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 FOREWORD

 


These eight stories and one sample
chapter represent the fictional life of Val Lyon, a woman who has
been with me for more than two decades in one way or another. Val
began as a secondary character in a novel I started while living in
Hawaii. When I moved to Texas I brought the novel with me and
entered it into a workshop led by Joe R. Lansdale and Lewis
Shiner.

Lansdale and Shiner hated the story,
hated the main character, but they liked Val. They told me to write
the story in Val's point of view, first person, if possible. I
wasn't happy with that at first, but I recognized the essence of
their advice—take risks. A writer needs to step outside his or her
comfort zone. So I took their advice and gave voice to Val. I
believe it was the best thing I did.

That first book has never
been published and I don't expect it ever will be. I don't even
know if there is copy of it in existence. It wasn't a good book,
but it was good practice. I went on to write Pilikia Is My Business., which
LTDBooks published in 2001. Before Pilikia was published, however,
I tried my hand at short stories.

As Val had been an athlete, I decided
to bring sports into these stories. They weren't intended to be
sports stories in the sense that they portrayed the drama, glory
and heart-ache of sports. Rather, sports figured as a backdrop to
the main topics of murder, lust, greed and adultery.

The one constant in these
stories is Val's determination to win, to prevail against tough
odds. That determination is her dominant characteristic. I call it
her Game Face, the
spirit of competition and determination to win against any
opponent, even Death.

Drop Dead Zone
was the first story to be published. It appeared
in Mystery Buff Magazine
in February 1998. The story grew out of a lively
conversation following my first skydive during which a jumper, who
is now my daughter-in-law, Laura, said I needed to write a story
about it. Drop Dead Zone
was nominated for a Derringer Award by the Short
Mystery Fiction Society.

Wahine O Ka Hoe
was actually my first story that was accepted for
publication. It appeared in Murderous
Intent Mystery Magazine in spring 1998, a
month after Drop Dead
Zone. The inspiration for this story came
from an article in Sports Illustrated about the Wahine O Ke Kai,
the open-ocean canoe race between Molokai and Oahu.

Kill Leader
appeared in the inaugural edition of Anthony Neil
Smith's Plots With Guns
in 1999. This was my first attempt at a
hard-boiled story. It has since been published as an audio story
in Sniplits and
included in the Sniplits' anthology,
Killer Fiction. The story
takes place at a professional beach volleyball
tournament.

Home
Wreckers, my second hard-boiled effort, was
published in Bob Foster's Nefarious—Tales
of Mystery. It, too, appeared in 1999 in
the inaugural edition. That was a great year for inaugurations.
Nefarious has had an up and down history, so this story has
probably had the fewest number of readers. I'm pleased to be able
to introduce Home Wreckers
to new readers. It features Val trying to solve
the murder of a star woman professional basketball
player.

The Big Dance With
Death came out in FUTURES in June 2001 after passing
through three editors, each of whom had different ideas for the
story. In fact, I had written it before any of the other stories.
It brings Val back to her alma mater for the NCAA women's
basketball tournament.

Teed Off
was published in Michael Bracken's
Fedora, Private Eyes and Tough Guys
in 2001. When Michael put out the call for
submissions, I jumped at it. How could anybody pass up the chance
to be in a volume with that title? It is the most hard-boiled of
all my stories and is the only short story that includes Val's
sidekick, Moon Ito. The violence in this story is the most explicit
of anything I have written. The sport in this story is golf, but
the theme is retribution. Teed Off
received an honorable mention in Otto Penzler and
James Ellroy's Best American Mystery
Stories, 2002.

Horns was written and accepted for another Michael Bracken
anthology, Sex, Lies and Private
Eyes, which, after years of changing
publication dates, was finally canceled. I sent it over to
The Thrilling Detective where editor Gerald So picked it up and published it in 2009.
The title, Horns,
is a play on words. The story takes place at the Makawao Rodeo, but
is really about sex as specified for inclusion in Bracken's
anthology.

I'm happy to present
Ripper for the first
time. This story had its genesis when I heard the story about the
young surfer who lost an arm to a shark. At the time, I was
thinking about doing a surfing story. After all, Val operates in
Hawaii and has a connection to sports. How could I not do a story
about Hawaii's gift to the sporting world? So here, first time in
publication, is Ripper.

The first chapter of
Pilikia Is My Business is
here to complete the Val Lyon saga.

 


David L. Shackelford of
Austin drew the cover and interior art for these stories. He also
drew the cover for the Ilium Books edition of Pilikia. You can find out more about
David's art at http://www.idrawbooks.com.
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TEED OFF




Glenn Floeck moved down concourse C of
Honolulu International Airport as though he expected everybody to
get out of his way. Most people did. Not so much because he was
Glenn Floeck, whom few people recognized, but because he strode in
the wake of a black man the size of a Lincoln Towncar. The black
man hefted a golf bag carrier over his shoulder as though it were a
middle schooler's book bag.

The man stopped at the end of the
concourse, forcing the flow of arriving passengers behind him to
eddy around. Floeck stopped beside him, choking off the flow even
more. He struck a pose, chin in the air, like he was waiting for
strobes to flash. With his strong, chiseled features and sculpted
body, he could have been a daytime soap star. He scanned the crowd,
eye-sweeping every attractive woman. His eyes lighted on me as I
approached.

I had on a plain white blouse and a
slim gray skirt that gave me a nice silhouette. Floeck seemed to
like the look. He took the complete inventory from my Ray-Bans to
my pumps and then, in case he had missed something, he took it
again.

I said, "Mr. Floeck, I'm your
driver."

His face registered surprise and
interest. "I expected a guy named Ito."

"Ito sent me. If there's a problem,
you can check with him. My name's Lyon."

He tried the name on. "Lyon. Is there
a first name?"

"Ms. Lyon."

He tried a different approach. "I'm a
first name guy," he said smoothly. "I'm Glenn."

"Pleased to meet you, Glenn." I turned
to the black man, who'd remained impassive throughout the exchange.
"You must be Odd Job."

He didn't say anything. His scar said
it all. The scar ran from his left eyebrow, across the bridge of
his nose to a spot below his right cheekbone.

