CHAPTER TWO

Monday, 13 August 2012, 5:43 AM

The luscious piece of Pecan Pie floated just inches away from Annie's mouth.  She could smell the sugar-sweet goodness of the warm pie mingled with the contrasting aroma of ice-cold pure vanilla ice cream.

She groaned as an irritating noise kept distracting her, skewing her aim.  Finally, the dream was completely ruined and reality returned.  She realized there was no pie, no ice cream, just the insistent ringing of her telephone.

She glanced at the clock on her night stand as she switched on the bedside lamp.  5:43 AM.  The sun wasn't even up yet.
It certainly isn't someone calling to invite me to breakfast, not at this hour, she thought.  She reached over and picked up the handset.

"Avants."

"Detective, this is Sgt. Collins.  Sorry to wake you.  There's a body in the middle of a vineyard out close to Lamont.  It's now your case."

"That's OK, I didn't need the calories anyway."

She sat up, now fully awake.

"What's that?"

"Nothing.  Can you repeat what you said?"

Annie knew the phone call wouldn't be good news when her boss called her this early, and her fears were justified when Sarge repeated her message.

"What do you know at this point?" Annie said.

"As they walked to work, two farm workers spotted what 

looked like a body between the rows of grape vines.  They were on South Fairfax Road, between DiGiorgio Road and Buena Vista Road.  It's an area where a lot of young and mature vineyards are planted.  They walked far enough off the road to see it was a body.  They say they didn't touch anything, just immediately went back to South Fairfax Road and flagged down a passing pick-up truck.  The driver called 911 from his cell phone."

"Who's en route?"

"Deputies Hermosillo and Baker took the 911 call and are the first responders.  Deputy Hermosillo checked the body and determined it was deceased.  He then called it in.  Deputies Jones and Kamaguchi, Laine DelMonte and the forensics team, and a Deputy Coroner are all on their way.  Dispatch called the DA's office and they are sending someone, but I'm not sure who.

"Deputy Baker established the crime scene perimeter and started her log.  The deputies are now talking to the two witnesses and the truck driver.

"OK, I'll call Tom and be en route shortly."

"Good gracious," Annie murmured to herself as she hung up the phone, jumped out of bed, and dressed as fast as she could.  Her Glock 9mm went into the holster at the middle of her back, covered by a lightweight linen jacket.  She tucked her back-up piece, a .32 Baretta, into her messenger bag and she was done.

She tied her long, curly auburn hair into a knot at the nape of her neck and hurried out her front door.  It wouldn't take her long to get from East Bakersfield to the Lamont area  She had a murder to attend to.

* * *

When Annie arrived at the scene, she saw three patrol cars, an unmarked unit, Deputy Coroner James Shillings, the Technical Investigations van, a Deputy District Attorney, and the unmarked vehicle used to transport bodies to the morgue.

The two men who spotted the body were being interviewed separately by Deputies Jones and Arturo Melendez, who both spoke fluent Spanish.   Deputy Kamaguchi was talking to another man standing by an old pick-up truck.

Tom pulled up in his Jeep Cherokee a few minutes after Annie.

"What do we have, do you know yet?" he asked.

"I haven't checked out the scene yet.  I just got here.  Sarge said the two men thought they saw something between the rows of vines and, upon investigation, found a presumed dead body."

Before they entered the crime scene, Annie stopped to talk to Deputy Hermosillo.

"You were the first one on the scene, correct?" she said.

"Yes," Deputy Hermosillo said.  "I approached the body to determine if it was deceased.  When I could find no pulse, I called it in and Deputy Baker immediately set up the perimeter.  It appears to be the body of a young Hispanic female."

"And no one else except Deputy Coroner James Schillings has entered the crime scene at this point?"

"That's correct.  Mike Everett, from Technical Investigations, is waiting for your go-ahead to start taking his photographs.  Deputy Schillings is taking photos now and videotaping the scene and body."

"That's great.  Mike can come in as soon as Deputy Schillings says it's OK."

Deputy Baker, with the help of Deputy Christine Nielson, had already sealed off the area and designated a pathway for everyone to follow to the site of the body.  Deputy Baker stood at the entrance to the site and logged in and out anybody who crossed the yellow tape.  Only those with business at the site were allowed to proceed and, so far, the only ones she let walk the 20 feet to where the body lay were Deputy Hermosillo, and Deputy James Schillings, the Deputy Coroner.

