The easy grace of Easley's writing is matched by her vivid understanding of what makes people tick. It's a pleasure to be in such good hands.
- Richard Hawke - Speak of the Devil
This is a work of fiction, names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Published by NukeWorks Publishing at Smashwords
Copyright ©2009 kd easley
Discover other titles by kd Easley at Smashwords.com
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase
an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
Cover design by Duane Stapp and A&J Creative Services
Cover photo by Justin Easley
Edited by Alice Peck
For Mom. My biggest fan, my biggest critic, my best friend.
I couldn’t have done this without you.
I miss you.
This book exists because I am blessed with friends and family that truly believe in me. This is my chance to say a public thank you. First to Broc, without you Brocs Harley would have never existed, wherever you are, thanks. To the ladies at the truck shop, thanks for reading my rough drafts and keeping me churning out the pages. To Lisa Polisar and Stacy Juba, the two best critique partners a writer could ever have. To Alice Peck, Chief of the Echo Police and the best editor in the world. You make me look good. To Duane Stapp for his help making this dream a reality. To Tim Cockey, all I can say is wow, thanks. To my guppie mates, thanks for sharing your knowledge, there’s not a better group for young writers anywhere. For A. Hunt. You know who you are, you know what you’ve done, now you know how much I appreciated it. For my boys. Thanks for putting up with hamburger helper, for reading my rough drafts, and for learning to do the laundry. I couldn’t have done it without your help. And finally, thanks to my Mom, my most honest first reader. How am I going to keep doing this without you?
Rain beat a steady tattoo against the faded canvas of the funeral home tent. I stood alone and watched the man seated at the graveside say goodbye to his favorite son.
That man was my father. I was the other son.
Rain soaked my bare head, dripped off my hair and ran down my neck. I wondered idly why young men didn’t wear hats anymore-brain confetti, I didn’t want to think about why I was standing there in the rain.
My brother’s fiancée, Lori, stopped at my side. Pale with grief and dressed in black, she was still beautiful. I held her close and her small frame shuddered. I rested my cheek against her hair while she cried in my arms. We stood that way for a long time. Finally, she took a trembling breath and stepped away from my embrace. Rain mixed with the tears on her cheeks.
“I loved him so much, Brocs,” she whispered.
Lori’s dad pulled her under his umbrella and they trudged slowly toward his car. I shivered, turned up the collar of my overcoat, and squinted into the darkness under the tent. Lightning flashed and thunder shook the ground. I flinched. The old man sat unmoving.
Melinda Carver, Drew’s secretary, stopped by my side. I tore my gaze from the tent and transferred it to her. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying. She started to speak, and then just shook her head. I gave her a hug.
“Thanks for coming, Mel.”
“I don’t know what I’m going to do without your brother, Brocs.”
I wondered that myself as she slowly walked away. My eyes drifted back to the scene at the graveside. The priest, Father Michael, knelt to speak with Halston. They turned briefly toward me. Halston shook his head, stood and moved away. Father Mike started speaking again. I turned to watch the line of cars parading out of the cemetery. Wil Pinkerton, my best friend since college, stopped and shook my hand. In all the years we’ve known each other I don’t think we’d ever shaken hands. It was awkward.
“Want me to stick around?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Thanks for coming, Wil.”
“Call me if you need anything.”
I said I would, watched him make his way down the hill to his car, and wished I’d asked him to stay.
The soggy squelch of a footstep sounded behind me and I turned toward the tent. Father Mike opened his umbrella as he ducked out from under the canopy. He stopped, squeezed my shoulder and started to speak. Our eyes met and he sighed. He knew whatever comfort he offered wouldn’t help.
“I’m sorry, son,” he said.
I clenched my teeth and turned away, fighting for control. He gave my shoulder another squeeze and continued toward his car. I stared once more at my father, Halston Harley-in mourning for the son he loved, left with the one he despised.
My name is Brockston Lee Harley. Brockston was my mother’s maiden name. Lee was my biological father’s name. Mom gave me the name Lee against her husband’s wishes. That single act of defiance may have shaped my entire childhood.
The funeral director huddled off to the side, shivering in his overcoat. The men waiting to fill the grave stood behind the flapping canvas, smoking, talking quietly, waiting patiently for us to go. Thunder crashed and lightning split the sky again. I swore softly to myself, and glared at Halston.
As if he felt my gaze, he turned and stared at me in disgust as he stepped away from the grave. I took his arm when he shuffled past. Shrugging me off, he increased his pace so we weren’t walking together. His thinning gray hair lay in wet tendrils across his head, his hat twisted forgotten in his hands. His rain-soaked overcoat billowed behind him as he stretched the distance between us.
I sighed and trailed him to the limo. A shudder rippled up my spine as the sound of machinery broke the silence. I slid into the car next to the man who had raised me, as my brother’s casket settled into the earth.
We rode through town in silence. Rain peppered the windshield, but the streets were filled with lunch hour traffic. People hurried through the shower talking and laughing. Even in a place as small as Stantonville, Missouri, the death of one person caused only a tiny ripple.
I closed my eyes and slumped against the leather seat until the limousine stopped outside the monstrosity Drew and I jokingly called Halston Manor. Cars lined the circle drive and lights shone from the front windows. I wasn’t going in. I couldn’t imagine anything that would take me through those doors now that Drew was gone. I’d walked away from that house four years ago and hadn’t set foot inside since.
Halston and I left the limo from opposite sides. He started toward the front steps. I headed toward my olive drab F150 pickup. Halfway there I stopped.
“I loved him, too,” I said.
Halston paused when I spoke, but didn’t turn around. Then he stalked up the stairs and pushed through the front door. He wouldn’t even share his grief with me. I slipped behind the wheel of my truck and lay my forehead against the steering wheel. The tears I’d been choking on since Drew died trickled out. I clamped down on them, jabbed the key in the ignition, and spraying gravel across the immaculate lawn, shot onto the street.
I drove aimlessly, letting the sound of the wipers lull me into a daze. A blaring horn brought me out of the ozone and I swerved into my own lane. A picnic area was ahead, deserted in the storm. I angled off the road and parked, looking out at the swollen river. Fat drops splattered on the roof, ran together and blurred the view from the windshield. I slumped against the seat, closed my eyes and thought about the last time I saw Drew.
We stood at the bar, glasses held high, singing Happy Birthday. Drew grinned with embarrassment and slipped his arm around Lori. We finished our off-key serenade and yelled for a speech. Drew, fortified by alcohol, climbed onto the bar. He started to speak, then stopped and glanced at Lori. She nodded slightly and he went on. “Lori and I are getting married,” he said. Yelps of surprise greeted his announcement. I ordered another round of drinks. Drew’s buddies took turns pounding him on the back and twirling Lori around the dance floor. When they finished pummeling Drew, I grabbed him in a bear hug.
“Congratulations, bro. It’s about time.”
He smirked. “I didn’t want to get in any hurry.”
Lori appeared at his side, blue eyes shining, cheeks flushed with happiness. Her blond hair fell across her face and she flipped it out of the way. I brushed a kiss on her cheek and gave her a hug. Her head barely reached my chin and the flowery scent of her shampoo tickled my nose. Something akin to regret washed through me. I would have traded places with Drew in a heartbeat, but Lori met Drew first and never spared me a glance. She stepped away and curled her arm around my brother. I envied their happiness.
“You mind if we get out of here, Brocs?” Drew asked.
He turned and gave Lori a wink. She smiled and a blush stained her cheeks. Clearly, they had a more personal celebration planned. I gave Drew a gentle shove toward the exit.
“Get out of here, you guys.”
“Meet me for lunch tomorrow, Brocs. I got something I need to talk to you about.”
“Sure. Where and when?”
“How about Luigi’s around one?”
“I’ll be there. See you tomorrow.”
His expression darkened for a moment. I thought it was a trick of light until he spoke again.
“Don’t stand me up, Brocs. This is important.”
His tone was serious, at odds with the party swirling around us. “I’ll be there. I promise.”
I escorted them outside and waved as they strolled down Allen Street hand in hand. When they were out of sight, I wandered back into the bar. Smoke hung in the air and the jukebox was blasting Metallica. The party was still in full swing even after the departure of the guest of honor, but I’d had enough. I finished my beer, shouted goodnight, and escaped the smoke and noise. The music blared, then became muffled when the doors swung closed behind me. The clock on the bank flashed twelve-thirty. It felt later. I started down the street to my apartment. Other than the diffused glow seeping from a covered window above, the block was dark. The shadows hid the cracks in the sidewalk, the peeling paint and crumbling brickwork. Under the soft moonlight, the neighborhood wore a cloak of prosperity that, in the harsh light of day, had been missing for over a decade.
Fatigue seeped through my body. I trudged up the stairs and turned the key in the lock. I draped my jacket over the back of a chair, eased off my boots and padded into my bedroom. As I peeled off my tee shirt, I noticed a dead mouse at the foot of my bed. I tipped the trashcan and toed the gift inside as I made a brief search for my benefactor, Baldwin, my feline roommate. He’s a charcoal gray tabby, invisible unless he wants to be noticed. I flushed his dubious gift, finished undressing and sank onto the bed.
Drew was worried about something. I clicked through the TV channels and wondered what it was, probably something to do with the wedding. Maybe Lori was pregnant. I grinned at the thought. The Flying Tigers with John Wayne was on channel thirty-four. I turned up the sound and settled onto my pillows.
A ringing sound jolted me awake. I sat up and Baldwin slid down my chest with his claws out. I swore and pushed him aside as I reached for the phone. Blood dotted the scratches on my chest and I pressed the sheet against them.
“Hello,” I mumbled.
“Mr. Brockston Harley?”
Christ, a telemarketer. I checked the time, 4:00 a.m. Maybe not, even those guys sleep sometimes.
“Harley, are you there?”
I tried to place the voice and failed.
“Who the hell is this?” I asked.
“Your brother should have kept his nose out of our business.”
“What are you talking about? Who is this?”
“This is a piece of friendly advice. Stay out of things that don’t concern you.”
The line went dead. I cradled the handset, rubbed my face and thought about calling Drew. Decided it could wait since I was meeting him for lunch later. I got up, drug the bloody sheet off the bed, and washed the scratches with alcohol. It stung like a son of a bitch. I looked around to glare at Baldwin, but he was MIA. He’s big on self preservation.
Back in bed, I wrapped the quilt around me and was just on the edge of sleep, when a thundering noise sounded from the front of the apartment. I shot off the bed like I’d been launched from a catapult and stomped down the hall.
“The building better be on fire,” I snarled, as I jerked the door open on the safety chain.
A badge appeared through the crack. I quickly ran through my actions over the last twenty-four hours. I couldn’t come up with any reason the police would need to see me.
“Mr. Harley?” A voice demanded from the other side.
The chain rattled as I released it from the catch. I was expecting uniforms. Instead, two casually dressed men entered. Plainclothes detectives? Goose bumps rose on my skin. Cops at four-thirty in the morning will do that to you.
“What’s this all about?” I snapped.
“Why don’t you get some clothes on, Mr. Harley, then we’ll talk.”
I glared at the older of the two cops. He seemed prepared to wait me out so I went into my bedroom and scooped the clothes I’d been wearing earlier off the floor. I pulled on my shirt, and the smell of stale beer and old ashtray assaulted my senses. In the bathroom, I splashed my face with water-a feeble attempt to wake up. It didn’t help much. The detectives were standing in the living room talking quietly when I entered. They stopped and turned as I came into the room.
The older one was tall and somewhere in his mid fifties. His dark brown hair was beginning to go silver and his skin was weathered as if he spent a lot of time outdoors. His wrinkled suit coat appeared slept in. I couldn’t tell if that was the result of a long day, or his natural appearance. The necktie dangling from his right jacket pocket led me to believe it was the former. When I entered the room, his face went pale and he took a step back. As I watched, his gaze narrowed and he shook his head. The blank cop stare was gone. Now his gaze held something I couldn’t identify. He was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He seemed to recognize me, though.
His partner had dark curly hair that needed a good combing. He was a few years younger than me, somewhere in his mid-twenties, and there was no compassion in his face or his stance. His arms were like tree trunks, straining against the fabric of his polo shirt. I knew his type, asshole, full of himself and the idea of being a cop. He was probably an asshole before he got the badge. I motioned the detectives to a seat and lowered myself onto the coffee table facing the older one.
“What the hell is going on?” I asked.
“Mr. Harley, I’m Detective Sergeant Dean Stryker. This is my partner, Detective Morris. We tried to reach your father, but apparently he’s not home.”
“Probably passed out and didn’t hear the phone,” I said.
Stryker’s expression was pained. I don’t know if it was because of the comment or the interruption.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Go ahead. What did you need to talk to Halston about?”
“Mr. Harley, there’s no easy way to say this. A patrol officer discovered a body around two a.m. We believe it might be your brother Andrew.”
I felt like a fist had just sunk into my stomach. I shifted my stare back and forth between them, but didn’t speak, so he went on.
“The body was found in Borders Alley off of Allen Street this morning. The ID with the body belongs to an Andrew Harley. I hate to ask it of you, sir, but we’d appreciate it if you would come downtown and make a positive ID.”
Drew. Dead. Impossible.
“There’s got to be a mistake,” I said. “I just saw Drew last night.” I glanced down at my watch. “Just a few hours ago.”
“I’m sorry, sir, it could be a case of mistaken identity.”
He didn’t believe that and neither did I. Why would someone else have Drew’s ID? I stared at the floor between my feet, unable to face the truth in his eyes. A picture of Drew and Lori hand in hand walking down the street flashed through my mind. I shook my head free of the image and looked up.
“Mr. Harley, would you please come downtown with us?”
I nodded and stood. Stryker and his partner walked to the door of my apartment and I followed. In a daze, I shoved my feet into my boots, snagged my jacket and trailed the detectives to their car. I sat in the rear seat. The door panels were scarred and stained. The seat back in front of me showed the marks of countless footprints. It smelled like vomit and fear and sweat. I glanced at the doors with no handles and remembered other rides in the back of other police cars. At least this time I wasn’t wearing cuffs.
The chatter of the police radio was the only thing that broke the silence as we drove through the darkened town. Here and there, a light shone in a window. Early risers brewing their first cup of coffee. We passed the police station and stopped at the rear entrance of the hospital. The coroner’s office and morgue were in the basement. I tagged behind the detectives into the building and onto the elevator. The walls were prison gray. The light was muted by a layer of dirt on the inside of the fixture. No happy healing colors here, this elevator was obviously not for public use. The elevator hissed open onto a vast sea of white-walls, floors, ceilings. I squinted against the sudden glare.
We stepped into an entry hall bracketed by swinging doors. Paper coveralls were stacked on shelves to my left with white lab coats hanging below on hooks. Every detail of the scene appeared in sharp-edged relief. Stryker removed a surgical mask from a dispenser on the wall and held it out to me. A laugh welled up inside at the incongruity of preventing infection in a morgue. I stifled the urge with a cough. The hyper-clarity dimmed as I donned the mask.
The curly-headed detective pushed a button almost hidden behind the hanging lab coats. The face of a young woman appeared at the window. She recognized the detectives and stepped into the hallway. She was beautiful. Her green scrubs and auburn hair stood out in stark contrast to the white walls.
“Good morning, detectives,” she said. “Working late, or up early?”
“Late I’m afraid, Sara. We need to ID the body that came in this morning.”
“Follow me.”
She met my stare, sizing me up. It was not a friendly look. Probably wondering if she was going to have to revive me. Rotten bedside manner, probably why she worked with dead patients, I thought uncharitably. She had succeeded in distracting me until she pushed into the lab. The detectives moved through behind her. I stood watching the doors swing back and forth, willing myself to follow, wishing I didn’t have to. Detective Stryker came back through.
“Come on, son. It won’t get any easier if you wait.”
His expression was compassionate and that was almost my undoing. I took a deep breath and pushed into the lab. Sara moved purposefully across the room and stopped in front of a wall of stainless steel drawers, each one slightly larger than a dorm-sized refrigerator. The detectives halted on either side of her. I held my ground, my feet wouldn’t move any closer. She shot me another unfriendly glance, lifted the latch and swung the stainless door open. I didn’t breathe as the metal table whispered out, and the sheet-covered form came into view. It wasn’t Drew. It couldn’t be.
“You need to step forward, son.”
I forced my feet to move. Sara lifted the sheet and revealed my brother. His face was slack in death, devoid of the laughter usually there. His right eye bulged slightly and a bruise shadowed his cheek and forehead. I groaned low in my throat and took a step back. The older detective placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. I shrugged away and cleared my throat.
“That’s Drew.”
The words were strangled. I cleared my throat and stared at the detective. “That’s my brother.”
I spun away, snatched the mask from my face and pushed out of the lab and into the waiting area. A tattered mustard yellow couch with chrome arms stood next to the wall in the hallway. I sagged onto it, rested my head on my hands and closed my eyes. I felt the couch give as the older detective sat next to me.
“Detective...” I stopped, but his name wouldn’t come.
“Stryker.”
“Detective Stryker, how did he die?”
“It appears to be a suicide.”
I snapped upright and glared, pain replaced with fury. “My brother wouldn’t kill himself. He just got engaged.”
“The location is a bit unusual, but it seems fairly straightforward.”
“What do you mean the location is unusual?”
Stryker shifted on his seat before he answered.
“Suicide is a very personal decision. It’s somewhat unusual for it to be in a public place. In a car or hotel room, but not usually out in the open. Don’t get me wrong, it does happen, just not often.”
“Was there a note? What makes you think it was suicide? Oh Jesus, what am I going to tell Lori?”
I ran my hands over my face. My throat was tight. My eyes burned. Stryker laid a hand on my shoulder.
“I’ll have someone drive you home. I’m sorry you had to do this, son.”
I jerked away from him and glared.
“I don’t want to go home.”
I pushed the words past the lump in my throat and stared at the detective until he turned away.
“Stryker, I want to know why you think my brother killed himself. What did he die of?”
Stryker, still not meeting my gaze, said softly, “A gunshot wound to the head.”
I stared at his face. He kept his gaze locked on the wall behind my left shoulder.
“I didn’t see a gunshot wound.”
“You were on the left side, it was in his right temple. We won’t know for sure until the coroner’s report is finished, but the injury appears consistent with a self inflicted gunshot wound.”
“Drew didn’t own a handgun, he hated them.”
Something flickered in the detective’s eyes, just a flash and then it was gone, the compassionate expression dropped back into place like a mask.
