
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




COASTAL EMPIRE

 


by

Rocky Leonard


Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. The names,
characters, places and events are either the product of the
author&rsquo;s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business
establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

 


Copyright © 2012 John L Leonard, writing as Rocky
Leonard

www.southernprose.com

 


Published by Each Voice Publishing at Smashwords

www.eachvoicepub.com

 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without written
permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief
quotations in a review.

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


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 recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


ISBN: 978-0-9850111-1-6

 


Editors: Lisa H. Leonard, Leigh Cole

Contributing Editors: Mike Forster, James Gillaspy,
Libby Harper

Front Cover Design by Lisa H. Leonard

 


The book is available in print at most online
retailers.


Dedication

This is for BETTY PELTIER and CHARLES WHITE,
inspirational teachers who pushed and prodded me to realize my
potential as a writer. Sorry it took so long.


Chapter 1

DeVaughn Harris paced furiously in the small break
room just outside his office. His mind worked through every
intricate detail of his anticipated night with Sadie. Everything
must be perfect. When unforeseen circumstances accelerated his
plans earlier that morning, DeVaughn allowed himself to become
irritated for a bit, then he focused his attention again on the job
at hand.

His mind kept wandering back to Sadie. He had
trouble thinking of anything else.

She was DeVaughn’s most recent obsession. He
probably knew the woman’s routine better than she knew it
herself.

Business boomed during the holiday season at the
Savannah Automotive Repair Shop. The heavy traffic created by an
endless stream of impatient shoppers out buying last minute
Christmas gifts caused a swell in the number of fender-benders. But
his business thrived no matter what the time of year. The shop’s
reputation for quality repairs done right the first time generated
loyal customers whose word-of-mouth testimony kept new customers
coming.

The shop reflected the personality of its owner. It
was meticulously clean and orderly. Every aspect of the repair
process followed a precise order laid out by DeVaughn, right down
to the color coded key fobs on the pegboard hooks behind the
counter. There was a controlled, methodic flow to the daily
routine.

Quietly soothing classical music greeted customers
in the lobby. DeVaughn never raised his voice with his customers,
insisting his employees embrace the maxim, “the customer is always
right.” His crew only knew he was upset or frustrated when he began
to sigh frequently.

Though he wasn’t a tall man, DeVaughn was powerfully
built. He looked like a fire hydrant—sturdy and solid. His rough
and hard physical appearance contrasted with an unexpectedly calm
and soft-spoken voice.

The expression “wouldn’t hurt a fly” just doesn’t
work in Savannah…anyone who’s ever experienced the mosquitoes and
horseflies there will attest to the fact those bloodthirsty insects
can cure anyone of an aversion to killing. But the handful of
people who could claim to know DeVaughn fairly well would say he
put the “gentle” in “Southern gentleman.”

DeVaughn was not bringing Sadie a Christmas present
tonight, but that would be okay. He knew she would not be
disappointed. His visit was unexpected. He planned to surprise
her.

He had meticulously planned her murder for weeks. He
thoroughly scouted the area, particularly the houses closest to
hers. He knew her routines, habits, and idiosyncrasies. He didn’t
have anything against her. He didn’t even know her personally. He
never met or even heard of the woman before his client offered the
contract. In truth, after weeks of watching her, he didn’t
understand why anyone wanted her dead.

Now he’d been ordered to move up the schedule. The
disruption caused him heartburn because he was methodical and the
change represented a disruption of his timing, but also because he
suspected there was no apparent reason for the change in plans
other than to reinforce how vulnerable he was to his client.

Normally, DeVaughn simply did the work. It was just
business, nothing personal. Under his current set of circumstances,
he had little choice.

A large glass window in the wall separating
DeVaughn’s office and the reception area from the rest of the body
shop muffled all but the loudest noises. Behind the reception desk,
on the far side of his office wall, a small break room was set
aside for the employees. He could be seen by the crew but not his
customers and heard by neither. Unless he yelled at the top of his
lungs, which he would never do, the ambient noise of auto repairs
smothered any voices coming from his office or the break room.