Tom and Annie checked in with Deputy Baker and walked along the designated path.

Annie could see the flash from the camera as Deputy Schillings took photos.

Annie spoke briefly with Deputy Schillings and then turned back and called to Mike Everett, "Mike, it's OK for you to come and start taking your photos now."

* * *

"Morning, Deputy Schillings, how's it going?" Annie said as she and Tom approached the Deputy Coroner.

Deputy Schillings looked around at Annie and Tom.  

"Ah, Detective Avants and Detective Weston.  Good morning," Deputy Schillings said.  "The victim appears to be a Hispanic female in her mid to late 20s.  She's been dead several hours, but a more precise time of death will be determined by the forensic pathologist during the autopsy."

Annie turned to Tom.  "Tom, could you call the Sergeant and have her send out any available Deputies to begin canvassing the residences and businesses in the area in the off-chance someone saw something?"

Tom pulled out his cell phone and made the call.  Even though he had been in law enforcement longer than Annie, he didn't resent the fact that she was usually the lead detective on their cases.  He had watched her work for the past two years and was familiar with her record from Mena, Arkansas.  His respect for her knew no bounds.

* * *

Tom and Annie stood next to Deputy Schillings as he prepared to examine the body after he finished his first photos and videos.

She was lying on her back and was completely nude.

"I don't see any obvious signs of trauma," Tom said, as they looked down on the victim.

"What do you think, Annie?"

"All I see are what appears to be insect bites on her abdomen and upper legs.

"I also see no blood around the body and any foot prints left in the dry dust are long gone.

"Her ears are pierced, but she is only wearing one earring.  Where is the other one?

"I can see the inside of her right arm and I don't see any visible tracks, which doesn't mean she wasn't a user, however."

Deputy Schillings turned to Annie as he snapped on his latex gloves. " As soon as Mike finishes taking the photos of her front side, I'll begin my visual examination.  Like you mentioned, Annie, I don't see anything that stands out at the moment except for what looks like insect bites.  I can't say for sure what they are, but these vineyards are full of all types of creepy crawlies."

"OK, Deputy Schillings, go ahead and start your exam so we can turn the body over and take more pictures," Mike said.  "I know our sweet southern detective likes to have a lot of photos."

He always made jokes about Annie's southern accent.  She was proud of her roots in Mena, Arkansas, and wasn't one of those 'transplants' who tried their best to lose their accent.

Deputy Schillings squatted down next to the body and took the temperature, using an external thermometer.  "Her body temperature is pretty close to the ambient temperature, so she's been here for a while, exposed to the elements.  Look closely at these bites.  They interest me. 

"They all seem to be the same type of bite, but they didn't occur at the same time.  These two have what we call a large erythema zone and probably occurred within the last 18 hours.  Here's one that's fairly new, it has a large erythema zone also, but isn't as advanced as the other two.  Here's a couple that are starting to weep and the bite has started to crater.  That can indicate it occurred a couple of days ago.  The rest of them appear to be anywhere from two to ten days old."

Annie squatted next to the body to examine the bite marks.  

 "Notice also that some of them have two punctures and some only one," Deputy Schillings said.

"What type of insect are we talking about?" Tom said.

"My guess would be a black widow, or actually, several black widows."

Annie shivered at the thought.

A Deputy District Attorney walked up and joined the group around the body.   When she heard the last comment, she asked, "So, she could have been somewhere where she was exposed to a lot of black widow spiders that attacked her over a period of several days?"

"That's what it looks like to me.  And she would have been in a lot of pain.  If the spiders kept biting her, the pain would continue and intensify.  It would have been excruciating.

"The lab results will show more when we get back the toxicology studies on her blood.  Her platelet count would be extremely low."

"Olivia Xanthopoulus, from TI, is ready to video tape the scene before the body is moved or turned over.  Is that convenient for you now, Deputy Schillings?" Annie said.

"Sure let's get out of the way and let Olivia do her videotaping, and then we'll turn her over."

As soon as everyone was out of the scene, Olivia started her video tape.  She took several overall views of the scene from different angles to get perspective.  Then she took closeups of the front side and especially lower body where the bites were.  When she finished, she moved out of the way so the Deputy Schillings could continue.

