. I wanted to stay with you last night. I felt the same way you did. There's just ... I need time. Can you give me that?"
She absorbed the sincerity in his voice. His body language, and the emotion showing in his eyes. She hoped her gut was right about Eddie. Hoped he could be trusted, and that he really cared. Lauren nodded ‘yes,’ and silently prayed she wasn't making a huge mistake.
Eddie brushed his thumb softly against her lip. She turned away, but he wouldn't allow it. He took her face into his hands, then kissed her lips.
"Ouch."
He smirked, but increased his hold. “I'm sorry. I guess making out will have to be put on hold for a while."
"You're assuming a bit much, Tennellie. I said I'd give you time and nothing more."
He pulled away and put his hands up, palm forward, in retreat. They smiled at one another.
"I'm glad both you and Jack are safe. Now, are you sure you want me to take you back to the department?"
"I'm positive. We have a bad guy to catch,” she said. They got back into the car, and headed toward Ridgeburgh.
* * * *The killer quickly closed the door behind him, after making sure he wasn't followed. That was a close call, and he nearly got caught. He was proud of his quick thinking, but angry the cops now knew who he was. This would definitely hinder his plans. The one positive aspect was the new plan forming in his mind. Improvising had become second nature to him.
After making his way to the Creek Valley Bank, he emptied the safety deposit box he had there. Having his money was important. There was an even bigger stash at his small house, just outside of Ridgeburgh. The fact he'd planned for this day was clever and resourceful, he knew. Still, the disappointment in his identity being revealed too soon hindered his excitement. Well, just barely. There was a new incentive for him, stemming beyond his anger at the detectives. A new hatred for the one who found him, the one he cut so badly, who'd survived.
There was a lot to be done, and the first item on the list was to eliminate the latest victim. She was of no interest to him anymore. That task would be easy. She was still alive, in the basement. At least, she was alive when he left at 4:00 a.m. Peeking at his watch, he felt the slightest bit of uncertainty.
It was now 6:30 p.m. A long time to be away from his treasure, Miss Jillian Monroe. He learned more about the missing co-ed on his way to work this morning, as well as while he drove his truck, making his deliveries.
She was supposedly a senior, had a job all lined up in broadcasting, with one of the major sports channels. The reporters said she was an athlete. Had even taken various self-defense courses, and kickboxing.
His gut feeling was right, as usual. She'd displayed her strength, her need to fight against his acts these last few days, but in the end, she figured out who was the boss. Once again, he felt like he was unstoppable, invincible.
His body suddenly craved her again. He stood in the doorway, staring at the wooden door that led to the basement. He was sure she wouldn't be able to dance, but he had more than just dancing in mind.
Her scent filled his nostrils. He could smell her from upstairs, and he closed his eyes. He could feel her body beneath his, taking every ounce of him in.
He touched himself, then lost his balance, and fell into the doorframe. The move brought him back to reality. Now, he was on a mission—a mission to fulfill his needs.
He turned on the basement light, and headed down the wooden stairs. He didn't hear a sound, when he looked toward the body hanging from his torture rack. It didn't look hopeful.
"Jillian ... Jillian, my little darling. I'm home, sweetheart, and ready to play some more.” He was practically singing the words. Pressing the button on his CD player, the room filled with music.
He approached the motionless body and stepped right up next to her face. Dry blood sat against the sides of her lips and cheek. Her naked body was still, motionless, black, and blue.
He didn't hear her breathing. He bowed his head a moment, saddened that she was dead, and he never saw her fist coming at him.
* * * *Jillian waited patiently, in quietness, and held her breath as her captor approached. She waited for the precise moment, then lashed out with the hand she'd freed. She had worked on it most of the day. Now was her chance to get some revenge.
The hit was solid, and right to his mouth, but he was faster, as he backhanded her across the cheek. He grabbed her free hand, twisting it. The distinct sound of bones breaking seemed to echo in the room.
She felt her mascara run down her cheeks, along with the tears. She was weak, and losing blood from the numerous cuts and wounds he'd inflicted on her, the past week.
This was it. She would die, but she'd fight him to the absolute end.
Jillian tried to hit him with her broken hand, but the pain ran up her arm, and into her elbow. The blows from his fists came in repetitions, until she didn't move.
* * * *Jillian lay dead, and he stood laughing.
"Just as I ordered, someone strong, a fighter, and a little more of a challenge. Now, who will I find to top Miss Jillian Monroe?” He continued to admire the youthful blonde's body. It was lifeless, but could supply him with pleasure for a bit longer.
Releasing her from the bindings, he let her body fall to the mattress below. Taking a moment to admire his work, he absorbed every detail of her injuries.
A masterpiece ... only to be outdone the next time.
Kneeling before her battered flesh, his mind envisioned his next moves. He lay down next to her body, cuddling close, smiling, as he caressed her cheek. He ran his hands over her hips, all the while whispering, with his lips pressed next to hers.
He kissed her, ignoring the fact she was dead, and started another ritual, fulfilling his fantasy.
* * * *The following morning, Lauren checked out of the motel and went to the hospital to pick up Jack. They made their way back into the city, discussing all their leads in the case, and the possible hideouts of Ben Silver.
"It sucks I can't be out there with you, hunting this guy down,” Jack said, as they drove down the parkway.
"Don't sweat it. I'm sure the captain will let you work in the office, if we ask nicely."
"Commander Quinn said he'd see what he could do."
"I told you, don't worry about it. I called Captain Morris this morning, and he said if the doc gave the okay, you can help there in the office.” She smiled.
"You're a piece of work, Lauren."
"Thanks. Now listen, I'm going to drop you off at home, and then head to the precinct. McNulty and the crew are at Silver's residence. They went there last night. He was nowhere to be found. There was a load of evidence, though."
"Such as?"
"Well, they found video tapes, torture toys, some belongings he kept from each victim, including a necklace they think could've belonged to Barbara. The list goes on. Hopefully, by later today, we'll find out where his hiding spot is, and everything about him."
"You mean that unsolved case you were telling me about?"
"Yep."
"There's still no sign of Jillian Monroe?"
"None. Which isn't like him, Jack. This guy enjoys leaving their bodies in the open, or in places they can be found quickly."
"Maybe he picked the wrong place this time?"
"No way.” She shook her head.
"What are you thinking?"
"I think, with each victim, he has increased the measure of violence in the acts he performs on them, as well as the period of time he keeps them for. Maybe Jillian is still alive."
"Are you serious? How could she survive that long, especially if he's torturing her?"
"We did that background check on Jillian, remember? I went back to the bar that night, and spoke to her friends again. Jillian was a tough cookie. She'd played lacrosse for years, was a cross-country runner, and even took kickboxing. She was a bit of a tomboy, from what I gathered. Maybe he likes that now? Someone who can put up a fight, and give him a challenge?"
"There's a good possibility, which makes me want to move even faster with our investigation."
"That's why I asked if McNulty could get involved. He's the best, and after talking to Morris, he had no qualms about it."
"That's awesome. You know what, Lauren? I think I'm going to take your advice about being respectful. No matter how much it kills me,” Jack admitted, and laughed.
* * * *A day later, Lauren stood in front of the podium, identifying the wanted serial killer and asking for the public's help. She was grateful the TV people covered the bruises on her cheek with cover-up.
When she was done, she made her way to the offices upstairs, in the 53rd Precinct. The whole half of the office had turned into a task force operation, comprised of people Lauren was allowed to handpick, along with the homicide commander.
She continued to work hand in hand with everyone, and had Officer Lopez working along with her.
"Detective Phelps, I got something here,” Lopez said, as she handed Lauren the file on Ben Silver.
"This states that Ben Silver was arrested over a year ago for buying drugs,” Lopez told her, while she looked at the file.
"Conditional discharge, personal use. This son of a bitch served two days in jail, and attended a drug program. His lawyer got him off, big time.” She tried to locate the type of drugs Silver was buying, with a quick on her computer. “Bingo!” She called to Jack, who was at the dry eraser board, listing the evidence against Silver.
"Jack, write down that this SOB was arrested for buying Ecstasy."
"Really?” He looked thrilled by this information, and so did the others around them who'd overheard. They knew Ben Silver was the killer. Now, they also had his fingerprints on file, which could be compared to prints he may have possibly left at any of the crime scenes.
Lauren would have the prints sent through VI-CAP, to see if any unsolved crimes matched up against Ben Silvers prints. She had a feeling this guy was killing women much longer than just a year ago.
"Awesome job, Lopez,” she said, and Lopez smiled.
"Now, you've impressed me so much with your ability to backtrack, I want you to find out everything you can about his family, relatives, friends, and whether they own any houses, property, anything, anywhere. Also, run his prints through the entire system. I want to know every speeding ticket, every violation, anything we can get on this guy and quickly. Okay?"
"You got it, Detective Phelps.” Lopez headed out of the office.
"She reminds me of you, when you first got out of the academy,” Jack teased Lauren.
"Maybe that's why I like her so much.” Her cell phone rang. “Detective Phelps."
"Hey, Lauren. It's Eddie."
Lauren couldn't help but feel her cheeks blush every time he called her. The sound of his voice alone did something to her.
"Hi! How are things on your end?” She noticed Jack smiling at her. He gave her a wink. She rolled her eyes. It was obvious she was busted.
"Well, we have a lot. The fiber that we found under the nails of both Renee Wilson and Tammy Lucas are a match to the carpeting found and tested in the truck. So is the material found in Tammy's hair. There are also bloodstains matching them, as well as the victim from that other case you gave me—Barbara Clark. Those stains were old, but the lab was able to find the match."
"My God, Eddie, that makes three, plus Louie the homeless guy."
"And possibly Jillian Monroe,” he added.
"Let's hope not. One of my officers, Lizzy Lopez, found out that Silver was arrested for buying drugs a year ago."
"Let me guess, Ecstasy?"
"You got it."
"Well, the evidence just keeps piling up against the guy. We can get a search warrant in a snap, if necessary."
"We'll get him."
"We will. How is Jack doing?"
"He's fine, and he's eyeing me right now."
"Well, tell him I said hello and, by the way, your friend Tom McNulty is a character."
"Bye, Eddie.” Lauren laughed, as she hung up the phone. She couldn't help the smile she wore, as she walked over to her desk. Jack appeared next to her.
"Hey, gorgeous, when were you going to tell me?"
She quickly looked around, to make sure no one heard him. “Nothing is going on."
"So it's like that, huh? All right then, back to business. The jewelry and undergarments Tom found at the crime scene belong to the victims. It's confirmed."
"What about the videos?"
"His prints are all over them, and the video room is set up for us."
"Okay, I don't want just anyone seeing these videos. I don't want to take a chance of leaking information to the media. Let's keep it small, Jack.” She walked with him to the video room.
"There's not that many. Only the ones working directly with the case."
"Good. Let's get going."
* * * *She sat in the small audio / video room, along with Tom McNulty, Jack, Commander Quinn, and three other detectives.
Everyone was silent, and it was definitely due to the shocking scenes that unfolded on the screen.
Ben Silver showed his face proudly. He'd recorded every move he made. From the time he brought his victim into what appeared to be a torture room, until the victim lay dead. To top it off, he pretended the victims were still alive, as he caressed them, spoke softly and lovingly to them, and completed sadistic ritual after ritual.
"This guy is fucking sick,” Tom said, and Lauren knew it was precisely what everyone was thinking.
Her stomach churned, and her heart ached terribly.
The room was silent, as the video ended. She looked around her. The feelings were mutual, she could tell, and she attempted to pull the team back together, remind them of their purpose. Standing, she looked at each of them, being sure to make eye contact.
"There is only one thing to do for the victims now. Gentlemen, let's find this guy, stop him, and bring justice to the victims’ families."
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Chapter 9Ben Silver needed a car, and he needed one that wouldn't be missed or recognized. He knew this area well, and a perfect victim came to mind. Smiling to himself, he knew the soon-to-be victim would be an easy target.
There was an old man living alone, right down the block from Ben's private cul-de-sac. His house was plain and outdated, but well kept.
He decided to wait until nightfall before striking, just as a precaution. There was no way he'd take an unnecessary chance, and screw up now.
No one ever went past the last house on the block. The ‘Dead End’ sign deterred anyone from entering. Still, he waited.
It was late in the evening. The neighborhood was quiet, as Ben expertly entered through the back door, near the kitchen. Tiptoeing slowly through the darkness, he embraced the lack of vision, the unknown that lay before him. It made his heart pump hard, and his hunger increased for what lay ahead.
A dim night-light poked out of the plain white outlet plate, on the kitchen backsplash. The ugly, dark brown cabinetry was ancient, as well as the checkered yellow flooring beneath his black work boots. Being careful not to leave evidence of dirt behind, he'd cleaned the bottom soles thoroughly, before beginning the break in. Glancing around the living room, he saw nothing of decent value. Home robberies weren't his thing, anyway. That kind of work was for pansies.
With his black-leather gloved hands, he slowly pulled the large hunting knife from the strap that lay hidden behind his back. The moonlight, from the bay window, caused a reflection against the metal blade that nearly blinded him, for a moment. The knife was extremely sharp. It could cut a piece of silk, or skin a large animal. Tonight, its prey would be human.
Standing in the bedroom doorway, the stench of mothballs and aftershave filled his nostrils. The old man was fast asleep, all alone in bed, and his deep snores vibrated against the bedroom walls.
The floor creaked. He stilled, and the old man stirred, then returned to snoring. It only took a matter of minutes to enter his house, and a mere second to slice his throat.
Pulling the cloth from his pocket, he wiped the blood off the blade, relishing in the kill. No more snores, no more gurgling, just silence.
Feeling accomplished, he made his way out of the bedroom.
He noticed the lack of family pictures. No photo albums of loved ones. At least, that he could see. Instead, there was emptiness. A cold, lonesome feeling made him smile. Everything was going so smoothly, he could only see complete success on the horizon.
Returning to the kitchen, also the entrance to the garage door, Ben located the keys to the well-maintained Cadillac Seville. They sat on a keychain, by the metal door that led to the garage.
He smiled as he read the words, in black permanent marker, above the hook: Cadillac. This was easier than he'd anticipated.
Ben knew he'd have a few days, if not a week, before anyone grew concerned about the old man.
He lived all alone, didn't appear to have close family, so odds were good that no one would come snooping right away.
He started the engine and exited the garage. No one would see a thing. He'd use the car to get to Creek Valley tonight, plant the body, and then head back up north.
Strategically, he planned each step, and by the time he reached his apartment complex, he knew it would all fall into place.
He couldn't just sit back and allow some stupid detectives to ruin his life, his purpose. They needed to pay for their interruption, and he would make them suffer.
By 4:00 a.m., he'd placed the body of Jillian Monroe in the back sitting area of his home complex. This would send a message to the police that he was serious, and they would never catch him.
* * * *Lauren arrived at her house around 10:00 p.m., and was pleasantly surprised to find Eddie waiting for her.
"Hey, what's going on? You're the last person I expected to see on my doorstep tonight. Didn't I just hang up the phone with you about twenty minutes ago?” She walked toward her front door, while he followed.
"Yeah, you did, and for a detective, you're not too swift. Didn't you get the hint about calling it a night, taking a break for a few hours? Any of this mean anything?” He stood by the steps, arms crossed in front of his chest.
She eyed him from head to toe, then nervously unlocked the front door. Her hands shook a bit, and a funny feeling crept into her stomach. The sight of him instantly rejuvenated her.
"All right, so I didn't catch the hint, but why didn't you just tell me you were in the city?"
"I wanted to surprise you,” he whispered, as they entered the house, and he closed the door behind him.
"To surprise me, huh?” She tilted her head sideways. He looked away a moment, and his gaze took in the surroundings.
"I got in the car and just drove. Did you hear what the media is calling our killer?” He didn't hide his anger.
"Yeah. The Co-ed Killer! How original?” Lauren tossed her keys on the front table by the door.
"Nice place, Phelps. Pretty neat, too.” Eddie strolled around to the living room, taking a closer look at a collage of pictures on the wall.
"Thanks, Tennellie, and you did surprise me.
It's only neat because I'm hardly ever here. How about a drink? I've got water, beer, soda, juice. What's your pleasure?” she yelled from the kitchen, as she took a bottle of water out of the refrigerator. The usual routine for her.
"I'll take a water,” he said, from behind the refrigerator door, surprising her. She smiled, handing him the bottled water.
* * * *Eddie took a sip and stared at Lauren, as she took another slug of water, then leaned against the counter.
Questioning for the umpteenth time why he was here, he contemplated running for the door, or grabbing Lauren around the waist and taking her against the counter. His insecurities were getting the best of him, but damn it, he couldn't get her off his mind. This case was driving him crazy. So, he'd just hopped in the car and headed to the city.
Now, that old but steady guilt was creeping into his chest. He shouldn't be here. How could he want another woman, when he'd promised Sarah he would love her forever?
Eddie walked toward Lauren and peeked over her shoulder, trying to focus on something, anything, he could see outside, in the backyard. His body tingled at their closeness, but his gut continued to battle with guilt.
It was hopeless. Lauren stood right next to him, watching him. He could smell her perfume, and he imagined how much deeper, intense, the tingling would be if he could just touch her. In his mind, he saw his hand reach out to her. He closed his eyes, and fought the desire. She doesn't want me. She could have anyone she wants. Eddie grabbed a hold of the counter and bowed his head, feeling defeated.
Lauren's hand covered his own. Did he just jump? Did she notice? Even this caused a struggle within him.
Pull away ... don't pull away. You know you want her.
Could she hear his heartbeat? To him, it sounded like a thousand drums pounding next to his ear.
She stared into his eyes. It was as if she knew he was struggling. Eddie could just imagine what went through her mind. She was a strong woman, one who would demand answers. He wasn't weak. He could do this. He wanted this. Tilting his head toward her, she eyed him seductively, and his heart sped up. She probably wondered what was wrong with him, why was he in her home, and why hadn't he made a move yet?
Their hands touched, and he looked straight at a confident, sexy Lauren.
"Why are you really here, Tennellie?” The tough Bronx attitude in her voice turned him on, but he didn't respond. There was a war going on inside of him. Not as simple as good verses evil. That win would be easy, in his book. Instead, it was a struggle between the past and all his guilt, against the present and his desire to have Lauren.