From the repair bays, Frank Miller noticed his
boss’s agitated pacing through the window. He stopped to watch
DeVaughn for a few seconds. When the boss let himself get worked up
like this, Frank worried about him. The man seemed to bottle up all
his stress inside and something was obviously eating at him
today.

DeVaughn was a good employer. He paid excellent
hourly wages and offered solid insurance benefits for jobs that
were not without risks. He stressed safety on the job and
demonstrated genuine concern for the welfare of his employees. The
only man DeVaughn fired in the last few years had proved to have a
drug problem and nearly got himself killed on the job. Tim came to
work impaired and made a careless mistake with a hydraulic
jack.

Frank saved the man’s life, but couldn’t help him
save his job. When Tim told the hospital staff that he wanted to
file a worker’s compensation claim, routine blood tests were drawn.
Drugs were detected. Not only was his claim denied, but DeVaughn
also got a stern letter from the insurance company suggesting that
he conduct more stringent drug screening of his employees or risk
having to find another carrier with whom to do business.

DeVaughn let Tim go, but seemed apologetic and
actually paid him a little severance to help until he found another
job, which cemented the loyalty of his remaining employees.

Frank grunted audibly. The mechanics nearest him
recognized his signal and looked at Frank, who perceptibly nodded
toward the window. Word passed quickly down the line and through
the shop. Keep busy, or look busy. The crew knew from experience
that avoiding the boss when he was in one of these spells was the
best way to have it blow over quickly.

After a few minutes of more pacing, DeVaughn
realized he was calling attention to himself. His plans had moved
up by a day or two, nothing more. Frustration grew from his sense
of being a marionette at the mercy of unseen hands, helpless but to
do his master’s bidding. He stepped inside his office and gently
closed the door behind him.

Safely inside the privacy of his office, he checked
his bag for tonight’s job—just an old overnight traveling case. He
carefully handled the duct tape, moving aside a brown paper bag
containing of a couple of sandwiches, an energy drink, a bottle of
water and a banana. Underneath it was the bag from Home Depot. It
held his brand new stubby hammer and scratch awl purchased
especially for the occasion. Beneath that were a hunting knife,
alarm clock, ten foot length of rope, small box of matches, change
of clothing, ski mask, flashlight, small package of surgical
gloves, and a clean nine millimeter automatic with untraceable
serial numbers, complete with an extra clip—nope, he hadn’t
forgotten a thing.

His job was simply to kill the old lady, not to
torture her. Some things he packed merely as contingency planning.
He carried the pistol in case an unexpected visitor or innocent
bystander caught him in the act and gave him no choice but to
eliminate a witness. DeVaughn believed in planning ahead.

It was imperative to his client that his intended
victim’s death look like either an accident or the result of
natural causes. First and foremost, she needed to die, but if
DeVaughn staged it to look like an accident, he maintained a
satisfied customer who would compensate him well for his efforts.
His view of this sideline business had evolved from simply thinking
the money was nice to the point he considered this talent of his to
be a superb retirement plan.

The body shop laundered his sideline earnings for
him and his nice-guy business persona provided a good cover. He had
a million plus in hard assets, not counting his cash on hand. He
had next to nothing in liabilities. He maintained a couple of loans
just to keep the interest deduction and so he stood less chance of
drawing attention to himself. DeVaughn could sell out tomorrow and
walk away to sunny Costa Rica with close to two million bucks after
taxes.

The adrenaline rush he got from taking the life of
another human being, the exhilaration and delicious anticipation of
the planning kept him going. Still, the odds of being caught
increased with each contract kill. The more he made, the more he
stood to lose. Truthfully, it made the adrenaline rush even more
intense.

He was really, really good at what he did. The
meticulous concentration he learned to apply as an automotive
mechanic by day served him well when he worked as a “murder
mechanic” by night. For his thirty pieces of silver, he brought
death to the unsuspecting.