At that point, Tom stepped up and began snapping his own pictures.  "My turn," he said, smiling.  He was of the old school and liked to have his own information, instead of relying on the 'stuff' other people passed on.  He'd even purchased, with his own money, a Nikon D400 Digital SLR Camera to make sure he got the best photos possible.

All the Deputy Coroners were used to this, and it didn't present a problem.  You couldn't have too many photos of a crime scene.

"I'm almost through with the front side," Tom said.

 "Don't rush,  Tom, you can keep shooting.  Just don't get too close to where the body is lying now when we turn her over.  And keep an eye out for anything that might be evidence.  As soon as I'm through, we'll take the body to the morgue and the forensics team can do it's job here."

After Deputy Schillings fingerprinted then bagged her hands to protect them, he and Mike Everett turned the body over and Deputy Schillings took his photos and video taped what he needed.  Then Olivia did her videotaping and Mike and Tom took their photos.

 When everyone was finished, Deputy Schillings said, "I'll do a sketch of the back side also, like I did of the front side, and triangulate the locations of the bites on her backside.

"There's something caught in her hair," Deputy Schillings said, as he pulled an evidence bag and a pair of 'pull ups' out of his pocket.  "It's a dead black widow spider.  Look at the size of that hour glass on it's stomach."

He plucked the dead spider from the victim's long dark hair after making sure he took a good picture of the location, and popped it into the evidence bag.  He held the bag close to his nose and sniffed.

"Hmmm, I don't smell any insecticide, but if this spider was sprayed, it would have died wherever it was at the time.  Unless it was already in the victim's hair.  Interesting.  We'll know a lot more after the autopsy.

"OK, guys,  finish up your photos and video taping.  I don't see any other obvious signs of trauma, so we need to get her to the morgue for tests and a more thorough examination."

"Do you think she died of natural causes and someone just dumped her here?  She could be an illegal," Annie said.

"Why here?  This is a really out-of-the-way place.  And she's young, I'd say no more than twenty-five to thirty years old.  Unless she had a genetic defect of some type, there aren't a lot of illnesses or conditions that would cause her death.  I'm not ruling out natural causes, and I'm not ready to call this a homicide, but that's my first instinct," Deputy Schillings said.

"Is everyone finished?  Yes?  OK, we can move the body now and the forensics team can get started on their work.

* * *

Chief Technical Investigator Laine DelMonte led the Technical Investigations team.   Two other technicians accompanied her, in addition to photographer Mike Everett and videographer Olivia Xanthopoulus.  George Neasham and Merilee Travino were out walking the roadway looking for footprints and tire tracks.

After Deputy Schillings removed the body and he and the Deputy DA left, Annie walked over to where Laine was standing.  She had worked with Laine since she came to Kern County and respected and appreciated the thorough job Laine did.  Laine wore a white jumpsuit and tied hair long, blond hair up and tucked it under a cap to keep from contaminating the crime scene.  She also wore booties and gloves.

"Hi, Laine.  It's going to be a beautiful day, isn't it?" Annie teased.

"Well,  if we didn't have to be here, yes."  All of her team now stood by the van waiting for Laine.  She turned to her assistants and gave them their instructions.

"George, carefully walk up a different row until you come to one of the dirt crossroads and see if you can find any usable tire tracks, or other evidence.  Then, check any other dirt roads in this field."

"What did you find Merilee?  I saw you marking off a section of the side of the road?" Laine said.

"When we first drove up, I saw a wet patch along the side of the road.  When I checked it out there was one tire print.  I don't know if it's pertinent or not, but I secured the area so you could take photos and do a cast."

"Good job, Merilee," Laine said.  "I'll look at it. Mike, go take some photos of the print, OK?

"OK, Merilee, go up another row on the other side of the crime scene to see if you can determine where the car came in.

"Mike and Olivia - stay in earshot of George and Merilee for the moment, and if they find something else, take pictures and video, OK?

"And all of you, be very careful to check for shoe prints of any kind.  I know it's dusty here, but we can fix them and then cast them."

Annie walked with Laine to the site where the body was found.

"Annie, it doesn't look like there's any blood in the dirt under or around where the body was laying.  Of course, we'll pull dirt samples and have them analyzed.  But look, here's another dead black widow spider in the dirt.  How strange.  I could be wrong, but I thought these fields were sprayed to keep the spider population down.  Maybe it was already dead in the dirt when the body was placed here.  And it seems fairly obvious that this is a dump site, not the original location where the victim died."