This wasn’t really happening.
“Look, son, you’ve had a terrible shock. It’s normal to throw up roadblocks, reasons why they wouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry, the evidence of suicide is pretty clear. He left a note.”
“Can I see it?”
“I’ll see that it gets to you myself.”
God. Drew was dead. I felt as if an enormous hole had just opened in my life. We sat in silence, the detective and I, in the harsh white light of the hallway. He just watched while I crawled through my memories for a reason Drew might have killed himself. There wasn’t one. He wasn’t sick, he wasn’t deeply in debt, he wasn’t depressed. I would have known.
“You’re wrong, detective.”
“Go home, son. Get some rest.”
Anger coursed through my body. This man didn’t know Drew, but he was willing to believe he killed himself and wasn’t going to search any further. It was all I could do not to hit him. I stood and paced down the hall, my hands clenched into fists at my sides. A message board was bolted to the wall at eye level. A purple smiley face surrounded by balloons stared at me from a flyer. That was just too much. I slammed my fist into the grinning purple glob. Pushpins pinged on the floor and rolled away. The now-crumpled smiley floated down to my feet. Stryker watched from down the hall, while I massaged my knuckles and fought to get my anger under control.
“It can’t be suicide.”
“The coroner’s report will tell us for certain, but this isn’t television, son. Murderers in the real world are more likely to hide a body than to stage a suicide. Do you have a reason to think it’s murder, Mr. Harley?
His tone was different. The comfort and compassion were missing. His voice was hard now. My bullshit antenna went on red alert as I tried to reason out the change. When I looked up, his face still held the same soft expression as before. I shook off my uneasiness and put it down to a long shift. He was tired, I was tired. We weren’t getting anywhere here. I tried to ease the tension in my neck and shoulders.
“No one would want to hurt Drew.”
“That just leaves us with a crime of opportunity, like a mugging. But that wouldn’t explain the suicide note with the body, or the fact that his wallet and watch were still there.”
“He didn’t kill himself.” I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince, the detective, or myself.
Stryker paced down the hall away from me.
“What did the note say?” I asked.
He turned when I spoke. “Son, please. Give yourself some time to come to terms with this trag-“
“What did the note say, detective?”
“It said, ‘Please forgive me’!”
Why would Drew say that? Forgive him for what? It didn’t make any sense.
“The note was in Drew’s handwriting?”
“Mr. Harley. I know you’re upset over the death of your brother. Rest assured if the coroner doesn’t rule his death a suicide, I’ll be the first one out there trying to find his killer.”
I interrupted again.
“You didn’t know Drew. If you did, you’d be out there trying to find the killer now, not making excuses. I want that note, Stryker.”
The detective placed a business card into my hand.
“I’ll get the note to you, son. You’re right. I didn’t know your brother. Why don’t you come down to the station this afternoon? We’ll talk and see if we can come up with any ideas.”
I eased the card underneath the cellophane around my cigarette pack and stuck it in my pocket. I had no intention of talking to him about Drew. I knew he was just trying to placate me so I’d get out of his hair and he could go home. As far as he was concerned, the case was closed. I turned to leave and he asked if I needed a ride. I shook my head and punched the button for the elevator. I had to see Lori.
Four days since Drew died and I still didn’t know why. There was no police investigation. All the evidence said suicide. I dried my face, turned on the wipers, and angled back onto the road. The rain was starting to let up as I passed Drew’s office in town. The night he died, Drew had been worried about something. That’s why we had planned to meet at Luigi’s for lunch the next day. I stopped in the middle of the street as my thoughts darted in another direction. An angry horn blared behind me, the driver flipping me the bird as he swerved around. Maybe Drew did kill himself. Maybe there was something he wanted to talk about and in the end, he just couldn’t. I shook my head. No way. Drew wouldn’t have considered suicide a solution. I glanced at the Harley Real Estate sign and nodded once to myself. Something was going on that Drew couldn’t handle. Maybe it had to do with business. One way to find out was to check into what he’d been working on lately. I was going to toss his office.
I didn’t have a key so I walked to the rear entrance. I removed my lock picks from my wallet and checked for nosy neighbors. It was clear, so I finessed the lock, stowed the picks in my pocket and stepped inside. I hadn’t picked a lock in years but I guess it’s like riding a bicycle. Once learned, never forgotten.
In the belly drawer of Drew’s secretary’s desk was a set of keys. I pocketed them, pushed into his office and stopped. The picture on the wall behind his desk was of Drew and me, standing together on a riverbank in front of my motorcycle. Pain stabbed my heart and tears threatened. I willed them away and shook my head. I didn’t have time for tears now.
I started sorting through the files in Drew’s desk. Drew worked in real estate with the old man. From the paperwork, business seemed a little slow, but the books showed steady income. I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. But I didn’t really know what I was looking at, either. After one last glance around, I gave it up as a bad idea and started for the door. As I brushed past the desk, I knocked Drew’s daytimer onto the floor. I retrieved it and scanned the entries for the previous week-Bfast, Rowan-Morgan, 8am; lunch with Lori; Call Wes 1st Cap re financing; flowers to Mel for b-day. I turned to the current week-b-day party w/guys; update dad Brunner estate. There were more of the same, mostly business meetings. Nothing penciled in for the day he died or about what he wanted to discuss with me. I tossed the date book to the desktop and the blotter scooted uncovering a collection of papers. I sat back down behind the desk, and gathered the collection of sales flyers and email jokes. As I shuffled them into a stack, a scrap of paper fluttered to the floor. I picked it up and squinted at the scribbled words, B Luigi’s re Austin-Kline. It had been torn from the note section of his daytimer and was crumpled as if he’d thrown it away, then changed his mind. I opened his organizer to the back and found the page the scrap had been ripped from, but there were no other notes written there. I read the message again.
“B” would be me, but I didn’t know anything about Austin-Kline. I dug through the files again, and lifted the one labeled Austin-Kline and tossed it on the desk. I went through his desk once more, searching for anything else with that name on it. In the lower right-hand drawer, I found a blue folder with a rubber band around it. I added it to my stack. Drew’s briefcase was on the floor by my feet. I shoved the papers into the case tossed his date book in with them and started out. Halston was coming in as I stopped at the door.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he snapped.
Those were the first words Halston Harley, had spoken to me in four years.
“I could ask the same thing about you. You’ve got business so pressing you have to work the day of Drew’s funeral?”
“Get out of here,” he hissed.
I shouldered past him, got into my truck and stared through the rain-speckled windshield. God, this day had been a week long already. I started the engine and fumbled around on the seat for my cigarettes as I drove toward home. The pack I picked up was empty. I crumpled it and felt something hard. I looked to see if there was a cigarette still in the pack. A business card was stuck between the cellophane and the paper. Detective Stryker’s card. As I sat at the stoplight, I worked the card from the mangled pack and stared at it. Tapping it against the steering wheel, I made a decision.
Ten minutes later, I sat on another ugly plastic and chrome couch, a twin to the one in the hospital hallway, and waited for Detective Stryker. After thirty minutes and no sign of him, I rose to go. As I stood, the desk sergeant buzzed the detective into the lobby. I wondered if he’d been watching from behind the door, but that seemed paranoid. He wouldn’t have any reason to play that kind of game with me.
“Mr. Harley, how may I help you?” Stryker shook my hand.
His expression, when he stared at me, still held something I couldn’t identify, pain maybe, but the compassion was gone. Today they were the hard eyes of a cop. I thought about just leaving, but that wouldn’t find Drew’s killer.
“You said I should come down and talk to you about my brother.”
“Andrew, right? His funeral was today. I’m sorry.” I swallowed the lump in my throat, but my voice still came out husky.
“Thank you, sir. Can we...do you have time to talk with me today?”
“As long as you don’t mind doing it over lunch. I haven’t eaten.”
I did mind. I’d had enough already. I wanted to go home, drink away my headache and forget the whole rotten day, but that wasn’t going to help find Drew’s killer. “That’s fine.”
“Good, let’s go to Luigi’s.”
I started in surprise and stared at Stryker. “I’d uh, rather go somewhere else if you don’t mind.”
“Sure, how about the Wagon Wheel?”
“Anywhere but Luigi’s is fine.”
He turned to the sergeant behind the desk.
“Morris will cover anything that needs to be handled right away. Send everything else to my voicemail. If the captain calls, send him to Terry. She has the information he wants. I’m going to be out for a couple of hours. I’ll check in when I’m available.”
“Yes, sir.”
I trailed Stryker to the parking lot. He stopped at the unmarked Crown Vic in the next parking space.
“Come with me,” he said.
I bristled at the implied command, then shook it off, and shoved my keys into my pocket. I sank into the worn springs on the passenger side, and for the first time in my life, I rode in the front seat of a cop car. We drove down Westwood without talking. Traffic was sparse in the rain. The brick shop fronts glistened in the fading afternoon light and the trees dripped onto the sidewalk below.
We whipped onto the interstate bypass that allowed travelers to avoid downtown Stantonville and circled into town from the north. Stryker drove with small precise movements-no wasted motion-I stared out the window. I wondered why this visit with me was such a priority. The only information I could share, was the phone call I’d received the night Drew died. I could have told him about that at the station. If I had been in my truck, I would have just gone home. Probably why he wanted to drive-to make sure I didn’t back out.
We exited the bypass, turned onto Ellis, then into the parking lot of the Wagon Wheel. The fake log siding was dank and depressing. We drove around and parked in the rear next to an overgrown empty lot.
“We’ll go in this way,” Stryker said.
We pushed through Old West style swinging doors into a small private dining room. Track lighting around the ceiling did little to relieve the gloom. Stryker motioned past a handful of tables to a booth next to the window and farthest from the entrance.
“Have a seat,” he said. “I’ll be right back,”
I sat and stared out at the overgrown lot. The remains of a wind-damaged billboard lay scattered across the ground. The rain had almost stopped, but the sky was leaden. Headlights shone on the wet pavement. Cars threw up rooster tails of water as they passed. I jumped as Detective Stryker eased in across from me.
“We won’t be bothered in here,” he said. “Renee, the waitress, will be in to take our order in a few minutes.”
I shrugged and watched the passing cars as the sky faded to dark. If it hadn’t been for the phone call I wouldn’t be here at all. Renee came in to get our drink orders and left menus. Detective Stryker studied his and asked me what sounded good. I ignored him. He didn’t seem put off by my silence.
Renee returned with drinks-beer for the detective, bourbon for me. Detective Stryker ordered a T-bone, with a baked potato, when she got to me, I shook my head.
“Make that two, Renee,” he said.
I took a sip of bourbon and stared out the window. Night had fallen. The only visible light was puddled beneath the streetlamps at the far side of the field. Cars were reduced to a flash of headlights in the darkness.
Renee set salad plates in front of us. The detective speared a tomato and started to eat. I shoved the lettuce around with my fork. When the steaks came, I scooted the salad plate aside to make room. Detective Stryker smiled and sliced into his steak. I picked up my knife and fork, stared at my plate, and put them down. I wasn’t hungry. My gaze went back to the rain-swept window. This was a bad idea. I needed to get out of here. Before I could turn thought into motion, Detective Stryker spoke.
“Do you remember me?” he asked.
I turned away from the window and stared directly at him for the first time.
“What do you mean?”
“We’ve met before. Do you remember?”
“You look familiar,” I said.
“Your name rang a bell with me the other night so I did a little research. Your hair’s not quite as long as it used to be and the earring’s gone, but it was you all right.”
I tried to place him and failed.
“You still don’t know where we met?” he asked, a half smile curving his lips.
I shook my head.
“I busted you for car theft about ten years ago.”
A light blinked on. He was a little older, but I recognized him now. He’d had me in the rear of his cruiser after I got busted joy-riding in a brand new Corvette. I stifled a grin and focused on my plate.
“I see that I’ve jogged your memory.”
“Yeah. Didn’t recognize you without the uniform.”
“If I remember right,” he said around a bite of steak, “you got off on an evidentiary technicality.”
“I got off because my old man had a lot of money.”
“There’s always that,” he said. “I also seem to remember that car theft wasn’t your only talent.”
My mind flashed over the bit of breaking and entering I’d done that afternoon at Drew’s office. I quelled the urge to swallow, didn’t change my expression, and kept my hands steady as I cut into my steak. He continued to speak.
“I couldn’t get into your juvenile records, but I spoke to a couple of officers who remembered you. Seems you were a pretty fair hand at breaking and entering, as well.”
“I wasn’t very good. I usually got caught.”
“They seemed to think maybe that’s why you did it.”
I looked up in surprise. It had taken me the better part of ten years to understand that.
“Your old man was always there to bail you out,” he continued.
I shrugged. “He’d do anything to keep his name out of the papers.”
“You must have cost him a bundle before you left home.”
“I hope so.”
He raised his eyebrows at that and went back to his steak.
“So, what have you been doing since you gave up your life of crime?” he asked.
“Did a hitch in the army, went to college, started a business.”
“Why’d you get out of the service?”
“I’m not very good at taking orders.”
“They bust you out?”
I smiled and shook my head. “No, I did my hitch and didn’t re-up.”
He nodded and went after his baked potato. “What’d you major in at the university?”
I paused before I spoke. “Criminal justice.”
Detective Stryker choked on a bite of potato, coughed, took a long pull of his beer, and cleared his throat.
“An unusual choice,” he said when he could speak again.
“Not really. My dad was a cop, a highway patrolman. He died before I was born.”
Stryker went still and stared at me without speaking for a long time.
“I thought your dad was in real estate.”
“Halston Harley is not my father. Mom was pregnant when she married him.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“What does this have to do with Drew?”
“Nothing really, sometimes it helps me to understand the family dynamics involved in a case.”
“Well, I’ll tell you a little about the Harley family dynamics. My mom broke up with Halston and got engaged to Dad. After Dad died, she married Halston, then told him she was pregnant. When he found out, it was like my Dad reached out from the grave and slapped him in the face. Halston has hated me since before I was born. I’m surprised you didn’t already know all this. It’s common knowledge around here.”
“I’m not from around here. I left the Springfield police force and moved to Stantonville just a couple of years before you and I met the first time.”
I didn’t really care if Detective Stryker had moved here from the police force on Mars. I wanted to tell him about the phone call and get the hell out of there. I swirled the bourbon around in my glass and waited for him to speak. I wasn’t buying his bullshit about family dynamics either, so I shut up. Never got into any trouble by keeping my mouth closed.
He finally broke the silence. “The situation between you and your...you and Halston, must have made things difficult between you and Andrew.”
“There was never anything difficult between Drew and me. I protected him all my life. I loved him. After Mom died he was my whole family.”
I stared out the window. Before my mom died, I hadn’t really noticed how much Halston hated me. Without her to run interference, it didn’t take long to find out. But instead of tearing Drew and me apart, it made us closer. Mom and Drew were the only two people I’d ever loved and now I’d lost them both. Detective Stryker interrupted my memories.
“So, Mr. Harley, tell me, what kind of business are you in? Not a private cop or our paths would have crossed before now.”
I shuffled through the business cards in my wallet until I found one of mine and tossed it across the table. ‘H & H Recovery’ and a phone number were all that was printed on it.
“What does that mean?” he asked.
“I’m a recovery agent, a repo man.”
Detective Stryker erupted into laughter. I finished my steak.
“So, you’re still stealing cars.”
“Seemed a shame to waste the talent,” I said.
Detective Stryker was chuckling when Renee reappeared to clear the dishes. She brought fresh drinks with the check. He signed it, handed it back, and watched as she pushed through the batwing doors before he spoke. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” he asked.
“My brother.”
“He the other H in H & H recovery?”
“Hmm, I guess. He loaned me some money when I was just getting started.”
That was part of it. The other reason for the name was that I wanted to make sure no one thought my business was connected to Harley Real Estate. I didn’t think the detective needed that bit of information.
He nodded and stared across the table at me.
“You still think it wasn’t suicide?” He asked.
“I know it wasn’t.”
“Convince me.”
“My brother was a very happy man. He made good money. He had a wonderful girlfriend. Happy men don’t kill themselves.” I started to mention the phone call, but Stryker interrupted.
“Maybe he wasn’t as happy as you think.”
“I would have known. I told you we were close. If he was in trouble, or upset about something, he would have talked to me about it.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time a seemingly happy individual decided to end it all.”
This wasn’t getting us anywhere. He wasn’t listening. I tried again.
“He wouldn’t have done that to Lori. He wouldn’t have done that to me,” I paused. “Detective?”
“Call me Dean.”
“Dean, if my brother was upset enough to take his own life, and I don’t think he was, he wouldn’t have done it with a gun.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He hated guns. He didn’t own one. He wouldn’t have shot himself.”
“You, on the other hand, own several.”
I paused and stared at the detective. Why was he digging around in my background?
“We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Drew.”
My voice cracked on his name. I took a long swallow of my bourbon and stared down at the table.
“Did you find a gun with my brother’s body?” I asked.
“A twenty-two. Funny thing...it was registered to you.”
The glass slipped from my hand and smashed on the hard floor. Bourbon and glass mingled together on the tiles.
I looked with disbelief into the eyes of Dean Stryker.
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I whispered.
“Why would your brother have your .22?”
“The last time I saw that gun, it was locked in Halston’s gun safe. I left it there when I moved out. I haven’t been there in four years.”
Renee pushed into the room with a broom and a dustpan, cleaned up the mess, and left. A few minutes later she returned with a fresh drink and disappeared. I relaxed against the seat back and stared at the dark window. We were there in reverse; it was like staring into a black mirror.
“You’re investigating my brother’s death as a homicide?”
“I am.”
“Do you have any suspects?”
Our eyes met in the black window.
“Just one,” he said. There was no mystery to the expression on his face now. It was all cop.
“You’re barking up the wrong tree, Detective. I got a-“ He didn’t let me finish.
“You never felt the least bit jealous when Drew got all the attention from your dad?”
“No, sir. Halston wasn’t my father.”
“I think you did get jealous. I think all these years it’s been building up inside and finally you just cracked. All those years of neglect by your father, watching Drew become a success in your father’s business, get engaged to a beautiful woman-I think it was finally too much for you. I think after he announced his engagement, you followed him to Lori’s place, waited for him to leave, and shot him. Then you went home to your lonely little apartment, crawled into bed and slept the sleep of the innocent, secure that finally you’d have all of your dad’s attention.”