Floeck said, "My man here is Frodo
Baggins."

"Really," I said. "I had no idea
Hobbits came in jumbo size."

When he scowled, the big man's scar
became a diagonal furrow. His look could have chilled a beer
keg.

Floeck fell in beside me as we headed
to the baggage area. "I specifically instructed Ito to meet us at
the gate."

"Sorry," I said. "My knife wouldn't
pass security."

He fell back a half step. I could feel
his eyes searching me. "You're carrying a knife?"

"On my thigh," I said. While he made
another visual inspection I added, "It cuts better when it's
warm."

By the time we had the bags and
reached the limo, I'd said "no" three times to drinks and dinner
with Glenn Floeck. We put the bags in the trunk and Floeck settled
in back. Baggins climbed in front. The car sank on its shocks as
the big man sat. He carried a briefcase that had come through
baggage claim.

The limo had a fully stocked bar, a TV
and, per Floeck's request, a recent issue of every golfing magazine
published in North America. Golf was Floeck's business. He had
built a job as proshop manager into an empire of golf shops, known
as Teed Up. Before I was behind the wheel, Floeck had a drink and a
mag; before we were out of the airport, he was on the
phone.

"Is he checking me out with Ito?" I
asked the Hobbit.

Hobbit said nothing. He opened the
briefcase on his lap, took out a Glock and two clips. He checked a
clip and inserted it into the gun. He put the gun back in the case
and closed it.

In the mirror, I saw Floeck close his
flip phone. He came on the intercom. He said, "Ito says your name's
Val and underneath the attitude is a soft pussy. He says you're the
best he has."

"Hope he remembers that at performance
review time."

"Do you always carry a knife,
honey?"

"It's Ms. Lyon and sometimes I carry a
gun."

"Why?"

"Because I'm not on a first name basis
and 'honey' isn't close."

"I meant why do you carry a
gun?"

"It works better than a restraining
order."

Baggins cracked a smile for the first
time. "Man knows restraining orders."

* * * * *

Glenn Floeck had three restraining
orders out on him. One ex-wife, a former girlfriend, and a woman
he'd simply taken a fancy to. There had been a fourth order, issued
on behalf of Lorraine Masaki, but that order had ended with
Lorraine's plunge from a Las Vegas hotel balcony.

"I know she didn't commit suicide,"
said Gordon Masaki.

Masaki, Lorraine's brother found my
name in the phone book under "Private Investigator." We first met
in the living room of his home at the end of Palolo Valley two
months before Floeck's visit to the Islands.

He said, "She had a career, a life.
Me, I couldn't climb out on a balcony if I wanted to."

In fact, getting out of a chair was a
struggle for him, the result of progressive nerve and muscle damage
he'd brought back from the Gulf War along with some ribbons and
medals. The ribbons and medals were mounted in frames and displayed
on end tables with photos of Gordon in sand camos and a variety of
weaponry. He looked robust and formidable in the photos. There were
also photos of a very pretty young woman in a cheerleader's outfit
and other photos of the same woman in a cap and gown. The photos
appeared to have been taken about ten years apart.

"Lorraine?"

"Yes. I was so proud of her when she
graduated. Took her eight years, working full time. Had a great
offer right after graduation. Travel, advancement, everything she
wanted."

I watched his eyes as he talked. His
body may have been an uncooperative husk, but his eyes were full of
life. When he talked about his sister they were a well of love and
caring.

I said, "What do you think
happened?"

Masaki said, "I think the son of a
bitch killed her."

"What son of a bitch?"

"Glenn Floeck."

"Is he a boyfriend?"

"He's an animal. He's harassed her for
months. I know he did it." The conviction rang in his voice. Of
course that didn't make him right.

Masaki struggled laboriously out of
his chair. "I saved her letters and emails." He tottered out of the
room on aluminum crutches, returning with a file folder.

The contents told a story of a job
that was going well, traveling to new places, meeting new people.
One of those people was Glenn Floeck whom she met at a leisure expo
in San Diego. It began with some casual dinner dates.

"He pursued her from the start,"
Masaki said. "He wore her down until she went out with
him."

"Was she afraid of him?"

"Not at first. That came after she
tried to break it off. He wouldn't have it."

Almost overnight his attitude went
from friendly but insistent to ugly and threatening. There were
phone calls. She changed her number, but he learned her new one.
She altered her travel plans at the last minute, but he still
managed to find her.

"Lorraine had a new car," said Gordon.
"A Miata. Really proud of it. The bastard trashed it. He smashed
the windows, slashed the top and upholstery, and scratched, 'You're
mine' in the paint."

"Could she prove Floeck did
it?"

"Hunh uh. He was too smart for that,
but she did get a judge to issue a restraining order."

"Did it work?"

"If it did, we wouldn't be talking.
Will you take the case? I have a good trust fund. I can pay
whatever it takes."

"Look, Mr. Masaki, suppose I take the
case and it still looks like suicide?"

"The son of a bitch killed her. I know
he did."

"But if I can't prove it?"

"Even if she did jump, Floeck broke
her and drove her to it."

"You can't be sure, Mr.
Masaki."

"I'll always be sure."

* * * * *

I flew to the mainland on Masaki's
dime. The plane was a wide-body packed knee-to-seatback with
revelers on a gambling junket. I seemed to be the only one
traveling on business.

The Las Vegas detective who caught the
Masaki case was a heavy-jowled man named Stalworth. An unopened
deck of cigarettes lay on his desk next to a plastic tray of
nicotine gum. Stalworth popped two squares of gum out of the
tray.

"One of these doesn't do it for me,"
he said. He put both of them in his mouth. "Buy me time before the
next craving."

He retrieved a folder from a nearby
file cabinet and cleared an area of desk surface. "Lorraine Masaki,
the girl who went skydiving."

"She was twenty-seven."

"Huh?"

"She wasn't a girl."

He gave me a sideways glance. "She hit
like a bag of tomatoes. You sure you want to see this?"

I didn't but I had to cover all the
bases for my client. He laid the photo on the clean portion of the
desk. I looked at it and wished I hadn't. Thought about the
cheerleader and the graduate.

"Any reason to think she was
pushed?"

"You have something I should know
about?"