Annie looked around.  There wasn't much more for her and Tom to do.  The Deputy Coroner had taken charge of any evidence he found and accompanied the body to the morgue.

"OK, Laine.  I'll leave you to your investigation.  Call me as soon as you have any information.  First priority is determining who this female is, and how and why someone dumped her here.  The forensic pathologist who does the autopsy can determine the time and cause of death and then we can decide what to do next."

Annie walked back to where the two deputies were who questioned the men who found the body.  "Did you get any useful information?"

"No, they don't speak English.  Even if they did, they didn't have a lot to say.  They had proper ID, so they're not illegals.  They work for one of the farmers in the area.  We'll join in the canvas of the neighborhood and knock on doors, but there aren't a lot of homes around here and I don't think anyone driving down South Fairfax before dawn would see much."

"What about the man they flagged down?"

"Deputy Kamaguchi talked with him briefly and got his contact information.  He drives down this road every morning on his way to work in Lamont and has never seen anything suspicious.  I asked him what the two men told him, and he basically told me the same information that we got from them."

"Thanks, guys.   Could you get copies of your written reports to me as soon as possible?  I'd like to review them this afternoon."

"Sure thing, Detective."

* * *

Laine turned to her crew when they gathered around their vehicles to regroup after doing their preliminary search through the vineyard.  Her pride in her team was evident.  They were all professional and did a thorough job while still maintaining respect for the bodies of the victims.

"Tell me what you've found so far," she said.

Mike Everett spoke first.  "The location itself doesn't look like it will yield much, but one can never tell.  We did isolate one footprint next to a vine.  I took close up photos and Olivia did a video tape.  I don't know how someone could have carried the body here and left no other tracks."

"George, when we get back to the office, go online and see what the weather was like last night.  Was there any wind is the main thing I want to know.  If so, any tracks out in the open might have been blown away, while the one next to the vine was more protected.  I'll fix the track and work on getting a cast right away.

"Olivia, did you notice anything in particular while you video taped?" Laine asked.

"Just the lack of any tracks leading to the body.  I thought it was strange also, but I didn't factor in any wind overnight.  Also, I had no way to judge how long she was here."

"Merilee, did you find anything else?"

"Only the one tire track along the roadway.  It appears an irrigation pipe or valve broke or malfunctioned and that side of the road was briefly flooded.  Someone drove over the wet area."

"Is it still wet, or has it dried out?" Laine asked.

"It's still damp, so it hasn't been too long since the water flooded the roadway."

"Olivia and I already took our pictures and video," Mike said.

"Good.  We'll get the tire track cast right away," Laine said.

"George, what about you?  Did you find anything?"

"Nope.  I didn't find any tire tracks or foot prints in the areas I checked."

"OK, let's do a grid search now and look for whatever else we can find.  Look carefully wherever you are going to put your foot before you take a step.  There might be small pieces of trace evidence, and we don't want to overlook anything.  Also, remember that the victim had pierced ears, but was only wearing one earring when the body was found.  So keep an eye out for any jewelry you might find."

The team went into the vineyard along the path that Deputy Baker had marked out and then spread out and began their grid search.  Around the area where the body was located Laine found several leaves that appeared to be from olive trees.  She bagged these for later study. 

Laine sprayed the boot print and the tire track so they would be stable enough to cast.  After they set up sufficiently and wouldn't disintegrate, she cast them.

They didn't find a lot of evidence to process, but they would do the best they could with what they had.

* * *

"What exactly do we have?" Annie said to Tom after they returned to their vehicles.

"Not a lot,"  Tom said.  "No ID and no clothes will make it harder for us to identify her.  Maybe something will turn up with her fingerprints.  I sure hope so.

"I wonder what happened to her left earring?  Do you think it just fell off somewhere or that the person who put her there took it as a souvenir?"

"That's not unusual," Annie said.

"I'll check with Laine later today to see what she found.  If there are any other foot prints or tire tracks, Laine's team will find them."

Tom and Annie took a few more minutes to survey the crime scene from the side of the road, while Tom snapped some overview photos.

Mature vineyards dotted this stretch of South Fairfax Road, and the hot, dry weather this time of year resulted in vines covered with dust.  They looked like they were close to harvest.