Anger coursed through my system. I clenched my fists on the table in front of me and leaned toward Stryker.
“You’re wrong, detective. I loved my brother and I don’t give a rat’s ass if Halston Harley ever speaks to me again.”
“I think you do.”
“This is a waste of time.” I stood and glared down at Detective Stryker. “I thought you could help me find out who killed my brother. I came to you hoping you would, but you won’t even listen to me. I didn’t kill Drew, Detective, but I will find out who did.”
I started out of the room and Stryker called me back.
“How did you know your brother was shot with a handgun?”
“What?”
“At the hospital, you mentioned a handgun. I didn’t. How did you know, Mr. Harley?”
“You’re grasping at straws, Detective.”
I pushed out into the hallway and reached for my cell phone. It was in the truck. Figures. At the pay phone hanging next to the restroom. I called a cab and went out into the damp night to wait.
The rain that had tapered off while we ate started again while I stood outside the Wagon Wheel. An hour and a half-pack of Marlboro’s later, the cab finally arrived. By that time, I was soaked. I could have walked to town faster. At the police station parking lot, I tossed the fare onto the front seat and jumped out before the cab rolled to a complete stop. The driver was snarling about the lousy tip as I slammed the door. Stryker’s unmarked cruiser was already in its space next to my truck. I resisted the urge to plant one of my size elevens in the middle of the door panel before I climbed behind the wheel.
I drove to my apartment, wet, angry, and with a splitting headache. I dropped Drew’s briefcase on a chair and slung my sopping overcoat on top of it. I toed off my soaked shoes, walked across the room and notched a CD into the stereo. An old Dire Straits album played, dark and mellow-suitable for my mood, easy on my aching head.
Baldwin trotted silently behind me as I entered the bedroom. He hopped onto the dresser and inspected my pocket treasures while I unknotted my tie. I draped it across him and he batted it around while I peeled off my shirt and pants. Baldwin escorted me to the bathroom, vaulted onto the counter, and curled up in the sink. I turned on the shower and rubbed him behind the ears as the bathroom filled with steam. When the mirror was fogged, I stepped into the shower and let the hot water loosen the knots in my shoulders and neck. My headache started to recede. Toweling my hair, I let Baldwin lead me out of the bathroom. He hopped onto the bed and the covers moved. Lori sat up. Her face, flushed from sleep, turned bright red when she realized I was naked. Her hair was tousled and her mascara had made dark smudges under her eyes. She was gorgeous. I covered myself with the towel and ducked into the bathroom.
“Jesus, Lori. What are you doing here?” It came out sharper than I intended. I wasn’t angry, just surprised. I cringed at the hurt in her voice.
“I...I’m sorry Brocs. Your dad wouldn’t let me come back to the house after the funeral. I couldn’t face going home yet, so I came over here. I’m sorry I was in your bed. I’ve been here for hours. You didn’t come home. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
Christ, I’d made her cry. I could hear the bedspread rustle as she got up.
“I’ll just go wait in the kitchen,” she said.
Baldwin was in stealth mode so I dressed without his help. I zipped into my jeans and found Lori at my kitchen table, shoulders slumped, forehead resting on her palm. She straightened when I came in.
“You want a drink or something, Lori?”
“No. I should get home. Brocs, I didn’t mean to barge in on you. I got tired of sitting in the hall. Then I remembered I had Drew’s-“ her voice cracked, then she continued. “Drew’s keys, so I came in.”
“Don’t worry about it, you’re always welcome here. You know that. You need a ride home?”
“No. I’ll be okay. I feel like walking.”
I sat down across the table and took Lori’s hand in mine. It was cold.
“Why would he kill himself, Brocs? She whispered. “I thought we were happy.”
“It wasn’t suicide, Lori.”
“How can you be sure? Something was bothering him. Maybe he was sick or maybe it was me. Maybe he didn’t really want to get married.”
I didn’t want to tell her the police knew it was murder, not while I was the only suspect.
“Lori, Drew loved you and he loved me. He wouldn’t do that to us.”
Silent tears made tracks down her face as she stared at me.
“Somebody killed him, Lori, and I’m going to find out who did it and why.”
“That won’t bring him back.”
I sighed. “No, it won’t bring him back.”
I let Lori’s fingers slip from mine, walked into the living room, and stared unseeing at the neighborhood below. Lori lifted my overcoat from the chair and started to hang it on the coat rack.
“Is that Drew’s briefcase?” she asked.
“Yeah, I guess he left it here the other night.”
The lie came without conscious thought. I immediately felt like a bastard, but I didn’t want her to know what was going on until I had more information.
“You want me to take it home?” she asked.
“Do you mind...I’d like to keep it for a while?”
Lori stepped to my side and squeezed my arm.
“I’m sorry, Brocs. Of course you can keep it. I’m so wrapped up in myself I forget that you’re hurting, too.”
Now I really felt like a shit. I wrapped her in my arms. Her shoulders shook and tears ran in warm rivulets down my bare chest. Her body was soft and curled into mine. I felt a sharp tug of desire, my body’s way of affirming life in the face of death. I tamped it down. I wasn’t going to sleep with Lori, whatever the reason. She eased out of my arms and wiped away her tears. With soft fingertips, she brushed my cheek. I shuddered at the touch and grabbed her hand.
“You have his eyes,” she said. “When I look at you, I can almost see Drew staring out.”
I let go of her hand and took a step back. The yearning on her face was painful to see.
“I’m not Drew, Lori.”
“I know that,” she whispered.
I wanted to pull her into my arms and keep her there all night. Our eyes locked and I knew she would stay if I asked her.
“I’d better go,” she said.
“Let me give you a ride home, Lori.”
She shook her head. “Find out who did this, Brocs.”
She closed the door softly behind her. I sank onto the couch, and rubbed my temples. My head was still pounding as I tried to shake off what had just happened between Lori and me.
The Dire Straits CD still played softly on the stereo. Muscles that had been tense all day started to loosen and my lids got heavy. I dragged myself off the couch before I fell asleep there, scooped up Drew’s briefcase and let Baldwin lead me down the hallway to the bedroom. If Detective Stryker thought I killed Drew, it would be a bad idea for Drew’s briefcase to be found in my house. I scooped his office keys from my dresser, popped the latch on the briefcase and tossed them inside. If I’d been thinking, I would have stopped off at my office and put everything in the safe. I was too wiped out to head over there now. I stowed the briefcase behind a panel at the rear of my closet, covered the hole, and pushed the clothes into place so you couldn’t tell they’d been moved. It wouldn’t hold up to a balls-out search, but it would do for tonight.
Thinking about Stryker tightened the knots in my neck and shoulders. I stretched out on the bed and tried to relax. Lori’s scent wafted from the pillow. I thought about calling Crystal or Bev, just to have a warm body to hold, but decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. Sex wasn’t what I wanted tonight. Baldwin hopped up beside me and rumbled against my ribs. I closed my eyes, but sleep was a long time coming.
“Take care of your little brother, Brocs; he’s much smaller than you.”
“Mom, he’s such a pest.”
“Brockston Harley, do not be selfish. He’s the only little brother you have.”
“Yes, Mama.”
I went outside to play, told Drew to stay out of my way and ignored him.
“Brocs, honey, where’s your brother?” Mama asked a few minutes later.
I looked around, but Drew was nowhere to be seen.
“He was just here, Mama.”
“Brocs, what have you done?”
“I’ll find him, Mama, I promise I will.” I searched frantically, but Drew was gone.
“Brocs, I am so disappointed in you.”
I was crying now. “I’ll find him, Mama,” I sobbed. “I will. Drew,” I called. “Drew, where are you? Drew!”
I jerked awake with Drew’s name ringing in my ears. Baldwin was hunkered down at the foot of the bed staring at me and someone was pounding at my door. The clock on my bedside table read 2:30 a.m.
I tried to gather my scattered wits as I pushed off the covers and pulled on my jeans. My nine-millimeter was in the drawer of my bedside table. I grabbed it and stuck it in my waistband. The doorbell joined the pounding. I shrugged into a tee shirt and walked down the hall. Through the peephole I could see Detective Stryker standing in my hallway. I twisted the dead bolt and slipped the safety chain.
“Jesus, don’t you ever sleep?”
“Let me in,” the detective said.
“Didn’t we already do this, Stryker?”
“Open the damn door, Harley.”
I swore softly to myself and stepped aside. Detective Stryker brushed past me and sat down at the kitchen table.
“Where’s your partner?” I asked.
“I sent him home.”
“He’s been watching my house?”
“Getting a little antsy, Mr. Harley?”
I narrowed my eyes and didn’t answer.
“Could I get a drink of water?” he asked.
I motioned toward the sink. I wasn’t feeling very hospitable at the moment. He fumbled through cabinets until he found the glasses, filled one with water, and sat down. I waited for him to start. He let the silence go on long enough for Baldwin to come out and investigate. He sniffed at the detective’s pant leg. Stryker reached down to pet him and Baldwin hissed. Detective Stryker jerked his hand away. I swallowed a smile.
“Your cat doesn’t seem to like me very much.”
“He’s a smart cat.”
“Hmm. Did you enjoy comforting your brother’s fiancée this evening?”
I jumped as my mind went over last night. “What do you mean by that?”
“Oh come now, Mr. Harley. She’s a beautiful woman.”
“Detective Stryker, I think you should leave now.”
“Brothers have been killed for lesser reasons.”
“I didn’t kill my brother.”
“So you say.”
“You don’t have any evidence or I’d already be downtown.”
“Don’t get too comfortable, Mr. Harley. I have a murder weapon with your fingerprints on it, and you don’t have an alibi.”
“I think it’s time for you to go.”
I stood and waited for the detective to get up from the table. When he rose to leave, Baldwin slunk away hissing and snarling, I felt like hissing and snarling myself. I moved to the entryway and held open the door while Detective Stryker glanced around the apartment.
“You won’t get in here again without a warrant,” I said as he clomped down the hallway to the stairs.
He just smiled. “Sweet dreams, Mr. Harley.”
“Bastard,” I muttered.
I closed the door gently and rammed the bolt home. If I’d had a dog, I would have kicked it. Baldwin, not taking any chances, disappeared. I went to bed, but sleep was far away. Between the dream about my mom and Detective Stryker’s visit, I was wide-awake. As the sky lightened outside my window, I finally drifted off.
The phone rang and I thrashed around trying to untangle the blankets. The machine kicked in before I could get to it.
“Come on, Harley, I know you’re there. Answer the damn phone.”
I picked up the receiver.
“What do you want, Nick.”
“Got a job I need done. Thought I’d give you first crack at it.”
“What is it this time?”
“Got a car out at Lone Ridge I need brought in.”
“Christ, Nick. Why do you keep selling to those losers?”
“Those losers are paying for my ‘Vette.”
“You’re a real piece of shit, Nick.”
“Yeah and you’re a car thief. Now that we’ve got that settled, get your ass down here. I’ve got another one you can take care of today while you’re at it.”
“Give me an hour, I’ll meet you at the lot.”
“You got it.”
I fumbled the phone into the cradle and slid out of bed. I took a quick shower and dressed for work in loose cut Levi’s, a long-sleeved tee shirt, windbreaker and hiking boots. I hooked the holster over my belt, snapped the nine into it and shoved my .22 into the pocket of my jeans. Baldwin jumped on the dresser and patted the pocket flotsam until he unearthed my lock picks. I rubbed him under the chin and dropped the picks into my pocket. My slim jim was in the bottom of my underwear drawer. I dug it out and tucked it up the left sleeve of my tee shirt. Baldwin left as I checked my pockets to make sure I had all my tools.
The rain had moved east overnight and the sky was a sparkling blue. I squinted in the glare and groped around the seat for my shades as I drove. Ten minutes later, I parked at “Buy and Fly Automotive”, Nick Ascosi’s car lot. It’s a pretty apt name. A lot of his customers make a couple of payments and fly the coop. It’s good for my business.
Buy and Fly is what’s known in the business as an Iron Lot. Nick buys junk, spiffs it up and overprices it. The payments are minimal, the interest is astronomical. He collects from his customers weekly and if you miss one, he calls you on the phone. You’ve got two days from the contact to get caught up. If you don’t, he hires me. For this kind of work I get a flat hundred-dollar fee. If I get beaten up, Nick pays the doctor bills and I get an extra fifty. If I get shot at, it goes up to two hundred. If I get hit, it’s a grand plus the doctor bills. I’ve never been shot. Nick hopes if I do it’s fatal.
When I arrived at the lot, Nick was at his oily car salesman best, sleazing some poor kid out of his paper route money. Nick is somewhere between forty-five and sixty and looks like a cross between a mafia don and a GQ cover model. He’s got a pencil thin mustache and his dark hair is slicked back. A linen jacket over a silk shirt, pleated pants, and Gucci loafers with no socks complete the Nick ensemble. He nodded toward the showroom as I angled out of the truck. I ducked inside and sat down in his office.
The tile on the floor was yellow with ground in dirt. A brick was wedged under the corner of the battered wooden desk, standing in for a missing leg. A hole in the front was patched with duct tape where it looked like someone had aimed a well-placed kick. The hole was new since my last visit.
A Rigid Tool calendar girl aimed a sultry stare at me from behind the desk as she fondled a cordless drill. Over my left shoulder, a vintage Snap-On tool calendar was open to July of ‘81. A blonde this time, in crotch length cut offs and a bikini top, draped over a ‘69 Charger. It was a sweet car.
From my vantage point, I could either watch Nick work his magic on the kid, stare at the ‘68 Mustang sitting on the showroom floor or riffle through the junk covering the top of his desk. I’d seen Nick fleece enough customers, and even from across the room, I could tell the Mustang had more Bondo than metal under the paint. I chose the desk. I pawed through the auction flyers, loan applications, and the Springfield newspaper without finding anything interesting. I lifted a file from his in-box and found a new issue of Playboy tucked underneath.
I was checking out the centerfold when Nick finally slumped into his chair. The poor kid was just driving off the lot in his new treasure. I turned the centerfold toward Nick.
“You think those are real?”
“Give me that.”
He snatched the magazine out of my hand and shoved it back into the in-box. I lit a cigarette while Nick fanned through the mess on his desk for the two files he was turning over to me. The first was on Lewis Clancy. I laughed when he handed it to me. Lewis is a regular customer. He gets flush, buys a car, makes his payments for a month or so then goes on a binge, drinks his paycheck, and Nick sends me out to get the car. I’ve been to Lewis’s place a dozen times. The second one was at Lone Ridge, a neighborhood outside the city limits, overlooking the river. The inhabitants keep to themselves and guard their territory with buckshot. It’s the kind of place that gives Ozark Mountain People a bad name. Every time I have to do a repo at Lone Ridge I come home swearing to hire a partner.
My target this time was Julius Manchester. He was the soon to be former owner of an eighty-two Chevy pickup. Recently out of prison, he’d been in town about three months. He was a no good piece of shit and it was a pretty safe bet he’d be back inside soon.
“Why don’t you just wait till this asshole gets arrested again, Nick?”
“Nah, the truck will be totaled before that. I want it now. What’s a matter, you going soft on me?”
“I’ll get it for you, but you know the deal.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
He dismissed me with a wave of his hand. I removed two contracts from my jacket pocket, flattened them out and slid them across the desk.
“I’m insulted, Brocs. I’m one of your best customers.”
“Just business, Nick,” That and the fact he was about as trustworthy as Julius Manchester.
Nick scribbled his name and tossed the paperwork to me. I folded the contracts, and stowed them in my pocket as I left. The first one would be easy. I’d take care of Lewis then head out to Lone Ridge and see what I was up against there.
I parked at the curb in front of Lewis’s house. The shades were down, but as I stepped onto the stoop I could hear the canned laughter of a TV game show. I reached through the broken screen and knocked. Shuffling sounds came from inside and Lewis swung open the door. The smell of stale beer and unwashed male rolled out over me. I stepped back to get away from the stench. Lewis scratched his belly through his undershirt and grinned. “’Lo, Brocs.”
“Morning, Lewis. I need to pick up the car.”
“I was expectin’ you ‘fore long.”
“You want to drive it into town? I’ll give you a ride home.”
“Sure, sure.”
The door closed. I watched a tiny lizard skitter up the siding. It disappeared beneath the leaves of a vine clinging to the gutter. I could hear Lewis rustling around inside, then it was quiet. I turned and stared across the dirt yard to the street where a small boy rode his Big Wheel back and forth through the lone mud puddle in front of his house. I gave it a couple of minutes and when Lewis didn’t reappear, I opened the broken screen door and knocked again. The TV stopped in mid laugh. There were more shuffling noises from inside. Finally, Lewis opened up. He stared at me in surprise.
“Hey, forgot you was out here.”
He belched and started to close the door. I stuck the toe of my boot in to keep it from closing. It banged against my foot and bounced open. Lewis backed up and stared in confusion. After a pause, he wandered down the hall into the kitchen for his keys. I stood there and tried not to breathe until he shuffled back.
He followed me out of the house and got into his car. I tucked in behind him and made sure he stopped at the lot. Nick met us at the office, and Lewis handed over his keys. I gave Nick the paperwork. He slipped me the hundred and glared.
“Easiest money you’ll ever earn.”
“Yeah, makes up for having to go out to Lone Ridge.”
I motioned for Lewis to get in the truck. He closed the door and I almost asked him to ride in the bed. I opened the windows instead. Good thing it was only a couple of blocks. I drove with my head out the window until we stopped in front of his house. He crawled out and ambled up the cracked sidewalk.
“See you in a couple of months, Harley.”
I laughed and waved as I backed away. I drove toward Lone Ridge with the windows down, but it didn’t do much good. Eau de Lewis was imbedded in my nostrils. I eased onto the shoulder at the bottom of the hill below the ridge and decided to climb the road on foot. Dotting the ridge were ancient mobile homes sporting satellite dishes. The yards were decorated with derelict cars, old bedsprings, and broken-down furniture. Feral cats slunk around the cars, hissing if you got too close.