"There's a former boyfriend named
Glenn Floeck. She had a restraining order on him."

Stalworth popped another nicotine dose
in his mouth. He gave the deck of smokes a long look. "We checked
Floeck. He was with a woman at the time it happened." Stalworth
must have caught some surprise on my face because he said, "You
didn't know he was here did you?"

"That didn't raise a flag?"

"It raised a flag all right. The woman
stuck to her story and the bodyguard, Baggins, backed him
up."

"Why does he need a
bodyguard?"

"The easy answer is a lot of people
would like to see something bad happen to an asshole like Floeck.
You ask me, though, I think it's more for show. Everybody wishes
the worst for him, but nobody cares enough to do it."

"So this guy Baggins isn't for
real?"

"Oh he's the real deal. A classic case
of underemployment working for Floeck."

"My client is convinced Floeck was
involved."

Stalworth tossed the empty gum tray in
the wastebasket. "Your client is wrong."

"She was afraid of him."

"She wasn't the only one." He gave out
a heavy sigh. "I hate scum who prey on women. I'd like to shove his
balls down his throat. Pardon my French." He sighed again. "We
can't put Floeck in the room at that time or any time. We can't put
anybody in the room with her, for that matter."

"Forensics got nothing?" I
asked.

"Nada," he said. "Zip."

"Was she on the ground long before you
reached the scene?"

"She landed in a parking lot that
didn't have much traffic that time of night. Somebody heard a
scream, but nobody saw her dive. It took us a while to find out
which balcony she jumped from. She didn't take her purse, so all we
had was the trajectory to work with."

"So, anybody in the room had time to
get away."

"If anybody was in the
room."

"You searched the floor, above and
below?"

"We did our job." There was an
unspoken challenge in his voice.

I made nice. "I'm not saying you
didn't. My client came back from the Gulf with a bunch of ribbons
and a permanent disability the government denies. His sis is all he
had. He's sure she was murdered. I'm just looking for a way to make
him right for once."

Stalworth's fingers inched towards the
cigarettes. "Forget murder. You want a reason to take back to your
client? Try the pills. They were in her purse."

"What kind of pills?"

"Antidepressants." His fingers made
the cigs. He spat out the gum and ripped the cellophane.

* * * * *

Floeck's alibi was a part-time realtor
with a lot of mileage for her years. The police report gave her age
as 31 but her coke-creased face and Tequila-basted voice added
another decade. She was feeding slot machines from a bucket of
coins in Casino Xanadu when I caught up to her. The Xanadu happened
to be next door to Lorraine's hotel.

"Yeah," she said. "Glenn was here with
me that night. I told that to the police." She dropped a coin in
the slot and pulled. Lights from the machine played across her face
in red and green flashes.

"Where was the bodyguard?"

"The big guy? In the bar." She offered
another coin to the clanging god.

I said, "Floeck. He was playing the
slots too?"

"No. They bore him. He got the drinks
and refilled my bucket."

"How long was he gone when he wasn't
with you?"

"Five, ten minutes. I don't know." She
set the wheels whirring again.

"Don't you get tired of
this?"

She said, "Hunh uh. I get in a zone
and it's like time stops."

"Were you in a zone that night with
Floeck?"

"With some men, the quicker you get in
the zone, the better."

"So he could have been gone half an
hour or more getting drinks?"

"Is that what you want me to tell
you?"

"I want you to tell me the
truth."

"I told the police five or ten
minutes. You want me to say a half hour?" She looked into her money
bucket. "Here's the truth. Two hundred bucks would top this off
nicely. That's worth a half hour don't you think?"

Sooner or later bought testimony comes
around to bite your ass. I declined her offer with more politeness
than it deserved. She was in her zone before I'd taken five steps
towards the exit.

For the next two days I pursued the
pill angle as Stalworth had suggested. My inquiries took me to Los
Angeles where I ran into a stonewall put up by Lorraine's
psychiatrist. I came away with a better understanding of the side
effects of drugs and more than I wanted to know about the dark side
of psychiatry. At least I had something to take back to my client
in Honolulu.

* * * * *

Gordon Masaki said, "You're sure
Lorraine wasn't murdered?"

"I didn't say that. I said I don't see
a way to link Floeck to her death without physical evidence. His
alibi witness is weak but can't do us any good. I think you have a
stronger case against the psychiatrist and the drug
company."

Masaki brushed at the corners of his
eyes with his fingers. "I had no idea she was seeing a
psychiatrist."

I said, "In Europe, this class of
antidepressants comes with a warning label. The physician is
supposed to monitor the patient closely. Lorraine's
didn't."

"Pills," he said. "Screw the pills."
His eyes hardened. "Floeck did it. If he didn't push her, he drove
her to it."

What was there to say? I couldn't
fault his thinking.

"An animal like that, doesn't stop,"
he said. "There will be other women until somebody stops
him."

Masaki's check arrived two days later.
The amount was enough to keep me in Margaritas and sushi for a long
time, but holding it left me with a hollow feeling. It was money I
hadn't yet earned for a job that was unfinished. It went into my
desk drawer instead of my bank account.

Six weeks later, I was nursing a drink
and a black mood on the beach-level lanai of Duke's when Moon Ito
joined me. Despite his name, round is not a word that describes
Moon. The words I would use are "cut" and "ripped" and "hard as
teak." Moon counted VIP security among his legitimate activities.
From time to time, I counted on him to watch my back.

Moon said, "That dark look stay on
your face for weeks now. They gonna throw you outa here the way
you're sucking the sunshine outa this fine sky."

I said, "Cheer me up then."

"Okay. How about this?" He put a golf
mag on the table and opened it to a middle page. "That the guy you
hate?"

It was a picture of Glenn Floeck. The
accompanying article said Teed Up was expanding to the Islands and
he was coming to explore locations.

Moon said, "A visiting exec like that
needs a car."

"And you can provide it," I
said.

"Need a driver," he said.

"A woman driver," I said.
"Bait."

"Here comes the sun," Moon
said.

* * * * *

Floeck was deep in his golf mags on
the other side of the partition as we caught H-1 from the airport
going towards Diamond Head. I said to the Hobbit, "Frodo's your
real name?"

"Mmm," he said.