He absorbed the beautiful features of her face, the confident way she stood there, staring back at him. He wanted to reach for her, grab her, and pull her into his arms. He could see himself doing it, but the deep, guilty feeling tugged at his insides. Frustration must have seeped from his pores, or perhaps she was some kind of mind reader, and knew he was afraid. Amazing.
Lauren gently brushed her fingertips over his hand, then up his arm. Her persistence gave him courage, and the bit of push he needed to overcome the past.
Eddie absorbed the gentleness and strength in her touch. His body reacted. His stomach muscles tightened. He almost stepped away from her. Almost.
Lauren didn't budge. She lovingly squeezed his hand, before he could retreat, and ran her fingertips up his forearm again, then back down to his hand. She watched him with intent, seemed to absorb the scent of his desire.
Eddie could hear her heartbeat. She pulled his hand toward her. It was as if she knew he needed her to make the first move.
A moment later, he stood in front of her, with his hands on either side of her, braced on the edge of the counter. He bowed his forehead against the top of her head, and sighed in slight release. He still felt as if he held fate itself in his hands.
"Talk to me, Tennellie,” she whispered, then laid her hands against his forearms.
Persistent woman ... She isn't making this easy for me ... Relentless cop.
The thought stirred something inside him, as his hands crept up her hips. He held her gaze, before taking a breath.
"I missed you, Phelps,” he whispered back, taking her face in his hands, and pressing his body against hers.
"That's a start. I missed you, too."
They embraced one another, both sighing. Was she just as relieved they were no longer apart? He couldn't help but wonder, as the aroma of wildflowers filled his nostrils. A fragrance he'd been forced to admire from a distance, until now. One he looked forward to letting invade his senses, every time they shared a room. He inhaled deeply, and held her close. It was an intense moment. The attraction and emotion ran deep, as if they'd consummated their relationship, their bond, and they were already lovers.
Eddie knew he wanted her, had to be inside her. She was just too irresistible.
* * * *Lauren felt Eddie's lips against her neck. He kissed her softly, trailing his mouth across her earlobe to her cheek, then her lips. Her heart beat faster, and she wanted more. She wrapped her arms around his neck. They kissed deeply.
She grabbed a hold of his shirt, pulling him closer against her, as his mouth ravaged hers.
"Don't push me away this time. I want you, Eddie. I don't want to stop,” she whispered between kisses, then moved her mouth across his neck, sucking then nibbling.
"I want you too, Lauren. I need you."
They moved away from the counter, and continued to kiss, until Eddie bent down and picked her up, cradling her body in his arms.
He stopped by the staircase. “Are you sure?"
She smiled and nodded. “Are you, Eddie? I don't want you to regret this.” She hoped the fear of him saying no and stopping wasn't apparent on her face.
Eddie placed her feet on the plush beige carpeting, and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her deeply.
"I've been thinking about this moment. Now, show me to your room."
She took him by his hand. They quickly headed up the stairs, and to the bedroom.
* * * *Eddie and Lauren swiftly disarmed themselves, placing their revolvers, badges, and handcuffs on the dresser, by the bed.
She tossed off her shoes, and he did the same, with their gazes still locked on one another.
Eddie grabbed for her waist, undoing the black, thin leather belt she wore, pulling it hard out of the loops, then tossing it across the rug. He placed his hands against her hipbones, thrusting them against his own.
She held his face, then placed her mouth over his, and their tongues embraced. It was a race against time, against the overwhelming desire and need they shared, as they anticipated becoming one.
Breathlessly, she pulled at his snug-fitting t-shirt, assisting him as he pulled it over his head.
She placed her palms against his chest, then wrapped her arms around him, while her mouth found light pink flesh. She twirled her tongue around it, teasing, nibbling.
He moaned.
Eddie ran his fingers over her back, then up to her hair.
She could feel his palms against her neck as he pulled her face up toward his, kissing her again. Then he pulled away to look into her eyes.
He was breathless. Undoing the large, shell hair clip, he watched her hair fall against her shoulders and arms.
"I love your hair. The way you dress and present yourself. You're so classy, so sexy.” He glided his hands through it. Bringing a handful to his lips, he inhaled. “I wanted to do that so bad. Almost as bad as I wanted to do this.” Eddie grabbed for her, kissing her passionately while he grabbed at her blouse. The last two buttons wouldn't budge, and he impatiently ripped the blouse off.
Her eyes widened in delight, and she helped him remove his pants with the same urgency he'd just shown her.
"You're perfect, absolutely perfect,” he whispered.
She smiled.
They kissed and embraced. Lauren wondered if he felt just as complete as she did, when their bodies were wedged together like one.
She took in the sight of his solid body. He was muscular, but not as buff as she first assumed him to be. She was glad he had a little extra meat on him. He was perfect.
Eddie pulled her close against his chest. He kissed her neck, sending goose bumps over her entire body. Then, he moved his mouth over her chest, taking as much of her breast as he could into his mouth.
Lauren moaned low and soft while leaning back. A sure sign she wanted him to take her.
* * * *Eddie leaned her body across the bed, gliding the palms of his hands over her skin, gently spreading her legs, wanting this first encounter to be memorable and long. The palms of his hands glided over her silky, smooth skin. Impressed by the definition in her toned thighs, his fingertips took their time exploring up and down her body. He caught his breath, and felt the increased tempo of his heartbeat.
He knelt down onto the floor first, caressing her ankles, her shins, then her luscious thighs again, thoroughly feeling her womanly curves. The sensation of being intoxicated, from the feel of her skin beneath his hands, caused him to lose his breath again. He had to taste her. Placing his lips against her inner thighs, he nibbled and sucked. The sensation overwhelmed him, as he squeezed her knees a little tighter.
He glanced up at her, wondering if she felt the same way he did. Eyes closed, back arching with each inch of progress he made, she appeared goddess-like. Entranced by the scene and emotion, he watched her roll her head, then open her eyes dreamily.
He hadn't realized he stopped, until Lauren's lustful stare brought him back to the present. Giving her a smile, then returning to the task at hand, he proceeded to explore every inch of her amazing body. Every toned muscle along her calf and thigh, and the deep embedded lines of her flat, incredibly hard abs, then back down again.
Slowly, he spread tiny kisses up from her delicate, cream-colored kneecap, until he found what he desired most.
She lay back on the bed, enjoying every moment. Her body revealed just how much she relished being touched this way.
Desire flowed from her. Her response to his touch was instinctive. She growled, with apparent need to feel his lips against her skin, once more.
Eddie devoured her, and when he got his fill, he continued his journey with his tongue, making a trail across her belly, to the mound of flesh he'd admired.
A new fight raged within him. It was the desire to be inside her, and the need to take his time, explore her further. To give into the trance Lauren's little moans and pleas pulled him deeper into.
His tongue and mouth took control. His mind unaware of the technique he used to equally lavish Lauren's breasts. It wasn't until he heard her breathless plea, that his other body part demanded an agenda of its own.
"I can't take it, Eddie. Please, I want to feel you inside of me."
She thrashed her head side to side, and just as his mouth began to move back to her swollen targets, she grabbed his hair, and held his head, so he would look her in the eyes. When he did, she licked her lips, and then locked her legs around his hips.
The little control freak.
Eddie smiled wide, and gave into the shared urge before he lost it.
Lauren held his forearms, near the crook of his elbow.
"Now!” she demanded.
Something came over him. A new, primal emotion that surged through his veins. He teased her, not fully entering before pulling back. A squeeze to his arms, and the vice grip hold of her legs around his waist, told him the teasing was done. He nearly lost it right at that moment.
Holding her stare, he plunged fully into her, and as they fell into a rhythm, he felt her relinquish some of the pressure around his waist.
The desire and need they shared was identical, and lasted until neither could hold out any longer. They made love into the night, holding one another close. Then, they drifted off into a peaceful sleep.
* * * *Hours later, she awoke to Eddie's manly, large body pressed against her back. His arm was around her waist, and his hand was warm against her belly. Absorbing the moment, feeling content to remain in this position as long as possible, she sighed peacefully.
She felt so feminine, so alive. The masculine smell filled up her bedroom, and she liked it.
She didn't have to be strong now, so independent. She was just a woman, lying in bed with a man she'd made love to.
Remembering last night, she smiled, and admitted to herself that being alone, not opening up her heart to someone, was foolish. Never mind the mind-blowing sex they'd shared. Feeling her cheeks heat, she snuggled her backside a bit deeper into the curve of Eddie's hips. The sensation brought on an intense need.
She could hardly hear him breathing, and assumed he was a light sleeper, or was playing possum. Although, one of his body parts appeared wide awake, and shared her enthusiasm for more.
She throbbed with a need for attention.
He was incredible, and she wanted him inside her again.
Slowly, she turned over, when he pulled her completely toward him, placing his hand against her backside in a possessive manner. Her leg moved instinctively between his thighs, and confirmed his body was in sync with her own.
They stared at one another.
"I thought you were still sleeping.” Lauren moved her leg deeper between Eddie's.
He pulled her closer, snuggling his mouth against her collarbone, leaving a gentle kiss. She tilted her head upward, giving her neck better access to his fiery lips, and she purred.
"I've been awake and waiting for you."
The warmth of his breath against her skin sent chills through her body. She reacted by letting her hand roam across his thigh, to his backside, grabbing a handful to return the possessive gesture.
Eddie peeked over at the alarm clock, on the bedside table. The red light indicated it was nearly 6:00 a.m.
"We've got time. What do ya say, Phelps?” He smiled, as she continued to purr, with half-closed eyes. Their stares focused on each other, as she opened her heavy eyelids completely.
"You've got seniority, Lieutenant.” She winked.
A moment later, he rolled on top of her and straddled her hips, while her hands wrapped around his neck.
"I could look at you, hold you like this, all day long,” he told her, softly kissing her nose, her chin, and then her lips.
Lauren arched her hips forward in response. “I had something a little different in mind.” She placed her lips over his, kissing him deeply.
They made love to one another again, then held each other closely, damning the clock, and their limited alone time together.
An hour later, they reluctantly got out of bed, showered, and shared an early breakfast, until Eddie's cell phone rang.
* * * *Eddie answered his phone, while standing in Lauren's kitchen, preparing to head back to Ridgeburgh. “Lieutenant Tennellie."
"Hey, Eddie, it's Ken. I just got a call from the Creek Valley P.D. They said someone reported finding a body in the backyard of Silver's apartment complex. It's a female, around the age and description of Jillian Monroe. I'm headed over there now. Do you want me to pick you up or meet you there?"
"I'll be there in thirty minutes."
"Thirty minutes? Where the hell are you?"
"Just keep things cool until I get there. I'm leaving right now.” He hung up the phone.
He quickly explained things to Lauren, who then called Tom and Jack.
"Want to leave with me right now, and get a ride back with Tom later?"
Lauren paled, and he knew immediately what went through her mind. He understood it, but he also felt hurt.
* * * *She took a determined breath. “I don't think we should do that. I'll wait here for Tom. You go ahead."
To her, Eddie looked disappointed, but going with him was not an option. If she did that, she might as well paint a billboard on her face that said she was screwing the lieutenant from Creek Valley. No way. This was exactly what she'd avoided in her career, up to this point. A guilty, confusing feeling crept into her belly, as Eddie kissed her.
She waited for Tom to arrive, as Eddie ran out the front door, and took off out of the city.
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Chapter 10Ben Silver glanced around the basement. It'd taken him a couple of hours to get things ready, and he still had to add a few finishing touches.
He listened to her voice, over and over. The anger consumed him.
"Detective Lauren Phelps. You just might be the one.” He glided his finger across the television screen.
He absorbed her beauty, her classy style, and the way she did her hair. She had a lot of the qualities he liked. The fact she acted so authoritative was irresistibly enticing.
She made him at the restaurant, and came crashing through the door in time to save her partner. She had guts, courage, and would be a challenge.
To capture her, act out a complete fantasy, and then leave her body to be found by her fellow detectives would show them all how unstoppable he really was.
He would have to plan this one out carefully.
He rubbed his chin, felt the nervous, excited feeling he always got when he planned a capture, but this one was different.
He sat down in the chair, glanced around the room at his numerous trophies and memorabilia.
"An appropriate decoy is what I need. A way to get Lauren alone. Something that would block her good judgment."
He racked his brain, then stared at the television screen one more time, before rising from the chair.
"Oh, yes, you're special. You and I are going to have some fun. I can hardly wait.” He walked over to the torture machine and started setting up new chains, handcuffs, placed a brand new mat over the blood-stained, concrete floor.
Lauren deserved the best, and she would be getting the royal treatment, as long as she cooperated.
He picked up the remote and pressed the Play button. Ben listened attentively to the sound of her voice, the way she would say his name. The more he watched her, the more desirable she became.
So far this morning, there wasn't a word about the newest body he'd left, and that annoyed him.
How stupid were these cops? He'd left Jillian right there, in the middle of the complex's courtyard, for all to see. To top it off, it was his apartment complex, and patrol cars searched the area.
He laughed deeply. Full of pride, he was convinced no one could stop him.
This was his game, and he was ready to play. He'd already planted some other evidence that was sure to stir things up. More importantly, screw things up, throw the cops off, and give him the time he needed to get to Lauren.
The media was calling him the Co-ed Killer. He kind of liked the sound of that. Taking the detective would leave them shocked, and throw them off the trail. After all, Detective Lauren Phelps was not some Co-ed.
An idea came into his mind.
He needed to use the old man's car one more time. It was risky, but as the plan developed in his head, he was willing to take the risk, so he could have Lauren Phelps for himself.
Wouldn't it be great if the lead investigator on the case went missing, and became one of his victims? What a laughing stock the law enforcements would look like—a total embarrassment, an outrage. Oh, how he loved this power.
He smiled, as the old rock and roll music played in the background. Right now, the room was empty, but once his plan was in motion, he wouldn't be alone for long. He'd stocked up on food and the necessities. He wanted to keep Lauren alive as long as he could. He had so many ideas, so many acts he wanted to share with her.
Ben gently glided his hand over the naked body of the plastic doll that stood chained to the wall, beside the metal closet.
There was nothing like the real thing. The anticipation was building, and his heart beat faster. He stepped closer to the small metal closet, to take out the antique blue poodle skirt that belonged to his mother.
He lifted the plastic, and looked at it in front of the mirror. Lauren's image was still frozen on the television screen. He could see it in the background, while he stood in front of the mirror.
"None have ever had the honor of wearing this dress. But I choose you, the lovely Lauren Phelps, to be mine for eternity. You, I will never return."
* * * *Eddie pulled off the parkway, nearly tipping the car as he took the narrow bend too fast. The speedometer read 105 mph. He applied more pressure to the gas pedal. He was trying to get to the crime scene.
He had a feeling he should've left Lauren's place first thing this morning, but he chalked the uneasiness up to nerves, and the old guilty feeling he'd held for so long.
It was funny that he didn't have it once Lauren touched him, and initiated the first move. She was amazing, and lovelier than he imagined her to be. He didn't want to leave her this morning, and the longer he held her, the more he wanted her to be his.
It felt incredible to wake up with her body wedged up against his. He wanted to be intimate like that with her again, and he wanted more time alone with her. But, her comment before he left caused a feeling of uncertainty in him.
Did she have the same strong feelings he had, or was she used to this?
Lauren had no idea what he'd gone through, and the intense pep talk he given himself, to build up the nerve to come after her and wait outside her house. She was a knockout—an all-around, perfect woman. She had to have plenty of men in her life. There was also the age difference between them.
He heard Jack tell Ken that Lauren was thirty-four. She could pass for being in her mid twenties.
He was forty, and had been married once, even though it was for a short period of time. Maybe that would turn her off? Maybe she wanted someone closer to her age, and someone who'd never been married?
A bunch of questions went through his mind, as well as many reasons a relationship between them would never work. He was scared. Lauren seemed to sense his reservations, and gave him that push he'd needed to get over his fear and guilt. She had no idea the power she had over him. She was exactly what he needed, and had been waiting for. He would embrace the time they had together, for as long as it lasted.
* * * *Eddie drove down the main road, only minutes away from the crime scene. When he got to the complex and exited his car, he headed to the scene on foot. He was shocked at the amount of people who were around, including the local media. His palms sweated, and his heartbeat began to slow down with each step away from the car. He hadn't driven like that in ages.
He showed his identification to the officer in charge of keeping the crime scene log. Once he made it through the side walkway and around the building, he saw the body, and the forensics team doing their job.
"Eddie!” He turned to the left. Ken was talking with two detectives from the Creek Valley P.D. He knew the two detectives, and had worked with them in the past. They also all belonged to the County PBA association.
"Hey, Tennellie, glad you could make it. Looks like we got your missing victim. We ran it through the city's Missing Persons, and she's a close match,” Detective Bruce Hays said, as he continued to write notes down.
Ken and Bruce filled Eddie in on what they found.
A few minutes later, the detective's attention was drawn toward the entrance, as Lauren and Tom showed up.
Eddie noticed the way she looked so serious and in control. The surrounding officers acknowledged her presence, determining she was the one in charge. But, she didn't take over. She respected the fact Bruce Hays and his partner, Peter Young, were the lead investigators in this homicide. It was their town, and their responsibility.
Ken introduced Lauren and Tom to Bruce and Peter. Both men gave Lauren the once over, and seemed to be on guard.
"It's nice to meet you, Detectives. As you know, we believe this victim is connected with the serial killer we're trying to find. We'd like your cooperation in this case, so we can work together to get this guy. If you could share your findings with us as soon as possible, we'd greatly appreciate it. If you need our assistance, please don't hesitate to ask,” Lauren said, and both Bruce and Peter smiled at her.
They shared what they believed had occurred so far, and made her aware of the woman who found the body.
"Any information or leads from the residents in the building yet?” Lauren said.
"Our men are still going door to door. We'll let you know if anything comes up,” Bruce told her.
* * * *She did all she could to avoid eye contact with Eddie. Maybe they made a mistake, and should have thought this through, or waited until they captured Ben Silver? She stood there, feeling rather silly. It was as if she were back in elementary school, and everyone knew she kissed the boy during ‘Spin the bottle.'
She shook her head, trying to clear the ridiculous thoughts from her mind. No one knew she and Eddie were with one another all night, and she would be sure to keep it that way.