I found the trailer I was aiming for, but the Chevy wasn’t there. I glanced around for neighbors. I didn’t see any so I ducked into the woods, found a log to sit on, and waited for Manchester to make an appearance. I didn’t have to wait long. Fifteen minutes later, the Chevy ground up the hill and came to a stop in front of the trailer. Manchester went inside carrying a six-pack. Looked like he was in for a while and he didn’t lock the truck. I smiled. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad after all. I eased out of my hiding place and crouched at the rear of the truck. A cat shot between my feet. I grabbed the bumper to keep from falling and swore under my breath. I bobbed up for a peek over the tailgate. Still no one around. Crouching, I made my way to the driver’s side and eased behind the wheel. This was going to be a piece of cake. I hummed to myself as I reached under the dash and started to hot-wire the pickup. As I peeled the insulation from the wires, the trailer door flew open and a black and tan hound ran, snarling, toward me. “Shit!” Slamming the truck door shut, I fumbled with the wires while the dog hurled himself at the driver’s window. I glanced toward the trailer as a rifle barrel appeared between the edge of the screen and the doorframe.
“Shit!” I ducked as he fired. The bullet starred the windshield and thudded into the seat beside my head. “Dammit!”
Fumbling under the dash, I finally made the connection. The engine groaned to life. I dropped it into reverse without sitting up. A trash can clattered off the bumper and overturned as I swung the Chevy around. I shifted into drive and mashed the throttle. The engine stumbled, coughed, and sputtered.
“Take off you piece of shit!” I yelled.
I pounded the steering wheel in frustration as a gunshot pinged off the tailgate. I heard a third shot and felt a sting above my right ear. Pellets of safety glass showered my head and shoulders.
“Son of a bitch!”
My eyes blurred. I blinked them clear. Another shot and my right arm went numb. I rammed my foot to the floor. The engine coughed, caught, and gravel sprayed behind me as I lurched out of the drive. I risked a glance in the rearview mirror. The rifle lay on the ground at Manchester’s feet. He was shielding his eyes from the gravel with one hand and giving me a one-finger salute with the other. I grinned. I love my job.
I drove the Chevy onto Nick’s lot. A throbbing ache replaced the numbness in my arm. Blood dripped off my elbow onto the seat. My hair was matted to the side of my head and blood soaked the neck of my shirt and jacket. I probably looked like something from a horror movie as I stumbled from the truck. My knees buckled as my feet hit the ground and I clung to the window frame for support. Nick stepped out onto the sidewalk, took one look, and ran back inside. I hoped he was going for the first aid kit and not barricading himself in his office. I really didn’t feel like driving myself to the emergency room.
He reappeared with a bleach-mottled shop towel and ran toward me as I released my hold on the window frame and leaned against the bed. I hoped the rag wasn’t soaked in gasoline or brake cleaner. Just in case, I jerked away as Nick moved the folded scrap toward my head, snagged it from his outstretched hand and held it against my arm.
“Jesus, Harley. What the hell happened up there?”
“Julius wanted to keep the truck.”
“He shot you?”
“No, Nick. I shot myself.”
“Un-fucking-believable. Christ, get inside or something. You’re gonna scare away all my customers.”
“You’re all fucking heart, Nick. Just give me a ride to the ER. I think I need a couple of stitches.” I moved the now crimson shop rag and fingered the rip in my sleeve.
“Yeah, sure. Just a sec.”
Nick left me. A few minutes later he reappeared from behind the building in his ‘Vette. I scrunched into the passenger seat still holding the towel against my arm.
“Don’t get any blood on the seats, pal. This is my ride.”
I glanced around the car lot and back at Nick. “You couldn’t find something else to drive?”
“When Nick drives, Nick drives the ‘Vette. The ladies love it.”
I swallowed a groan and rested my head against the seat ignoring Nick’s warning about bloodstained upholstery. Nick parked outside the ER, opened my door and pulled me none too gently out. I stumbled to the desk and an aide hustled me behind the curtain. Nick moved the car and found me a few minutes later.
The nurse, Celia Alley according to her name tag, soaked a gauze pad in Betadine solution, stuck it on my head and told me to hold it there. She had the body of a goddess and the hard-faced appearance of someone who had fought her way up from the bottom. She might have been pretty once.
While I held the gauze pad in place, she prepped a syringe with a local anesthetic.
“I don’t want an injection.”
“What’s a matter, big guy, are you afraid of needles? I promise it will only hurt a little.”
“I’m not afraid of needles, I just don’t like lidocaine.”
“Sure, tough guy. I gotta go talk to the doc. Be right back.”
While I awaited her return, I removed the Betadine soaked pad from my head and probed the crease above my ear. The bleeding seemed to have stopped, but it was beginning to swell. I could feel the skin around my eye and cheek starting to tighten. I scooted off the exam table to check out the damage in the polished metal front of a supply cabinet against the wall. Before I made two steps the doctor entered, followed by Nurse Alley. One glare from her and I sat back down. The doc took a quick look at my injuries and frowned.
“These are gunshot wounds.”
“Yes sir.”
“I’ve already called the police,” Nurse Alley said.
I waited for Nick to throw in his two cents, but he remained unusually silent.
The doctor probed my arm and I tensed.
“This is pretty deep. It’s going to be painful to get it cleaned and sutured. You sure you don’t want a local anesthetic?”
“I’m sure.”
He made a notation on my file and handed it to the nurse. I thought I heard Nick mumble the word ‘masochist’ under his breath, but when I glanced up, he was examining his cuticles.
“He wants to do it the hard way, Celia. There doesn’t appear to be any muscle damage. Clean him up, stitch him up, and turn him over to the cops.”
“Yes, doctor,” she answered.
I’m sure I imagined the malevolent gleam in her eye as she rolled the suture tray closer to the exam table.
She told me to remove my jacket, and proceeded to cut the sleeve out of my tee shirt. When I was properly disrobed, she soaked a new pad with antiseptic and told me to press it against my arm. Holding the gauze pad, I forced myself to stay still while she cleaned the crease above my right ear. I was only moderately successful. As I winced away from her fingers, she stopped and looked me in the eye.
“This doesn’t have to hurt, Mr. Harley.”
“I know.”
“But you still don’t want the injection.”
“Right.”
“Then be still.”
I laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”
Nick muttered something I couldn’t hear. Nurse Alley’s lips twitched as she held back a grin.
I made damn sure I didn’t move a muscle as she stitched my head together. She put the bandage in place and flipped my hair down to cover it.
“Your hair should hide the scar, hon.”
“I’m sure he’s real worried about the cosmetic damage,” Nick said.
I knew his silence was too good to last. I glared at him, but he ignored me. Ms. Alley shot him a look and he flashed her one of his car salesman smiles. She grinned and set to work cleaning my arm.
Over her shoulder, I could see a police officer waiting patiently for her to finish. I decided to take care of business before Nick disappeared. He was admiring Ms. Alley’s ‘technique’ and mumbling to himself about the bloodstains on his Vette. I think the quiet was starting to wear on him.
When she stepped away to prepare a new suture tray, I fished the contract out of my jacket pocket and tossed it to Nick.
“Hey, brother.” I said to Nick. “You owe me two thousand bucks, a tee shirt and a new windbreaker.”
“What!”
“If a gunshot wound is worth a grand, two of ‘em ought to be worth two grand.”
“Ah, that’s bullshit, Harley. I gotta get the glass replaced. You got blood all over the truck seat. It’s gonna cost me a bundle to get that thing ready to sell. And to top it off, you bled all over the Nickmobile. Besides, you should have been out of there before he got off the second shot.”
“I would have if that piece of shit truck would run.”
“I tell you what, I’ll give you a thousand and replace your clothes. That’s more than fair. Hell the truck’s not worth much more than that.”
“Deal.”
“You son of a bitch. You played me. All you wanted was the grand.”
I grinned, and then winced as Nurse Alley started stitching my arm.
“Hold still, it wouldn’t hurt if you’d let me give you a local,” she said.
“Sorry.”
“You’re a rotten piece of shit, Harley.”
“You’re not so bad yourself, Nick.”
“How ‘bout I go get your old Ford while this nice lady finishes her handiwork?”
“Better watch it, Nick. It’ll get out that you’re really a nice guy.”
“Don’t start with me, Harley.”
Nick stood and started out of the cubicle.
“How bout you pay up before you go, Nick?”
He glared and reached for his wallet.
“You’re not very trusting.”
I smirked while he peeled off eleven one hundred dollar bills and handed them to me.
“You can pick out your own clothes,” he said.
I folded the money and shoved it into the front pocket of my Levi’s. “My truck’s parked at the foot of Lone Ridge Road.”
“I’ll find it,” said Nick.
He edged around the curtain and disappeared from view.
“Hey cowboy, what ya doin’ for dinner?” Celia Alley asked with a smile.
“All booked up, darlin. Sorry.”
“That’s okay,” she said. “My old man probably wouldn’t take it too well anyway.”
The smile was gone, the words sounded defeated. My mom had sounded like that before she died. I had a sudden vision of Celia’s old man smacking her around. I glanced up at her face and caught the faint trace of a fading bruise around her left eye.
“Your old man, he hit you?” I asked
Her shoulders stiffened. She ignored my question and bandaged me up. I thanked her and started to shrug into my damaged jacket.
“I’m not finished yet,” she said.
“I don’t have any more bullet holes.”
“Tetanus shot. You just thought you were gonna get out of here without an injection.”
I sighed and sat down. She pushed up my sleeve and the slim jim fell out. She picked it up off the floor, stared at it for a minute, then glared at me as she tossed it on the bed. She knew what it was. Her old man probably had one.
“What exactly is it that you do for a living?” she asked.
“I’m a repo man.”
“Sure you are, sugar.”
She shot me in the arm with more force than necessary, then motioned to the policeman that I was all his.
“Celia, wait,” I said.
She stopped and turned around.
I handed her my card. “He hits you again, you call me.”
Her eyes widened, then her face went blank. She shook her head and turned to walk away without looking at me again. But she didn’t throw away the card. I hoped she would call me. I don’t have much use for guys that hit women. The officer took her place at my side and I explained what had happened.
“Mr. Harley,” he said, when I’d finished. “You just made my week. We’ve been dreaming of a reason to put that sack of shit Manchester back behind bars ever since he came to town.”
“Glad I could help.”
“Just make sure you’re around to testify.”
He shook my hand before he walked out of the exam room. I followed him out and started toward the entrance when I heard my name. I turned toward the desk. Celia waved a piece of paper at me and motioned me over. She gave me my wound care briefing and I signed the insurance forms. Celia started down the hall. I tossed my pen down on the completed form and caught up with her before she entered the exam room to clean up.
“Celia, I meant what I said. Call me.”
She glared at me and I took a step back.
“I think you need to spend a little more time taking care of yourself and a little less time sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
I tried again.
“Just keep the card, okay. No one should have to be afraid to go home at night. I promise, if you call me, I’ll come.”
“I’ve wasted enough time talking to you, Mr. Tough Guy. I have other patients.”
She stepped into the exam room, dismissing me. But her hand was in the pocket of her scrubs fingering the business card she’d tucked in there earlier.
I hoped she would call. Actually, I hoped she wouldn’t ever need to call, but that wasn’t likely. I sighed and turned down the hall to the ER entrance and stepped outside. My truck was parked at the curb, the keys dangling from the ignition. I eased behind the wheel and headed home twelve hundred dollars richer than when I’d left. Not a bad day’s work even with the stitches. I’d have to call Drew when I got home and tell him about the recovery. Grief washed over me as I remembered he was gone. For just a little while, I’d forgotten.
Baldwin came in, sniffed the air as I stepped inside, and backed away growling low in his throat. I didn’t blame him. In the bathroom, I took the bandage off my head, flipped my hair over the stitches and washed off most of the blood. My right eye was starting to darken and a bruise showed on my cheek. I threw the jacket and tee shirt into the trash and gingerly pulled on a sweatshirt. My arm was going to be sore as hell for a couple of days, and last night’s headache was nothing compared to the one I had now. I retrieved the packet of pain pills from my pocket and tossed them into the trash. Not my kind of painkiller.
I stepped into sweat pants and threw my jeans into the washer to soak. In the kitchen, I broke the wax seal on a brand new bottle of Maker’s Mark. I poured a double shot, drained it and poured another. History’s original anesthetic burned in my empty stomach. I fixed a ham sandwich, and washed it down with the second drink. The throbbing in my head started to subside as the bourbon went to work. I left the glass in the sink and decided on a nap.
Two hours later I awoke in the dark. Baldwin’s eyes shone like gems in the glow from the streetlight. I sat up and turned on the bedside lamp. Baldwin blinked in the sudden glare. My head started pounding. I stretched and cringed as the stitches pulled. In the kitchen, I took a couple of Tylenol and washed them down with iced tea. Wide-awake, I dug Drew’s briefcase out of the closet, popped it open, and started going through his papers.
It was time to find out if Austin-Kline Investments had anything to do with Drew’s death.
Three hours of wading through Drew’s papers, trying to find something that raised a red flag, left me with nothing. My eyeballs felt like they were going to pop out of my head. I shuffled the jumble of files into the briefcase, swallowed a couple more Tylenol, and decided to call it a night. As I went down the hall toward the bedroom, a knock sounded at the door. I wasn’t in the mood for cops. I picked up my gun, flung open the door and prepared to give Detective Stryker an ass chewing he’d never forget.
Lori stood wide-eyed, staring at the weapon in my hand.
“Uh, maybe this isn’t a good time. I’ll leave you alone.”
“I’m sorry, Lori. Its okay, come on in.”
I tucked the gun in the back of my waistband and followed her to the living room. “You want a drink or something?”
“Sure.”
She looked better today, not so bruised. Her hair was fixed, her makeup flawless. Only the eyes gave her away-there was no sparkle there, only sadness. Outside, Lori was back to normal, the inside would take longer to heal. She stopped in front of a picture of Drew and me, ran her fingers lightly over his face and took a deep breath. I watched from across the room. She moved toward me and softly touched the bruise around my eye. Her touch sent tremors through my body. I stepped away. Detective Stryker’s words echoed in my head, “Did you enjoy comforting your brother’s fiancée this evening?” Lori’s voice snapped me back. “Good God, Brocs. What have you done to your face?”
“I repo’d a truck from a guy who wanted to keep it.”
Anger replaced the sadness in her eyes. “One of these days some lowlife is going to kill you. Is that what you want, to get shot over a damn car?”
I stared open-mouthed at her. “Uh...let me get you that drink.” I poured bourbon over ice, added soda, and handed her the glass.
“I’m sorry, Brocs. That was out of line.”
“It’s okay. I didn’t know you cared one way or the other.”
“Of course I do. You and I were the most important people in Drew’s life.”
I didn’t know how to respond so I fumbled around mixing another drink. I didn’t even like bourbon and soda. I took a taste, made a face and put it down on the table. “What can I do for you, Lori?”
“I wasn’t thinking straight when I was over here before. I guess I was still in shock over...” She made a ‘you know’ kind of motion with her hand, then pressed her fingers to her lips. She paused and took a sip of her drink before she continued. “Drew had been acting different lately. Brocs, do you really think he didn’t kill himself?”
“What do you mean, he was acting different?”
“It started a couple of weeks ago. I...I think Drew found out something and didn’t know what to do about it. He was distracted, upset, grouchy. He was never like that. You know how he was.” She paused again and forced back her tears. “I think he found out something he wasn’t supposed to and that’s why he’s dead.”
I sat up in my chair. If that were true, the phone call I got the night he died made sense.
“Tell me what was going on the last couple of weeks.”
“I don’t know really. He was just distracted like I said. I asked him what was wrong. He said he couldn’t tell me, but he needed to talk to someone about it.”
“Did he?”
“Not that I know of. I think maybe that’s what he wanted to talk to you about at Luigi’s.”
“He didn’t mention what it was about?”
“He wouldn’t tell me anything, Brocs. I thought he was trying to work his way up to breaking up with me.”
“He would never have done that, Lori.”
She smiled. “I wish he would have told me what was wrong.”
“It might be a good thing he didn’t. If someone killed him to keep it quiet, they wouldn’t think twice about doing it again.”
Lori tensed in her chair. Shit, I’d scared her. I hadn’t meant to do that.
“Do you think I might be in danger?” she whispered.
“Maybe. Could you go stay with your dad for a while?”
“If you think I should. I can’t sleep at my place anyway. It’s too quiet.”
“It might be a good idea if you got out of town until we can figure out what’s going on.”
“God, Brocs. This is just too much.”
She covered her face with her hands. I went over and held her in my arms. She relaxed against me for a minute before she leaned away. The tears were under control. She took a deep breath and brushed her fingers over my bruised cheek again.
“I don’t want you hurt, Brocs. Maybe you should just let the police handle it.”
“That’s not really an option, Lori.”
She didn’t ask why. For that I was thankful. I still didn’t want her to know Stryker thought I’d killed Drew.
“What can I do to help?” she asked.
“Can you remember what Drew was working on before he died?”
“A sale for some investment firm, Eldon or Elston something.”
“Austin-Kline?”
“Yeah, that was the name. That was all, though. It was a pretty big deal. He’d been working on it for a long time. Brocs, I don’t think it was anything to do with business.”
“Why don’t you think it was work-related?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it was. I can’t imagine what he’d be involved in at the office that could...that could get him killed. He sold real estate.”
Her voice dropped. I gave her hand a squeeze. She took a minute to gather herself. I resisted the urge to fold her into my arms again.
I had a hunch work did have something to do with Drew’s death. I didn’t have any reason for it, just a gut feeling and a page from his daytimer that I’d found in his office. I was glad Lori didn’t know much about Drew’s latest deal. If the Austin-Kline account had something to do with why he was killed, the less Lori knew about it the better. Even so, I was glad she was getting out of town.
“Lori, did Drew keep any papers at home?”
“Well, he had an office there. I never went in it. I don’t know what he kept there.”
“Can you get in?”
“Halston won’t let me in the house. There was a picture Drew had on his desk. I asked Halston if I could have it. He slammed the door in my face.”
What a bastard. “I’ll try to get your picture,” I said.
She waved me off like it wasn’t important. I’d get it for her, though. If I had to, I could get into Halston’s house. I installed the security system. That was one B&E I was sure I could do without getting caught.
I straightened from the stool in front of Lori’s chair and moved to the couch. I picked up my glass and stared into the amber liquid, trying to sort out what I needed to do next. I hadn’t found anything in Drew’s papers so far.
“Drew left some files and stuff at my apartment. Do you want me to bring them over?”
My head snapped up. Yes, I wanted those papers. No, I didn’t want Lori to bring them over. Not with Detective Stryker and his watchdog around. They were probably outside right now.
“I want the papers but you probably shouldn’t bring them over. I don’t know if the men who killed Drew are watching you or not. Why don’t you mail them to me when you get to your dad’s?”
“Isn’t that a little extreme?” she asked.