"Your parents didn't like
you?"

"Name like Baggins, they thought they
was being clever."

"What was it like growing up named
Frodo Baggins?"

He pointed to the scar on his face and
traced it across his nose.

"A boy named Frodo," I said. "Good
training for a tough profession."

"Better than my brother. Guess his
name."

"Bilbo? How'd he end up?"

"Professor of psycho-linguistics at an
expensive college where the privilege-ass kids with fourteen
hundred SATs call him Dildo Baggins behind his back."

"Sucks to be him," I said.

"Fuckin' A."

Past Punchbowl, I caught the Punahou
exit and took it to Beretania, jogged over a block and maneuvered
the limo into the Waikiki traffic churn.

I said, "You like working for
Floeck?"

"All except for the caddying part. Guy
who spends so much time with the game, sucks so bad."

"I heard he wrote a book on
golf."

Baggins nodded.
"Transcendental Golf. Transcendental bullshit. He don't play with nobody so nobody
can see how bad he is. Nobody see him anyway, 'cause he never hits
a fairway. You caddie for him, you in the rough the whole
time."

"Really," I said. An idea was forming
in my head.

"Another thing," said Frodo. "He don't
play the nine and eighteen holes 'cause they near the clubhouse and
people might see him."

"Suppose somebody else caddied for
him?"

"Be forever in their debt."

Floeck's voice came over the intercom.
"It just occurred to me, honey. Isn't it traditional for visitors
to get a lei on arrival?"

"It wasn't on my orders."

"Maybe you could give me a lei at the
hotel."

"I'll have Ito send you some
flowers."

"I was thinking of the L-A-Y
kind."

"Keep hoping for flowers."

I left them at the hotel and met Moon
at Duke's. He sipped a grapefruit juice while I filled him in on
Floeck.

I said, "You really told him I was a
soft pussy?"

"I said pushover. He hears what he
wants. You think 'It cuts better when it's warm' wasn't a little
over the top?"

"It hooked him."

Moon said, "Explain that to
me."

"You're in a restaurant and the waiter
says your plate's hot. What's the first thing you do? You touch
it."

"I don't."

"Floeck does. We're going to Kauai
tomorrow. I'm caddying for him. Got Baggins to suggest it and
Floeck tumbled right in."

Moon said, "He's thinking about where
you carry the balls. You tell him they go farther when they're
warm?"

I slugged him in the shoulder hard
enough to get a grimace of pain out of him. Not many people can get
that from Moon.

I said, "We'll take him on the golf
course."

"Figure you can get him
alone?"

"Uh huh. The course is closed
tomorrow." Moon gave me a questioning look. "Enough money and a
pushy attitude buys you anything, even a tee time on a closed
course."

I explained how Floeck didn't like to
play when others could see him. "Baggins will be in the clubhouse,
so we'll have to take Floeck on the farthest hole. They keep in
touch by pager. We can't let him page Frodo when it goes
down."

"Frodo the Ringbearer," Moon
said.

Sometimes Moon surprised me with a
reference to a book he had read or a play he had seen. If he had
any interests beyond weapons and sports, I couldn't name them. In
truth, I never thought to discuss books with him. That was probably
my loss.

"The ringbearer's got a badass rep,"
he said.

"He's also got a soft side. Lorraine
mentions him in her messages. Apparently she liked him. Thought
there might be something there if Floeck weren't around. He helped
her steer clear of Floeck once or twice."

"Every badass got a soft spot for a
chick. He needs to take a lesson from King Kong and get over
it."

* * * * *

The next morning I drove Floeck and
Baggins to the airport and caught the flight with them. Moon took a
different flight. From the airport we went directly to the golf
course.

Pepehi Resort was designed by a
sadistic golf course architect who located it where the razorback
spine of the island meets the rugged coast. There is not a single
sand trap on the course. Who needs them? You have lush tropical
jungle lining the fairways and deep ravines bisecting them. The
island's awesome beauty steals your heart and eats your
balls.



We left a very happy Frodo Baggins in
the clubhouse and set out on an otherwise empty course. An early
rain had left the turf sparkling like ground glass and awakened
strong humid smells in the undergrowth. The mountains rose green
and imposing in three directions while the fourth direction
presented an open vista of ocean and sky.

Caddying for Floeck meant tramping
through the jungle or scrambling over rocks looking for errant
balls, just as Frodo said it would. Floeck finished the first hole
in nine. He wrote five on the scorecard.

He said, "You think they bikini-wax
the greens to get them trimmed this close?"

I said, "I don't know anything about
greens."

"You know about bikini
wax?"

"The second tee is this way," I
said.

After thirteen holes Floeck had taken
one hundred eleven strokes and carded sixty-seven. He had mentioned
leg-shaving, underwear styles and sleepwear. Deflecting his
comments took more out of me than searching for his miserable
shots.

The fourteenth hole doglegged to the
right at a point farthest from the clubhouse. A bad shot put you in
a stand of scrubby trees and rocks. A bad long shot put you in the
Pacific, about four hundred feet below.

Floeck was bad, but he wasn't long. In
fact, he wasn't far off the fairway. I steered him towards the
trees.

He said, "You sure it went this
far?"

"I'm sure." The tradewinds rustled the
trees and carried a steady murmur of surf to us from the base of
the cliff. Floeck turned his back and I dropped a ball out of my
pocket.

"Found it," I said.

Floeck drove the cart close and came
over. The ball had rolled to a stop against the exposed section of
a partially-buried rock.

"Have to take a drop," he
said.

He bent over the ball, leaning on an
iron. I kicked the iron from under him and gave him a shove. Floeck
pitched forward and struck his chin on a rock. He went, "Uhhh," and
started getting up. I planted my foot on his back and forced him
down.

"Don't get up until I tell you,
Glenn." I pulled the pager off his belt and threw it away. Moon
emerged from behind an outcropping of rock. "You can sit up,
Glenn," I said, stepping away from him.

He rolled into a sitting position. He
had a gash on his chin and a scrape on his cheek. The gash didn't
appear deep. Drops of blood seeped out and dribbled onto his shirt.
He wiped blood off his chin and looked at his hand. "You're going
to pay for this, honey."