Lauren was nice to everyone, and made sure only the necessary people entered the crime scene area.
"Detective McNulty, Detective Phelps, we may have something over here,” Detective Young yelled out. He stood near one of the forensic technicians.
Lauren and Tom made there way around the fence, to the corner of the yard. Directly behind the opening was a dirt covered area, and a side road with tire tracks, deep ones.
The technician had taken some pictures, and now prepared the tracks for casting. John, the technician, had a casting kit. He carefully prepared the mixture, so they could get a clean and accurate impression of the tire mark.
Lauren walked in a slow pace around the area, to where she believed the back of the vehicle sat. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. An uneasy feeling filled her belly. Something was here.
"What do ya got, gorgeous?” Tom called over to her, interrupting her thoughts.
She held her hand up, signaling to give her a moment. She had no idea what came over her, or how she felt the pull toward the surrounding dirt area. It didn't make sense, but she blamed it on instincts. Eddie and the others watched and waited.
She carefully squatted down to the ground, not letting her knees or body hit the dirt, only her feet.
At first, she could only see a mound of dirt, then a bit of discoloration. Her focus absorbed the area's perimeter, revealing there was a drop of blood. She was sure of it. There was also the mound of dirt, about two inches high and three inches long.
"Tom, call over another technician and have them follow my path,” Lauren said, still in a squatting position. She'd found a formation of multiple blood spots around the mound of dirt, and she'd have to walk backward, to be sure she didn't contaminate possible evidence.
"What do you need, Detective?” Claire, another technician, asked, as she tried to follow Lauren's steps.
"I have drops of blood that seem to lead to a mound,” Lauren told her, and the technician looked over her shoulder to locate them.
"I see them.” Claire scanned the area around them. She took pictures of the evidence and the surrounding area, as well as the position and location between the blood, mound of dirt, and the tire tracks. She grabbed a container, and carefully collected the blood-stained dirt. Then, she handed the containers to Lauren, who placed them in the case for safe transportation to the lab.
Claire carefully sifted through the remaining dirt, and located a gold, heart-shaped locket. She stopped to take pictures, then continued to collect the evidence. Below the locket was a folded piece of purple stationery paper.
"What is it?” Eddie said.
Wearing protective latex gloves and using pointed tweezers, Claire carefully opened the note. There was no name on the stationery to identify the owner, but the words stood out in bold black marker.
You're Mine and We Belong TogetherInstantly, Lauren had a bad feeling that made her stumble, and nearly sent her to her backside. She exhaled, controlled her shaking limbs, and tried to hide it.
She made her way back toward Eddie and Tom and explained what was found. They discussed the possibilities.
"What the hell does this mean?” Tom said.
"Now the asshole's leaving clues, like a fucking game?” another detective added.
"Or, he's trying to throw us off. Make us head in a different direction."
Lauren avoided making eye contact with Eddie. She had a feeling he would recognize her uneasiness, when she spoke. He was about to move closer to her, after she caught herself making the statement. She was sure it'd seemed strange, and as she attempted to move away. But, she felt a strong presence behind her, then a hand under her elbow.
"Hey, gorgeous, come here for a minute,” Tom said, wrapping his arm around her waist. He guided her to the front walkway. She saw Eddie looking intently at them, frowning. She hoped he held his distance, but one look at his facial expression, and she could tell he was jealous and concerned.
As good as the sex was, and as connected as she felt to Eddie, she was started to regret that she acted on this attraction, while still working the case together.
Obviously not missing a beat, she saw Bruce Hayes and Peter Young smirking at one another, as if they assumed there was something sexual going on between her and Tom. Maybe it was just her guilty conscious. The image of the billboard sign 'I'm screwing the Lieutenant from Creek Valley' appeared in her mind.
Shit!
"You okay, Lauren?” Tom slowly let go of her waist.
She glanced around. It was obvious, by the other detectives’ expressions, they'd noticed his concern. Glancing back again, she absorbed the fact the two Creek Valley detectives were smirking. Great, now they probably assumed that something sexual was definitely going on between her and Tom.
Damn it to hell!
Lauren felt Tom turn her toward him, as he voiced his concerns. To the right of his bicep, she could see Eddie practically snarling.
"Lauren, did you hear me?
She needed to pull it together.
"I'm fine.” She released a sigh and straightened out her shoulders, acutely aware of her own body's attempt at eliminating the worry she held.
"What did you want to talk to me about?” She was trying to figure out why she had this bad feeling in her gut. It's not like this was the worst homicide scene she'd ever encountered. Feeling the throbbing ache reach her stomach and head simultaneously, pictures flashed through her mind. There had been some doozies over the years, some real sick bastards and bitches, but this seemed different. There was a sensation of helplessness.
"You looked a little distracted back there. Is this case bothering you?"
Tom's voice brought her out of the fog in her mind. She needed to calm him. This reaction was nothing like her. She also knew Tom could read her like a book. Lauren needed to share some of what she felt, but that would reveal her weakness.
Control your emotions, Lauren. Where's that tough cop attitude of yours?
"Are you kidding me? Of course it's bothering me, and you know damn well that this guy Silver is playing with us."
"Because of the locket, you mean?” Tom said.
"Yeah, because of the locket, the droplets of blood that are only located on the ground next to the locket, the location of the body, and that damn note. He planted it. He's playing with us, Tom, and...” She couldn't complete her sentence. Instead, she glanced around at the crime scene, suddenly having a totally different feeling about the case.
Tom touched her cheek to get her attention. She did all she could not to jump out of her skin. What is wrong with me?
"What is your gut telling you, kid?"
Shit! Fuckin A ... Don't ask me that question. He didn't just ask me that question. Breathe, Lauren, breathe. Think like a cop, like the homicide detective you are. Somehow, somewhere along the lines of this case, you've gained some sort of connection to the killer. Use it. Absorb it all.
"Lauren, Jesus! What's wrong with you? Talk to me.” Tom held her by her shoulders. She pulled away.
"I'm not liking the feeling I have right now, Tom, I want this guy, badly. Let's wrap things up here, and hope for some quick results from the lab."
Tom watched her for a long, uncomfortable moment. “I know you, Lauren. You're closing up, and I know now is not the time to make you talk.” He glanced around them. Lauren followed his line of sight.
Everyone appeared to be doing their jobs. Crime scene technicians continued to search and collect evidence. Civilians were kept at bay, to prevent gawking and contaminating possible evidence. Eddie and the local detectives spoke to one another in a group, writing notes on their notepads, as more technicians worked on the area where Lauren found the locket.
"You're a great detective, and we'll discuss this later. Got it.” He looked at her very seriously, and she nodded ‘yes.'
"We should head back to the Ridgeburgh P.D. and wait on the results of the tire marks. Bruce put in a call to the lab. They understand the intensity of this case, so we should have results within a couple of days, if we're lucky."
"Good. Let's see how the officers did questioning everyone in the building and the surrounding area.” She hoped she sounded confident, instead of dazed, like she still felt.
She and Tom walked toward the front of the building, where camera crews and reporters questioned the local residents, and tried to get statements from the police.
"Detective Phelps. Detective Phelps. Is there a killer loose in the area? Has the Co-ed Killer struck again? Is the body that of Jillian Monroe?” the reporter screamed out, but Lauren kept walking. Tom headed in a different direction, while she made her way to Detective Ken Murphy.
"Hey, you made it through there, huh? The damn vultures,” Ken said.
"Yeah, the nerve of them. We haven't even told the family yet, and they're broadcasting it over the airways,” Lauren added, in disgust.
"With a high profile case like this, it's expected."
"Expected, maybe, but right? No way."
"Hey, Ken, anything yet?” Eddie said, as he approached.
"Not yet, but one of the patrol officers radioed in a few minutes ago saying that someone may have seen a dark-colored vehicle early this morning. The guy leaves for work around 3:30 a.m."
"That's great. Maybe his description will match the vehicle that left the tire tracks we found?” Lauren said. Both Ken and Eddie agreed.
Ken excused himself, leaving Lauren and Eddie alone for a moment.
Once Ken was out of hearing range, Eddie voiced his concern. Lauren was just glad he didn't touch her. She wasn't sure if she would slug him, or welcome his embrace. Crazy thoughts. She didn't need consoling, she needed Ibuprofen. She rubbed her temples.
"Are you all right?"
She gave a weak smile and looked around, just to be sure no one saw them together. Eddie appeared to do the same, then moved a little closer.
"What's the deal, Lauren? You haven't made eye contact with me since you got here."
"I don't know what you're talking about. I'm a bit consumed by the case.” She was unsure why she was on edge, and she noted the defensive tone in her voice.
"Are you afraid your boyfriend might find out about us?” He shot back at her.
Lauren gave Eddie a sharp stare. She glanced around. No one seemed to be paying attention to them. More importantly, Eddie hadn't seemed to pick up on her uneasiness.
"Listen, now is not the time or the place for this. Tom is not my boyfriend. I'm trying to remain professional here."
"So am I.” He sighed. “But, I can't help it. I'm jealous as hell."
They both stayed silent a moment, then Eddie spoke. “What's wrong with you? You're not acting like yourself, and I can't help but wonder if I have something to do with that. Do you regret last night? Do you want to just forget about it?” He whispered the question, so only they could hear.
Lauren was half relieved he thought last night had something to do with her demeanor, instead of the killer. She went with it, and hoped to use the change of subject as a distraction for a minute, to recoup.
"Stop it, Eddie. Of course I don't want to forget last night. I'm sorry if you think that.” She took a deep breath. She felt like someone was watching her. She released a sigh, and rubbed her temple nervously.
"What is it, then? I can see the tension in your face, the worry in your eyes. Talk to me, honey."
There went recouping, and counting on Eddie not reading her true thoughts. She struggled with sharing her emotions, but something overcame her. She trusted him, knew he wouldn't jeopardize either of their careers.
Staring into his eyes, being so close to his body, the body she'd explored last night, she confided in him, just a bit.
"I can't shake this feeling. Something isn't right. I mean this guy, Silver, knows that we have identified him, and that we're trying to find him. Yet he leaves Jillian here, back at his residence, and leaves us the locket, the blood drops, and the note."
"What is it you're feeling?"
Lauren needed to get the thought out of her head, to tell someone, and she didn't give telling Eddie a second thought.
"Like that note was meant for me,” she whispered.
He looked upset and concerned. He took a step closer, and she didn't move. She couldn't move. The words from the note entered her mind. "Your mine ... and we belong together."
"What makes you think that?"
"I don't know. I just have this bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. Listen, don't say anything to anyone. I'm sure it's just that I want this guy. We have to find him before he strikes again."
"I don't like this,” he said, just as Ken came up from behind him.
"You don't like what
Neither Eddie nor Lauren responded.
"Okay, since no one wants to let me in on the discussion, I have some other news in relation to the case. Looks like this guy, Teddy Loft, will meet us at the Creek Valley P.D. in fifteen minutes. Peter is going to get a statement from him and a description."
"I'll get Tom, and we'll meet you guys there in a little while,” Lauren said. She walked back toward the crime scene, when her cell phone rang. “Detective Phelps."
"Hey, Lauren, it's Jack. What's going on over there?"
She filled him in on the case. “How about Officer Lopez? Does she have any new information for me?"
"She's working like a dog, but nothing yet."
"All right. Tom and I should be back later today. We may have results for the tire tracks, faster than usual. Also, there may have been a witness who saw the killer's vehicle. I'll check in later."
"No problem, partner, but I wish I was there."
"So do I, Jack. I'll see ya later."
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Chapter 11Lauren and Tom headed back to the city around 6:30 p.m. They wanted to go over the files of all the victims, as well as the jewelry found in Silver's home.
As they headed through the crowded city streets, Lauren thought more about Ben Silver, and his fixation with the fifties’ era.
The words he left on the note, beside the locket, still hummed in her head. You're Mine, and We Belong Together. Those were the words from a famous song. She knew a lot about the old rock and roll music. She grew up with it, and danced to many of the well-known songs with her father.
Two of the victims were found naked, wearing only black and white Hush Puppies cheerleading shoes, with white anklet socks.
At first, they had no idea what it meant, but now things were beginning to come together. They now knew Silver hunted for his victims in off campus bars, and the new rock and roll style restaurants. Some of them received supplies from the company he worked for. Silver made numerous deliveries, and had access to exit doors. He knew the regular routine at each location.
Then, there was his apartment. It was like entering a time warp. Silver decorated it in the fifties’ style. It appeared he lived two very different lives.
Lauren's phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. “Detective Phelps here."
"Hey, Lauren. It's Eddie."
Her heart beat faster for a moment, and she felt her face flush. Unfortunately, Tom seemed to notice it. He smiled and winked, as he continued to maneuver the Crown Victoria through the streets surrounding the 53rd Precinct, trying to find a spot to park.
"What's going on?” she asked.
"I just heard from Peter, over at Creek Valley P.D. He said they found an inscription on the locket. It reads: To Elizabeth, Love Daddy. None of the victim's names are Elizabeth, and no one has reported anyone named Elizabeth missing. So what do ya think?"
"I hope this doesn't mean he's struck again and has another victim."
"How do you want to handle this?"
"Well, for now, we just hold onto the information, and hopefully we'll make a connection. There's the possibility that the killer had it in his family? If no one by that name was reported, then there's not much we can do. The technicians will run it through the lab, in case there are any fingerprints on it. That will take some time. Anything on the tire tracks yet?"
"Not yet, but Peter will call me as soon as he knows anything."
"Sounds good, Eddie. I guess we'll touch base later, then."
"I could take a drive into the city tonight. Ken will cover things here, and there's not much more we can do right now. I want to see you."
"I understand what you're saying, and I have something I want to check into tonight. I won't get back until late.” She glanced at Tom. He appeared to be forming his own conclusions.
"I don't care how late it is. I'll only stay a little while. I want to see you."
"I'll call you, unless you hear something first. Bye."
Lauren closed up the cell phone and swallowed hard. She wanted to see Eddie, too, but she had such an uneasy feeling after the crime scene today. She just couldn't seem to shake it.
"What's going on?” Tom said, as he finally wedged the car in-between two patrol cars in a tight space.
Lauren filled him in on the locket info.
"Okay, so we wait until further word, and hope Elizabeth isn't being held by this monster already. Now, what about you and that Ridgeburgh lieutenant? How long has this been going on for?” Tom winked at her, and smiled, as they walked across the parking lot.
She was about to deny it, but it wasn't worth it. Tom had figured things out, and she couldn't lie to him. She stopped him by touching his arm.
"Listen, Tom, please don't say a word about this to anyone. It just kind of happened out of the blue, and I'm not sure if anything more will come of it. My focus is on this case right now. I really don't have the extra energy to entertain an attraction."
"Lauren, give me a break. First, I won't say a word. Second, he seems like a cool guy, a bit older than you, but that may be what you need. Third, you've been wrapped up in this job, homicide after homicide, never allowing anyone to get close to you. Allow yourself to open up a little. Take it from me, if you're not careful, this job can eat you up inside. I think this is great. I'm not going to deny that I'm a little jealous, but I guess I'll get over it,” he teased, and Lauren laughed, as they entered the building.
* * * *By 8:30 p.m., Lauren and Lizzy were exhausted and frustrated. They'd been searching the computer records, and found a relative of Ben Silver's. It had taken hours just to find that information. They hoped that this would lead to a possible hideout location.
They were soon disappointed, when an address in Florida came up.
"There's no way he's there,” Lizzy said.
"Damn, and I thought there was a chance."
"Let's check it out, anyway. Get someone from the local department down there to check the location. We'll run the phone records to be sure."
Lauren sighed, then leaned back in the chair. She rubbed her eyes and the back of her neck. Lizzy stood up to stretch out her legs and her back.
"You're doing a good job, Lopez. I hope you're not mad that I got you assigned to this case?"
Lizzy squinted, and put her hands on her hips, showing a confident attitude. “Are you kidding me? I've been waiting for an opportunity like this. I'll never forget that you gave me it."
Lauren smiled. She knew exactly how the rookie felt. “Well, it wasn't too long ago that someone gave me the same opportunity."
"You mean McNulty?"
"Yep, and he's been there for me ever since.” Lauren held her hand over her mouth, trying to hide a yawn.
Lizzy did the same thing.
"Listen, why don't you call it a night, and get back here tomorrow morning? I'm going to head home to shower and change."
"If you need me to come back, I can. I'll just run home and do the same. It's not like I have a date or something."
Lauren grinned. “There's no need, really. We probably won't hear back from anyone until tomorrow, during regular business hours. If I'm not here yet, then just get started. I have something that I want to check out at Silver's job."
"What's that?"
"I've been trying to come up with a profile for this guy. He's definitely a sexual offender. I think he's been working, up to this point, for a long time. We figure his first kill was over a year ago, with the case you located.
I'm sure he's engaged in some pretty off the wall sexual fantasies, especially in relation to his fixation with the fifties and sixties. I want to go to the restaurant supply company he worked for and ask the employees some questions. There were a few young women there, one in particular, who tried a bit too hard to act like she hardly knew Silver. There may be something there."
"Sounds interesting. I guess I'll meet you back here tomorrow morning."
"Good night, Lopez, and, again, good job today.” Lauren headed out twenty minutes later, after Eddie called and said he was at her house.
* * * *Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she was happy Eddie showed up at her place again, even if their time together was limited. She just needed a few hours of rest, then she could head back to the precinct to work on the case.
"Hey, I thought you were never going to make it here,” he said, holding the storm door open, while she unlocked the front door. They entered the house, and locked the door behind them. Lauren laid her keys on the front table.
"Want something to drink?” She headed toward the refrigerator. It was her regular routine to grab a bottle of water first thing.
Eddie grabbed her hand.
"Come here. I want you next to me,” he told her, taking both of her hands into his, pulling her body against his own.
"I see Tom didn't drop you off. You planning on going back there tonight?"
"No, he didn't, and yes, I am. I have things I want to do first thing in the morning. I need to stay focused on this case. That damn locket thing is bothering me."
He wrapped his arms around her waist, still holding her hands in his. “I know what you mean. I hope we don't get a call soon, saying that a woman named Elizabeth is missing."
"I hear you."
"Tom's not going to come knocking at that door is he, or perhaps some other guy?” he whispered, while he leaned down and kissed her neck.
The touch of his lips caused her entire body to respond, but she held her ground. “Eddie, we shouldn't do this."