“Maybe. Just humor me, okay?”
“Alright.”
“If you need to get in touch with me, while you’re at your dad’s, call my cell.”
Lori was staring at me now. Wondering what I knew, which was nothing really, not about the killers anyway. I did know that Stryker and his bird dog were watching my place. I didn’t think they were tapping my phone, but it seemed silly to take chances.
“Brocs, what’s this all about?”
“Just trust me, Lori. I promise I’ll explain when I can.”
“I trust you, Brocs.”
“If you think of anything else about the last few weeks that I need to know, leave a message on my cell phone.”
“Brocs, maybe we should talk to the cops.”
“NO!”
Lori jumped in surprise. “Couldn’t you at least call that friend of yours, Wil? He might be able to help.”
Wil was a cop and we’d been friends since college, but I didn’t want to put him in the middle-between me and the police department. I’d handle this alone. At least for now.
“Lori, we don’t have anything to tell them right now.”
“I don’t know, Brocs. Whatever you think. I wish you would at least talk to him.”
“Maybe later, Lor.”
I escorted Lori to her car and watched her drive away. A quick glance around the parking lot didn’t reveal Stryker or Morris. Didn’t mean they weren’t around.
Back inside, Baldwin twined himself around my legs as I picked up the dirty glasses from the living room and dumped them out in the sink. I wondered if I should get in touch with Stryker and tell him about the phone call. He probably wouldn’t believe me now. It had been too long.
I sat down at the kitchen table. Baldwin hopped up and blinked at me. I dropped my head in my hands and tried to decide what to do next. Baldwin tiptoed over and rooted under my arm. I rubbed behind his ears and he started to purr. I tried to remember exactly what the voice on the phone had said the night Drew died. It was something about minding his own business. I couldn’t think of the exact wording. Too much had happened since then. Shit. I wish I had caller ID. Then I’d at least have a place to start.
I had no doubt that Drew was murdered. Now I just had to discover why. Drew was concerned about something the last couple of weeks. It had to be connected to Austin-Kline Investments, but none of the papers I had seen so far gave me any idea how. I dug them out and read through them again. I just didn’t have enough knowledge of the business to see anything wrong. I wished Drew was here to explain it to me. I smiled at the thought. If Drew was here I wouldn’t need it explained.
Halston could probably clear it up. I’d have to get someone else to ask him. He wouldn’t take my calls and he probably wouldn’t let me through the door of his office. I knew he wouldn’t let me into the house. I thought about calling my old roommate, Billy Rayburn, and asking him. He was into real estate among other things. I went as far as picking up the phone, but I hung up before I dialed. It was late, I was tired, and I felt like shit. It was time to give in to my pounding head and hit the sack. First thing tomorrow, I’d take a little trip to Riker and see what Billy could tell me about Austin-Kline Investments.
Riker, Missouri is thirty miles east and several tax brackets north of Stantonville. Billy Rayburn had his office there and I was hoping to pick his brain. I stalked out of the elevator on the eleventh floor of his building at five minutes after nine. The receptionist looked up and gasped in surprise as I pushed into the reception room. I was wearing Levis, black motorcycle boots, and black leather chaps. My leather motorcycle jacket gaped open as I strode in, showing the shoulder rig housing my nine-millimeter. My rainbow eye and bruised cheek only added to the effect.
“I’m here to see Rayburn,” I said, scowling to keep a smile off my face as the latest in a long line of well-endowed blonde bimbos scooted back in her chair.
“I’m...uh, sorry sir, he’s um....in a meeting,” she stammered. “Would you like to make an appointment?”
“I don’t need an appointment.”
With that, I brushed past her and pushed in Billy’s office. Rayburn sat behind a teak desk the size of an aircraft carrier. His suit was custom-tailored, his shoes were Italian, and his cigar was Cuban. The little blonde followed me into the room stammering an apology. Her boss looked up in anger. A smile broke out when he saw who it was.
“Harley, you son of a bitch. Where the hell have you been?”
We shook hands and I lowered myself into the chair in front of his desk.
“It’s okay, Tia. He’s an old friend. Brocs, this is Tia Mattingly. Tia, Brocs Harley.”
I stood, bowed, and kissed her hand.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I just like to make an entrance when I come to see Billy.”
She gave me a head-to-toe appraisal, the look on her face changed from fear to interest.
“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Harley. Can I get you anything?”
It was definitely an open-ended question. I gave her the head-to-toe look back. She blushed.
“Tia, hold my calls and reschedule anything I have going this afternoon.”
“But, sir.”
“Just do it, Tia.”
She nodded and slipped out of Billy’s office.
“She’s a looker, Bill.”
“Yep, I don’t think she has ten functioning brain cells in that pretty little head of hers.”
“When you gonna start hiring them for their brains instead of their boobs?”
“You know me, still trying to find one that has both. Hey, man. I was sorry as hell to hear about your brother. I was in Atlanta when Wil called to tell me. I didn’t get back into town until yesterday or I’d have been there.”
“Thanks, Bill.”
“So, what brings you here, Brocs? Just using me for an excuse to get the hog out on the road?”
“I need your help.”
Billy Rayburn’s business interests were very...diverse. He knew most of the movers and shakers in the local business world, both legitimate and otherwise.
“Tell me about Austin-Kline Investments.”
His twinkling blue eyes suddenly shuttered. He tipped back in his chair and put his hands together over his belt buckle.
“I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of them. What exactly are they into?”
He was lying.
“That’s what I was hoping to find out from you.”
“Guess you’re out of luck, Brocs. I’ve never heard of them.”
I knew he was lying. Now I wanted to find out why. “No big deal. It’s a nice day for a ride. You still got your bike?”
“Yeah.”
“Want to play hooky?”
He lost the shuttered look and a small smile touched the corners of his mouth. “Why the hell not?”
He shrugged into his suit coat and punched the intercom button. “Tia, I’m going to be out of the office the rest of the day. Send messages to my voice mail.”
“Can I reach your cell phone?”
“Nope, I’m going to be in a meeting all afternoon.”
“Yes, sir.”
I winked at Tia on the way out. She blushed and busied herself with the telephone. I got the impression from the blush that she hadn’t been serious about her earlier offer.
I straddled my Heritage Softail and waited for Rayburn to retrieve his BMW from the underground parking garage. When he drove out, I tucked in behind him and we wound our way up into the Ozark foothills to his little five thousand square foot hideaway. I parked the Harley in the drive out front and ducked under the garage door as it lowered behind the Beamer. Rayburn bleeped the security system on the car and opened the door into the kitchen. I tossed my jacket on a chair and stepped down into the sunken great room. The west wall was all glass. Cedar Lake was just visible through the trees. While Rayburn changed from businessman to biker, I checked out the view. It was incredible.
I strolled around the living room, stopping to admire the tiny treasures tucked on the shelves between leather-bound first editions. Billy has a thing for tiny works of art; paintings, sculpture, anything in miniature. My wanderings brought me in front of the window again. The room was outstanding, rich but comfortable and everything was keyed to the view. I went to the bar, poured water over ice and sat down. The chair enfolded me like it was custom built for my six-foot-two frame. The whole place was like that. At first glance it took your breath away. Then it just wrapped itself around you and you didn’t want to leave. If I had a place like that, I’d never get any work done. I’d never get out of the house.
Rayburn came out of the bedroom dressed to ride, grabbed his leather jacket out of the closet and slung it over his shoulder.
“Let’s hit the road, Brocs.”
I started my Harley and waited for Billy. We rolled over the winding hill roads around Riker and Stantonville all afternoon. Tiny burgs were scattered along the lightly traveled blacktop-places where if you needed more than gas and a pit stop, you were out of luck. We were maybe five miles from Billy’s place at Cedar Lake, close to twenty from my house, but it felt like a different world. It was the perfect place to kill an afternoon on a bike.
We stopped at an overlook. I always meant to bring a camera with me when I came up here. Drew was going to remind me the next time we took off for an afternoon. I turned away from the view and got back on my bike. God I was going to miss him.
A few miles from the overlook, we stopped at a no-name inn outside of Linden-the only town between Riker and Stantonville that still boasted a post office, grocery store, and restaurant. I stood and stretched. I hadn’t been in the saddle for that many hours in a long time. My butt and back were complaining and my bullet wounds were starting to throb. Maybe riding today hadn’t been such a hot idea. I shrugged out of my jacket, eased out of my shoulder rig and stowed it in one of the saddlebags. We were intimidating enough in our leather; I didn’t need to give someone a heart attack with the gun.
“You look like shit. You okay, Brocs?”
“Just a little stiff.”
“Yeah, I always get pale and start to sweat when my muscles get stiff.”
I shrugged at him as we went inside. We took a booth at the back. I tossed my jacket on the seat and eased in. We ordered a couple of beers and watched the waitress as she removed the bottles from the ice and came across the room trading insults with her regulars. She put our beers down and dropped menus on the table in front of us.
She was close to forty and had probably looked the same since she was twenty. She’d probably still look forty when she was sixty. Her name tag bobbed on an ample bosom and her skirt swished invitingly over nicely rounded hips. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was all woman. I glanced at Billy and saw him smile appreciatively.
She told us the specials, then leaned in for a closer look at me and said, “Hon, I’ve got just the thing to make you feel better.”
She left and a moment later reappeared with a brandy snifter. “Drink,” she said.
I took a sip.
“All of it.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I drained the glass and handed it to her.
“That’s better. Now, what can I get for ya?”
We ordered, and then watched as she swayed across the room to the kitchen.
“That’s the woman that should be answering your phones, Rayburn.”
He tore his gaze from her retreating form and shook his head. “Too smart, might take over.”
I snickered. Might make him get off his ass and do some work is what he meant. The bandage on my arm peeked out from under the sleeve of my tee shirt as I picked up my beer.
“What happened to your arm?” Rayburn asked.
“I got shot.”
“Man, you need to find a different line of work. Why don’t you come to work for me?”
“And do what?” I asked.
“I could find something for a man with your talents.”
“Sorry, Billy. I’m strictly on the side of angels now.”
I dug two Tylenol from my pocket, swallowed them with the beer and willed the headache to subside. We talked about old times while we waited for our food. Billy was one of my roommates in college. He got through on charm and luck while I busted my ass for grades. Now he was living in a mansion on top of a mountain and I had a three-room apartment just outside the low rent district. Some guys are born under a lucky star-Billy Rayburn was one of them. We ate dinner and drank a couple more beers before I brought up Austin-Kline again.
“So,” I thunked my half-empty bottle down on the table. “Tell me about Austin-Kline.”
“Never heard of them, told you that already.”
“Don’t lie to me, Rayburn. I’ve known you too long.”
“What’s Austin-Kline to you, anyway?”
“Just curious.”
“That’s not going to cut it, Harley.”
I sighed and took a long pull from my beer before I spoke. “Drew didn’t kill himself.”
Billy stared at me with narrowed eyes. “What’s that have to do with Austin-Kline?”
“Before Drew died, he was working on a deal for them.”
“I’m not following you, Brocs. What’s the connection?”
“Maybe there isn’t one. I’m fishing.”
“We’re not dealing with fish here, Brocs. These are sharks, great whites with big sharp teeth. I’m not going to tell you anything unless you give me something to go on.”
I sighed again and finished my beer. Then I told Billy what little I knew.
“Detective Stryker is trying to pin Drew’s murder on me.” I finished. “Someone went to a hell of a lot of trouble to make it appear I had something to do with his death. I want to know who, and I want to know why. I had to do something so I started with you. You’ve got a connection to everything and everyone that does business in the area.”
Billy slouched against the booth and stared out the window.
“You may not like what you find out, Brocs.”
“Dammit, Billy. They are trying to pin my brother’s murder on me. I’m not doing this for the fun of it. The police have evidence against me and they’re not looking very hard at anyone else. I don’t have any choice. Either I find out what the hell’s going on, or I go to prison.”
Billy sighed and rubbed his hand over his face.
“Austin-Kline is huge. I don’t even know who the kingpin is. He’s hidden away behind a lot of legal paperwork. They have a finger in every pie-drugs, prostitution, you name it. They’ve had their hooks in your old man for years. I’d venture a guess that most of the money that goes through Harley Real Estate comes out a hell of a lot cleaner than when it went in.”
“You think Halston is laundering money for those guys.”
“It’s just a guess. He spends a hell of a lot more money than he earns on real estate in that two-bit town of yours.”
“Lori said Drew was working a real estate deal for Austin-Kline. Would they have killed him if he found out what was going on?”
“It’s possible. If rumor can be believed, it’s happened before.”
“How could they have gotten my gun? It was at Halston’s.”
“Hell, they probably thought it belonged to Drew or your old man. You said they tried to make it look like a suicide. Face it man, you’re just a casualty of war.”
“Yeah, but whose war?”
“That’s the ten thousand dollar question isn’t it?”
“I’ve got to find out more about these guys. Can you help me?”
“I can’t, Brocs. I’m a small fish compared to them. I’m sorry, man. I’ve just got too much to lose.”
Yeah, so did I. I picked up my jacket from the seat next to me and stood. “Thanks for nothing, Billy.”
He started to speak, then shook his head and picked up his beer. I was fuming on the ride home and I had more questions now than when I started.
By the time I made it into town, it was full dark. I rolled my Harley into the parking space next to the Ford and climbed the stairs to my apartment. My head was pounding and my arm throbbed with every step. I fumbled the key into the lock, left my jacket on the floor in the entry, and shuffled down the hall to the bedroom without turning on the lights. Baldwin uncurled himself from my pillow and came over to say hello while I pulled off my boots.
“I got a two-bourbon headache, Baldwin.”
He cocked his head and trotted down the hallway. I sank onto the bed, fully clothed, and closed my eyes. From the kitchen, I heard Baldwin batting his food bowl across the floor. He was hungry. With a sigh, I got up and changed into sweats. Something heavy toppled to the floor and Baldwin yowled.
“Keep your shirt on, beast.”
Baldwin was giving me the evil eye when I walked into the kitchen. His food dish was in the middle of the floor, my Maker’s Mark rested against the table leg-the thump I’d heard from the bedroom. Luckily it wasn’t broken.
“You’re getting on my last nerve, cat.”
Baldwin put on his innocent angel kitty face, and wound around my ankles as I scooped the dish and the bottle off the floor.
Dodging the cat, I filled his dish. He purred and chattered as he started to eat. I opened the Maker’s Mark and poured downed my first dose of pain reliever. As it burned it’s way to my stomach, I poured a second and took it with me to the bedroom, leaving Baldwin alone to enjoy his evening snack.
I picked up a legal pad from the bedside table and wrote down everything I could think of that might have some bearing on Drew’s death. The list was depressingly short. I had the name Austin-Kline Investments and a gut feeling they were involved, but no proof. I had a rumor that Harley Real Estate was laundering money for Austin-Kline, but no proof. And I had the phone call from I don’t know who, the night Drew died. Nothing. Just unrelated tidbits and instinct. I knew that Drew hadn’t killed himself and had not one shred of evidence to prove it. I needed to find a connection of some sort before Detective Stryker stopped playing around and hauled me downtown. As I stared at the list waiting for inspiration, the phone rang.
“Mr. Harley?”
My stomach clenched. A woman was trying hard to control the tremor in her voice. “Who is this?”
“C...Celia...Alley...from the hospital.”
She took a shuddering breath before she spoke again. “Can you... you said if I ever needed... if...”
Recognition dawned; Celia was the nurse who had sewn up my bullet wounds.
“P...Please, can you help me?”
She was sobbing now and I could hardly understand her. I held the phone with my shoulder and started shrugging into my clothes.
“Celia, you gotta calm down. Has he hurt you again?”
“Oh, God.”
I shoved my arms through the sleeves of a flannel shirt and winced as the bandage on my arm snagged on the fabric. “Relax, Celia. Calm down and tell me what’s going on. Is he still there?”
I heard her take a couple of hiccupping breaths before she spoke. This time her voice was stronger, the tremble not as noticeable. “Quentin’s gone. He probably won’t be home for a couple of hours.”
Quentin Alley. A picture of a mean-faced little jerk popped into my mind. He was a bully I’d once repo’d a brand new Ford pickup truck from. No surprise that he got his kicks smacking around on women. I snapped my holster in place behind my right hip and shrugged into my jacket. Celia was still sobbing quietly.
“Give me your address, hon.”
She stuttered it out and I told her I’d be there in ten minutes. I found my keys and ran out to the truck. Brocs Harley, knight in shining armor.
When I parked in front of Celia’s house, all the lights were on. She was huddled in the entry watching for me. I went up the steps two at a time. Celia’s face was a mess, her nose looked broken. She had one arm cradled against her chest and she moved bent over, protecting her ribs.
I guided her into the living room and sat on the coffee table in front of her chair.
“Celia, I gotta get you to a hospital.”
She nodded once, but wouldn’t meet my eyes. I touched her knee. She jumped and grimaced with pain. I moved my hand away.
“Celia. Please look at me.”
Her gaze slowly met mine.
“This is not your fault. You do not need to feel guilty about this. Do you understand me?”
She nodded and stared down at her lap.
“You’ve got to report this to the police.”
She jerked her head up, eyes wide with fear, and pushed herself back into the chair.
“I...you don’t understand. He’ll kill me,” she whispered.
“No he won’t. That’s why I’m here. Report this. Let me call a friend of mine who is a police officer.”
“I don’t know,” she whispered.
“If you don’t get out now, next time he might kill you. I’ll help you Celia, but you’re going to have to help yourself, too. Report this, file charges.”
Tears leaked from her eyes, mixed with the blood from her nose and ran over her split and swollen lips. Finally she nodded.
“I won’t let him hurt you again, Celia. I promise.”
“Thank you.”
I helped her into my truck and drove to Regional Medical Center. It was a longer drive, but Celia didn’t need to deal with this in front of her coworkers. While the nurse got her settled, I called Wil Pinkerton, my buddy on the force. He wasn’t on duty. I could have caught him at home, but I didn’t want to get into the mess with Stryker so I talked to his partner, Greg Rawls, instead. As soon as I knew Rawls was on the way, I ducked around the curtain and sat by Celia’s bed until the doctor arrived. Celia clung to my hand as silent tears ran down her face. I wanted to kill the son of a bitch who did this to her.
When the doctor finally got there, I motioned him outside. He was tall and clean cut, somewhere in his late fifties. I could tell from his clinical glance at Celia that he’d seen his share of the damage domestic violence could do.