# # #

When the busy shop finally cleared out for the
evening, Frank buzzed his office phone to tell him the shop was
secured for closing. DeVaughn acknowledged him by with a curt,
“Good night.”

Roughly fifteen minutes later, DeVaughn emerged from
his office dressed completely in black except for a well-worn brown
leather bomber jacket. He quickly swapped a cold license plate he
borrowed from one customer’s car onto one of his loaner vehicles.
He made sure the tag was valid and chose a customer’s car of
similar make and model to the loaner.

If the cops ran the plates, they’d see the same make
of vehicle associated with the customer’s tag number and figure it
was a dead-end lead. The colors didn’t match the customer’s car
sitting in his secured compound, making it easy for the customer to
prove he was not involved.

Focused and ready, he cranked the engine and headed
east out of Savannah toward the beach. The fading light of the
sunset hindered his ability check his rear view mirror periodically
for a tail. He was fairly sure he didn’t have one, but it was now a
part of his routine. Learning of the existence of one video forever
altered the degree of caution he now exercised religiously.

He passed only one or two cars on the lonely highway
connecting the mainland to Tybee Island. The long, narrow road
lined with palm trees and oleander bushes cut through the pristine
marshes and crossed a series of rivers snaking inland from the
coast. The sign for Fort Pulaski let him know he was almost
there.

Many of the year-round residents of the island were
at the malls, scurrying around doing last minute shopping. It felt
like he had Tybee to himself. He set the cruise control for the
decreased speed limit of thirty-five miles per hour and rolled onto
the island. A colorfully lighted Santa wearing beach trunks and
drinking a tropical cocktail complete with a decorative umbrella
sat next to the “Welcome to Tybee Island” sign greeting visitors to
the beach.

Once across the Lazaretto Creek Bridge, he saw the
old-fashioned Christmas decorations hanging from street lamps and
spanning the highway at regular intervals. It made him wonder
briefly how they plugged the lights in for power and how they hung
them all the way across the road, but quickly he snapped his
attention back to his driving. He could not afford a mental lapse;
those get you caught, or killed.

Tybee Island protects the coast of Savannah from the
Atlantic Ocean. It is the outermost barrier island and home to
Savannah Beach. It’s a small island; only about three miles long,
with a redneck Key West feel to it. More residential than
commercial, it is a quaint and quirky throw back to a simpler time.
Brightly painted little cottages dot the island, interspersed with
larger new multi-story beach homes built on the better lots after
the razing the original houses.

Beach rats, serious fishermen, bohemian artists, a
few hard-core drunks, and other colorful characters dominated
ownership of the houses in the interior corridor of the island. The
precious waterfront property on the ocean or along a brief stretch
of the back river either belonged to lifelong residents or had been
snapped up by the Savannah elite or nouveau riche from
Atlanta. In truth, the well-to-do owners of the most expensive
properties did not use them as primary residences, but as vacation
escapes only visited a few times a year. To be a local and live in
one of these exclusive properties meant your family had lived on
Tybee for a very long time and the Stephens-Daye bill had
grandfathered in your property taxes.

DeVaughn’s route onto the island, Highway 80 is just
called the Beach Road by most of the locals. After crossing the
Lazaretto Creek Bridge, the road runs to the northern point of the
island, changes its name to Butler Avenue, takes a hairpin right
turn in front of the breakers, then runs parallel to the beach. It
stops at the southern tip of the island where it runs out of real
estate. A block west from Butler, running parallel to it, is Jones
Avenue, the other central north-south thoroughfare running the
length of the island. In places, the Tybee Island is only a few
blocks wide, making the beach accessible even on bare feet ever
since the city replaced the main intersection crosswalks with brick
pavers rather than black asphalt.