"Looks like a good harvest," Tom said.  "I've always liked the smell of grapes on the vine when the weather is hot.  Take a deep breath, Annie.  Isn't that great?

Annie took a deep breath, enjoying the pungent odor.

"I wonder what they use these grapes for.  I doubt they're wine grapes, but you never know."

"Raisins?" Annie said.  "Someone must grow grapes to make raisins.  I saw a factory once - I think it was up by Sanger - that boxed up those raisins in the little red boxes that all kids love to tote in their lunch boxes."

"Could be, who knows?"  Tom said.  "I'm sure our 'Jane Doe' could care less."

"I like raisins," Annie said, "Especially in oatmeal cookies."

She turned and walked to her car.

"I hope somebody comes up with something quick," Annie said over her shoulder.  "The Sergeant isn't going to like it if this drags on."

* * *

As Annie drove away from the crime scene, she thought about her history with her partner, Tom Weston.

For almost three years they had worked as partners assigned to the Robbery/Homicide Unit at the Kern County Sheriff's Office in Bakersfield, California.

Annie started her career in Mena, Arkansas - her home town - as a Deputy Sheriff and advanced rapidly.  As far back as she could remember, her goal was to work in the field of law enforcement.  She loved detailed work and applied herself.  She rapidly ascended the ladder of success at the Polk County Sheriff's Department.

She made Detective in just three years, working white collar crime, and stayed at the Sheriff's Department for four more years.

Being ambitious, and wanting as much experience and exposure to different types of crimes as possible, she frequently checked the law enforcement websites online looking for opportunities.  When she read about the job in Kern County, California, she applied and acceptance came quickly.  When the job offer arrived, she packed her belongings, said good bye to her not-too-happy family, and drove west towards the Golden State.

For two years she worked the Rural Crime Unit, and then she moved to Robbery/Homicide when her original partner, Sam Perkins, retired.

Now, at the age of 33, she was one of the top detectives in the Robbery/Homicide Unit.

Her partner, Tom Weston,  transferred to Robbery/Homicide about the same time as Annie ,  and they were assigned as partners.

Tom, who turned 35 on his last birthday, had been a detective for thirteen years.  His last assignment was in the Drug Enforcement Unit. 

* * *

Just before Annie arrived back at the office, her cell phone rang.

"Avants," she said.

"Detective, this is Deputy Hermosillo, one of the first responders.  I'm back at the scene with Deputy Baker.  KGET and KBAK, with their media vans, satellite dishes, and talking heads just arrived at the crime scene.  They're disappointed that you aren't here and they want some kind of a statement.  What should I tell them?"

"We'll have a statement for them after the pathologist finishes his preliminary exam of the body.  Just tell them we've got an unidentified female Hispanic victim with no obvious injuries.  For the moment it isn't classified as a homicide or natural causes.  That's about all the information we can give them at this time.

"The Sheriff will issue a press release later today.  Make sure Deputy Baker lists these people on her Crime Scene Log Sheet and don't let them trample the crime scene."

"Roger that, Detective."

* * *

"OK, guys, we've just about finished up here," Laine said to her crew.  "Wrap it up and head back to the office.  I'll catch a ride back with Deputy Baker.  There's just a few things I want to think about before I stop for now."

When the TI van had pulled away, Laine stood at the perimeter of the scene and looked around carefully.  Then, she walked around the perimeter, stopping at each side and followed the same procedure.  She never knew for sure what she was looking for, but if something was out of the ordinary, she usually spotted it.

Deputy Hermosillo had already left with Deputy Melendez to help canvas the surrounding homes and businesses.  Deputy Baker and Deputy Nielson stayed at the entrance to the crime scene, bringing the logs up to date and guarding the perimeter until relief units arrived.  Then they would return Chief Laine to the TI office next to Kern Medical Center.

"Deputy," Laine said as she approached Baker, "you were a first responder.  Was there anything weird or out of place that you noticed.  Any cars in the vicinity, or people on foot?"

"The only vehicle in the area was the pick up truck of the man who called 911.  I always listen for other vehicles when I'm protecting a crime scene, and the only vehicles that arrived were other patrol units, your vehicle, Deputy Coroner Schillings, the morgue van, the Deputy District Attorney, and the detectives.  

"Something feels off to me," Laine said.  "Why was the victim nude?  Why were there no signs of trauma?  Why hadn't the blow flies arrived?  Where did she die, and how?"