Moon said, "Shut up,
Glenn!"

Floeck noticed Moon for the first
time. Moon isn't big, but he makes his presence known. He had on a
tee-shirt from which he'd ripped the sleeves. Or maybe they'd
exploded when he flexed his softball-sized biceps. Floeck's eyes
went wide with fear and then narrowed as recognition dawned on
him.

He said, "You're Ito? Jesus Christ,
she attacked me."

Moon said, "You need to shut up and
listen to the lady, Glenn."

I picked up the iron Floeck had
dropped and whipped it at a jagged boulder. It clanged off the rock
in a nice counterpoint to Floeck's anguished scream.

"Nooo! That's a Zevo!"

I took another club from his
bag.

"Do not touch my clubs," he said. He
made like he was getting up.

I jabbed him with the grip end of the
club, catching him in the forehead and putting him on his back. He
covered his face with his hands and howled. I jabbed him in the
stomach.

"Sit up!" I said. "Look at
me!"

Floeck sat up slowly and lowered his
hands. He had an angry red spot in the middle of his forehead like
a bloodshot third eye. His lip trembled and his eyes blazed with
hatred.

"You crazy bitch."

I swung the club in a flat arc over
his head. He yelped and cowered under his upraised arm.

Moon said, "I put the blame on
television. She thinks she's Xena Warrior Princess."

I said, "Glenn, you can help yourself
by speaking only when you're spoken to. You understand?"

He looked at me with both hate and
fear. Not enough fear. I swung the club again and he covered his
head with his arms.

"I'm speaking to you, Glenn. Do you
understand?"

"Yes," he screamed.

I swung the club in a higher arc and
let it go. It spiraled over some low scrub and dropped from sight.
Floeck opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it. Moon
tossed me another club.

I said, "Glenn, you have a problem
with women, don't you?"

He said, "Huh?"

I said, "It's a 'yes' or 'no'
question."

He said, "No."

"Glenn, Glenn, Glenn. You were raping
me with your eyes before we even met."

A flicker of confidence returned to
his face. He glanced hopefully at Moon. "Can't blame a man for
checking out the goods, huh?"

Moon returned a blank stare. I whacked
Floeck's ankle with the club face and he screamed.

I said, "You've been hitting on me
ever since you arrived, Glenn. This morning it's been one after
another."

"Jesus! That's what this is about? I
was loosening you up for God's sake."

"That's crap, Glenn."

He looked around in confusion. "They
were lines. I run them by chicks when . . . when . . ."

"Chicks? You mean women? Lorraine
Masaki for instance?"

The last shreds of confidence
disappeared. His eyes became hunted and fearful. He tried to scoot
backwards but his movement was blocked by a squat
boulder.

He said, "What about
Lorraine?"

"She didn't like your stalking
her."

"We were playing."

"You threatened her."

"I just wanted her
attention."

"You trashed her car."

"C'mon. A paint job. It didn't mean
anything."

I sailed the club I was holding in the
direction of the ocean. It bounced off a rock and clattered over
the cliff.

Moon said, "That all the better you
can do?"

"It was a short iron."

"You need to let the big dog
eat."

He took the driver from Floeck's bag,
whistled it around his head and let go. It whirled over the cliff
like a tourist helicopter. "Man, you do get distance outa those
Pings, don't you?" The rest of the Pings followed as Floeck
screamed in anguish.

I said, "Does that mean anything,
Glenn?"

"What the fuck do you
want?"

"Tell me how Lorraine
died."

"How should I know?"

I walked behind Floeck. Moon stayed in
front. Floeck swiveled his head desperately trying to keep us both
in view.

"You were there," I said.

"I was in Las Vegas. I told the police
that."

"Did you push her?"

"No. God, no. I swear!"

"You're lying," Moon said.

"Glenn," I said. "I need to hear the
truth from you."

"I didn't kill her."

Moon said, "I think we have to cut the
truth outa him."

"You do the honors," I said. I tossed
him my knife.

Moon snapped the blade out. "Cuts
better when it's warm," he said.

I put Floeck in a headlock from
behind. Moon knelt on his legs. He waved the knife casually and
Floeck trembled. The skin on his forehead felt cold and clammy. His
breath came rapidly through his nose.

He said hoarsely, "I didn't do
anything."

Moon said, "He's not gonna give the
truth. Why don't I just cut his throat?"

Floeck's fear was so palpable he
transmitted it like electricity from his flesh to mine. He'd always
remember this day, and I wanted each memory accompanied by a cold
sweat and a glance over his shoulder. I wanted him sleeping with
the lights on and twitching at strange noises.

I said, "It's his little guys that get
him in trouble. He might be a good boy without them."

Moon pointed the knife at Floeck's
crotch.

A sob burst out of Floeck's throat.
"No, don't," he said. A dark wet spot appeared on his crotch and
spread down his pants legs.

I nodded to Moon who snapped the knife
closed.

I said, "Glenn, I know about the other
restraining orders and I'm going to keep an eye on you. You violate
either the letter or the spirit and we're coming after you. You
understand? It's a 'yes' or 'no' question."

"Yes," he said.

"You stalk a woman, you hit on any
woman, you leer at any woman, we're coming. And when we do, we
won't make room in your Jockeys. We'll turn out your
lights."

"Might be a good time to change your
career plans," said Moon. "Join a monastery, repent your sins,
avoid temptation." He tossed the knife back to me.

Moon stood and I let go my hold.
Floeck curled into a fetal position.

I said, "And Glenn, as long as you're
mending your ways, quit cheating at golf."

Moon said, "He cheats at
golf?"

"Big cheat."

"I'd have cut him for sure, I knew
that."

We left Floeck curled on the ground
and headed back to the fairway. Suddenly Moon said, "Here comes the
badass." He nodded to where Frodo Baggins was coming from the
fairway in a golf cart. "We let him play through?"

Frodo exited the cart and it rose up
on its shocks with a loud sigh. I felt for the cart.

Moon said, "You must be Frodo the
Ringbearer."

Baggins lifted an automatic from the
cart and pointed it at us. He said, "Hunh uh, man. I be Frodo the
Glock bearer and you best be cool and turn around."