He paused, to whisper in her ear, “Yes, we should. Unless, there's someone else?"
He turned her around, pinning her against the front door. His lips continued their path across her neck, to her chin and cheek, then to her lips.
Her eyes were closed. She didn't answer. All she could think about was Eddie. He let go of her hands, as he kissed her deeply, wildly taking her tongue inside his mouth. He pulled her leg up, by the thigh, and grabbed hold of her backside.
She held onto the waist of his pants with one hand, while the other grabbed a handful of his dark, navy blue shirt. His eyes took on a wild, animal-like expression. She wondered if her eyes expressed the same desire.
They stared at one another. No words were spoken, as if they mutually knew exactly what they wanted, what they needed.
"Is there anyone else?” he asked her, one final time.
Breathless, she answered, “No."
His lips covered hers, all over again. He held her face between his hands, kissing her all over, as if he desired every section of her mouth, before nibbling on her bottom lip. The sensation of his hands caressing her shoulders, spreading the fabric of her silk blouse, forcing it to spread wider, sent her body into a wanting frenzy. They grabbed at one another's clothing, tossing weapons, handcuffs, badges, and undergarments around the front entrance, their desire apparent in their haste.
* * * *The lustful emotions were too intense for Eddie. He lifted her into his arms. She straddled his hips. He licked and nibbled on her neck. In his mind, he lost his sense of direction. Where was a couch, a bed, something? She moaned, and he couldn't take it anymore. He wanted to be inside her, make love to her.
They never made it to the couch. Instead, they tumbled to the beige carpeting, Eddie on top, grabbing hold of her chocolate-colored locks, and desperately kissing her.
Their hips rocked and swayed, a sure sign they could no longer wait. There was no need to ready one another, as he entered her, immersing himself, falling into warm, intoxicating bliss.
Lauren arched her back, taking Eddie fully inside. Her need was as apparent as his own. His mouth glided over each breast, then her neck, before covering her mouth.
Eddie could feel Lauren's hips push harder against him. He surged forward, answering her call for more of him.
They grabbed at one another, rocking back and forth, both trying harder than the other to satisfy each other, and to be deeply connected. Each thrust, each sway of motion, destroyed all feelings of loneliness, replacing it with true love and desire.
They held on tight, gazes locked, bodies one, as they groaned simultaneously, satisfied and complete.
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Chapter 12Eddie stood in Lauren's kitchen. They were dressed, and ready for the day. He hadn't planned on spending the night, but after their lovemaking in the living room, there was no way he was leaving her.
He watched her, while she engaged in her morning routine. She was sexy, feminine yet tough, and authoritative. Especially with her hair pulled up tight and professional looking, her gun and badge clinging to her muscular, trim waist. Next to that were her handcuffs.
Her abs were impressive. She had to engage in some extreme workouts to get abs like hers.
He eyed her from head to toe, while he took a sip from the ceramic mug of coffee. Of course, it was a NYPD police mug. She was so gung ho, and all cop.
Today, she wore a pair of black pinstriped, slim-fitting dress pants, and a sheer green blouse that accentuated her jade eyes.
Lauren must have sensed him staring at her, because she looked at him, smiling. “What?"
He took a deep breath, and pulled her into his arms. “You're breathtaking, and so damn sexy.” He kissed her, pressing his body against hers, pinning her against the front of the kitchen counter.
He moved his mouth across her chin, then to her neck. For a second, she seemed lost in the power of his kisses, then she stopped.
She placed her hands against his shoulders. “We'll never get out of here, if you don't quit that. I've got a lot to do this morning, and you're not supposed to be at the department until 9:00 a.m."
Eddie reluctantly let her go. “You still want me to meet you there?"
"Yes, then we'll go over what we have with Jack and Tom."
"Fine.” He stole one last kiss.
They ventured out, in separate directions.
* * * *Lauren headed to the old restaurant supply building, in search of Salina Bard. The owner said she would be away for a few days, and there was no sense in trying her apartment downtown. She wasn't there.
She decided to head back to the precinct, to work on investigating Silver's family.
Eddie was with Tom, trying to track down some guy Ben Silver used to share an apartment with. Two hours into it, and no new clues. Everyone he was related to was deceased, it appeared.
"Still nothing, Lauren. I've tried the last two people, and they've either disappeared or died. Complete low lifes, really,” Lizzy told her, then took a slug of soda from the can.
"I hear you. Let's take a break. Do you want to grab something at the deli down the block? I want out of here, and it's gorgeous outside."
Lizzy agreed.
A couple of the male officers eyed both Lauren and Lizzy, as they made their way out of the building. Neither acknowledged it, until they were outside on the streets.
"How do you deal with that, Detective Phelps? The men are always drooling over you, and making comments.” Lizzy said.
"The same way you deal with it. I ignore it, and if and when the time arises for me to put them in their place, I do it. Believe me, most of the guys around here are respectful. It's a teasing type of thing,” she explained, as they walked toward the deli.
The sun was bright and hot, as usual. She was thankful there was no humidity today.
"Ever been approached by ... the higher ups?” Lizzy said, cautiously.
Lauren understood her meaning. “Sure have been, darling. Two times, and by the second time, he truly got the message I wasn't interested. Now, look where I am, and well respected, I hope, to boot."
"Oh, yes, ma'am, you are well respected. Everyone has great things to say about you."
"Will you please stop calling me ma'am? Let's stick with Lauren and Lizzy. I know you respect me, so please, call me Lauren, and when we're back inside, you can stick to protocol."
"Yes, ma ... Lauren.” Lopez smiled.
Lauren enjoyed her company, and the conversation.
They ordered their lunch, and sat down by the crowded counter in front of the window, appreciating the short break from the case, until a couple of other detectives came in.
The two guys worked narcotics, and did a bit of undercover work. One was Jose Pina, a very attractive Hispanic cop known for his fabulous acting skills. His partner, Freddie, was Italian, also good looking, and full of the Bronx attitude. The men eyed Lauren and Lizzy, then ordered lunch, and made their way toward them.
"Hey, Detective Phelps. Or, is it Lieutenant now?” Jose said, as he touched Lauren's hip, pretending to move her badge to get a better look at the label. He smiled and winked, using his typical flirtatious body language.
She smiled, laughed, then glanced at Lizzy.
"It's still Detective, Pina."
"Yeah, but third grade, and pretty impressive with your high profile case and all,” he added, as he pulled a stool over toward the counter, making himself at home. He winked at Lizzy.
Then Freddie Firelli did the same thing, pulling a chair out from the closest table.
"You looked fantastic on TV, Phelps. Everyone has been commenting,” Freddie told her.
Lizzy stayed quiet.
"I still think you look better in person. You're gorgeous, but you know that, Phelps, don't you?” Jose told her, and winked, then he took a bite of his cold cut, Hero sandwich.
"Thanks. I appreciate the compliment. So, how has life been treating you two guys? Still working the Celeste case, or do you got that all wrapped up?” Lauren bit into her tuna fish on pita bread.
"Yeah, we wrapped that up a few weeks ago. Thanks again for the help with Mr. Santiago. He was a tough one to crack. I'm telling you, Phelps, looks like your beauty combined with your natural police instincts are a lethal combination. Mmmmm.” Jose looked her body over.
Lauren rolled her eyes. “You're a piece of work, Pina. To think, some sophisticated, classy woman hasn't scooped you up. It's a sin.” Lauren winked at Jose, then took a sip of her ice tea. Lizzy laughed.
Both Jose and Freddie eyed Lizzy, as if wondering who she was, but she didn't seem interested in making any introductions.
"Who's the gnome?” Freddie said sarcastically, as he looked at Lizzy.
Lauren then made the introductions.
Jose starting flirting with Lizzy, and Lauren smirked when Lizzy gave him a feisty bit of Latin attitude. Jose backed off, but then Freddie attempted to make a move.
"Hey, Jose, can you fill me in on some information about Ecstasy? I really don't know that much about it,” Lauren said.
"What do you want to know?"
"Anything you can tell me."
"Well, let's see, there are numerous names on the streets for Ecstasy, starting from Ellie, Clear X, Liquid X, X-Rater, Liquid Dream, Scoop Her, or Get Her To Bed,” he said.
"Then there's Special K, K, OK, KO, Kid Rock, Ket Kat, and Make Her Mine,” Freddie added.
"There's a bunch of names, but no matter what you call it, when this shit gets into your system, you have no control. It's an odorless, colorless liquid that acts on the central nervous system as a depressant/anesthesia. The most common effects are euphoria, amnesia, intoxication, drowsiness, nausea, hallucinations, and severe respiratory depression. Can even cause comas."
"Oh my God, coma? So, how fast does it work?"
"It works really fast, within ten to fifteen minutes after ingestion. The effects last for three to six hours, when taken without alcohol, and thirty-six to seventy-two hours, when mixed with alcohol or other drugs. In very high dosages, a coma can occur within five minutes."
Lauren was even more disgusted with Ben Silver. The rage rose, as she continued to learn about his tactics. “It's clear you said, right? So, it's completely undetected, which means, buy your own drinks and keep the top covered."
"Unfortunately, yes. That's why it's known as the date rape drug. Once a woman is given it, there's no way she can stop a guy from taking what he wants, and more than likely, by the time the stuff wears off, she's unsure if what occurred was real or an illusion,” Freddie said.
"That's why they say if a woman feels that this happened to her, she should immediately go to the hospital, and have a rape kit done, as well as getting tested for date rape drugs. Even though the drug may not be detected in her system, and she may not recall giving consent, she still is considered raped, under the law,” Lizzy added, and both Freddie and Jose agreed.
"I appreciate the info, Jose.” Lauren took a sip of her iced tea.
"So, Phelps, when are you going to give up this whole ‘I ain't ever dating cops’ thing, and let me show you what you're missing?” Jose said, as Lauren and Lizzy got up from their seats.
"If the time ever comes, I'll let you know, Pina. For now, don't waste your breath. We've got to get back to work."
Lauren said goodbye, just as a few other street cops entered the deli. She and Lizzy acknowledged them, then made their way out of the deli and back to the precinct.
"You're good, Lauren, real good. I'd want to knock somebody out right now,” Lopez admitted.
"That wouldn't be the right move. You see, instead, I play nice. Keep them in my pocket, on the side, where I can use them for info, if necessary, and keep them in line. You and I interpreted that conversation completely different than they did. We got some information on Ecstasy, and our killer's personality. They got, ‘We just had lunch with two hot, untouchable female cops.’ That'll keep them on our side, for a while."
"You see what I mean? You are good. I never would have looked at it like that. I had fun, Lauren. Thanks."
"Me too. I have to admit, I'm usually hanging out with a bunch of guys. This is less nauseating.” They both laughed.
"Hey, Phelps, you got great timing. There's a Pam on the phone. Says you've been trying to contact her,” Jack told Lauren. He gave her a curious look, as if he wondered what she was up to.
She told him to connect the call to her desk.
* * * *Tom and Eddie entered the crummy apartment, located in a south Bronx neighborhood. The residents who hung out on the streets immediately identified them as cops.
Tom glanced at Eddie. The guy seemed to hold his own, even though he was a suburban detective. Coming to the city, and visiting the slums, wasn't exactly a daily routine for an upstate cop.
"You lost, pig?” the bum leaning against the entranceway said, as they approached.
"Take a walk.” Tom gave the bum an evil look, as he placed his hand on his revolver.
The bum put his hands in the air, then quickly vanished from the doorway.
"Nice neighborhood. I wonder what Silver's ex-roommate is going to look like?” Eddie said, sarcastically. Tom nodded, as if he wondered the same thing.
"This is a pretty shitty apartment building. The guy said he works at a club, near the Village. I heard of the place. It's known for supplying just about anything you're into,” Tom told him, as they made their way up the stairs.
Eddie obviously understood what Tom was talking about, and hoped the old roommate gave them some useful information.
They made it to the third floor, dodging garbage and massive rats along the way.
They were shocked, when the guy's door opened. The ex-roommate was well groomed, handsome, and dressed rather nicely. His whole apartment was immaculate, everything in order, and it didn't fit in with the rest of the complex, or the neighborhood.
"Detectives, please come in.” He acted suave, and rather fake, as if he were playing some kind of role in a play.
"It's Lieutenant McNulty and Lieutenant Tennellie,” McNulty said, emphasizing the ‘Lieutenant’ part. The guy seemed to get the message, and placed his hand over his heart.
Tom noted it was a rather feminine move, and he waited to determine if the ex-roommate was gay.
"Nice place you got here, Brady. Doesn't quite fit in the neighborhood,” McNulty said, as he moved around the apartment, looking for more signs that the kid was gay.
"Yeah, well, I still don't make enough to move uptown, or closer to the Village yet. Hopefully, in the next six months or so, that'll change. My roommate I had, for a few months, just left."
"Relationship troubles?” Eddie said, and McNulty smiled. He liked Eddie's line of questioning.
"How did you know? I'm not quite over him yet. He was special,” Brady said, and Eddie and Tom exchanged looks.
"We're sorry to intrude, Brady, but we were wondering if you could tell us a bit about Ben Silver? He was a roommate of yours for a while, right?"
"He sure was, until he started having a problem with me bringing guys around. The warehouse we rented together, with another guy, Ted, was huge, but Ben was big time homophobic,” Brady told him.
"Then why the hell would he move in with you guys to begin with?” Eddie said.
"It was Ted's idea, and pushing. We needed the extra roommate to help pay the rent. Ted worked with me at the club. He was such a great guy."
"Where's Ted now?” Eddie said.
"Oh, he was killed. Mugged one night, over a year ago. It was so terrible. His throat was slit with a box cutter."
Again, Tom and Eddie made eye contact. They asked Brady a few more questions about Ben, and whether he had any idea where Ben lived now. He gave the residence in Creek Valley that they already knew about.
They thanked him for his time, then headed back out to the car.
"So what do you think? Maybe Ben offed Ted because he knew something?” Eddie said.
"It's a possibility. It could be a coincidence, but as Phelps likes to say, ‘Leave nothing to coincidence.’ We'll check it out, back at the precinct,” Tom said, and they were on their way.
* * * *Lauren was still on the phone with Pam, a distant aunt of Ben Silver, when both Eddie and Tom walked into the office.
They smiled at her, then stopped to talk, over by Jack's desk.
She wrote down an address in Mount Vernon, and looked at her watch. She agreed on a time to meet, then hung up the phone.
Eddie and she made eye contact, and exchanged a smile.
"So, anything from the ex-roommate?"
Tom and Eddie began to fill her in.
"Great, another possible victim. This guy is intense. Are you running the case through the system?"
"That's what Jack is about to do, and I'm going to look into it more, as well. What about you?” Tom said.
"I just got off the phone with a distant aunt of Silver's. She lives in Mount Vernon. That's where I'm headed."
"Take Tennellie with you,” Tom said, and she shrugged her shoulders in compliance.
"That okay with you?” she asked Eddie.
"That's fine."
* * * *Eddie absorbed everything around him. He felt like he was in a different world, compared to his department. Walking down the hallway toward the elevator, he watched all the constant activity.
Lauren glanced over her shoulder, as they walked single file through the crowd, and past the elevator. She headed through the doorway, to the staircase, as other detectives and officers eyed her, then nodded in acknowledgements and hellos.
Glancing back, Eddie saw the men watching her backside, yet she didn't seem to notice, as she descended the stairs.
He felt the humidity immediately, as they made their way down the four flights of stairs. A stagnant smell consumed the whole building. It was old, and the majority of equipment in the offices upstairs was outdated. Sweat dotted his brow, and the perspiration penetrated through his dress shirt.
"Something wrong with the elevator, or is this how you workout?"
Lauren smiled, then moved closer to the wall with Eddie, as a group of higher ups made their way past them.
Not missing a beat, she tapped his arm. A signal for him to move in front of her. She spoke to him over his shoulder. “You don't want to ever take the elevator. It's slow as shit, and whether you're going up or down, in the summer months, it feels like you're headed toward purgatory."
Eddie glanced over his shoulder at her, giving her a look that said he wasn't sure if he believed her. She raised her eyebrows. A gesture that said, ‘maybe it's true, or maybe not.'
"Go try it out for yourself, if you don't believe me."
Either way, he noticed her tough demeanor, and knew he was dealing with Detective Lauren Phelps. He couldn't help but get turned on, and grow even more attracted to her, when she gave him this attitude.
Exiting the side doorway and the parking lot, the sun blared down on them. It felt as if they entered the Sahara Desert. Taking in the surroundings, he still couldn't get over the parking arrangements. Even when he was out with Tom this morning, he sat in disbelief that no one used individual spots, and basically parked door to door.
They entered the navy blue, unmarked police car. Eddie smelled the semi-fresh scent. A little Hawaiian girl, bikini and all, danced below the rearview mirror. It seemed to be the culprit of the partly pleasant scent. Although, a tinge of something foul also laced the air.
"A Hawaiian girl, huh?” Eddie raised his eyebrow at Lauren, wondering why she chose the thing. She maneuvered the car through the packed parking lot, and onto an even more congested street. “Not my idea, but the guys would kill me if I put something even remotely feminine in here. I saw that little lady at the bodega down the street, and grabbed it. No complaints yet.” She smiled, as they made their way through traffic and out of the city.
"Still smells like shit in here,” she added.
"Yeah, well I've been picking up on a lot of different scents."
A few times, his nose crinkled, and he practically held his breath.
"You get used to it, Tennellie. Sorry your senses are being assaulted."
He smirked, but was relieved to feel the cool air conditioning hit his warm cheeks.
Remembering the story Lauren told him and Ken back at their department, he quickly rolled up the window, only leaving a small crack of space.
Lauren laughed. Along the way, she told Eddie about various landmarks, and some of the good places to eat. He was shocked at the types of food she indulged in. Anything from Jamaican to Tai food, all the way to Mexican and Dominican food.
"If you eat all that shit, how the hell do you keep such tight abs?” he said, with a jealous tone lacing his voice.
"Kickboxing classes, and a shit load of crunches.” “Damn!"
He eyed her, and then licked his lips.
"None of that, Tennellie! We're working."
Eddie expressed his disappointment, but they continued their drive.