“Doctor, this is a domestic. There’s an officer on the way to take her statement. We need photographs, details on her present injuries and any old injuries or bruising that you notice. Can you do that?”
I think he assumed I was a cop. I didn’t do anything to change his mind. He said he would help as long as the patient agreed. I thanked him and he followed me back into the exam room. While I spoke to Celia, he waited by the bed.
“Celia, this is Doctor.” I paused and glanced at him.
“Stephenson,” he said.
“This is Doctor Stephenson. He’s going to get you patched up. Officer Rawls is on his way down to take your statement. Doctor Stephenson will treat your injuries, but he needs to take some photographs first. Is that okay?”
She looked from me to the doctor and whispered, “Okay.” I squeezed her hand.
“I’ve gotta go, but I’ll be by to see you in the morning. You’re safe here, Celia.”
She tried to smile. “Be careful, Quentin can be a mean sonovabitch,” she whispered.
“So can I.”
I left the hospital and drove back to Celia’s. The lights were still on and there was no car in the drive. I parked around the corner and strolled through the shadowy streets. I went through the rooms righting tables and turning off lights. It was a small bungalow, two bedrooms, and looked like it was usually neat. The dishes were all done, no piles of laundry waited in the hall by the washer. The bed was made, but the contents from the top of the dresser had been knocked to the floor. I picked up the bottles and brushes and arranged them on the polished surface, shut off the overhead and sat down in the living room in the dark to wait for Quentin Alley.
I was sitting in what was probably his chair, legs stretched out on the coffee table, my gun loose on my lap when he stumbled in. He tripped on the rug in the entry, swore, and flipped on the light-switch in the foyer.
“Celia, where the hell are you?” he shouted. “Why the fuck’d you turn off all the lights?”
He turned from the hallway into the bedroom, snapped the switch and looked around.
“Where you hidin’, bitch?”
He came into the living room, flipped on the overhead light, and stopped when he saw me.
“Who the fuck are you?”
“Are you Quentin Alley?”
“What’s it to ya? Where the fuck is my wife?”
I stood from the chair and he took a step back. He didn’t recognize me, but I knew him, and he hadn’t changed a bit. He was well under six feet, and drunk. I had an unfair advantage even without the gun.
“I’m here with a warning, Alley. You lay a hand on your wife again, and I’ll kill you.”
I held my gun at my side next to my right leg. His glance shifted from my eyes to the gun.
“What’s it to you whether or not I smack my ‘ole lady, you ain’t no cop?”
I took a step forward. He took one back and came up hard against the wall. I moved in close and jammed my gun into his groin. I had his attention now.
“Celia is a friend of mine. I don’t intend to see her beaten again. If you lay a finger on her, I will kill you. Do you understand me?”
Quentin swallowed hard and tried one more time for bravado.
“She’s my wife, you got no right to come in here and threaten me.”
I eased away to get position and kneed him in the nuts. As he fell forward, I caught him with an uppercut. His head snapped against the wall and his eyes glazed as he slid to the floor. I knelt in front of him and waited until his eyes came into focus.
“Did I make myself clear, Alley?”
He had one hand holding his jewels and one holding his chin. I stayed at his level until he managed to answer.
“Clear,” he choked out.
“Good, I don’t want to have to come over here again.”
I hoped I wouldn’t have to. If Celia was smart, she’d find another place to stay and get a divorce from this loser, but abused spouses don’t always do the smart thing. When I stalked out of Alley’s house, he was still on the floor holding himself and trying not to puke. I hoped he’d still be there when the cops got to him.
I started the truck and drove back to the hospital. I could feel something warm on my arm and knew I’d pulled out at least one of my stitches. I’d felt it let go when I hit Alley. When I got to the hospital parking lot, I unbuttoned my shirt to check the damage. The bleeding had already stopped. Nothing to worry about.
I went in to check on Celia. The nurse in the ER said they had moved her to a room and she was sleeping. She had no internal injuries, and no, I couldn’t go see her; come back tomorrow.
I thanked the nurse, pondered sneaking up to Celia’s floor and decided against it. Now that the confrontation with Alley was over, my headache was back with a vengeance. I needed to get some rest. Tomorrow I had to decide what I was going to do about Austin-Kline.
Baldwin was waiting for me when I got to the apartment. He twined himself between my legs and hopped onto the kitchen table when I sat down. My head ached, my arm throbbed and my knuckles were bruised and swollen from Alley’s chin. I got up to make an icepack for my hand.
As bad as I felt, I wasn’t tired. Too much adrenalin coursed through my system. I pondered making a drink. Decided it was too much trouble. When the ice started dripping through the dish towel, I tossed it into the sink and went to my bedroom. I shrugged off my clothes and washed the blood from my arm. After replacing the bandage, I settled against the pillows. The legal pad was still on my night table. I picked it up and read through my list hoping for enlightenment. The information there still didn’t add up to anything.
Baldwin curled up beside me and started to purr. I tapped my pencil on the pad and tried to decide what to do next. I needed to find out if Harley Real Estate really was in bed with Austin-Kline. To do that, I needed to see Halston’s financial records.
Harley Real Estate wasn’t a publicly held company. Their financial records weren’t public and I certainly didn’t have access to them without Drew, unless I could convince their secretary, Melinda, to help. I got the impression from thing’s Drew had said a few times that there wasn’t a lot of love lost between Mel and Halston. If I could catch her away from the office, I bet she’d help. I grabbed the phone book and thumbed through until I found her number, but thought better of it before I dialed. A request like mine would take a while to explain. Better to do it face-to-face. I tossed the phone book back in the drawer and tried to figure out how to engineer a meeting with Mel without Halston finding out. I was almost asleep when the answer came to me. Back when I was working-out regularly, I used to run into her a lot at my gym. Maybe it was time for me to put in an appearance there and see if we could hook up. I flexed the muscles in my right arm. They still throbbed, but if I was careful, I might be able to manage a light workout without popping any more stitches. If I was lucky, Melinda would be there in the morning. I set my alarm and switched off the light. When I closed my eyes, I saw Celia Alley’s poor battered face. Anger washed over me. I forced myself to relax. Baldwin moved to my pillow and his gentle purring finally put me to sleep.
Shouting brought me awake and made me cringe. I sat up in bed and stared through the darkness at Drew. He was huddled in the center of his blankets hugging his teddy bear and rocking back and forth. I motioned him over and he crawled in next to me. I wrapped the blanket around him and held him close. He cried, leaving wet blobs on the teddy bear’s head. I pulled him closer and tried to calm him. The voices coming from down the hall grew louder, but the words were indistinct. Drew flinched as something crashed to the floor.
“Don’t you threaten me!” Mom yelled.
A door slammed and footsteps came down the hallway.
“Marilee, get your ass in here. This isn’t finished yet.”
“Oh yes it is. It’s been finished for a long time.”
The sound of a slap came through our closed bedroom door. Drew flinched again and a small groan escaped from his lips. I stiffened and wished I could kill Halston for hurting her.
“It’s okay, little bro,” I whispered.
Drew turned toward me and mashed his face into my pajama top. I patted his back, whispered nonsense until he relaxed into sleep, and tried not to listen to their shouting.
“You leave if you want to and take that bastard with you, but Drew stays with me.”
Instinctively I held Drew closer. He squirmed and I loosened my grip. I knew Halston was talking about me. Tomorrow I would ask Mom what a bastard was.
The alarm jolted me out of the dream. The sheet was wound around my legs and the pillow was crumpled in my arms. I hit the snooze button and rolled onto my back. The dream was still playing in my head. I knew it wasn’t a nightmare. It was a memory, one that I’d buried a long time ago. I guess seeing Celia last night had brought it all back.
I untangled myself from the bedclothes, shuffled into my sweats, and headed out. I felt the twinge of the stitches in my head, but no headache. Progress. Maybe tomorrow I’d take them out. I crawled into the truck, stopped at the grocery store for flowers, and drove to the hospital. Celia was bruised and sore but a thousand times better today. She smiled when I handed her the flowers and blushed when I kissed her cheek.
“You look better today.” I said.
“I look terrible,” she said. Her fingers traced the outline of the bruise around her eye. “They’re going to let me out of here this afternoon.”
“Hey, that’s great. You have someplace to stay?”
“I’m going to crash at my sister’s for a while.”
“Call me when you’re settled in. And let me know if Quentin comes around again.”
“I don’t think he’ll come around. My sister, Julie, hates him, always has.”
“I hope he doesn’t, Celia, but promise me you’ll call if he does.”
She stared at my flowers, still clasped in her lap.
“Celia, please.”
She raised her head, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. “My life wasn’t supposed to turn out like this.”
I wrapped her in a hug. “Hey, forget what’s happened in the past. This is your chance to start over and get it right.”
She leaned away, smoothing the now crumpled bouquet, and sniffed. “I ruined your flowers.”
Her voice trembled, but a tentative smile shone through her tears.
“I’ll get you some more.”
She sniffled as I kissed her on the forehead.
“Thank you, Brocs,” she whispered.
I left the hospital and prepared for some self-induced torture. I’d gotten lazy about working out the last couple of months and, with or without stitches, this was going to hurt.
The only folks there when I arrived were professional gym rats-guys with trapezius muscles so enlarged they looked like they were carrying a butt roast on each shoulder. I chose a stationary bike and watched the news while I warmed up. When I’d worked up a good sweat and my lungs had started to burn, I crawled off the bike and started the real abuse. I took it easy on the upper body stuff, but felt the tug when I popped another stitch. The rate I was going, I’d have them all out in a couple of days.
I lifted my tee shirt sleeve and checked the damage. Everything was holding together so I stopped pushing my luck and finished up with legs and abs. Melinda came in while I was doing leg presses. Her hair was in a perky ponytail, but she wasn’t wearing makeup or snazzy spandex, just gray sweats and an oversized tee shirt. She was still a knockout. Even the gym rats managed to take their eyes off their pecs long enough to admire her image in the mirror. I finished my reps and got on the exercise bike next to hers for a cool down.
“Hey, Mel.”
“I’m still in shock about Drew. You doing okay?”
“Yeah, I’m alright.”
“I just can’t believe it. I feel so sorry for Lori.”
“It’s been rough for all of us.”
I turned quickly away and wiped my face with my towel. Melinda stopped pedaling her bike and laid a hand on my arm.
“Brocs, I know this has to have been hard on you, what with the way things are between you and Halston. Let me know if you ever need a shoulder to cry on or someone to talk to. Lord knows I know what Halston can be like.”
“I don’t understand why you keep working for him, Mel.”
She smiled. “Because working for your brother was a joy. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to stick it out now that he’s gone.”
She wiped her eyes and started pedaling again. “I meant it Brocs, if you need a friendly ear...”
“Thanks, Melinda. I really appreciate that. Maybe we could grab dinner sometime?”
I felt like an ass as soon as the words were out of my mouth, using her sympathy for an ulterior motive, but I was staring at twenty years to life. I squelched the feelings of guilt and gave her a lopsided grin.
“I’d like that.”
When she smiled, the gloom around my heart eased just a little.
“How about tonight, around seven?” I said.
“That’d be fine.”
“Can I pick you up?”
“Why don’t I just meet you? Mondays can be a real bitch at the office and sometimes I get stuck late. Be nice to have an excuse to get away from Halston.”
“I know that feeling. Where do you want to meet?”
“The Silverleaf Café okay with you?”
“Sounds great. I’ll see you in the bar around seven.”
I said goodbye and headed for the shower, grinning inside because my plan had worked and feeling like an asshole for trying the plan in the first place.
I arrived at the Silverleaf at a quarter till seven and perched on a barstool. The bartender, dressed in a tux with tails, poured my drink and set a bowl of mixed nuts out on the bar. No cheap-ass peanuts for this place. The Silverleaf wasn’t really my kind of hangout. I felt underdressed in slacks and sport coat. Sound was muffled by ankle-deep carpet and thick tapestry hangings on the walls. Candles flickered and gleamed on the silverware. The lighting was low and each table had an intimate feeling-it made me want to speak in whispers. I resisted the urge to pull at my necktie and turned to lean my elbows back on the bar to wait for Melinda.
When she came in, I almost didn’t recognize her. She was wearing “a classic little black dress” and it looked like it was painted on. Long shapely legs started at about her neck and went on forever. I smiled in appreciation as she swayed toward me. Wives glared as their husbands turned sheepishly to their dinners. Melinda was going to be responsible for a boom in the flower business as those guys tried to make amends tomorrow.
She stepped in front of me and I kissed her cheek.
“You look terrific,” I said.
“Thanks.”
“Can I get you a drink?”
“I’ll have white wine.”
I ordered the wine and followed her through the dining room, enjoying the view. There is definitely something to be said for the little black dress.
We sat at a table overlooking the garden. Our waiter left menus and I tried to concentrate on what to order for dinner. Melinda chose Asian chicken salad; I opted for the prime rib. We talked about work, the weather and the chances for the SMS basketball team. I tried in vain to keep my eyes on her face while we chatted. My gaze drifted south and she caught me when I glanced up.
“I’m sorry, Melinda. That is one outstanding dress.”
“I guess it’s worth what I paid for it then.”
“I don’t know what you paid for it, but it was definitely a sound investment.”
She laughed as the waiter brought our entrees. Conversation dwindled while we concentrated on the food. When the waiter picked up our plates and asked about dessert, we settled for coffee. I leaned forward, elbows on the table, and wondered how to get the conversation around to the subject of Drew. Melinda beat me to it.
“Brocs, do you really think Drew committed suicide?”
I glanced up at her in surprise.
“No, I don’t.”
“Are the police checking into it? Do they have any suspects?”
“Just one.”
“Really, do you know who it is?”
“Me.”
Her eyes widened in surprise. She stared down at the table and stirred her coffee for a long time before she looked up. I tensed as I waited for her reaction.
“That’s ridiculous.”
I blew out my breath in relief. “They don’t seem to think so.”
“What can you do?”
“Somehow, I’ve got to find out who really killed him.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Actually, there is.”
“Is that why you asked me out tonight?”
“Um...that’s part of it.”
“Well, what do you need?”
“Just like that? You’re not mad?”
She cocked her head. “The night’s not over yet.”
“Yeah,” I laughed. “Never underestimate the power of that little black dress, right?”
“Something like that.”
She smiled and sipped her coffee. I tried to remember what it was I wanted her to help me with. I finally gathered my scattered wits. “I need to see the books for Harley Real Estate. The real ones, not the ones he’s cooked up for the tax man.”
“You think Halston had something to do with Drew’s murder?”
“No, but I think maybe someone he’s doing business with might have.”
Melinda stared into her coffee cup like it held the answer to my question. I was almost ready to tell her to just forget it when she raised her head.
“I can probably get you copies of the accounting files I have. If Halston’s gone tomorrow, I’ll take a look on his computer and print his files as well.”
“Are you sure about this? I don’t want you to do anything if you think you might get caught, Melinda. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”
“I’ll be careful. It might take me a couple of days though.”
“That’s fine.”
She pushed away from the table and shot me a saucy look. “Good, glad that’s settled. Now, I think you need to take me out dancing.”
“You have anywhere special in mind?”
“Nope, I chose the restaurant, you pick.”
“I know the perfect place.”
I took her arm, tucked her into her car, and drove slowly through town so that she could follow me to my apartment. She got out and walked toward me looking up at my building.
“I don’t think I’ve ever been dancing here before.”
“It’s great-good music, good whiskey, and the dance floor’s never crowded.”
She tucked her arm into mine. “Sounds perfect.”
I unlocked the apartment and stood aside for Melinda. Baldwin blinked down at us from the top of the refrigerator. I toed off my boots and Melinda left her shoes next to mine. While I put the music on, she wandered around the apartment, finally stopping in front of a framed drawing hanging over the bookcase.
I stepped up behind her and slipped my arms around her waist. She leaned back against me and I could smell the flowery scent of her shampoo.
“Who’s that?” she asked.
“My mom, I did that in high school from a portrait she had taken a few months before she died.”
“It’s amazing. Do you still draw?”
“Not really, no time.”
She turned in my arms and we swayed to the music. When she raised her head from my shoulder, I kissed her. Shortly after that, we moved our dance from the living room to the bedroom. There I found out just what made that little black dress so spectacular.
Later, we lay against the pillows. Melinda ran her fingers lightly over the gauze and tape on my arm and I told her about my adventure on Lone Ridge. She lightly kissed the bandage, raised up to kiss my temple and asked if I was feeling any better.
“Hmm. Feeling pretty good right now.”
“That’s good. I wouldn’t want you to pop a stitch or anything.”
I leaned against the headboard and tried to look needy. “Well, maybe I’d better let you do the hard part this time.”
She draped herself across my chest and pressed a kiss on my lips. “I was kind of counting on you for that part, cowboy.”
I pulled her close, captured her lips with mine, and we didn’t laugh anymore for a while. I slept without nightmares until Baldwin pounced on my pillow the next morning. I woke with a smile on my face, stretched and sat up. Baldwin batted a piece of paper around the bed. I took it away before it was riddled with tooth marks and spread it out to read:
Brocs, best dance hall in town. We’ll have to try it again some time.
I grinned and tossed the note onto the quilt. Baldwin picked it up and continued filling it with holes. I checked the stitches in my head in the bathroom mirror and decided they had been there long enough. Baldwin joined me and sat on the counter watching closely, as I snipped them out and dropped them in the trash. I peeled the bandage away from my arm and checked the progress. Those stitches weren’t quite ready to come out yet. I took a bath and covered them with a new bandage. The pounding pain of yesterday was gone and I’d have the rest of Celia’s handiwork undone by the weekend. I patted Baldwin on the head and got dressed.
I started out the door wearing a smile. It slipped a notch when I barreled into Detective Stryker at the foot of the stairs.
“Mr. Harley.”
“Detective.”
“I wonder if I might take a moment of your time.”
“You already have.”
He smirked. “How about another one, just for old time’s sake?”
“I’m on my way out. If you can say your piece between here and my truck, go right ahead.”
I marched toward the parking lot with Detective Stryker locked in step beside me.
“I wanted to ask you again,” he said, “About the night Andrew died.”
“I’ve told you everything I know.”
“Did you have an argument with your brother that day?”
“No.”
“What’d you fight about? Was it Lori?”
“I didn’t have an argument with Drew.”
“Maybe it was about the business. Was that it? He wanted out and you couldn’t afford to stay in business by yourself.”