Another deputy patrol unit arrived to protect the scene from the curious and relieve Deputy Baker.

"Deputy, after you return me to the office, can you come back here and find out who would have turned off the valve that broke and left the dirt wet where we found the tire track?  I think we need to get that information to the detectives so they can talk to the maintenance person.  If they know the time he repaired the line, or turned it off, that might help the forensic pathologist determine when the body was dumped here.  Also, there's an off-chance that he saw something or someone."

"Sure, Chief," Deputy Baker said as they walked towards her unit.  "I'll have someone run a check to see who owns this vineyard and then we can proceed from there."

CHAPTER THREE

When Annie and Tom returned to their office, they immediately knocked on the Sergeant's door.

"Come on in," Sgt. Collins called out.  She hung up the phone and motioned for the detectives to sit in the chairs opposite her desk.

After they relayed what they knew so far, the Sergeant sat with her fingers steepled under her chin.  She reached over and took a sip of her coffee.  "This stuff tastes terrible," she said as she pushed her cup away.  The aroma, however, was driving Tom and Annie to distraction as they didn't take time to eat breakfast, or have coffee, before going to the crime scene.

"We will do a Press Conference this evening at 6:00 PM.  I'll have the Public Information Officer call the media and set it up.  Tom, you're good with words.  Draft a press release that we can hand out so the Sheriff won't have to answer a lot of stupid questions.  Actually, he probably won't want to field any questions at this point in time," the Sergeant said.

"We're going to have one of our sketch artists make a rendition of the face of the victim from the photographs that Tom took.  The sketch can be attached to the press release.  Maybe someone will come forward who knows the victim, or at least saw her around town," Annie said.

"Good idea," Sgt. Collins said.  "Bring me the draft of the Press Release and a copy of the sketch as soon as you have them.  Who are you using to make the sketch?"

"Sarah Freemont," Annie said.

"Good.  She does precise work.  Oh, by the way," Sgt. Collins said.  "I got a call from the District Attorney's Office.  Jesse Greyeyes has been assigned to this case.  We don't want to make any mistakes with this one, do we?"

"I saw a different Deputy DA at the crime scene," Annie said.  "What happened?"

"The DA knew that she was going to assign this case to Jesse, but he wasn't available.  So, she sent a 'placeholder' to make sure someone from her office was there."

Annie and Tom looked at each other and shook their heads.  Inwardly, Annie groaned.

* * *

In the meantime, when Tom heard that Laine found what appeared to be olive tree leaves at the scene, he decided to return and take another look.  His confidence in Laine and her TIs was high, but he liked to check things out for himself.  Over the years he did this routinely and it became an ingrained habit.

He seldom found any evidence that the technical investigation team missed, but he felt negligent if he didn't take this hands-on step and look the scene over for himself.

The scent of the ripening grapes hung heavy in the late afternoon heat, and he inhaled deeply as he looked around.  The air was hot and dry this time of the year and small particles of dust floated in the air from an almost unseen breeze.  He talked for a few minutes to the deputies who were parked at the scene to keep it secure.  There were a few 'lookie-loos' who drove by, but no one stopped.

He then checked along the side of the road where Deputy Baker found the tire track that had been photographed and cast.  There wasn't much left to see, and he knew Mike's photos would most likely be in his inbox the same day.

That being done, he again walked the path to where the body was found.  Flies and other insects were now buzzing around the area.  Eventually he came across the site of the one boot print.  He took pictures of what he could still see.

Next, he carefully walked around the site looking for anything that didn't seem appropriate for a vineyard.  He saw the location, with the little flag marker, where Laine found the second black widow spider and the olive leaves and twigs.  He took pictures of these locations.

He knew Laine took soil samples from all around the body and from where the tire track and boot print were found.  He could see her numbered flags at each location.  He stooped down and crumbled a pinch of soil between his fingers.  Dry as a bone.
She is thorough, I'll say that much, Tom thought.  But then, I didn't have any doubts about that.  She's as thorough as she is beautiful.
Tom frowned.  Now, where did that thought come from?  Her beauty doesn't have anything to do with her competence.
Tom and Laine had worked together for a long time, but it never occurred to him to think of her in a romantic context.  But now that little germ of thought invaded his brain.
I wonder. . . hmmm, maybe I'd better just stop this line of thought right now.
Merilee had given him the name of the owner of the