Floeck was slowly getting to his feet
as we turned. He dusted his hands and wiped them on his slacks,
careful to avoid touching the wet spot. He dabbed at his chin with
a white handkerchief and came toward us. His pants legs made a wet
flapping sound as they brushed together.

He said, "Took you the fuck long
enough to get here."

Baggins said, "First cart had a flat."
He did a quick frisk of Moon and removed Moon's gun.

Floeck didn't wait for Baggins to
frisk me. He put his face close to mine. "I saw where the ball
landed, honey. I knew something was up when you headed over here,
so I paged my man."

"Nothing escapes you,
Glenn."

"Except your water," said
Moon.

I caught movement in my periphery and
tried to warn Moon, but too late. Frodo smashed the butt of Moon's
gun against his head. Moon crumpled soundlessly. I didn't see
Floeck's fist. It slammed my face and whipped my head back. My
sunglasses took flight. I parried his next blow with my forearm,
but Baggins got hold of me from behind. My head was buzzing and my
vision shrank. I kicked at Floeck, but it glanced off as he moved
in with another shot to my face and one to my stomach.

"You hurt her enough," said
Frodo.

He received no argument from
me.

Frodo let go and I sank to my knees,
desperately trying to suck in air and expel blood at the same time.
Floeck knelt beside me, grabbed my hair and yanked my head back.
The smell of his piss was eye-watering strong. Like my eyes didn't
have reason enough to water. I tasted sour bile and copper in my
mouth.

He said, "See how you like the truth
you want so badly, honey. The bitch deserved it."

Baggins said, "What bitch?"

Floeck said, "Shut up!"

I spat blood and said, "You p - pushed
her." Hard sounds presented a challenge. My cheek felt slippery
with my blood and Floeck's piss where it contacted his
pants.

"What bitch? Her who?" Baggins
said.

"Will you fucking forget what
bitch?"

"Not a bitch," I said.
"Lorraine."

"Yeah, Lorraine," said Floeck. He
yanked painfully on my hair. "You know what? She screamed all the
way down."

I had a wild vision of clawing at air
and screaming. When hope is gone, a scream is all that's
left.

Baggins said, "You killed
Lorraine?"

Floeck said, "Will you leave it
alone?" He let go my hair. "Get her legs, damn it."

"He killed her," I said, scrambling to
get my feet under me. "She liked you, Frodo. She thought it could
happen between you."

"How you know that?"

"Don't listen to her," Floeck
shouted.

"Messages she sent her brother. I read
them."

"She's lying. There are no fucking
messages." He kicked me in the side but I managed to roll away from
the worst of it.

"Hey, man! You hurt her
enough."

Floeck said, "I decide what's
enough."

With his attention diverted, I eased
out my knife and palmed it. I said, "You kept him away from her,
didn't you, Frodo? Lorraine said so."

Floeck became livid. "You
what?"

"Yeah," said Frodo. He gave Floeck a
powerful shove and staggered him back. "I helped a woman. You hurt
women. That's the difference with us." He shoved Floeck again,
pushing him back towards the cliff.

I realized what was happening before
Floeck did. I yelled, "Frodo, don't!" Frodo lifted him under the
armpits and carried him to the spot where the island dropped off.
Floeck yelled, "Put me down, you sack of shit!" He clawed a handful
of Frodo's shirt and looked like he might be able to hold
on.

Frodo said, "Lorraine weren't no
bitch." He gave one big heave and all of Floeck's hope
vanished.

I moved over to where Moon was
struggling to get up from the ground. He had a big knot on the back
of his head and a thin trickle of blood down his neck.

"You look awful," he said and
vomited.

Frodo brought a golf cart over. He
said to Moon, "Sorry man." To me, he said, "He screamed all the way
down."

"They do that sometimes."

"Guess I'm in deep shit," Frodo
said

"Naw," Moon said. "You'll be all
right. Saved a lady."

"He had a history," I said.

"And he cheated at golf," said
Moon.

 


END
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HOME WRECKERS




The telephone’s ring yanked me to
consciousness. I flicked on the light and reached for the receiver,
knocking the hotel services directory to the floor. My watch said
six ten in the morning. Somebody was going to pay for this. I
dragged the phone to my pillow. Mumbled something about death to
whoever disturbed my beauty sleep.

“Val,” said the voice on
the other end. “Shut up. We have trouble.” The voice belonged to
Sherri Costello, Head Coach of the Tropical Storm. “Julie Ramos is
dead.”

“What?”

“Somebody shot her. You’ve
got to get down here.”

“I’ll be right
there.”

I hung up. My mind reeled. The
Tropical Storm sat atop the Women’s Professional Basketball League.
Julie Ramos was a post player on the team, second in points, first
in rebounds, big in headlines — such headlines as women received,
anyway. Me, I consulted to the team on matters of security. My
headline days were past. When things went smoothly nobody noticed
me or my job. Now, with one phone call, that was changed. Julie was
dead and the team, including me, was seriously screwed.

Especially me. I had a twenty-four
year old guy in the bed next to me. The sonofabitch had slept
through the phone call. Sonofabitch fit him perfectly: he had big
brown eyes, big wet tongue, and the energy of a Frisbee dog when it
came to sex.

I gave his shoulder a hard shove.
“Dennis! Wake up!” He made a sound like an air mattress deflating
and rolled over. His breath smelled like the floor behind a bar. I
shoved him again. “Dammit, wake up!”

He rolled his eyes open and gave me a
cockeyed grin. Then he clamped a big paw on my left breast and
fastened his mouth over my right nipple. Jesus, he was like a sea
lamprey! I tried to pry his fingers off my breast to no avail. His
free hand snaked between my legs and I could feel his erection
growing against my thigh. I grabbed his head and stuck a thumb in
his eyeball with enough pressure that he saw stars. He yelped and
rolled off.

“Oww! What’s the
idea?”

I shoved him off the bed. “Get up,
asshole. Somebody killed your wife.”

It took him a while to get it. That
was another thing about him: show him a naked breast and nothing
else seemed to enter his mind.

Finally he said, “Julie? Julie’s dead?
Where? In her room?” He got to his feet and started around the bed
to the door, grabbing his pants off the chair.