* * * *Lauren pulled the navy blue, unmarked police car up in front of the small house, just before downtown Mount Vernon. It used to be a cute little neighborhood many years ago, she could tell, but now most of the homes weren't well maintained, and a lot of gang bangers frequented the streets.
The house that Pam Kline lived in was run down, and appeared to be infested with cats.
She and Eddie walked up the old, broken, and cracked blacktop driveway, being careful not to trip in the holes.
The picket fence, along with the front gate, was dirty brown, and embedded in overgrown weeds. Grass clung to the gate's final hinge. It looked like its days were limited, and the next strong wind would be sure to lay it to rest.
The garbage-cluttered, wooden front porch wasn't any better. Both Lauren and Eddie cautiously stepped, one at a time, across each rotting plank of wood. Eddie knocked on the door.
A moment later, the door opened, and Silver's Aunt Pam, emerged looking just as weathered and unkempt as the house she resided in. An intense smell of urine and cat feces greeted them. Combined with the 90 F temperature, there was no way in hell she and Eddie were entering the house.
The older woman had nappy gray and black hair. It appeared infested with bugs, Lauren was certain. As she got a closer look, she saw the dirt on Pam's scalp, as well as her arms and neck.
The woman was thin, and her wrinkles were lined with dirt. It was nauseating.
"You da cop I spoke ta?"
When Lauren thought it couldn't get any worse, she was granted a closer look at the woman's nasty, yellowed teeth. She was sure Pam didn't know what a toothbrush was, never mind a dentist.
She also noted Pam's strange accent. It was a combination of the Bronx and intoxication.
Lauren questioned why the hell they were here? Still, she maintained her professionalism. “Yes, ma'am. I'm Detective Phelps, and this is Lieutenant Tennellie. We're conducting an investigation into your nephew, Ben Silver."
"Yeah, yeah, I know aw aboud dat. I seens da paypas. I knewd dat kid was gung be fucked up, if he survived, what his slut of a mudder put ‘em trough,” Pam told her, as she picked up one of the numerous, mangy stray cats that now walked around Lauren and Eddie's feet.
Eddie moved his foot, but Lauren seemed oblivious to the nuisance.
"Maybe you can tell us a little bit about Ben and his mother? Where he grew up, and if he owned any property anywhere?” Lauren asked.
"Day dudden't owned shit, and I haven't seen Ben since he wers a punk assed kud. That boy raised humself. I was married to his mudder's brudder, the low life asshole. I wasn't bout ta taken in no fucked up kid. Tat whole family needing ther heads exsamminned,” Pam carried on, as she snuggled her face against the cat she still held.
"You keep saying he was fucked up. What do you mean?” Eddie said.
Lauren was surprised he'd kept up with everything the old lady was saying. She wasn't sure if Pam's weird accent was the result of drunkenness, or a hangover
"I means dat kid was always messin round, abbusin tings, and de-stroying stuff. His mudder woud beat ‘im stupid, in between screwin round wit as many men as would have ‘er. Somehow, da kid started working, earnings his own money, and finisheded school. But, I ain't suprised he done started raping and killing women. The whole family was screwed up,” she repeated.
"Any idea if he owned other property, or a house somewhere other than Creek Valley?” Lauren said.
"I dunno shit, and I dun't care. Like I told yous, he raised humself, and I didn't want any part of it. Why dun't you come inside now? I gots cats ta feed.” Pam turned to head back inside the house.
"That's okay, Miss Kline. We got enough. We appreciate you taking the time to talk with us. If you remember anything else, please give me a call.” Lauren handed the lady her card.
Pam stared at it, then placed it in the torn pocket of the nightdress she wore. She rolled her eyes, and went back inside.
Lauren and Eddie got back into the car, thankful for the air conditioning, and to be away from the wicked stench.
"That was disgusting. How the hell does someone live like that? Isn't it a health hazard for the neighbors?” Eddie said, as they started to drive down the street.
A group of young guys stood on the corner, wearing their red bandannas, looking ready to carjack the vehicle. He placed his hand on his revolver.
"Right there, Eddie. Those are health hazards.” Lauren watched the gang, as she slowed the car down. They seemed like they could care less, exchanging evil looks, as she drove out of neighborhood.
"How the hell do you deal with this shit every day?” Eddie said.
"You get used to it,” She told him.
Then, they discussed the information from Pam, while on their way back to the precinct.
* * * *An hour later, Eddie headed back upstate, while Lauren and the others continued their investigation.
"Hey, Lauren, it looks like the roommate was killed. The file shows it as an isolated incident, and no suspects were ever found."
"So, it could've been our man?"
"Very good possibility. No fingerprints left behind, so we can't make a concrete connection. How did things go with the aunt?” Jack said.
She told him about the house, the neighborhood, and Pam Kline.
"How was Tennellie?"
"A little shell shocked, but he fell into the groove. I'm sure he'll be telling Ken and the guys stories, when he gets back."
They were laughing, when her cell phone rang. “Detective Phelps."
Music came through the receiver. “You're mine ... and we belong together..."
Lauren's mouth dropped open.
Jack took the phone from her. He listened in on the call, and waved Tom McNulty over. The phone disconnected, and there was no time for identification on the Caller ID.
"This is not good, Lauren. That was him,” Jack said, a bit too loud.
She grabbed Jack by the arm, and told him to be quiet. “You don't know that. I've had my face plastered all over the goddamn papers and television. Some asshole could just be messing around."
"No way. The public wouldn't know about the words,” Tom said.
"There's no need to freak out. That's what he wants. He wants to rattle me, get me to make a mistake, lose it, and I'm not going to."
"This is serious.” Tom said.
"It's not serious. Let's keep this between us, for now, and see what he does."
"No, Lauren, this is not a guy to mess around with. Is this the first time he's tried to contact you?” Jack said.
"Yes. What, do you think I wouldn't tell you? I didn't have to let you hear that call. I could have just hung up."
"Oh, so now you're working alone?” Tom said, raising his voice, and pointing his finger at her.
She looked around. Everyone was watching, obviously wondering what was happening. She touched Tom's hand, bringing down his finger.
"Of course not. I know this is serious, but let's be real. He wants me to play this sick game of his. First the locket, now the phone call. This could be our only way of catching him. Please, let's keep this between us."
Both Jack and Tom stood there, obviously thinking about it.
"For now, Lauren, but you go nowhere alone or without checking in,” Jack said.
"Fine,” she said, and they went back to work.
* * * *By 6:00 p.m., she headed home, accompanied by Jack. “This really isn't necessary. I'm armed, fully trained..."
"He's a psycho who cannot be underestimated. I'm not taking any chances."
Jack walked her to her front door. Tucked in the screen door, was a single red rose, and a cassette tape with her name on it.
"Don't touch it, Lauren. Let's call this in.” Jack pulled out his cell phone.
She grew angrier and angrier, as she pulled out her weapon and opened the front door.
"Wait."
She turned toward him. “No! He may be in there, Jack, and there are two of us. Let's go. You already called it in."
He nodded, then pulled out his revolver.
They slowly entered her house, hearing sirens in the distance. She flicked on the lights. There was nothing out of place. They followed one another room to room, prepared to fire. The first floor was clear. They made their way upstairs, to the bedroom.
She opened the door, and was shocked at the sight before her. Her negligees, undergarments, bras, and panties were torn and scattered around the bedroom. A three-foot tall, anatomically correct doll lay tied down on her bed. She was bound and chained up, like a sex slave.
Lauren shivered, as she heard the police sirens again. They were closer, now. Moments later, uniformed officers entered the downstairs. She placed her weapon back into the holster, as Jack went to let the other cops know the house was clear, and they were upstairs.
Tom McNulty and two patrol officers stood in the hallway, while Lauren just stared at the mess. She was stunned, horrified, that this monster had been in her home and touched her things.
Tom put his arms around her shoulders. “Let's get you downstairs, and get forensics in here."
She shrugged his hands away from her, in anger. “What for? We know it's him."
"Because we have to. Come on."
"No, Lieu. I want to be sure everything is done correctly. He left fingerprints. He doesn't care.” The technicians looked at her. She knew how she sounded.
"They'll do a good job, Phelps. Let's go.” She glanced at the people who filled her bedroom. She didn't mean to insult them. She just wanted the job done right.
"We'll take care of everything, Detective Phelps. No one messes with one of our own,” Luther, one of the technicians, said, with confidence.
The others in the room nodded in agreement, and went to work.
"Come on."
* * * *She stood in the living room, giving a report to the officer, and Jack did the same.
"You're staying at my place tonight,” Tom told her.
"No. I'm staying here, cleaning this mess up, and getting an early start in the morning."
"Why do you have to be so stubborn?"
Lauren's cell phone rang. At first, she was nervous that it could be the killer. That he would be playing the damn song again. But, the anger took control and she answered the phone firmly, while Tom listened in.
"Detective Phelps."
"Lauren! My God, it's Eddie. What's going on? Are you all right?"
"Eddie, how did you?” She stopped, and looked at Tom. He pretended innocence, shrugging his shoulders, then protected himself, as she attempted a right hook. She missed, and he laughed, then walked away.
"Lauren? Are you still there?"
"Yes, Eddie, I am. I'm sorry Tom called you. Everything is fine."
"No, it's not fine. I'm going to leave, now. I don't want you alone in that house. This is a major problem."
"I know that, but it's fine. Don't come here. You don't want to see this."
"Then you drive to my place, stay here tonight, and leave in the morning. I want to see you."
After another minute of arguing, she agreed. The truth was she felt violated, invaded, and as the house cleared of her fellow men and women in blue, she was no longer at ease.
"So, are you headed up north?” Tom said, after the forensics team finished up.
She gave him a dirty look, and he moved closer, so no one could hear. “I know you, kid. You're trying to act so damn tough, but this is not a time to handle things on your own. I like Tennellie, and I think you would be safe with him, at his place."
"Why did you call him? You had no right to interfere like that, Tom. I don't need a man to take care of me. I'm a trained professional."
"I know that, Lauren. So, don't even go there. You're stubborn as hell. Do you know that?"
She was still a bit angry. She wasn't sure where the relationship between Eddie and her was going, and now Tom wanted to play cupid.
He put his hand on her shoulder. “I called him because he had a right to know. He's involved with this case, too, and he cares about you, just like the rest of us.
So, go to his place, spend the night. No one but the three of us has to know."
* * * *Everyone cleared out of the house. Lauren and Tom cleaned up the remaining mess.
She held back the tears as she sorted her clothes, and lingerie that had been scattered around the room. She was so mad, she wanted to scream. The tears burned her eyes, but refused to fall.
As if sensing her anger, Tom attempted to lighten things up. “Hey, there's a positive side to all this mess."
She glanced over at him. He knelt on the floor, with a pile of her shirts, bras, and undergarments. Raising her eyebrow, she waited for his reasoning in making such a statement.
"I always wondered what bra size you were, and the type of panties you like to wear."
She threw one of her shoes at him. Tom attempted to dodge it, but his shoulder took the brunt of the hit. Laughing, he filtered through the pile of torn undergarments in front of him, on the floor.
"I bet I could make a lot of money selling these to the highest bidder."
"Tom!” she yelled at him.
He laughed, then she placed her hand on her firearm, by her hip, in warning. He released his hold on the garments, and raised his hands in the air, palm forward, giving up. She shook her head, while he continued to laugh, and made little comments to lighten her mood. He was a great friend.
She gathered what she could and packed a bag. He followed her in his car, until she was at the bridge. Then, she was on her own, to Eddie's. Eddie insisted that she keep the phone on, and he called her every ten minutes. She followed his directions, and met him at his house, outside of Ridgeburgh.
* * * *It was a warm, clear summer night. The stars shone brightly above, as Lauren drove through the town and the neighborhoods. She saw people outside, enjoying the weather. Parents sat on their front porches, watching their children play, or catch fireflies, as the night moved in. Teenagers and young college kids hung out in town, by the local theatre and mall.
Some yards had aboveground pools, and she noticed people night swimming. It was the perfect evening for such a pleasure.
The scene brought happy thoughts of childhood memories, and innocence lost from living life, with its ups and downs, its gains and losses.
Somewhere out there, on this breathtaking summer night, a killer stayed free, perhaps searching for his next prey. She felt him in the shadows, sensed his strength, his feeling of power.
Lauren wanted nothing more than to take that power away from him. Remove one more evildoer from the streets, allowing the community of people, young women particularly, to live in less fear.
She pulled into the private cul-de-sac, just outside of town. There was Eddie, leaning against his black Ford Explorer. He looked fantastic, in his dark blue jeans and a navy blue t-shirt. He told her to pull alongside his car in the driveway.
She stepped out of the car, wearing a designer pair of hip-hugger blue jeans and a champagne-colored, beaded camisole. Eddie gave her the once over and licked his lips, pulling her into his arms. He embraced her tightly, then his hands roamed possessively across her backside.
"Are you okay? I was worried,” he spoke softly, with obvious concern.
She kept her arms wrapped around his neck, then she hugged him again, surprised at how much she needed to be held by him.
* * * *Eddie slid his fingers through her long brown hair. He knew Lauren was tough. He didn't want to come across overly macho or possessive, but he couldn't help it. He was so concerned, so worried about her safety. He wanted to keep her right by his side, until this case was solved. With a woman like Lauren, that would never happen.
He possessively glided his hand across her backside, then stopped to let his hand linger, as if he had every right to, and it was the most natural thing to do.
"The jeans are nice, and you fill them in nicely, too."
She smiled. He let go of her to retrieve her bag from the car, then wrapped his arm around her waist and led her inside.
As soon as they were in the house, he pulled her close again, kissing her deeply.
"Damn it, Lauren, I don't like this. I don't like the game Silver is playing. Thank God he wasn't there waiting for you."
She placed her fingertips over his lips. “Please, let's not talk about it. I'm fine, and I'm here. Tomorrow, early, I'm headed back to the city. We're close. I can feel it. Now, show me around your home."
He kissed her one more time, and kept his hands on her hips. Her stomach was flat, and her arms defined, sexy, and glistening with some wonderfully scented perfume.
She grabbed his hand and started walking. His heart beat rapidly at the sight of her. All he wanted to do was hold her, protect her, but she was so independent. She had every right to be, and she had a role to play, and a job where the weak made mistakes. A mistake could mean the difference between life and death.
He tried his hardest to respect that side of Lauren, but he didn't want anything to happen to her. Maybe, if he had been just a bit more protective of Sarah, things would have turned out differently. He didn't want to make a mistake like that again, but how could Lauren understand his protectiveness, and need to keep her safe, if she had no idea about his past?
She turned back to smile at him, as they held hands and toured his home.
* * * *Eddie's home was a typical one level ranch, with lots of windows, and a large deck with a hot tub, in an enclosed area on the porch.
The kitchen was country style, with plaids, and Tuscan colors, and décor. He had a wine refrigerator, and all stainless steel appliances. The tile floor looked like natural stone, in beige and brown colors. It went wonderfully with the dark brown, marble counter tops.
Copper pots and pans covered the large pot rack that decorated the ceiling, above the rectangular island.
The living room had a stone fireplace, along with dark brown leather couches.
There was a great room Eddie used as an office and a workout area. It was loaded with free weights, workbenches, and various other machines.
Then, it hit her. She had to blink and take another look. Was it a wedding picture?
Eddie noticed her facial expression.
Lauren swallowed hard, moved closer, and took in the outdoor scene in the picture. Eddie was in a black tux, standing next to his bride, his wife.
She felt the pressure in her chest, as she placed her hand against her heart. She wasn't sure how to feel about it. He'd never mentioned a wife, or that he was married. Was he still married? Her shock turned to fear.
The woman in the picture was the complete opposite of Lauren. She had short blond hair, blue eyes, and was very thin. An attractive woman who looked amazingly happy, and so did Eddie.
"That's Sarah,” he said, interrupting her thoughts, and she turned to him. He took her hand in his. “I wanted to tell you. I wanted to tell you a lot, but, I was ... scared."
He touched her chin, and looked down into her eyes. “We were married for a year, had dated for two before that. She was a wonderful woman. Kind, caring, gentle, and a nurse at the local hospital."
"What happened to her?"
"One night after work, she was coming home from the hospital, and I was working on a case. Someone broke into the townhouse we were living in, about three miles from here. She was raped and murdered."
"Oh my God, Eddie. That's terrible. When did this happen?” She still held his hand.
"Over four years ago. You have no idea how hard it was for me to come to your hotel room that night. Not to mention, when I showed up at your home."
"I could tell something was stopping you. It was as if you were afraid."
"I was afraid, and I felt guilty. These are feelings I've had for too long. You've taken all that away. You made me open up my heart. You've taught me to love again."
Lauren hugged him, held him close. “I'm glad you told me. Now I understand, and I'm sorry I got so mad at you that night."
"No, please. I'm sorry, and I hope it doesn't bother you too much that I was married before. I know there's a big age difference between us."
"I don't mind, and I don't think the age difference really matters. Do you?"
"No, come here.” He pulled her body against his.
As he held her against his chest, she felt their connection, their bond. After his revelation of the truth, and telling her how his wife was murdered, she had a better understanding of his personality. She couldn't even imagine being married and having her spouse murdered. The tears stung her eyes, threatening to escape, but she couldn't do that.
The sensation of Eddie's hands caressing her shoulders, her back, then waist had her sighing against his chest. Allowing her hands to roam across his backside, she heard, and felt, his heartbeat increase. He gently kissed her forehead, her cheek, and along the base of her neck.
Rolling her head back to give him better access, she closed her eyes, and allowed him to ease her mind, after the evening's events.
His lips covered hers, while his arms picked her up off the floor.
A small gasp of surprise escaped her. Widening her eyes, she caught Eddie's gaze, and it burned with need. The same she was certain hers reflected. He smiled.
She held onto his neck, kissed his chin, his clean-shaven jaw, then back to his lips, as he carried her down the long hallway and into the master bedroom. Scanning the room, she found there was a king-size bed, framed by four solid, wide, wooden posts. The detail around the frame was classy and masculine, done in a checkered pattern. The rest of the furniture was coordinated perfectly. The window treatments were navy blue and burgundy plaid, with dark wooden blinds.
Eddie put Lauren down, and stood in front of her. Caressing her arms, gliding the palms of his hands over the silk camisole, he inhaled.
"Sexy as damn hell” he whispered, before kissing her again, across her lips, then to her jaw, and neck. Slowly, he made his way, precisely finding every curve of her shoulder, then her chest.