Tonight Tybee looked deserted. DeVaughn drove
cautiously down Butler Avenue. Even a traffic ticket provided
evidence he’d been on the island. It created a trail he did not
want to leave. DeVaughn thought of himself as a ghost, coming and
going without a trace.

There was a bit more than the typical risk involved
performing tonight’s work. The island only had the one escape route
by land. If the alarm went out and cops blocked off the Lazaretto
Creek Bridge to outbound traffic, DeVaughn was trapped. It would
only be a matter of time before a manhunt tracked him down. There
was no other way off the island except by boat. Since the water was
too cold to swim, that wasn’t an option.

It was dark as he slowly cruised toward his
destination. No one noticed as he pulled the car quietly into the
driveway of his carefully chosen hideout.

The biggest risk was now, while he was exposed and
out in the open. Once inside the garage, he would be relatively
safe. He used the garage door opener he had stolen on his previous
scouting mission. He drove inside the garage and shut the door
behind him to minimize his exposure to any traffic on the street,
unlikely though it was.

He had done his homework thoroughly. Sadie Elkins
lived close enough to this base of operations that he could watch
from an upstairs bedroom window and wait for her lights to go off.
She lived at the beach year round. The rich doctor from Atlanta who
owned this hideout DeVaughn selected for the evening only visited
his property a few times a year. Most of the time the house sat
vacant as it had been tonight, until the hit man pulled inside the
garage.

What the doctor doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

DeVaughn was a hunter watching and waiting for his
prey, perched in an expensive, high tech deer stand.

Before heading down to the beach, DeVaughn had used
a disposable cell phone to call the doctor’s home number in
Atlanta. He knew the beach house was mostly an investment, a future
retirement home for the cancer specialist researching the disease
at Emory University. DeVaughn gambled the owner would not be
visiting this weekend, but with an abundance of caution, wanted to
confirm his assumption.

A man had answered the phone and DeVaughn pretended
to have a bad connection, then quickly thumbed the button to
disconnect the call. He could now relax a little and bide his time.
The good doctor was not coming to Tybee for the weekend.

Settled into a chair in the bedroom with the best
view of Sadie’s house, DeVaughn ate his sandwiches. An
uncomfortable thought crossed his mind.

What if the doctor lent his place out to friends
for the weekend?

It had not occurred to him until now that someone
other than the homeowner could suddenly show up. A serious bump up
in the body count would not reflect well on his
professionalism.

# # #

Sadie Elkins sacked out by ten every night like
clockwork. The old woman was a creature of habit for sure. Once he
identified his first choice for a hideout, the rest of the job sort
of fell into place. He just needed to watch and wait until the
right moment came.

He had a clear, unobstructed view from his vantage
point. The beach was behind the house, but even in the off-season
he had to be concerned about stray lovers or beachcombers walking
the shoreline at night. He was careful to minimize any movement of
the blinds that might reveal his presence.

The residence on the Elkins property sat several
hundred yards away from Butler Avenue. Thick foliage obscured sight
of the house from the street. The house was really a nice beach
shack that practically rubbed up against the sand dunes. It was so
far away from the street with heavy brush and trees blocking the
view that most passing by on Butler didn’t even notice the house.
From the street, it appeared to be an oversized vacant lot.

DeVaughn smiled his approval when Elkins’ lights
went out, but he waited. It was still too early to move. He waited
for Sadie to reach a deep sleep. Hours passed. The adrenaline rush
had worn down and he began to feel fatigue. He feared a
concentration lapse or worse yet, dozing off. Someone could sneak
up on him if he slept on the job.

When he stood again, he discovered his legs had gone
to sleep. Painful pinpricks traversed up and down his legs as
sensation returned. He did a couple of deep knee bends to assist
the blood circulation to his lower extremities.

He stood on his right foot, lifted his left leg, and
shook his foot like a dog trying to shake off bathwater. When he
finally put it back down, his left foot felt normal. He reversed
his position and repeated the process.