I stopped next to my truck and turned to face the detective. “Stryker, you might find this difficult to believe, but I didn’t have a fight with Drew the night he died. I’m not in love with his fiancée, and if he wanted out of the business all he had to do was say the word. I do manage to make a pretty good living all by myself.”
“So, you killed him to get back at your father.”
I unlocked the truck and jerked open the door. Stryker had to duck away to avoid losing his nose to the window frame. I ignored his grunt of protest and tossed the papers I was holding onto the seat. The paperclip popped loose and pinged off the dash, the papers fanned across the slippery vinyl. I hopped behind the wheel before Stryker could get a look at them and shoved the key into the ignition. Stryker was still talking. I glared him into silence, then I spoke. “Detective, I am not ignorant of the way the criminal justice system works. If you could pin the murder on me, I’d already be behind bars. Instead of harassing me, why don’t you take whatever evidence you have that’s kept me out of jail until now and use it to find my brother’s killer.”
I slammed the door of my truck, started the engine and backed out of my space. Detective Stryker jumped aside to avoid the front bumper and glared after me. I could feel his cold stare on the back of my neck as I drove. He wasn’t following me, but it felt like it.
I was headed for the office, but before I got there, my cell phone chirped. It was Lori.
“Hey, hon. How ya doing?”
“Better. I was wondering if, uh...you could meet me at the apartment. I wanted to go through some of Drew’s things, but I don’t think I can do it alone.”
On a scale of one to ten of things I wanted to do right now, this was probably a zero, but I couldn’t say no to Lori.
“Yeah, I’ll head that way right now.”
“Thanks, Brocs.”
I snapped my phone closed and drove down Allen street and turned into the cul-de-sac where Lori waited for me. Her hair was clipped into a barrette at the back of her neck, and she was dressed in a worn pair of jeans and a faded SMS sweatshirt. She looked like a college kid. I parked and gave her a hug. She shuddered, but her eyes were dry when she pulled away.
“Let’s get this done,” she said.
I followed her to the upstairs apartment. She slipped the key into the lock, but didn’t turn it.
“I hate it here since Drew died,” she said.
“We don’t have to do this today, girl. Let’s go in and if you just can’t face it, we’ll do it some other time.”
She took a deep breath and unlocked the door. I followed her in, and waited as she paused in the foyer.
Silent tears ran down her cheeks as she walked around the room. I stayed near the door. She sniffed and wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her sweatshirt.
“You okay?” I asked.
She nodded and we walked down the hall to the bedroom. It only took a couple of hours, but it felt like days. I wondered if Halston had gone through this when mom died. I couldn’t imagine him in tears as he packed away her personal items. Maybe I wasn’t giving him a fair shake. He had to have loved her. Lori headed back to her dad’s, and I continued my interrupted trip to the office. It wasn’t even noon yet, and I was already drained.
I parked in a small lot near the corner of two red brick buildings just off the main drag downtown and scuffed across the broken asphalt to the rear entrance of the smaller of the two. A telemarketing firm used the offices on the ground floor. I could hear the murmur of voices and the clack of computer keys as I made my way upstairs. A sculptor had recently vacated the other room on my floor for a ground level space that required less lifting and now I had the whole level to myself. I slipped my key into the old-fashioned lock and pushed inside. I glanced around and shoved the heavy pebbled glass door closed. Dust motes danced in the sunlight, stirred by my entry. The room felt abandoned, even though it had been less than a week since I’d been there. It looked abandoned as well. Faded yellow paint covered the walls, some previous tenant’s attempt to brighten things up. The couch sagged in the middle and dust coated the plastic leaves on the fichus tree in the corner. I’d taken over the office and the furnishings and had never gotten around to adding or changing anything. I tossed the papers I’d hidden from Stryker onto the desktop and sank into the chair behind my battle-scarred wooden desk. The light on my answering machine was blinking. That meant work.
I dug out a pen and punched a button on the machine to get my messages. Someone wanted to sell me aluminum siding. “No thanks.” The Police Chief’s Association wanted to sell tickets to their ball. “Nah.” Rudy Macklin had a skip for me. That was a keeper. I wrote down the number and worked my way through the rest of the messages. I made callbacks to four car lots, got the information on their repos, and wrote it all down on my desk blotter. Macklin I saved for last. He only called me with the really good stuff.
“Rudy, Brocs Harley.”
“Hey, heard you got shot out at Lone Ridge. Thought I was going to have to find a new man.”
“Just a flesh wound. I’m still in business.”
“Good, got a real sweet one for you.”
He gave me the details. Rudy was trying to recover a brand new Lincoln. Unfortunately the owner, Lester Crawford, got wind of the repo and skipped. No phone, no forwarding address. My job was to track him down.
“Anything I need to know about this guy, Rudy?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, he carry a gun, deal drugs, steal candy from little kids?”
Laughter came over the phone line. “Far as I know, none of the above.”
“Right, Rudy. Fine upstanding citizen just decided to do a bunk with a forty thousand dollar car.”
“What can I say, Harley. I don’t do background checks on my customers. I just sell them cars.”
“This is gonna cost you.”
“I can afford to spend a bit to bring this one home.”
“That’s good. You’re paying daily, plus expenses.”
“Just find the car, Harley.”
“I’ll send you a contract.”
I hung up the phone, made out contracts on the five new jobs, addressed them and set them on the desk to mail. Finished with the paperwork, I booted up my computer and did a quick search for Lester. I didn’t find anything and wasn’t in the mood to spend a couple of hours in front of the monitor. I logged off, propped my feet on the desk and tipped my chair into thinking position. Detective Stryker was beginning to piss me off. If he kept after me long enough, he’d find some reason to put me behind bars and I’d be in no position to help myself.
The web of cracks in the ceiling plaster didn’t hold any answers so I sat forward and fanned the papers from Drew’s office across the desktop. After an hour of slogging through them, I still couldn’t find anything that set off any warning bells. They were a dead end until I had more information. I shoved them into a manila envelope, took them into the bathroom and locked them in the wall safe hidden behind the toilet tank.
My pager went off as I spun the lock on the safe. It was Drew’s office. I went to the phone and dialed.
“Harley Real Estate.”
“Melinda.”
“Yes.”
“Ready to go dancing again?”
“I’m sorry, sir, he’s been out all morning.”
“Ah, the old man showed up after you paged me?”
“He’s here in the office now, sir. Sorry for any inconvenience.”
“So, I need to use my intuitive powers to find out what you wanted?”
“That should be fine, sir.”
“Okay. You’ve found something?”
“I’m sure we have something you would find interesting, sir.”
“Good, you want to meet me somewhere.”
“I think we could probably schedule you in.”
I grinned. “How about eight o’clock at your place. I’ll bring dinner. You provide dessert. Dancing shoes optional.”
I could hear the laughter in her voice when she answered. “That should be fine, sir. I’ll just wait to hear from you.”
I smiled and hung up the phone. Thinking about Melinda and dinner got me out of the mood to work, so I left. I drove around for a while and finally stopped at a pull-off overlooking the river. The water level was starting to recede. Muddy grass and tree trunks poked through the chocolate brown water. I turned off the ignition, and opened the window. The sound of the river rushing in the background covered the highway noise and gave me solitude for my thoughts. I let them drift and tried to come up with a reason for Drew’s murder.
I didn’t have enough information. I didn’t even know what direction to go next. I really needed to find out what the police had that was keeping me on the streets. I decided to call in a favor. I flipped open my cell phone and dialed the police department.
“Stantonville PD.”
“This is Sherwin Williams. I need to speak to Officer Pinkerton.”
“One moment please.”
I listened to McGruff the Crime Dog tell me how to take a bite out of crime while I waited for Pinkerton. Wil Pinkerton roomed with Rayburn and me at the University. He was a sociology major, but he drifted into the criminal justice department and ended up with a double major. With a name like Pinkerton, a career in law enforcement was almost preordained. I hated to call him, but he was my best contact on the police force.
“Pinkerton here. How can I help you Mr. Williams?”
“It’s Harley.”
A long silence came over the phone before he spoke.
“Right. Rawls took care of Alley. He’s in the county lockup. What did you do to that guy? He was almost happy to see us.”
“I never met the guy.”
“Right, Harley. That it, you just want to check up on your good deed?”
“I actually need a favor, am I persona non grata at the PD?”
“Oh, you bet. Stryker’s got a real hard-on for you. What’d you do, make a pass at his daughter?”
“Give me a break, man. I didn’t even know he had a daughter.”
“I don’t think he does.”
“Would you get serious for a minute? I need your help. Can you meet me for lunch?”
The laughter was gone from his voice when he answered.
“Not officially, Stryker would have my ass.”
I was testing Wil’s loyalties. Putting him in between my mess and his job, but I didn’t have anywhere else to turn.
“Harley, you there?”
“Yeah, sorry. How ‘bout if I just happened to sit down next to you at Doc’s about one-thirty.”
There was a long pause before he answered. I was sure he was going to say no.
“I’ll be there.”
“Thanks, Wil,” I said, but the phone had already gone dead.
I checked my watch and drove into town. It was already a quarter after. I stopped to fill up with gas, bought a pack of cigarettes, and drove into the parking lot of Doc’s at one thirty-five. Wil was sitting at the counter, his blond hair gleaming in the sunlight from the windows. I sauntered through the door, acted surprised to see him, and perched on the next stool.
“Hey, Doc.” I said. “Give me a cheeseburger and fries.”
Doc set a Coke down on the counter in front of me and turned back to the grill.
I swiveled on my stool to face Wil. “Long time no see, man. How you been?”
“Good, Brocs.”
“Keeping the streets crime free these days?”
“I’m doing my fair share. How ‘bout you? I heard you got shot.”
“Yeah, Julius Manchester took offense when I tried to repo his ride.”
“One of these days one of those deadbeats is gonna put a slug in your head. Pretty lame reason to die, man.”
“Wil, I didn’t think you cared.”
“I just don’t want to deal with all the paperwork. Homicides generate a truck load of paper.”
Doc set a plate down in front of Pinkerton.
“See you around, man.” Wil said as he picked it up and headed for a booth in the rear. The women in Doc’s turned to watch him amble across the room. I don’t know if it was the blond hair or the tailored uniform, but he had an appreciative audience. If he was a motorcycle cop they’d probably swoon.
Doc’s gray head was hunched over the grill working on my burger, his small frame almost hidden behind the counter. He was wearing chef’s whites and he looked like a diminutive doctor huddled over a patient.
I fiddled with sugar packets and waited for him to finish my lunch. When it was ready he presented it to me with a flourish. Doc’s talents were wasted in a Stantonville diner. I picked up my plate and scooted into the booth across from Pinkerton.
“What the hell,” he said, as I sat down. “Can’t a cop eat in peace?”
I ignored him and dug into my burger.
“What was with the Sherwin Williams bullshit?” he asked.
“I didn’t think they would forward my call if I told them who it was. I didn’t really want to talk to Stryker again. Saw him once today already.”
“I think he’s still mad ‘cause you got out of that car theft thing.”
“Cops don’t hold grudges over car thieves. He’s pissed about something else.”
“What?”
“I have no fucking idea.”
“It’ll probably come to you.”
“I need some info, Wil,” I said around a mouthful of burger.
“Like why Stryker is so pissed at you?”
“No, more like what’s Stryker got that’s keeping him from locking me up and throwing away the key?”
“Thought you might be interested in that.”
“A little. Can you help me?”
“Yeah.”
Wil finished his burger, dropped a tip on the table, and stood up.
“I need to take a leak,” he said. “Last stall,” he whispered as he turned away.
I watched Wil head for the john and finished my burger. He gave a slight nod as he strolled out. I added my tip to the one on the table and headed for the toilet. Wedged behind the tank in the last stall was Stryker’s murder book. I sucked in my breath. This was above and beyond the call of duty. The file was about an inch thick already. I took off my coat, tucked the file in the waistband of my jeans at the small of my back, and checked to make sure my jacket covered it, before I went out. I paid Doc and walked outside. Wil was already gone.
I slid behind the wheel and wondered how to get the file copied without getting arrested. The Quick Copy shop was out of the question. Old man Kramer would skulk at my elbow as I made the copies and call the police department before I was halfway through. I thought about going to the library but it would be faster to get it transcribed by monks than to use their ancient machine. As I pulled out of Doc’s lot, I flipped open my phone and called Melinda.
“Harley Real Estate.”
“Melinda, is Halston there?”
“No, he’s gone for the day.”
“Can you make some copies for me?”
“Sure, park in the alley. I’ll meet you there.”
“Thanks, Mel. Just take the copies and the original home with you. I’ll get them tonight. Oh, by the way, look out the window, I’m here.”
She waved and hung up the phone. I handed her the file when she came out, winked, and drove out of the lot.
I stopped at the grocery store on the way home. I needed to get food for Baldwin or he was going to stop leaving mice at the foot of my bed and start putting them on my pillow. After I stocked up on dry cat food and a few cans of something stinky that he really liked, I replenished my liquor supply and drove to the apartment. When I stepped inside, Baldwin made a lap around the apartment without ever touching the floor. He does that every time I bring home cat food.
I filled his dish, emptied and refilled his water, and set the bowl down next to him. Baldwin growled low in his throat when my hand brushed too close to the food dish.
“Relax, Baldwin. I’m not going to take your dinner.”
He glared at me until I stepped away. The rumble continued until he was sure his dish was safe. I broke the seal on a fresh bottle of Maker’s, and sampled it to make sure it was good. It was, so I topped off my glass, turned on the stereo, and sank into my recliner.
I jerked awake when Baldwin landed on my chest. It was dark in the apartment. I brushed the cat off my lap and stared at my watch, trying to focus. After seven thirty already.
“Shit!”
I took a quick shower and changed into clean clothes. Baldwin smirked from across the room as I stepped into my boots and ran out the door. The Dragon’s Claw restaurant was on the way to Melinda’s so I called and ordered dinner for two as I turned out of the drive. A quick stop at the liquor store around the corner for a bottle of wine and I was off again. It was already after eight. I was so in trouble. At the Dragon’s Claw, I threw a twenty and five singles on the counter, snatched the sack out of the waiter’s hands, and ran to the truck. I stopped in the lot outside Melinda’s apartment at eight-thirty.
She opened the door before I could ring the bell wearing faded Levi’s, a form fitting white scoop-neck sweater and a frown. She looked hot in more ways than one. I stepped inside, kissed her cheek and followed her into the kitchen. It was bright, clean and unused-looking. I don’t think Melinda cooks much more than I do. She put the food out on plates while I opened the wine.
“You’re late,” she said.
“Sorry, I fell asleep. Thank Baldwin for waking me up. If it wasn’t for him, I’d still be out.”
“Remind me to bring him a treat next time I’m over.”
“He likes shrimp.”
“I’ll try and remember that,” she said, as she took the wine glass from my hand and sat down. I sat across from her and took a bite of sesame chicken.
“Mel, can I use your phone?”
“Sure, I guess.”
I dialed Wil Pinkerton’s home number. He picked up on the first ring.
“Wil, I got something that belongs to you. What do you want me to do with it?”
“It’s not at your place is it?” he asked.
“Huh, uh.”
“Is it somewhere you can leave it?”
“Yeah.”
“Give me the address and I’ll pick it up on the way in to work in the morning.”
“Let me make sure that’s okay.”
I asked Melinda if it was alright for Pinkerton to stop by for the files around seven. She agreed and I gave him directions. I hung up the phone and sat down at the table.
“Did you remember dessert?” I asked.
“Hmm, you were late. I’m not sure you deserve it.”
“Maybe I can do something to make it up to you.”
“I don’t know, gonna be pretty tough to make up for being half an hour late.”
“I think I might be...up to the task.”
She smiled and took a bite of fried rice. “We’ll see.”
We finished dinner, emptied the bottle of wine and retired to the bedroom. Like the rest of the apartment, her room was full of deep rich colors and light wood furniture, a perfect compliment to Melinda’s personality. The room faded into the background when she stood undressed before me. My clothes quickly joined hers on the floor.
Later, relaxed against the pillows and with Melinda tucked in beside me, I opened the real estate file and flipped through the paperwork. The murder book I left for later when I was alone. I had copies from both sets of accounting files so I could compare them. The numbers were substantially different.
“Halston has a pretty neat deal of some sort going, Mel. Have any idea what it is?”
“No, I was surprised at the difference.”
“Do you think Drew knew?”
“I don’t know, Brocs. He was pretty distracted before I left on vacation. I asked him if everything was all right. He said it was, so I just assumed he and Lori weren’t getting along. I wish I’d followed up. He might still be alive.”
Melinda’s eyes filled. I took her in my arms.
“Don’t cry, babe. Even if you knew what was going on, there’s no saying you could have stopped what happened.”
“I guess you’re right.”
Her head was tucked under my chin. She shifted and put her head on my shoulder.
“Has Detective Stryker been to see you?” I asked.
“No.”
“If he sees us together he will.”
“Why?”
“He still thinks I murdered my brother.”
“Brocs, that’s ridiculous!”
“That’s why I need to find out what really happened.”
“Let me know if I can help.”
“You already have.”
She tipped her head away. I brushed the tears off her cheeks and kissed her. A soft friendly kiss that deepened and led to other things. It was after two before I got home.
I took a quick look around the parking lot, trying to spot my watchdog. He was sitting in an unmarked Crown Vic parked under a streetlight. I entered the front door of my building making sure he had a good view, then scuttled through the hallway to the service entrance and stepped out into the alley. Stryker was still parked under the light and now I was behind him. I snuck up to his car, edged next to the driver’s side and tapped on the window. Stryker jumped in surprise and glared as he rolled down his window.
“I’m in for the night, Stryker. You can go home now.”
“Don’t underestimate me, Harley.”
“Oh, I don’t, but I think you might be underestimating me. I’m not seventeen anymore.”
Before he could say anything else I strode across the parking lot, into my building and up the stairs to my apartment.
Because I was half expecting my early morning visitors, it wasn’t a shock when I heard the pounding on my door, but I still wasn’t at my best after less than four hours sleep. I dragged on my sweats, slipped the safety chain off, and swung open the door. Detective Stryker handed me a folded paper. I stepped out of the entry to let him by, and unfolded the warrant. Three uniforms followed him in. I ignored them all and went into the kitchen. I tossed the warrant in the direction of the table, and reached into the cabinet for coffee. Stryker came in behind me, scooped the warrant from the floor and placed it carefully in the center of my kitchen table.