He moved the straps to her champagne camisole off her shoulder, nibbling the small protruding bone, then lowered it, until the voluptuous mound of flesh emerged, free and unrestrained.
"No bra. Very sexy,” he whispered, in a sultry voice that did a number to her thighs.
Meticulously, he sucked and nibbled, as he wrapped his arms around her waist. He closed the distance between their bodies, and molding his mouth against her breast. He moved over to her left side, equally feasting on her other breast, before making his way up her shoulders, back to her neck.
The tiny chills ran over her entire body, as Eddie pulled the camisole completely off her. His hands reached for her jeans. He unbuttoned, then unzipped them quickly, appearing delighted at the raspberry material underneath.
Lauren pulled Eddie's shirt from his jeans, and ran her hands through the tiny brown curls peppered across his muscular chest. She didn't bother to kiss and nibble his neck first, as he had done to her. Instead, she went right for his chest, taking the small pink flesh between her teeth, nibbling lightly, then harder.
He lifted her up, and covered her mouth with his, as he ran his finger across the waistband of the raspberry string bikini she wore. His large, solid hands caressed each cheek as he removed the panties. They fell sideways, in an embrace, to the bed.
She sat on top of him, straddling his hips. He pulled her closer. They were chest-to-chest, flesh-to-flesh, breathing steady and controlled.
Their kissing intensified, their bodies in need of more, but Lauren continued to tease him, to test his tolerance. She kissed his neck, his torso, then lower, finally taking him into her mouth.
* * * *Eddie moaned with delight, glided his fingertips through her hair, smelling her shampoo, and the essence of their shared desire. He wanted to be inside her, claiming her as his own, making her only ever want him.
The feelings, emotions, and need to possess all of her were immense. She looked up at him, as if sensing his feelings. Her eyes were wild with lust. He took this moment, this opportunity, to take control, grabbing her hips, and rolling her to her back.
Long brown curls scattered across his pillow. He held her hands a moment, then tested her tolerance as well, scooting down, while his tongue and lips made their way to what he craved the taste of.
She closed her eyes and grabbed Eddie's hair. She was so responsive.
"Now, Eddie, please.” She panted.
He glanced up, smiled, then glided his way over her skin with his tongue and lips. Getting in position, he moved his hips against hers, instantly entering her. They both sighed in relief and pleasure.
Their hands instinctively entwined, their gazes locked, and their bodies swayed in their rhythm, fulfilling their every need and desire to be one. The motion increased in speed, their mouths dried, their hearts pounded, as the ultimate, simultaneous climax overcame them both, in an explosion.
Then Eddie fell against her, breathless, with his mouth pressed against her silky skin.
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Chapter 13It was 5:00 a.m. Lauren got out of Eddie's bed. She started to get dressed, when she heard him behind her.
"You sure you got to go?” He sounded tired. His voice was husky.
She turned toward him, as she pulled up her jeans and clasped the button. The sheets barely covered his waist, and she fought the urge to jump back into bed with him.
"I have to, Eddie. We should be careful about this, for now, I mean.” She picked the camisole up off the floor.
He got out of bed, pulled on a pair of boxer shorts, and came toward her. She stood there, holding the camisole against her bare chest, while he stood in front of her.
He wasn't afraid to speak his mind, or make known his intentions to her. “You mean you don't want anyone to know about us?"
"It's bad enough Tom knows, and Jack has his suspicions. We should wait until the case is over."
Eddie pulled Lauren closer. He ran his fingers under her hair, holding the base of her head and neck, while his other hand and arm wrapped around her waist.
"I know you're right. I just love the way you make me feel, and I'm worried about you. I don't want you to leave."
Eddie began kissing her again, pulling her body against his, and taking the camisole away from her chest. He squeezed her tighter, her naked breasts against his flesh. The palm of his hand lay against her ribcage, as his other hand massaged and stimulated her breast, in preparation for his mouth.
Once his tongue hit her flesh, she gave in.
"A little longer ... then I have to go,” Lauren whispered, and Eddie moved her back onto the bed.
* * * *An hour later, Lauren left Eddie's place. She didn't head straight back to the city. Instead, she headed toward the River Point Police Department, and directly to her father's office.
"Well, look who it is? My God, woman, you look fantastic!” Steven Soranno told Lauren, as they met outside the police station.
They embraced one another.
"Thank you, Steven. You look great, too. How is Victoria?"
"She's good. We should try to get together for dinner. You should come by our place."
"That sounds like fun. I'll call Tory when I get a chance."
Steven gave her a sideways glance. “Oh, I won't hold my breath."
Lauren smiled. “I know. I've been kind of busy and all, but I promise to call. We will get together. You know, Victoria and I already discussed this on Memorial Day?
So, what brings you to the department today? A big head honcho meeting, or something?"
"Actually, I just stopped by to see your dad. We made plans for lunch later in the week."
"Sounds good."
"What about you? Got plans with your dad?"
"No, I didn't even call him to let him know I was coming. I've been working with the Ridgeburgh Police Department on a case."
"Yeah, he mentioned that. I also saw you on TV. You looked great. I bet they'll ask you to be the spokesperson for all the high profile cases,” Steven teased, and winked.
"Let's hope not. There's too much pressure, and the damn media is always trying to catch you off guard, reveal secret information, or twisting words. Did you notice that I haven't been quoted, or done any articles in the paper? I'm not taking any chances."
"So, you're getting used to throwing around the words no comment?"
"Exactly,” she said, and they laughed.
"Well, it sounds like a tough case, and this guy you're after sounds ruthless. I hope you catch him soon."
"He is ruthless, but we'll catch him. I'm determined."
"Good for you. Well, I have to get going. You better give Tory a call. I expect concrete plans once this case is over."
"You got it."
They hugged again, then Steven left.
Ruthless was an understatement, as far as she was concerned. She now knew, first hand, Ben Silver thought he was above the law. He didn't value life or give it much thought. Instead, he continued to take lives, destroy families, and cause so much pain and sadness. She wanted to stop it, and she wanted to understand Ben Silver's way of thinking.
Lauren entered the front door to the department. The place was busy, and many gazes turned her way, as she walked to the front desk. Immediately, she was recognized. A few police officers came over. Some were friends from high school, while others just knew her as Don Phelps’ daughter, the NYPD detective.
"Hey, Lauren Phelps, you looking for your dad?” Sergeant Conway asked.
"Yes, I am. Is he in his office?"
"Sure is. You go right ahead. By the way, you look great on television, but even better in person.” She smiled, and thanked him.
Lauren made her way to her father's office. She knocked first. Her father opened the door.
"Wow! What a surprise. Does your mom know you're in town?” He gave her a hug and a kiss. She sat down in the chair in front of his desk.
"No, she doesn't. No one does, really."
"Oh, you're sneaking around now? Things must be intense?” He sat back down.
She looked at the pictures he always kept on his desk. There was one with her, her brother Dave, her mom, and her dad on her parents’ thirty-fifth wedding anniversary, from three years ago. Then, there was a picture of her and her father in uniform, when she graduated from the New York City Police Academy.
"So how are things going? This guy you're after is an intense individual, huh?"
"He sure is.” Lauren moved forward in her seat. She wondered why she came here, before heading back into the city. Her mind was all over the place. Was this some kind of sign? Go see your father, your family before it's too late?
Did her father have some kind of special powers, or abilities, to help her solve this case, find the killer, and bring justice to their families? Maybe she just needed to feel safe, to feel that special strength, power, and love that a father and daughter share.
She was a grown woman, a homicide detective no less, so why this sudden feeling of weakness and uncertainty? She was well trained, had been on the job since she turned twenty, so what was the deal? Was Silver breaking her down?
"Lauren, you didn't hear me. Do you need to talk?"
She saw the concern on his face. She knew she needed to gain back that control she once had. She didn't want her father to worry. It was hard enough, not telling him Silver had invaded her home, mocked her.
"This guy is a psychopath, and I know that. I guess I'm just a little frustrated. I don't know.” She leaned back in her chair.
Her father watched her. She was trying to act tough, but she knew she needed him. “Lauren, you know what kind of a person this Silver guy is. You are correct in labeling him a psychopath, but he's an organized serial killer out to cause shock, rattle you, and the other detectives working this case. To keep you off balance. You can find this guy."
"I don't know why I'm questioning my abilities.” She wondered if meeting Eddie, and opening up her heart to him right now, caused these feelings of vulnerability? Now was not the time for this.
"It's perfectly normal to react this way. You and I respect life. We respect the fact we all have the right to live our lives, do the right thing, and abide by the laws.
"Unfortunately, there are people out there who don't value life, who don't believe in the law, and only believe in the power they feel when they commit murder. Think about it. To us, these killings are senseless acts, but to the serial killer, he has the power over life and death. He's in control, and that control, that feeling, and the belief no one can stop him, makes him feel untouchable."
"I want to find him and stop him. He's playing a game with us now, and I don't want anyone else to get hurt."
"That's understandable. You know, usually these types of offenders don't just wake up one day and decide to kill."
"I know that. I'm sure he's had his share of willing partners, women who enjoy the roughness, and getting dressed up as he requires. That's why I want to try and question some of the female employees he worked with. It's just a hunch, but maybe he was involved with one of them. I don't know."
"Sure you do, honey. That sounds like a great idea. A lot of times, people like this have a secret location, or a hideout area, where they feel safe and uninhibited. You're a great detective. All this digging around and gut feelings, or instincts, if you want to call them that, usually pay off. You're doing exactly what you are supposed to be doing. You will get this guy because you're good, and you're working with some of the best detectives.
"Actually, I received a few phone calls from some higher ups, both the city and locally. They're impressed with your work. You can get this guy, kiddo. I know you can."
Lauren stood up. It was getting late, and she needed to get into the city, and to the warehouse.
"Thanks for the pep talk, Dad. I needed it."
"Anytime, sweetheart, and remember, you're not just a cop, you're a cop's daughter."
Lauren smiled, then gave her dad a hug. He had the most amazing power, and he didn't even realize it.
She said goodbye, and headed into the city. She had a new hope, a new sense of commitment, responsibility, and determination.
She thought about her dad, and their relationship. He was always there for her, to guide her, pick her up when she fell, or felt she failed. His smile alone, at just the precise time, empowered her, gave her that extra kick to accomplish the task at hand, and to succeed. She decided that once this case was over, she'd make serious plans to spend some quality time with her family and friends.
* * * *Lauren sat outside of the commercial building, in the Bronx watching the employees enter for work. She waited, for one in particular. The young woman who wouldn't admit to knowing Ben Silver, even though Lauren had a hunch she did.
It was 9:00 a.m., and she wondered if she were given the wrong information about the girl's work schedule.
She thought about last night with Eddie, and how hard it was to leave him this morning. He didn't want her out of his sight. They actually argued about it. He was worried and fearful. She knew it had a lot to do with what happened to his wife, Sarah.
She figured she needed to cool things off with Eddie. Silver was playing games, and now she needed to get her mind focused, to be sure to catch his mistake, when he made it. As perfect as Silver thought he was, he would screw up, and she would be there to catch him.
She had a job to do, and finding Ben Silver any way she could was all that mattered right now.
By 9:30 a.m., she figured the girl was a no show. She remembered the business owner saying, sometimes, Salina Bard didn't show up for work.
The dispatcher interrupted her thoughts. They were trying to locate her. She wondered why Tom hadn't called her on her cell phone. As she reached down to her hip, she realized it wasn't there.
"Shit."
She responded to the dispatcher, and was connected to Tom.
"I thought I told you to go nowhere alone, or call in first. I tried your cell phone, and got your voice mail. I'm in the car. Where are you? I'll meet you right now,” he told her.
She understood his concern, told him where she was, and that she left her cell phone at home, without realizing it.
Tom sighed, in obvious relief.
"I don't think she's showing up today, Lieu. I'm going to give her a couple more minutes. Then, I'm headed back to the 53rd."
"I'll be there in ten,” he told her. There was no use in arguing with him.
He radioed out, and Lauren couldn't help but smile. Tom was a good friend. She knew he would do anything for her, just like she would do for him.
She heard, then saw, a beat up, eighties’ looking Bronco pull into the parking lot at full speed, The driver swerved its front end into a tight parking spot. They nearly took out the car one space over.
Salina Bard stepped out of the vehicle, wearing a short, red miniskirt and a tight, black blouse, along with very high heels.
Lauren didn't think the outfit was suitable for a profession such as a secretary. A different profession came to mind, though.
She waited a moment, then followed Salina, who walked to the side of the building, instead of the main door. Lauren approached the corner, then made the turn, surprising the three people huddled in the group there. She was surprised, as well.
Everyone halted.
Lauren eyed the narcotics Salina held in one hand, as well as the money the other two guys held out to her.
"What the hell is this?” Salina yelled out, obviously trying to act tough, then she dropped the drugs and ran for the gate. The other two guys did the same, but ran in different directions.
Lauren grabbed the bag of drugs, and went after Salina. She smiled, knowing there was no way the girl could get away, or run that fast, in the heels she wore.
She caught up with Salina quickly, and she grabbed her by her poorly dyed, red hair, yanking her to the ground.
Salina kicked and screamed, nearly making contact with Lauren's face with her fist. Lauren retaliated with a right hook to Salina's cheek, then a forearm to her nose. The blood splattered. Salina gave up, and laid flat on the ground. Lauren pulled out her handcuffs and arrested Salina.
Afterward, she reached down for her cell phone, and realized, once again, she left it at home. She cursed the situation, until the owner came out, declaring he'd called the cops, and that Salina was fired.
* * * *A few minutes later, Tom and Jack met her at the scene, and she went over what happened. One look at Salina, and both Jack and Tom smiled at one another.
"That's a nice ‘collar’ you got there, Phelps, with a drug deal like this. The school yard, right around the corner, is an awesome arrest,” Tom told her, and she winked, as she finished speaking to the responding officers.
"Looks like you can add resisting arrest and assaulting an officer,” Jack added.
"Not assaulting an officer. She never had a chance.” Lauren gave Salina a dirty look, as the patrol officer placed her in the back of a patrol car.
"What were you doing down here?” Tom said.
Lauren explained her theory about Salina possibly knowing more than she'd let on.
"You want to question her a little? Maybe find out what Silver was into, before murder?” Jack said.
"That, and maybe there's a place he likes to act out his sexual fantasies. You remember all those X-rated videos and home movies you found at Silver's apartment? They were taken at a different location than his apartment. Maybe Miss Fake Redhead/Miniskirt has an idea? Let's thoroughly question her. We'll talk to the D.A. and see if we can negotiate Salina's charges. Promise her that if she talks, and gives us some useful info, we'll make sure the judge goes easy on her."
"Sounds good. We'll head back over."
"Oh, shit! Wait a minute. I left my cell phone at home. I'll go run by to get it, while you guys take her in and start questioning her. First, I'll wrap things up here.” Lauren headed over to the patrol car.
* * * *Officer Lizzy Lopez finished taking a shower and getting something to eat, then started looking for her necklace again. She'd almost finished her third bottle of water, and placed the plastic bottle onto the dresser.
She prayed to Saint Anthony—the saint of lost things and lost people—multiple times, to try and locate the heart locket her father had given her, when she graduated from the police academy. She was his only daughter. Her three brothers were cops, just like her dad.
He wasn't too happy his little girl wanted to get involved with law enforcement, but with her natural instincts, Latin attitude, and street savvy ways, she was going places in the department, and there was no doubt in anyone's mind.
The locket just seemed to disappear into thin air. It had been two days ago since she noticed it was missing. Lizzy searched through her jewelry.
Her stomach started acting up, and her head felt funny. She reached for the dresser, missing it completely. As she looked into the mirror, it appeared to move. It started to spin, and she couldn't focus.
She held onto the maple dresser, when she finally got a hold on it, and nearly fell across it, knocking everything onto the rose-colored carpeting.
"The lovely Officer Lopez. How do you feel?"
The voice seemed to echo through her bedroom. She wondered if she was imagining it?
"Let me help you,” he called to her. She swung away from the dresser, staggering toward the figure she wasn't sure was real or a hallucination.
She never felt anything like this before. It was as if she floated, was intoxicated. Lizzy made contact with the man in her room—a tall, thin figure. Her body was engulfed in fear.
She tried to fight, but she was weak, and slow in her reaction and timing. There wasn't a chance in hell she could defend herself. She realized, he'd drugged her.
* * * *Ben Silver stood there, watching Lizzy fight against herself. He knew she didn't have a chance. He was cutting it close, was short on time, and he still had the remainder of his plan to accomplish.
She crawled across the floor, and reached under her bed for something. Silver could see she used all her strength to stay focused, as she turned to raise the gun and aim at him. Quickly, he reacted, and knocked her over the head with his gun.
* * * *It was after 10:00 a.m., when Tom arrived with Salina, back at the 53rd Precinct.
"Where do you want her, Lieutenant?” The officer asked, and Tom told him to place her in an interrogation room, down the hall.
"Should we wait for Lauren?” Tom asked Jack.
"She said to get started without her. I hate when I forget my cell phone, and especially during morning commuter traffic. We won't see her for a while."
Suddenly, both his and Jack's cell phones began ringing. They looked at one another, both obviously sensing it wasn't good news. The information came in by an anonymous caller, stating Officer Lizzy Lopez was the next victim. The police were dispatched immediately, to her apartment, where they found evidence of a struggle.
"Jack, you head down to the interrogation room, and start finding out what you can from this Salina chick. I'll head to Lopez's place, to make sure everything is finger printed and bagged."
"I'll call Lauren, and let her know what's up,” Jack said.
They headed their separate ways.
* * * *Lauren sat in traffic. She was minutes from her house.
She hated that damn cell phone, but it was necessary, so she waited, losing more patience by the minute. She wanted to question Salina, but they couldn't do anything without the D.A.'s approval anyway, so she had some time to spare. She knew she was just anxious.
After a good thirty minutes, she arrived at her house. The neighbors had left for work, and the streets were quiet. As she entered, her cell phone and her house line started to ring. She ran through the front entrance, not bothering to close the door behind her.
"Hello!” She answered the house line, out of breath.
"Lauren, it's Jack. I got bad news."
She stopped, not moving from the kitchen. “What is it?"