He popped open a small energy drink bottle, draining
it in a single gulp. After a few sets of sit-ups and push-ups,
DeVaughn’s heartbeat quickened to the rate he needed to keep his
adrenaline pumping until time to go to work. When he was done,
DeVaughn felt able to sprint if necessary.

It soon might be necessary; you never
know.

He resumed watching her house for a few extra
moments, waiting and listening for any sound of activity. His
natural intuition for trouble was powerful and he trusted it. In
this line of work, any mistake was potentially fatal. He did a
quick time check—almost 3:00 a.m.

Show time.

He checked the other houses in eyesight of the front
windows. The street was dark and quiet as a church. Any neighbors
actually home for the evening were in bed and asleep.

He slipped out the back door and slowly made his way
toward the Elkins’ house, staying in the shadows cast by a giant
oak tree that partially obscured the view of her house from Butler
Avenue. A crescent moon provided dim light, but with the help of
the oak tree’s shadow, DeVaughn became invisible. He felt his way
along with his feet, unwilling to use a flashlight that could
betray his location. He moved slowly, worried a neighbor’s dog
might start barking if he made a sound.

DeVaughn memorized the layout of her house during
the two week period he had stalked his intended victim. One day he
followed her and watched as she left the island in her old Buick.
He turned around at Fort Pulaski and quickly drove back to her
house as fast as he could get there. It only took a couple of
minutes to pick her lock. That was in daylight, not when he was
there to kill her. Tonight he would use the key that he made for
the occasion.

On his previous visit to the house, DeVaughn had
found everything he needed to know inside of twenty minutes. The
place was a fire hazard just waiting to go up in flames. A large
outdoor propane tank supplied gas to the clothes dryer, her stove,
and the water heater. The old lady smoked, so open flames and
burning cigarette butts would be easily explained.

Sadie tried painting landscapes, which weren’t bad,
though she didn’t paint people very well. She churned out any
number of serene beach scenes and simple natural settings. Her most
realistic-looking paintings depicted birds and people far off in
the distance. The closer she got to her subjects, the more
cartoonish their features became.

Her hobby meant she used plenty of solvents and
flammable liquids like acetone and mineral spirits, both handy
accelerants. On that trip, DeVaughn got lucky and found a spare
house key in a kitchen drawer. He used it to make a wax impression
before leaving the way he came, careful not to leave any sign he
had been there.

More than fifteen minutes passed after leaving his
roost before DeVaughn used his new key to enter the old lady’s
house. Safely inside, he added his new key to the kitchen drawer
alongside the original he had duplicated. Now old Mrs. Elkins had
two spare keys. In a few minutes, she’d have no further use for
either one.

A night light dimly illuminated the bathroom, so he
could more or less see as he retraced the twenty-three paces he
counted between the front door and her bedroom.

Lifting the pillow from her late husband’s bed,
DeVaughn gently covered her face with it then pressed down firmly,
smothering old Mrs. Elkins. She thrashed around for a bit in her
bed. It seemed an eternity passed before she stopped struggling. He
counted to twenty after her last movement, keeping the pillow
firmly pressed over her face in the meantime. Finished, he took a
deep breath and relaxed ever so slightly. He tossed the pillow back
where he found it on the unused twin bed still in her bedroom,
several years after her late husband’s passing. He checked for her
pulse and found none.

So far, so good.

DeVaughn found Sadie’s purse and took the pack of
Marlboro Lights out from a side pocket, tucking one behind his ear.
He tossed the rest of the pack back in her purse.

He took his time in her studio, spreading the
accelerants but carefully returning the cans to where he found
them. Empty accelerant cans on the floor would scream arson to the
crime scene investigators. On the other hand, mostly empty
accelerant cans combined with a little judicious spreading of their
contents should not raise undue suspicion. He left a couple of
bottles partially open or with cap off, freeing flammable vapors to
meet his coming ignition source.

DeVaughn didn’t want to just start a fire; he
intended to burn the place down completely before the fire
department could even react.