“What are you doing?” Stryker asked.
I turned to glare at him, but it was a wasted effort, he was impervious to my annoyance. “I was planning to make coffee.”
“Go ahead.”
“Why thank you.”
He missed the sarcasm, or ignored it. He stood watch while I filled the coffee pot and turned it on. Baldwin glared from the top of the fridge and hissed as Stryker moved past. I didn’t even try to stifle a snort of laughter.
“I’m not sure you understand the gravity of this situation, Mr. Harley.”
“Tell me what you’re trying to find, and maybe I can tell you where it is.”
Stryker ignored me, snapped on latex gloves and started going through my kitchen drawers. I lounged against the counter to wait for Mr. Coffee to finish dribbling into the pot.
“Get the cat off the fridge,” Stryker said.
I shooed Baldwin away. He shot me an injured look as he slunk out of the room. Stryker opened the freezer and removed everything. He even opened the paper wrapped packages of meat and checked the contents. Satisfied I hadn’t hidden any evidence in the pork steak, he moved to the refrigerator. He again removed everything, opened containers, peeled the paper from the butter sticks and dumped lettuce from the bowl into the sink. I stayed propped against the kitchen counter watching him work. He was very thorough. If I’d hidden anything in the apartment, I had no doubt he would have found it. When everything from the refrigerator and freezer was out on the counter, he moved to the cabinets and continued the search.
The pot finished gurgling and I poured a cup of coffee. I could hear the other officers going through the house, opening cabinets and drawers, digging through my life. I heard them remove the panel from the rear of my closet. I stayed relaxed, lids lowered, coffee cup in hand, watching as the detective took my kitchen apart.
“You’re very calm about this.” he said, glancing up.
“I don’t have anything to hide.”
“Or you just think it’s hidden well enough we won’t find it.”
“I don’t know what you’re searching for, Detective, but I haven’t broken any laws since the last time you busted me.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“I don’t really care.”
He closed the pantry and stared at me. “You have a real attitude problem, Harley.”
“You need to quit rousting me and start looking for the killer. If I remember right, most murders that aren’t solved within the first forty-eight hours don’t get solved.”
“Sounds like you paid attention in class at least one day.”
“Nah, heard it on TV.”
He smiled in spite of himself. I poured another cup of coffee.
“Okay if I go sit in the living room?”
“Sit anywhere you like, just don’t leave the premises.”
I took my coffee cup and stretched out on the couch. Immediately my lids grew heavy. I definitely could have used another couple hour’s sleep. I parked my half-full cup on the coffee table before I dropped off and dumped it on my chest, and let Morpheus take over. Detective Stryker’s voice brought me awake.
“Mr. Harley.”
I opened my eyes.
“We’ve found a couple of things we’d like to take with us. I need you to verify what we’ve gathered and sign a receipt.”
Curious about what they had found, I got up and let him lead me into the kitchen. Drew’s briefcase sat open on the table. His keys, minus the one to the office, were on the table next to it. The office key was now on my ring. My toothbrush rounded out their finds.
“Is that your brother’s briefcase?” Stryker asked.
“Yes.”
“Are those your brother’s keys?”
“Yes.”
“Why do you have them?”
“I picked them up from his office after the funeral.”
“Why?”
“I wanted to find out what he was working on before he died.”
“Why?”
“Just curious. Why are you taking my toothbrush?”
“Oh come now, Mr. Harley. Surely you didn’t sleep through your forensics class.” He tossed the plastic evidence bags holding the keys and toothbrush into the briefcase and snapped it shut.
“DNA?” I asked.
“Very good.”
“Help yourself. Where do I sign?”
Stryker handed me a receipt. I signed and pushed it across the table to him. I could tell he was disappointed in what they’d found.
I motioned around the kitchen. “You gonna put all this stuff away?” Yeah, right.
“We’ll leave that to you.”
“Thanks, Stryker. Cops like you make innocent citizens think about committing crimes.”
“Good thing you’re not an innocent citizen then, isn’t it?”
With that parting remark, he motioned his merry band of home wreckers out. I stared at my ransacked apartment. It was going to take the rest of the day to put it together again. I went to the kitchen, stuffed the food into the fridge and the freezer, and decided the rest could wait until I caught up on my sleep. After my nap, the mess hadn’t improved any, so I decided to let it wait until I got home from the gym. To put it off a little longer I went to the office after my workout. My files should be safe here for the time being, Drew was the owner listed on the building and the office space I occupied wasn’t in my name. Stryker wouldn’t have any reason to search here. I removed the files from behind the toilet and sat down at my desk.
I tossed the murder file onto the desk, lined it up even with the blotter, brushed some imaginary specs of dust off the surface and waited for the courage to open it. When I started to feel silly staring at the blank manila surface, I opened it and sucked in my breath. A crime scene photo was on top. I turned away from the picture and stared unseeing out the window. It took an act of will to turn back to my desk.
The photo was still there, still horrible, but at least not a surprise this time. I flipped through the other photos from the crime scene, passed up the autopsy pics and started reading the coroner’s report. Nothing new there. Death was caused by a single gunshot to the head, small caliber bullet, probably a .22. I noticed it didn’t read self inflicted in the report. Stryker probably knew Drew was murdered the morning I went down to ID the body. Bastard.
I slowly deciphered the scrawled handwriting as I made my way through the ream of papers. Finally, at the bottom of the stack, I found out why I was still among the free-there were smudges on the gun on top of my prints. Unfortunately for me, no other prints were found. Forensics thought the smudges were made by someone wearing latex gloves. I rolled my eyes. Apparently Stryker thought I was smart enough to wear gloves to commit the murder, but too stupid to wipe my prints off the gun first. Maybe I was giving him too much credit. I felt a little better about my chances as a free man.
I stacked the papers into a neat pile, locked them up, and decided to try and find a few cars. I drove downtown and parked outside my first target’s house. She was sitting in her driveway in the car. I smiled-this was perfect. Before she backed all the way out of the drive, she paused, reversed direction and jerked to a stop. She popped out of the car and ran into the house. I ducked down in my seat and pondered doing the snatch right there, but before I could move she came out carrying a piece of paper. Guess she forgot her grocery list. She backed out again. I tailed her across town and smiled when she pulled into Tony’s Market. I parked two rows over and waited until she went inside. As soon as she disappeared, I ducked between the rows to her car, jimmied the lock and drove out of the lot. A gurgle came from the rear of the car as I turned onto the street. I glanced in the rearview mirror. A baby smiled from a car seat and waved a stuffed dog at me.
“Shit!”
I slammed on the brakes, pulled a U turn and squealed back into the parking lot. The woman was standing in the empty parking space holding a box of tampons and screaming into a cell phone.
Jesus Christ. Not just a panicked mother, I had to try and repo a car from a panicked mother with PMS. I hoped she didn’t have a gun.
I stopped the car outside the parking space, got out and stepped away. The woman ran toward me still yelling into her phone. I glanced around and took another step back. I could hear sirens coming closer and a few seconds later two police cars whipped into the parking lot. Not a minute too soon as far as I was concerned. This woman was scary. They braked to a stop and the first officer jumped out with his gun drawn. I raised my hands and took another step back. At the rate I was moving, I’d be home soon. As the officer approached, the panicked woman leaned into the car to check on the baby.
The cop jerked his gun in my direction. “Don’t move, slimebag.”
I looked over his shoulder as the officer climbed out from behind the wheel of the second car. It was Wil Pinkerton.
“Uh, Wil. You mind calling off the dogs here,” I said.
He grinned and started to speak.
The officer holding the gun on me yelled, “Shut up, asshole.”
Pinkerton snickered. The crazy woman backed out of the car and turned on him. “There’s nothing funny about this. I want this man arrested. He kidnapped my baby.”
Wil swallowed a smile, told one of the officers to take her aside and made his way over to me. “Put your gun away, Mike,” he said as he passed the first officer.
“But.”
“Put it away. You got paperwork on this ride, Harley?”
“Yeah.”
I reached into my inside pocket for the papers and Officer Gung Ho whipped his gun back out of the holster. I hit the deck. Wil turned around, peeled the gun out of his hand and told him to check on the baby. I got up from the ground, brushed myself off and handed Wil the paperwork.
“Just stay here a minute,” he said. “I’ll talk to her.”
He showed the recovery paperwork to the PMS queen.
“This is bullshit and you know it!” She shouted, slapping the papers out of Wil’s hands.
He spoke softly to her. She flounced away a couple of steps and gave him a stop sign motion with her hand. “Oh, I get it. He’s a man so you take his side. I want your badge number.”
She had wandered out of the parking space and into the traffic lane. Wil took her arm and tired to guide her out of harms way.
“Let go of me,” she screamed. “That’s harassment. I’m calling the newspaper.”
This time, when Wil spoke, his voice was loud enough that the whole parking lot could hear.
“Ma’am, you need to settle down.”
“I’m not going to settle down. That man stole my car and kidnapped my baby, and you’re going to let him get away with it.”
“He’s a recovery agent. He repossesses cars. You’re behind on your payments. You’re going to have to let him take the car.”
With no warning, she swung her purse by the shoulder strap and round-housed Wil on the side of the head. He spun, grabbed her arm, jerked it behind her back and snapped on the cuffs. She tried to head butt him, but he ducked out of the way. The whole maneuver was so smoothly done, it looked choreographed. He led her, still screaming, to the police car, shoved her in the rear seat and told one of the officers to put the baby in the other car.
“What you going to charge her with?” I asked as he walked over.
“Child endangerment, resisting arrest, creating a disturbance. I’ll think of something.”
“Think it’ll do any good?”
“I doubt it.”
“Thanks, man. I thought she was going to kill me.”
“Yeah, do me a favor. Check the back seat for kids from now on.”
I told him I would, got in her car and drove it to the lot. One of the squad cars trailed me. My guess was Officer Gung Ho, making sure I didn’t decide to drive off into the sunset with the crazy woman’s Subaru. I collected my fee, bummed a ride to my truck, and decided I’d rather clean house than deal with a woman with PMS. Maybe I did need to get into another line of work.
My cell phone chirped as I drove into my lot. It was Celia.
“Celia, how ya doing?”
“I’m a lot better. Still pretty sore, but it’s going away a little every day.”
“That’s good. So how are you really?”
“I’m Fine.”
I stayed silent. After a minute she continued.
“I hired a lawyer. He filed a restraining order and he’s working on the divorce papers.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“I...I don’t know,” she said, her voice sinking to a whisper. “I’m seeing a therapist.”
“Celia, remember you’re not the one in the wrong here. You don’t need to feel guilty because you want to get out of a bad situation.”
“That’s what my sister and my therapist keep telling me.”
“They’re right, give yourself a break.”
“I’m trying.”
“Do you need anything? Do you have a place to stay?”
“I’m staying at my sister’s. That’s where I’m calling from. I don’t need anything right now. I just...I just wanted to thank you, Brocs.”
“I’m glad I could help. Take care of yourself and call me if you need anything.”
“I’m fine now, but thanks.”
She wasn’t fine yet, but she was at least heading in the right direction. I grinned as I saved her number in my phone and tucked it in my pocket. Every once in a while the guys in the white hats win one.
At my office the next morning, I fired up the computer and started digging for something on Lester Crawford, Rudy’s skip. Two hours later I had his last known address and addresses for all his relatives. I also had his driver’s license number, social security number and his most recent employer. Not bad for a couple hours work. Now for a little sweet-talk. I dialed the Stantonville PD number and waited through eight rings. Busy day at the cop shop, I guess.
“Police Department,” a frazzled voice answered.
“Officer Pinkerton, please.”
The phone clicked, McGruff came on, then Pinkerton answered.
“Pinkerton.”
“Safe to talk?”
“You already owe me, Harley.”
“This is about something else.”
A sigh came across the wire. “What do you need?”
“I’m tracking a skip.”
“And?”
“I need you to run a DL, and social for me, see what comes back.”
“Okay, but this is it.”
“Sure, I know.”
The phone went quiet. I could hear computer keys clacking in the background and breathing over the phone, so I was pretty sure Wil was still there.
“Wil?”
“Yeah.”
“How come you’re still in uniform?”
“What?”
“Why haven’t you made detective?”
“Sometime when you’ve got a lot of liquor, a lot of time, and aren’t wanted for murder I’ll tell you about it.”
“That bad, huh?”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
I spun my chair around and stared out the office window while the computer keys continued to clack across the phone lines. “You could always quit and come to work for me,” I said.
“That’s assuming Stryker doesn’t put you away for the next twenty years.”
“Well, yeah.”
“Hang on,” he said.
The phone clunked on the desktop. I cocked my chair and propped my feet on an open drawer while I listened to bits and pieces of conversation. A loud burst of laughter, then Wil’s voice came back on the line.
“I got something on your skip, he’s a frequent flyer with us. Lester’s been a bad boy for a very long time.”
“Let me have it.”
“I don’t have that much time. How ‘bout I print it out. Your boy Lester is quite familiar with the judicial system.”
“So, how we going to do this? In the old days I’d just meet you for lunch somewhere.”
“That’s what we’re going to do. I’m over on hours this week and we’re double-covered today. Besides, I’ve had the brass on my six all day.”
“Ooh, I love it when you throw out all the military jargon.”
“Stuff it, Harley. I’m taking the rest of the day off. I’ve reached my limit on ass chewing. They don’t like it, I’ll turn in my piece.”
“Meet me at Doc’s in an hour. Wait for me if I’m late, I’ve got an errand to run on the way.
“Will do.”
I hung up and felt the stitches pull in my arm. Time to undo the rest of Celia’s handiwork. I snipped out the stitches, flexed my arm, and ran my fingers over the new scar, still tender but not bad. I grabbed my jacket from the back of the chair and fired up the truck. I stopped by Harley Real Estate first, but Mel said Halston was at home, so I pointed the truck toward “Halston Manor.” I almost turned around, but I’d promised Lori I’d get her picture from Drew’s office, so I kept going. I knocked on the door, but there was no answer, so I rang the bell. Footsteps sounded in the hallway and the door banged open.
“What the hell do you want?” Halston asked.
I had wanted to ask him about mom-about what he went through after she died. Helping Lori with Drew’s things must have unhinged me if I thought he’d talk to me about anything.
“There is a photograph on Drew’s desk. It belongs to Lori and she’d like to have it back. I told her I’d stop by and get it.”
“You can tell that bitch to kiss my ass.”
I slapped the doorframe next to Halston’s head. He jumped away.
“Halston, quit being a dick and go get the fucking picture. It’s not going to kill you to do something nice for someone else.”
“She wants that picture, she can come get it herself. I ain’t giving you shit.”
I fought the urge to draw my gun and shoot the smug look off his face.
“You’re really something special, Halston-a real tribute to mankind.”
He didn’t answer, just slammed the door in my face, and slid the bolt home.
I jumped into my truck and spun out of the driveway. I know better than to set myself up for failure where Halston was concerned. It was a mistake I wasn’t ever going to make again.
I pointed the truck back toward town, thinking vile thoughts about Halston Harley. If Stryker could read my mind right now, I would never convince him I hadn’t committed murder. The wind gusted and the truck skittered toward the shoulder. I glanced at the sky toward the west where clouds were starting to build. We might be in for a storm, but right now, it was warmer than it had been in a couple of weeks. I parked at Docs and walked inside. Wil wasn’t there yet, so I snagged a stool at the counter.
“Whaddya drinkin?” Doc asked.
“Just water.”
Doc thunked the water glass on the counter. He wasn’t his normal sunny self, must have had the health department in today. I ordered two burgers with the works and moved to a booth to stay out of the line of fire. Wil strolled in out of uniform a few minutes later. He eased into the seat across from me just as Doc sat down the burgers. Wil ordered a Coke and Doc headed back to the grill.
“God, I need a drink,” Wil said.
“Bad day, huh?”
“You could say that.”
“What’s up?”
“Stryker just discovered we were roommates in college.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
We ate our burgers and crunched our fries without talking.
“Got any plans for your afternoon off?” I asked.
“Not yet.”
“I could use your help.”
“I gotta run to the bank. I’ll meet you at your office.”
I dropped a five on the table, picked up my jacket and left.
I was sitting, feet propped up on the desk when Wil came in. He handed me a file. I shoved Drew’s papers and the office accounts across the desk. Wil picked them up and flipped through the pages.
“What am I trying to find?” he asked.
“Good question.”
I opened the bottom drawer of my desk, retrieved a half-full bottle of Maker’s Mark and two glasses. Wil’s face lit up as I splashed some in the glasses. He picked one up and headed for the couch. While he ran through Drew’s papers, I checked out Lester. I started through the printout with a grin that slowly disappeared. The guy was forty-two years old and had a rap sheet as long as my arm. He’d been busted for everything from jaywalking to murder and had spent exactly six months behind bars.
“This guy got some powerful friends, Wil?”
“Either that or he was born under a lucky star.”
“Any way to find out who posted his bond last time?”
“Hmm. Maybe. Might be worth checking out.”
I continued through the sheet, but it was just more of the same. Busted, out on bail, charges either dropped or case dismissed for one reason or the other.
“I’d really like to find this asshole.”
“Better watch out, Harley. You’re starting to sound like a cop.”
I ignored his comment.
“You come up with anything?” I asked.
“Halston’s up to his neck in something.”
“I got that, anything else.”
“Not really. You know who he’s in bed with?”
“Yeah.”
Wil dropped the file on the seat next to him and stared at me from across the room. I sipped my bourbon and tried to ignore him.
“You mind sharing?” he asked.
“Are you asking as a cop or a friend?”
“I’m always a cop, Brocs. I can’t turn it on and off.”
I sighed. “I know.”
“Well?”
I put my glass on the blotter and watched the moisture soak a ring into the paper before I answered. “Rumor has it he does a little business with Austin-Kline Investments.”
“They’re pretty heavy hitters.”
“That’s what I hear. Why do you know that?”
He didn’t answer my question, just asked one of his own. “Who told you Halston was fronting for Austin-Kline?”
I raised my eyebrows and grinned.
“Rayburn,” he said. “I might have known.”
“Would it make you feel any better if I said Billy’s not involved with them?”
Wil shook his head. “Just marginally.”
I refilled my glass. Wil held up his empty so I dragged myself out of the chair and filled his too. The sky had darkened and the wind whipped dust and gravel against the office window. I stared out over the parking lot as the trees snapped back and forth. We were in for a gully washer.
“How long are you off work?” I asked.
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