I lunged for him and got his arm.
“Where are you going?”

“To Julie. I gotta get down
there.”

“Dumb ass! You can’t go
there. You’re not even supposed to be here yet. Right now you’re
supposed to be on a plane somewhere over the Pacific.”

“Yeah, but she’s dead.” He
struggled into his pants.

Christ, why do I fall for the dense
ones? The fact that he was capable of an erection even in a crisis
had something to do with it. I grabbed his face with both hands.
“Listen to me, Dennis! It’s a murder. The police are on their way.
If they find you’ve been up here boinking me the whole time we’ll
both be in deep shit.”

“So what do we
do?”

“You leave after I leave.
Take the stairs, not the elevator. Make sure nobody sees you. Got
that?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah, sure. Why
don’t I go to the airport and wait for the flight from Honolulu?
When it lands, I come back here like I just arrived.”

“No! The first thing the
police will check is the manifest.”

“Okay. Don’t worry, I’ll
think of something.”

I threw on some clothes. My bra was
AWOL and I had no time to look for it. I tucked my tee shirt into
my jeans and stepped into a pair of leather mules. Over the tee
shirt, I put on a blue blazer which I bought because no matter what
you’re doing a blue blazer makes you look professional. Ditto the
leather bag. At the door I stopped. “Remember . . .”

“Don’t let anybody see me.
Trust me!”

Jesus, he was still hard.

I stepped in the elevator, caught my
reflection in the mirror and gasped. The Bride of Dracula! Wild
hair, circles under my eyes, and a quarter-sized purple hickey at
the base of my throat. I ran my fingers through my hair, fished a
scarf and some Tic Tacs out of my bag. I knotted the scarf around
my neck and shook six Tic Tacs into my mouth.

Sherri Costello was waiting with the
hotel manager outside Julie’s room. The brass tag on the manager’s
lapel gave his name as Watson. He tapped a cell phone nervously
against his pants leg. Sherri, in contrast, was the picture of
control. She had on a slate gray suit and heels. Her makeup was
perfect. At six in the morning?

“Val, it took you long
enough.”

“I had to put on my face.
Anybody call the police?”

“I did,” said
Watson.

“Sherri, tell me how you
found her.”

“I was supposed to meet her
for breakfast. We have a conference call scheduled. Oh God, I have
to cancel that.”

“I think that can wait.
This breakfast meeting, it was something important?” Sherri seemed
hesitant and then it hit me: today was trading day. “Julie was
being traded?”

Sherri lowered her voice. “It wasn’t
final. The trading deadline is noon, Eastern time. That’s less than
two hours from now.”

“Did Julie know about the
trade?

“She requested it. When she
didn’t show for breakfast, I called her room and then I got the
manager to come up with me.”

“You went in
together?”

“He went in. I couldn’t. I
had a bad feeling about it. Are you going in? If you do, make sure
she’s covered. I don’t want anybody to see her like
that.”

“It’s a crime scene,” said
Watson.

“I don’t see any yellow
tape. Sherri, watch the elevator. Tell me when you see the
police.”

The room had a single queen-size bed,
a bureau with a television and lamp, a table with two chairs. Julie
Ramos lay on the floor on the far side of the bed. She was sprawled
on her back, a big red splotch soaking her nightgown. The blood
came from two small holes in the middle of her chest. Her nightgown
had ridden up when she fell, exposing the lower part of her body. I
tugged it down.

Before leaving, I looked around. On
the night stand was a glass with about an inch of what looked like
cola. Sweat from the glass pooled around a romance novel bearing a
picture of Fabio and a swooning, bosomy maiden. The table by the
window held a trove of junk food: potato chips, buttered popcorn
and Oreos.

The telephone’s message light blinked
insistently.

Using a tissue from the bathroom, I
picked up the phone and pressed the message numbers. A programmed
voice said, “Welcome to Manor Hotel’s voice mail service. You have
one new message sent at 1:17 a.m.” Then I heard Dennis’s voice say,
“Honey, I’m on board a big old jet airliner, coming to you. Keep
the fire going ‘cause I’ve got a big log to put in it.” The last
words were nearly swallowed by a high pitched metallic screech. I
replaced the handset just as Sherri hissed a warning that the
police were here.

Two uniforms arrived first. They
separated us and took statements before the detectives
arrived.

I leaned against the wall, closed my
eyes, feeling tired and angry and confused. It’s what I get fucking
a man ten years younger. The morning after is when the age
difference shows up. The anger was directed at myself for getting
involved with Dennis. When I was younger I wouldn’t have given him
a second look. Men came around as regularly as subway trains. Now,
the trains didn’t run so regularly. Dennis comes along and I hop
on. Knowing that I’d do it again made me angrier.

What had me confused was the message
on the machine. At 1:17 this morning, he was not on an airliner; he
was dancing with me in a roadhouse.

“Miss Lyon, security
consultant to the Tropical Storm. Have I got that
right?”

I opened my eyes to find one of the
detectives in front of me. Decent looking guy in chinos and a
sweatshirt, detective shield on a cord around his neck, yesterday’s
stubble adding character to otherwise bland features.

“Sorry. Catching a nap. I’m
not much good at this hour.”

“Yeah, me neither. Steve
Lebeaux. Must be tough losing a client on your watch. Got your fee
in advance, I hope?”

I pulled myself up taller. Time for
the blazer to power up. “The team curfew is eleven-thirty. Once
they’re in their rooms, I don’t have responsibility.”

He looked at me coldly. The blazer
didn’t seem to be working. “What exactly is your
responsibility?”

“Public appearances, team
gatherings. I check out the venues before a game or press
conference. Make sure the locker rooms are secure, that no nuts can
get in. That sort of thing.”

“A women’s basketball team
needs ‘that sort of thing?’ No offense, but you don’t have any
Jordans or Shaqs.”

I felt my face burn. “They’re
professional athletes. They work as hard and give as hard as the
men.”

“Hey calm down. I’m not
saying they don’t. You still haven’t answered my question. Why does
the Tropical Storm need security?”

“People get fanatic about
their hometown team and some go over the line. Each city we go to
we get hate letters.”