"He's got Lopez. Tom's headed to her house now. We just got the call a little while ago."
Lauren felt sick. Her heart felt like it dropped, and she felt completely responsible. She got Lizzy involved in this case. She prayed the decision didn't get Lizzy killed.
She reached into the refrigerator for a bottle of water.
"What about Salina? You have to question her now, Jack. She knows where we can find him."
She stared at the bottle cap a moment, and noticed the plastic seal was broken. She barely heard Jack speaking. Opening the refrigerator door, she found three other bottles with their seals broken.
The chills ran over her body. The killer had been in her home again.
"Hold on a second, Jack,” she whispered.
"What is it? What's wrong?"
"He's been in my house again. The water bottles have been tampered with. I'm checking the upstairs.” She drew her weapon from its holster.
"Wait for backup, Lauren!"
She heard Jack scream to the other detectives, “Call in a ten-thirteen, officer needs assistance, to Detective Lauren Phelps’ home residence."
Lauren placed the phone down, and made her way up the stairs. Her heart thumped hard, and her mind focused on Lizzy Lopez.
Lizzy was her responsibility, and now Silver held her, somewhere. If she got her hands on him, she'd kill him. That was her initial thought, until she entered her bedroom.
She pushed the bedroom door open, and found Lizzy Lopez crunched up in the fetal position, on the floor. Running to her to check her pulse, Lauren was relieved to discover she was still alive.
There was a huge gash across Lizzy's head. As Lauren went to reach for her cell phone, she heard the sirens coming up the main street.
"Phelps, are you in here? Are you okay?” Officer Guy Johnston, Lizzy's partner yelled.
"I'm up here. I need an ambulance,” Lauren called back to him.
* * * *"This is crazy. It's like he intended to go after Lauren, and then went after Lopez instead,” Eddie said.
He stood in Lauren's kitchen along with Jack and Tom. The forensics team was collecting evidence, and removing all the bottles from the refrigerator. They had fingerprints all over them, and everyone knew they would turn out to be Silver's prints.
"Who's with Lauren at the hospital?” Eddie said.
"Officer Johnston, and another officer. Lauren was pretty shaken up. She feels responsible. That's Lauren. She's a very compassionate person, tough as nails, stubborn,” Tom said.
Eddie grinned. “I noticed that pretty quickly."
Tom laughed.
Eddie made sure no one was in earshot, when he spoke to Tom. “Hey, I appreciate you calling me the other night. I would have been going out of my mind, worrying about Lauren's safety. If I'd have headed here anyway, she would've been furious."
"Hey, with a woman like Lauren, you need reinforcements. You don't handle her, she handles you. She's independent. Man, she can be fierce sometimes,” Tom said, looking rather serious. Eddie figured the comment was from personal experience.
Eddie smiled. These were all qualities he never thought he'd admire, or love, in a woman. “I'm going to head over to the hospital now. Please, keep me updated."
"Hey, Tennellie. What are we going to do about Lauren? She's not going to want protection. She's got some crazy, gung-ho ideas, you know?"
"She'll have no choice, if I have anything to say about it."
Tom shook his head, as if to say Eddie didn't have a chance.
Eddie walked out of Lauren's home, and headed to his car. He knew Lauren wasn't one to be told what to do. The situation would have to be handled delicately.
He looked around, one last time, before heading to the hospital. Her house was a crime scene, a chaotic mess of personal invasion. She wouldn't take that lightly. No cop would. He took a deep breath, and prepared himself for the confrontation with her. It would be hell.
* * * *Lauren stood by Lizzy's bed, along with two nurses. The Ecstasy had already kicked in, and Lizzy was hallucinating. The bruises on her face were intense, but at least there were no broken bones. Silver had restrained her by her wrists and ankles, but the rape kit done showed no signs of sexual assault. Lauren was relieved.
She took in every action, every effect the Ecstasy had on Lizzy. She recorded it in her mind, already forming a plan.
Silver would go down, and she was willing to do anything to catch him.
Finally, after a good hour or so, Lizzy started to calm down. She relaxed, and fell into a deep sleep. The doctor came in to examine her again. Lauren headed out the door.
* * * *"How is she, Detective Phelps?” Officer Johnston said. His face was filled with obvious concern for his partner. The partner Lauren had taken away from him, and had nearly gotten killed.
"She'll pull through, Johnston. She's a fighter."
"Thank God she's alive. That guy could have...” Johnston couldn't finish his sentence, it seemed. He just looked at the floor.
Lauren put her hand on his shoulder. “She's going to be all right, Johnston. We're going to catch this guy."
"I know you will, Phelps. You live for this."
The words echoed in her head. You live for this. She lived for it, all right. She allowed it to consume her life, her every thought and action.
"Lauren!"
When she heard her name, she turned around, and was surprised to see Eddie.
"What are you doing here?” She felt defensive.
"I heard you were here with Lizzy. I just came from your house. How is she?” Eddie tried to console her by touching her hand, but she pulled away.
"She'll pull through.” Lauren glanced around to see who was watching.
Johnston hadn't noticed a thing, apparently. He just stayed by the door, waiting on an update.
Lizzy's brothers arrived, as well as her parents. Two of her brothers were in police uniform, but the oldest was in plain clothes. Lauren knew he worked in the Robbery Division, as a detective.
They acknowledged Lauren, and Lizzy's brothers introduced her to their parents.
"Dad, this is Detective Lauren Phelps. She's the one Lizzy told you about,” Carmen said. The tall, large Hispanic man reached his hand out to her.
"It's an honor to meet you, ma'am. Lizzy told us all about you. Thank you for everything.” He shook her hand.
Lauren was shocked Lizzy's family didn't hate her. “Please, Mr. Lopez, it's an honor to meet you. You got yourself one tough daughter. I couldn't have asked for a better cop to assist me with this investigation. I'm so sorry this happened.” Her voice cracked
Apparently noting her reaction, Lizzy's family moved closer to her.
Lizzy's mother grabbed her hand. “This is not your fault, darling. Our Lizzy was thrilled to be involved with the case. That you gave her a chance to show her abilities, and her instincts. You gave her opportunity. Don't feel that you are to blame. It's that madman, who's still loose out there."
The sons and husband agreed.
"We know this is an intense case, and we're glad our sister is safe. You do what you have to do to catch this guy. If you need any help, just ask,” Carmen said. Lauren thanked them.
"You can go in to see her two at a time, but she's still experiencing some side effects from the drug she was given,” the nurse told the Lopez family. Both Mr. and Mrs. Lopez entered first.
Lauren walked down the hallway, toward the back door. She needed some air, some time to think.
Just as she leaned against the outside concrete wall, the metal doors opened, and Eddie walked out. He looked at her, but she refused to look at him. Again, he tried to touch her, but she turned away.
"Lauren, I want to help."
"No! I don't want this right now. I need to focus on what has to be done."
"What do you mean you don't want this right now? You mean us? This relationship? You need me right now, whether you want to admit it or not."
She looked up into those beautiful eyes of his. Damn it, he was right. It would be so easy to weaken, fall into his embrace, and pretend today didn't exist. She couldn't, though. There was way too much to get done.
Eddie moved closer. She put her hands against his chest, trying to stop him, but it was no use. He held her hands, then embraced her.
She stayed silent, although her mind didn't. Words chanted through her head: Ben Silver. Killer. Ecstasy. Lizzy. You live for this. You belong to me.
Then, images of her bedroom, and torn clothing. Lizzy lying there, bleeding, hallucinating, at the hospital. She saw Silver's face, him laughing at her, taunting her. Lauren closed her eyes.
"It's okay. Everything is going to be okay,” Eddie whispered against her forehead. He kissed her lips.
She pulled away, turning to the side. “I have to go back to the department. They're interrogating the woman I believe can help us find Silver, but I want to check in on Lizzy."
"I'm sure Jack and Tom can handle it for a while. I need to head back north and check on those tire tracks, and the make of the car. Make sure you call me,” he told her, as they walked back into the hospital.
But, Lauren barely heard him. Her attention was drawn to the scene up ahead. Mrs. Lopez was crying.
She ran down the hallway, with Eddie following. “What's going on?"
Johnston spoke first. “The doctor is in there. They think she went into a coma."
* * * *Eddie headed back to Ridgeburgh. He wasn't too happy about it. He wanted Lauren to come with him, but she stayed at the hospital with the Lopez family. He had to keep reminding himself that Lauren was a cop, a trained detective, not some fragile woman who needed his protection.
Damn it, this is crazy. He cared about her, wanted her to be his, yet her job, her hazardous occupation, was her whole life. He damned her stubbornness at first, then realized they were one in the same. The job was his life, too. Everything else came second. That's why he wasn't home with Sarah that night. The job kept him away from her, away from their home. Now, some psycho was after Lauren. He knew it, had the heads up, and yet his hands were tied.
He banged his fist down on the dashboard. There had to be some way to protect her, to make her see it wasn't some macho male ‘you can't handle this because you're a woman’ type of thing. What if something happened to her because he stayed at a distance, like she wanted? He was becoming increasingly frustrated with the situation.
He needed to focus on finding Silver's hideout. He would continue the investigation on their end, and try to locate Silver's hideout location.
* * * *Back in the 53rd Precinct, Jack was going over the VI-CAP cases, when he came across a murder in Ridgeburgh from four years ago. He was shocked, when it turned out to be a woman by the name of Sarah Tennellie. As he further investigated, he realized it was Eddie's wife who was the victim, and that her killer was never found. There was a semi-partial print at the scene, but no match in the system, until now. As Jack researched the case more deeply, it became apparent Ben Silver was responsible for the murder of Sarah Tennellie.
* * * *Jack got ready to question Salina, when Tom appeared by his desk. He gave the new information to Tom, who was just as shocked.
"Holy shit. I had no idea his wife was murdered. Do you think Lauren knows?"
"I don't know, but it looks like Silver is the one responsible for murdering Eddie's wife."
Tom looked over the case file, and all the notes from the investigating detectives.
"It states that she was raped and murdered. Why didn't he act out his fantasies, like with the others?” Jack said, as Tom continued to read.
"This happened four years ago. It was probably his first kill. Maybe he needed the time to come up with a better plan. Maybe the husband coming home, or something, freaked him and made him rush. Who knows."
"Or, maybe he was satisfied with knowing that he killed a top cop's wife, and got away with it. Tennellie has quite the reputation, you know, and Silver, I'm sure, is like most organized offenders. He wants to cause upset, chaos, and confusion. His first kill, and he got away with it. The victim's husband is a detective, no less, and even he can't catch his wife's killer. That success gave him the confidence he needed."
"We have to call Lauren. We need to tell her about this, and we need to tell Tennellie,” Jack said.
"Maybe we should have his partner do it."
"Whatever you think, Tom. I'll call Lauren."
"I'll call Eddie,” Tom said.
* * * *Interrogation Room Three
"We got your ass on multiple counts, Salina. We're talking ten years minimum,” Jack said, as he questioned her.
"What do you want from me? I didn't do shit.” Salina gave him a wicked look.
He wanted to beat it out of the low-life, trash bimbo, but he knew that wouldn't help him find Silver any faster. He needed to be patient. This was their only hope.
"Let's not play this game, Salina. You know the drill. You've been busted before. This time, you were dealing on the same block as an elementary school. You ran from a police detective, resisted arrest, and attempted an assault on a detective. I'd say you're up shit creek."
Salina rolled her eyes, but Jack could tell she was thinking about what he'd said.
"What the hell was that detective doing there, anyway? That's entrapment, man. She was just waiting for me."
"The funny thing is, Salina, Detective Phelps was actually looking for you, to ask you a few questions, in regards to a case we're working on. Now, if you were to cooperate and give us some concrete information, then maybe we can call the D.A., discuss a better deal with these charges."
"What is it you want to know?"
"Everything about Ben Silver."
"Ben Silver. That sicko? What did he do, now?"
Jack wasn't surprised an individual like Salina didn't keep up with the news, or current events. Maybe, this was a good thing. Sometimes, even the toughest people froze when it came to murder.
"What do you know about the little fetish he has with the fifties and sixties?"
"Damn, man. Is that guy still into that funky shit? I hated that era. It sucked."
"So, you played along with some of his games? You know a bit about him personally?"
Tom McNulty, the commander, and the chief, were listening in behind the two-way mirror.
"He was the worst lay I ever had. He made me dress up in these funky poodle skirts, wear those silly cheerleading shoes, with the fuzzy balls on them, and then we danced to this ridiculous song. After he tied me up, he would boss me around and smack me a little. I wasn't into that, but he was really into it. When it came to screwing, he was the worst. I swear that guy liked the whole dress up part more than anything. He was weird.” Salina made a circular motion with her finger, against the side of her head.
"How long ago did this happen between you two?"
"Shit, man, not lately. I mean he's hot—a good-looking guy with a great body—but this was over a year ago. He took me out on a date, and we started talking about bondage and shit, and the next thing I knew I was in his truck, driving up north, somewhere in the woods."
Jack tried to remain calm. Salina was talking like a canary, and he didn't want to lose it, now. The place Ben had taken her to, over a year ago, could still exist.
"Up north, huh? Any idea where?"
"Shit, honey, I'm a city girl. I'm not into that hillbilly shit. But, his place was tucked away nice, and it was filled with lots of toys in the basement.” Salina crossed her legs, and winked at Jack.
"Toys? What kind of toys?"
"Sex toys, cutie. You know. Handcuffs, whips, and restraints of all kinds. He even had dolls with pierced boobs and everything. It was sick.” She laughed.
"About how far up north, out of the city, did you go? Do you remember any signs?"
"How the fuck would I remember? This was over a year ago, and I wanted to forget that night, and Ben."
"If you saw the place, would you recognize it?"
"Maybe. It was during the day when we went."
Tom McNulty came to the door, holding a map. “If I say some of these names, do you think you can tell me if they sound familiar? We need to find this location."
Salina winked at him, held her fingers against her temple, and leaned her head back. “I remember a parkway, and the development that his house was in."
"I thought you said his place was private, in the woods?” Jack said.
"The house itself was, but you had to drive through a small group of nice houses first, and there was a dead end sign in the cul-de-sac. I thought he made a wrong turn, until he headed down a narrow little driveway. The house was at the bottom of the hill."
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Chapter 14It was late afternoon, and Lauren was tired, but she stayed at the hospital a bit longer, waiting for word on Lizzy. Jack called her to give her an update on the evidence found at her house. Then, he hit her with the worst news possible.
"Are you sure Ben Silver killed Eddie's wife?” Just saying it made her stomach feel queasy.
"The prints match, and there are a few more small connections, like a description of a strange vehicle in the neighborhood, the night of the murder. Also, similar descriptions of the same vehicle were seen the day before the murder. At the hospital she worked at, as well. I'm sorry, Lauren."
She took a deep breath. Her eyes filled with tears. This information was sure to send Eddie over the edge. He was already giving her a hard time, wanting her to stay with him, until the case was through and they found Silver. She knew once he found out about the connection, he would revisit his past. That was sure to send him on a rollercoaster of emotions.
"Who told Eddie?” she said.
"Tom called him. He was shocked, to say the least. His partner was with him, though, and the chief of police knows, too. We don't want this leaking to the press right now. They're already beating us up."
"I hear you. I'd better call Eddie. Then, I'll head to the precinct. I want to try and be there before you finish questioning Salina. I'm glad the D.A. is working with us."
"Me, too."
They were both silent a moment. “And, Lauren, be careful when you speak with Eddie. He's a man who lost his wife to murder. The fact that he has ... feelings for you could lead him to be..."
She sensed Jack's uneasiness about the situation, and she knew he was concerned for her safety, as well. The last thing he would do was act overprotective of her. He knew it would piss her off.
"Jack, it's all right. I know what you're trying to say, and I'll be gentle with him. I can only imagine the effect this information had on him. In fact, I can see the argument coming already."
"I'm worried about you too, Lauren. I know you're blaming yourself for Lizzy's abduction."
"Jack, please. Let's not even go there. You damn well know that you would blame yourself, if you were in my shoes. You also know that I can take care of myself."
Jack was silent. Lauren waited for his response.
"Okay, Lauren. I'm not going to fight with you. Just be safe, and give Eddie my best."
"I will, Jack, and thanks."
Lauren hung up, and before she could flip her phone back open, it rang.
"Lauren, I want you to leave that hospital and head to my place now,” Eddie demanded, in a stern voice.
She knew this would be a possible reaction. She needed to remain calm, to settle Eddie down. This had to be a real nightmare for him.
"I heard, Eddie, and I'm so sorry—"
"Lauren! Get here now!"
Tears stung her eyes. Poor Eddie. She wished he were with her, and she could console him, but that wasn't the case. She had an interrogation to do, and her place was here, in the city.
"You know I can't leave."
"You have to leave. Silver wants you."
"You don't know that, Eddie. He's trying to scare us, to throw us off."
"Well, you should be scared. You should be damn scared. He's a ruthless killer, and he's gonna go after you next. I won't stand by and let this happen again!"
"I have a job to do, Tennellie,” Lauren yelled back at him, then took a deep breath. Eddie was suffering now, and she cared too much about him to fight with him like this.
"God damn it, Lauren. Please, just do this for me?"
The tears escaped her. Wiping them away, with the back of her hand, she took a deep breath. She debated going to Eddie, or staying right here, where she felt she needed to be. This was her job, her profession. The battle went on within her.
"I know you're worried, Eddie. I'm sure this news has brought back some bad memories and it hurts, but I'm not Sarah."
"Lauren.” She heard the intake of breath, and the angry tone of his voice.
"This is my case. I need to stay on the front lines. Now, I'm staying here a bit longer. Then, I'll be back at the precinct with Jack and Tom. I'm sorry, Eddie. I'm sorry that you have to go through this..."
The line went dead. At first, Lauren thought maybe Eddie hung up on her, but then she looked at the battery sign on the phone. There was no more power.
"Shit!” She closed up the phone.
The hospital stayed crowded, as Lauren sat in the waiting area, along with other officers and the Lopez family. She looked down at her cell phone. She wanted to call Eddie back, but the thought of a continued argument didn't appeal to her.
There was no change in Lizzy's condition, and Lauren felt she'd be more useful at the station, despite her feelings of guilt. She knew she had another battle at home, and decided to take a quick ride that way, to see how badly the mess in her house was. She'd freshen up, then head back to the precinct, as planned.