Lebeaux produced a glossy photograph,
similar to ones in the lobby and outside the arena. The photo
showed the team wearing stiletto heels, cocktail dresses and boas.
The caption said, “Watch out! The home wreckers are
coming.”

“Catch me up on this home
wrecker thing,” said Lebeaux.

“‘Home wreckers’ — The
Storm wins despite the other team’s home court advantage. The
road’s been good this season. Ten, fifteen, twenty points a game.
People started to notice. First it was, ‘Wow, that’s interesting.’
Then it became an attitude. ‘We’re going to come into your house
and tear it down.’ The team gets jazzed up for road games. Radio
jocks play it up. The league loves it because it puts butts into
seats.”

“They play in outfits like
this?”

I shot him my best withering look. It
had no effect. “No! Women’s basketball is a sport, not a freak
show, Detective. If you have questions about it, contact the league
office. If you have no other questions for me, I’m going to my room
to get some sleep.”

“Had a big
night?”

“I don’t think that’s any
of your business.”

“Have it your way. You
already told me you don’t patrol the halls after bedtime. Where’d
you hit the clothesline? Your tourniquet’s slipping.”

“Shit!” My hand flew to the
scarf at my neck. I tugged it down over the hickey.

Lebeaux’s eyes flickered in amusement.
“Mrs. Ramos . . . she was married, right? She was one of these home
wreckers?”

“Julie was a gamer. Her
rebound production went up on the road.”

“So let’s say somebody
takes exception to this home wrecker attitude and wants to
straighten things out, it wouldn’t be a surprise they’d see Mrs.
Ramos as one of the problems?”

“No, it
wouldn’t”

“You do anything about
these hate letters?”

“I notify the local police.
They make a note of it. The fact is, the desk officers don’t seem
any more inclined to take us seriously than you do.”

“I get the point. You carry
a gun?”

“I have one. I’m not
carrying it now.”

“I have to see
it.”

“It’s up in my room. I’ll
get it.”

“I’ll go with
you.”

Lebeaux set a quick pace to the
elevator. My legs were almost as long as his and I could match his
stride, but I held back. Give Dennis more time. He should be gone
by now, but with Dennis you never know. Lebeaux reached the
elevator ahead of me. He asked my floor and punched the
buttons.

“You ever play?” he
asked.

“Years ago.”

“Yeah? What position, same
as Mrs. Ramos?”

“Guard mostly. Sometimes
post.”

Lebeaux followed me to my room. I put
the card in the slot and eased the door open. Lebeaux went in
behind me.

Thank God, no Dennis.

Still, I couldn’t relax. Lebeaux stood
just inside, surveying the room. He didn’t need a detective’s
powers to see what had gone on. Bed clothes in disarray,
indentations in both pillows, an unopened beer in the ice bucket
and empties scattered around. I crossed to the dresser where I had
the gun, switched on the lamp and found my bra. It was hanging on
the shade, one cup on the inside and one on the outside. The clasp
caught on the shade when I snatched at it and I had to reach out to
steady the lamp. Lebeaux watched.

I dropped the bra on the dresser and
took the gun from the drawer, held it out to him, butt
first.

“You need to see
this?”

“Yeah,” he said. He seemed
disappointed. “A .357?” He swung out the cylinder and sniffed the
barrel. “You fired it lately?”

“Couple weeks ago on the
range.”

“I had you for an
autoloader. Something flat like a .380 that would fit in a
purse.”

I relaxed a little; talking about the
gun was safe ground. Better than talking about a bra on a
lampshade. “I like my chances for a first shot better with the
revolver.”

“A first shot doesn’t get
you much if you miss.”

“Like I said, I like my
chances.”

“I have to take
this.”

“You found shell casings
from a .380 in her room?”

Lebeaux put my gun in his belt.
“You’ll get it back,” he said. He looked around again, glanced at
my bra, at the lamp, the bed. Calculating the
trajectory.

“Do you need to see
anything else, Detective?”

“Gotta use your bathroom.
May I?” He didn’t wait for my answer but went straight to the door
and tried it. “Locked,” he said. “Somebody in there?” I felt blood
drain from my face. Lebeaux noticed. “Police!” he shouted. A long
second later Dennis walked out of the bathroom.

He gave me a sheepish look. “I
thought, why would anybody look for me here? Bad choice,
huh?”

“Detective Lebeaux,” I
said, “Dennis Ramos, dickhead and husband of Julie
Ramos.”

Lebeaux towered over Dennis. He said,
“I’m sorry about your wife, but I don’t suppose it’s news that
she’s dead, is it?”

“No,” said Dennis. “Can I
see her?”

“I have some questions
first. Like what were you doing last night?” He shot me a look.
“I’d say that just became my business.”

* * * * *

Steve Lebeaux slid into the booth
opposite me. “Good morning,” he said.

“Sounds like an oxymoron,”
I said.

“This morning?”

“All mornings.”

We were in Manor Hotel’s coffee shop,
more than a day since I’d first met him outside Julie’s room. I’d
spent most of that day at police headquarters. I must have given my
story a dozen times. The gist of it was that I’d picked Dennis up
at the airport a few minutes after midnight as we’d planned. Not
being a player, I wasn’t subject to curfew. We’d stopped at a
roadhouse where we’d had some drinks, did some dancing. We’d left
about 1:30 and arrived back at my hotel room around
2:00.

Lebeaux slid a bulky manila envelope
across the table to me. I opened the flap and saw my
gun.

“It’s clean,” he said.
“M.E. puts the time of death around one in the morning.” He ordered
coffee, eggs and pancakes. The waitress brought my English muffin
and refilled my cup. When she’d gone, Lebeaux said, “We liked him
for the murder, you know. Things weren’t the greatest between him
and Julie. He ever tell you that?”

“He may have.”

“He ever tell you about
Julie’s trust fund, the one he gets now she’s dead? See, it wasn’t
likely he’d divorce her and lose all that.”

“Let me make something
clear, Detective. I had no illusions about where the relationship
was going.”

The waitress brought his coffee. He
added four sugars and stirred it. “Yeah, well, can’t get a guy on
motive alone. We can’t put him at the scene because plenty of
people saw him with you at that roadhouse. You two got some
attention with your dance style. Is it always like
that?”
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