She told Johnston where she was headed, and that she'd be back later.
* * * *She pulled the unmarked police car in front of the house, parked on the street, and walked up the driveway.
When she entered, she was relieved the house wasn't as messy as she'd expected. She looked forward to cleaning it later. It would keep the case off her mind.
By habit, she walked into the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. Only one bottle remained. She grabbed it, and when she went to twist the cap off, she noticed it was broken. Her heart started pounding. She thought she heard something in the hallway.
Quickly, she drew her weapon, and felt the unsettling sensation of fear.
Ben Silver entered her mind. Looking at the bottle of water, her gut instinct controlled her next move, and she dumped half the water bottle down the drain. Then, she walked toward the hallway, with her gun drawn.
There was no one in sight. She convinced herself that the sound she heard was only in her imagination. Waiting a moment, to be certain she was alone in her home, she absorbed the quiet sounds. There was the humming of the refrigerator, the rattling of the air conditioning unit outside the window, and the slow ticking of the grandfather clock, sitting in the hallway. With each tick of the pendulum, she almost withdrew her weapon. When no one appeared to be around, she turned, and headed back toward the kitchen.
She only had a second to react, as the large figure tackled her, pushing her against the wall. The hit was hard, her shoulder throbbed, and Lauren reached for her gun. Pulling it from the holster, she fired one shot, just grazing Silver's side.
He hit her full force. They wrestled to the floor. Lauren swung her fists, and made contact with Ben Silver's face, numerous times. Struggling to get to her feet, she turned her back to him, and kicked him in the stomach, as she grabbed fistfuls of carpeting.
As she neared the garage door, she reached for her gun.
Ben grabbed for the gun, too. He snatched it first, and used it to hit her in the head.
She collapsed to the floor. She tried to recover, as the blood dripped from the head wound, and into her eyes. The pain radiated through her neck and shoulders, as she endured the numerous blows Ben continued to inflict on her body.
Her ribs ached, and her stomach muscles clenched, as she held herself around the waist, spitting up blood, falling into the fetal position on the floor.
Silver dragged her by her hair, down the rest of the hallway, and to the door that led to the garage. She kicked her legs and tried to fight, despite the fact her head throbbed, and she couldn't see.
Quickly, he tied her hands and legs with rope.
Lauren tried to regain her strength, but her head was fuzzy. The phone started ringing, in the kitchen. She prayed that someone was coming.
Silver picked her up, and carried her into the garage. Her personal car, a black Grand Am, sat there. Silver opened the trunk and dropped her inside, despite her continuous effort to kick and squirm. She tried to pull herself up out of the trunk. The move was intervened by his fist: a right hook to her jaw. He closed the trunk, and got behind the wheel of her car.
* * * *Jack couldn't get through to Lauren. His gut told him something was up. He called for a patrol car, to drive by her place. Ten minutes later, they got word that Lauren's unmarked Crown Victoria was parked outside, on the road. They gave the officers the okay to enter the house.
Three minutes later, one officer confirmed that Lauren had been abducted. They found blood on the rug in the hallway, and a bullet embedded in the wall.
Jack called Tom, who in turn called Eddie. There was an APB out on Lauren's car. Thirty minutes later, two officers on patrol found the car, abandoned a few blocks away, in an empty parking lot.
* * * *Outside the back of the building, Eddie paced. He had to be alone. No one knew the hell he was feeling, right now.
He'd lost one woman he'd loved to murder. Wasn't that enough? Now, Lauren was being held God knew where. Once again, he was helpless. The thought of something terrible happening to her filled him with rage.
Why was this happening? He had finally opened up his heart to another woman, and was falling in love again. Lauren was special. A strong, independent, and straight-forward woman. She was exactly the kind of woman he needed to help him move on with his life, show him love again. Now, he might never get the chance to tell her he loved her. The same monster who took his Sarah was responsible for abducting Lauren. His mind was going out of control.
"Hey, buddy. How ya doing?” Ken said, as he approached Eddie, and handed him a soda.
"Anything yet?"
"Not yet.” Ken stared at him. He was silent a moment, as he leaned against the patrol car, where Eddie stood. “So, why didn't you tell me about you and Lauren?"
He turned toward Ken. “How did you know?"
"Come on. You couldn't take your eyes off her since the moment you met. You left the department at 9:00 pm. that night, and the following morning, when they found Jillian in Creek Valley, you said you'd get there in a half an hour. Then, the way the two of you tried to avoid one another. It was obvious to me."
"I can't believe this, Ken. How can this be happening?"
"She's gonna make it, Eddie."
"We need to find the vehicle he's been using."
"We're working on it. Remember, Tom and Jack are interrogating that woman Lauren arrested, too. She might lead to a connection. It's gonna take a little more time."
"You know damn well how this guy operates. Time is only gonna bring Lauren...” He couldn't finish his sentence. The thought killed him inside.
Eddie's cell phone rang. They had identified the make of the car.
* * * *Ben Silver quickly closed the garage door, and parked the old man's Cadillac exactly where it belonged. Now, he had to get Lauren through the woods and to his house, without anyone seeing.
He threw her over his shoulder, and headed outside. When he was sure it was safe, he made his way across the grass, into the woods, and through the mud.
He was mad as hell. His side was bleeding, dripping, as he walked. He couldn't believe the bitch got a shot off. Never mind the numerous hits to his face. The bruises throbbed. His lip also bled, and his eye was nearly swollen shut.
She was still unconscious, when he brought her through the front door. He sat her on the couch, then peeked through the window. It seemed safe.
He stared at her, slowly absorbing the fact his plan was working. He had his prize in his possession, and the cops didn't know shit. She was beautiful. The bruised jaw, and dried blood by her lips, turned him on.
"Oh, yeah. We're gonna have some fun, Detective Phelps."
Glancing at his battered reflection in the mirror, he cringed at the sight. She had done a number on him. Smiling, he realized he hadn't expected anything less. He was relieved she drank at least half the bottle of tainted water. That would leave her a non-threat while he had a little fun, before tying her up.
* * * *Shelly Duvont was a friend of old man Timble. She traveled to his house to check on him, and did this every two weeks.
Shelly entered the development, looking forward to seeing the old man and conversing. She enjoyed the little bit of time they spent together, and felt bad that he had no family around. He only had her visits to look forward to.
She wished she'd made it there in the beginning of the week, but work was hell right now. It was busy, since school started again, and the continued heat waves made everyone feel miserable.
Today was Sunday, and she would enjoy her time with Mr. Timble. Perhaps, she'd take a walk around the neighborhood with him. The temperature was nice for it, right now.
Shelly got out of her car and rang the doorbell.
Mr. Timble didn't answer.
She had a key, but she didn't want to just barge in. She decided to check if his car was in the garage. She peeked into the side window and saw it there, safe and sound. Mr. Timble never went anywhere without it.
Her concern grew, so, she decided to unlock the front door and check things out. As soon as she opened the door, the most horrendous smell assaulted her mouth and nostrils. She couldn't go inside. Instead, she called the police.
Four minutes later, two patrol cars pulled up onto the scene. Shelly watched in disbelief, as the one officer returned and informed her that Mr. Timble was dead. They found Mr. him murdered in his bed. He'd been there for more than a week.
They called in the detective squad, taped off the area, and one of the officers opened the garage door. He walked by the car, assessing the well-maintained Cadillac. The color was bold, shiny, like deep green seaweed. He touched the hood. His hand stopped
"Hey, Jimmy, this car is hot."
"I'd prefer a Mustang myself, but I guess Cadillac's are nice,” Jimmy said sarcastically.
"No, you jerk! It's hot, like it's been used. Run the plates."
* * * *Fifteen minutes later, old man Timble's place swarmed with cops. Eddie and Ken showed up and began their investigation. Tom and Jack were minutes away, hoping to find the hideout location. The forensics team found blood in the backseat and the trunk. Eddie was sure it would turn out to be Lauren's.
The sick feeling filled his gut again. It was happening in cycles, the pulling and grabbing of his insides, then the release. He wanted to find Lauren. He knew they had to move fast.
Eddie walked around the back of the car, and followed a trail of blood. There was a back door to the garage that led to the backyard. The blood continued its path across the grass, then disappeared.
Tom and Jack pulled up in front of the house, while Eddie made his way on foot to the woods.
"This looks like the place Salina described. Look at the cul-de-sac, and the woods over there,” Eddie heard Jack say, as they exited the car.
Obviously not wanting to take the chance of calling out to Eddie, they quickly caught up.
"What do you got?” Jack said.
"There's blood, leaving a trail this way. Didn't you say Salina described Silver's place as hidden, like this? In the woods, at the end of a dead end street?"
"Yeah, that's what we noticed, right away.” Jack said.
"Let's move in slowly. See how many doors lead inside,” Tom added.
"We better make it fast,” Eddie said, with his gun drawn.
* * * *"You are even lovelier close up. My God, you're as lovely and as perfect as a porcelain doll,” Silver told Lauren, as he sat down on the floor, next to her. He brushed the hair away from her eyes. Then, he touched one of the lifelike dolls that sat beside the mattress.
Lauren was conscious, and she waited for the right time to make her move. This was it. He screwed up by coming after her. There was no way he would get away with it. She needed to think things through, make some kind of plan, but also pretend she'd drank the bottle of water he'd left for her. More than likely, he'd slipped some Ecstasy in it.
Silver had turned on the music, and the old rock and roll song blared through the basement. He untied her hands and feet. She fluttered her eyes open, acting as if she'd drunk the bottle of tainted water.
"Where am I? I feel so dizzy.” She spoke slowly, just like she had seen and heard Lizzy do.
Silver smiled, then dropped the chains and handcuffs he was about to restrain her with.
He turned his head to look at her, blatantly absorbing the state she was in and prematurely celebrating. She attempted to sit up. Her head ached something terrible, and she used that feeling to make Silver think she was weak.
He grabbed hold of her, pulling her to her feet. Lauren continued to pretend she was drugged, and couldn't stand on her own. She grabbed hold of him, and laid her head against his chest. She took this time to scan the room. She was horrified this was where so many women had been tortured and killed.
There was a wall, to the left, containing numerous pictures. She couldn't clearly see the faces, but assumed they were of his victims. The thought that Sarah's picture was somewhere on the wall made her stomach churn.
There were obscene posters on the walls, and photographs of the victims in horrible positions framed, set out in leather frames. Her heart beat rapidly, and she shook.
He must have felt the shaking, and he pulled her back away from him, to check her condition.
She swayed side to side. “I feel sick. I think I'm going to puke."
Silver grabbed her face. “No, no, no. Shhh ... You're going to be all right, because we have games to play,” His thumb and finger pinched her cheeks. He kissed her lips, then licked them. She shuddered in disgust.
He pulled her back against him, making her dance to the music, and that song he insisted on playing “You're mine ... and we belong together. Yes, we belong together ... for ... eternity ... eternal ... eternity."
"I have the perfect dress for you. It was my mother's dress,” he whispered. His hot breath brushed her ear. He continuously rubbed his hand over her hair, and down her back.
She could feel the muscles in his arms, and his torso, while they danced, and he held her close to him. He was more than physically fit. He was stone hard, and getting away from him would take more than just strength.
They swayed back and forth, side to side, to the music. He placed his mouth against her neck, inhaling her scent, as if imagining what it was going to feel like to take her, and do everything he fantasized about doing to her.
Lauren couldn't take it any longer. She had to try and escape, but strength-wise, she would be no match for Silver. Instead, she continued to wait. Silver pulled her with him, and toward the wall, where a blue poodle skirt waited on a hanger.
"Put this on,” he told her.
She refused, still swaying, and pretending to be off balance. He put the skirt on the floor for her to step into. She grabbed a hold of Ben to steady herself, still pretending Ecstasy was in her system. She placed the skirt right over her pants, and was thankful he didn't argue. He gawked at her, looking pleased with what he saw. He reached out his hand to touch her face gently, at first, then he glided his hand over her skin.
Lauren dropped her gaze and swayed a little. As she did, she didn't see the hit coming. Ben smacked her across the cheek, and she fell to the ground. Before she had a chance to stand up, he pulled her up by her hair. She shook, and was about to attack, when he grew gentle again, slowly running his fingers through her hair.
Still, she waited, while he took a light blue scarf and tied her hair in a ponytail with it. He took her by the hand and twirled her around, while the music blared from the speakers. The sound echoed off the walls, her ears vibrated and ached from the volume. It was so loud. She put her head down a moment, and as she looked toward the floor, she saw bloodstains. She was sure that's what they were.
Her heart beat faster, her breath caught in her throat, and images from each crime scene flashed, like photographs, through her mind. Each victim, each location they were found in, every disgusting description, and injury, now blurred her vision.
Silver was going down, and she would be the one to end it.
Lauren pulled it together, and prepared for action. Silver reached for a pair of handcuffs, and started to undo the buttons on her blouse.
This was it. She knew she had to take the chance, before he got those metal handcuffs on her.
In one swift, hard motion, she pulled Silver down by his shoulders. At the same time, she brought her knee up, knocking the wind out of him. Then, she forearmed him over the head and neck. He hunched over, staring down toward the floor.
Silver was in obvious shock and pain. Lauren ran for the stairs. She was nearly at the top step, her hand on the doorknob, when a blow came to her legs.
The long, thick chain whipped against her calves, as her body tumbled down the steps. The skirt ripped on the railing. She covered her head, trying to protect it from injury.
Silver grabbed hold of her hair, but Lauren wasn't giving up, despite her odd position on the staircase. She scratched at his eyes, then gave him a forearm to the face. He yelled at her, but she continued to fight for her life. There was no one to rescue her.
They tumbled the rest of the way down the stairs. She banged Silver's head against the railing, at the bottom. He continued to wrestle with her, holding her down as he grabbed hold of her throat.
Lauren lost her breath. She reached around with her hands, trying to find something, anything, to fight him off of her.
She felt the metal handcuffs, grabbed them in her fist, and lunged at Silver's head. He rolled to his side, grabbing his temple in pain, when they connected. He scrambled for the gun that lay on the table.
She ran after Silver, determined not to allow him to get the gun.
The door to the basement opened. Eddie, Tom, and Jack headed down the stairs, as Lauren tackled Silver. Silver had the gun in his hand. Lauren wrapped her body around him, pulling him down to the floor.
"Stop. Police!” Tom yelled.
Silver pulled the trigger.
The shot rang through the basement, and it hit the wall behind Eddie.
Lauren quickly crawled, then ran, toward the side, as Silver pointed the gun right at her.
The shot rang out, echoing through the basement.
Three other shots followed, all hitting the target. Silver fell to the mattress, with two gunshot wounds to the head and one to the neck.
Eddie ran to Lauren, while Tom and Jack made sure Silver was dead. Eddie pulled her to him, and noticed her arm was bleeding.
"Lauren, are you okay?” he said, out of breath. He looked at the blood oozing out of her arm.
"Here, take this. Apply pressure to the wound,” Tom yelled, handing Eddie a cloth.
He did as instructed, as he held Lauren in his arms. Jack called for an ambulance, then kneeled down next to Lauren.
"You okay, gorgeous?"
"I'm fine. Is he dead?” Her eyes fluttered open and closed.
She was going into shock. She was sure of it.
"He sure is, honey. You done good,” Tom told her, as the other patrol officers entered the basement.
Lauren closed her eyes.
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EpilogueThe cars continued to pull up along the streets of downtown Ridgeburgh, and Hennessey's Irish pub. Everyone was celebrating the conclusion of the case, glad that Lauren had survived, and Lizzy had pulled through.
They'd found more evidence in Silver's basement, linking him to two other unsolved murder cases from four years ago. There was enough evidence to charge Silver with the murder of Sarah Tennellie.
Silver had displayed pictures of Eddie's wife, Sarah, as his first kill. The detective's figured Silver went after Eddie's wife knowing Eddie was a top detective, and that by killing his wife and getting away with it, Silver grew to feel he had power, and was unstoppable.
Eddie was relieved his wife's killer was found and brought to justice. He, and the rest of the family, had finally found closure.
He owed it all to Lauren.
There wasn't a spot to stand in. People gathered on the sidewalk and parking lot area, where Patrick had set up a tent and music, outside Hennessey's pub.
The band played numerous songs, and both family and friends joined in the celebration.
Lauren had her arm and shoulder in a sling. She sat by the bar, alongside Tom, Jack, and Kelly.
Eddie was behind the bar with Patrick, just watching Lauren from a distance.
"She's a beauty, me boy. Ya done good,” Patrick said, as he gave Eddie's shoulders a squeeze.
"Thanks, Pat.” He acknowledged the compliment, before taking a sip of his mug of beer.
"Tough as nails, too. Just what ya needed,” Patrick added, then went back to serving some more drinks.
Eddie made his way through the people, just as he caught sight of Lauren with her parents, along with her brother, Dave. They were hugging her close, as Eddie approached through the crowd of uniformed officers and plain clothes. Everyone was making a point of stopping by the pub today.
By now, word was out about Lauren and Eddie's relationship, and both families seemed happy for them.
"You gave us a hell of a scare. The more I hear about the way this case went down, the more I worry about you,” her dad told her.
Eddie smiled. “I told her the same thing, but she doesn't want to listen to me. Stubborn as hell."
"Stubborn doesn't describe her enough,” Tom said.
"You should have seen the way she handled herself, tackling Silver to the ground, taking that bullet,” Jack said, holding his wife, Kelly, close to him.
"You know what they say. Never underestimate the power of a woman,” Lauren's mom joined in, just as Eddie pulled Lauren close to him.
He held her around the waist, staring into her eyes, not caring that everyone watched them. “I've never met a woman like you before. This is going to take some getting used to,” he teased.
"What do you mean a woman like me?” She sounded defensive.
"Hard headed, stubborn, a super cop..."
Everyone around them laughed and listened. Lauren placed her good hand on Eddie's shoulder, patting it, then spoke with a thick Bronx accent. “Hey, Lieutenant, I'm just a cop's daughter. You can take it or leave it."
Eddie smiled, then kissed her. “I'll take it."
The hoots and hollers filled the bar, and Eddie and Lauren laughed, then hugged one another. They were surrounded by family and friends, and were grateful to be alive, relieved that another evildoer was brought to justice.
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