He made his way to the laundry room, illuminating
his path with his pen flashlight. Located on the other side of the
kitchen, the room wasn’t much bigger than a closet. He pulled the
dryer away from the wall and used the stubby hammer and the scratch
awl to punch a small hole into the gas supply line on the backside.
As soon as he smelled gas, he pushed the machine back into
place.

The smell of rotten eggs filled the laundry room, a
sure sign of a gas leak. Utility companies add the stench to
propane and natural gas supplies as a warning to alert their
customers and to minimize the danger from leaks. The odorous
warning was useless to Mrs. Elkins.

DeVaughn left the laundry room and went in search of
an ashtray. He finally found one in the television room, lying on
the floor beside her easy chair. When he stepped back into the
hallway, he smelled traces of gas filtering into the kitchen. A
sense of urgency quickened his pace. He needed to wrap this up.

He lit the cigarette, puffing a few times to make
sure it was burning okay. The cigarette would keep burning until
hitting the filter or until the gas reached the burning embers. He
perched the cigarette in the ashtray and left it in her bedroom
before leaving the house.

He turned the lock on the doorknob and pulled the
door closed behind him as he left so the firefighters wouldn’t find
an unlocked house. He couldn’t turn the deadbolt because he left
his duplicate key behind in the kitchen drawer.

Damn. I could have just thrown the key
into the ocean.

DeVaughn crossed the yard quickly, sacrificing
stealth for speed on the way out. At four in the morning, there
would still be few people wandering around Tybee, although those
were usually the serious drunks on vacation. He didn’t want to be
seen leaving the house, but more importantly, he needed to be as
far away as possible when the explosion occurred.

He backed the car out of the garage at his hideout,
leaving the engine running and the car parked in the driveway. He
ran back inside the house and put the garage door opener back in
place. He knew he should get moving, but he stood by the car door
to listen and watch for one extra moment.

When the audible whump of the gas igniting
roughly fifty yards away carried across the still night, he got in
the car and slowly drove away from his crime scene. It required
every bit of self-discipline DeVaughn could muster to overcome his
urge to flee in haste, but self-discipline was paramount for his
survival.

In his rearview mirror, DeVaughn saw a fireball
burst above the tree line. As certain as he had been the place
would go up in flames, the visual confirmation was a nice bonus on
the way home.

DeVaughn stripped off the surgical gloves from his
hands and shoved them in a plastic trash bag he kept hanging from
the cigarette lighter. He slipped into the parking lot of Chu’s
convenience store and tossed the bag into the trash container out
by the gas pumps without even getting out of the car. He only
slowed down long enough to make sure his trash made it safely into
the receptacle.

Once out of the parking lot DeVaughn turned west,
heading off the island and back toward Savannah. From the corner of
his eye, he saw the first set of flashing lights from a patrol car
heading in the direction of the fire. Because the fire station was
on Jones Avenue, DeVaughn didn’t get to see the engines scrambling
on their short race to the burning house. That was a little
disappointing.

But all in all, it was a good night’s work.

 



Chapter 2

Sarah Reid was sure she had the wrong address. Her
friend had directed her to River Drive in Thunderbolt, but the
street had houses on one side of the road, a marina and river bluff
overlooking the Intercoastal Waterway on the other. She drove
slowly past the Thunderbolt City Hall and the Public Library, more
houses, a vacant lot, and there—a discreet sign marked a driveway
leading to a small brick ranch.

A picturesque old oak tree shaded the drive. Wisps
of Spanish moss waved in the stiff cool breeze blowing off the
river. The familiar smell of marsh and salt water rode the wind
inland where it swirled around Sarah, pelting her car with a few
acorns from the oak.

For January, the day was unseasonably warm, cool but
not really cold. The high temperature might reach the low sixties,
but, in the early morning, the chill took on an edge with the damp
of the salty air, and it nipped at her. Sarah buttoned her coat.
She hesitated at the front door.

Do you knock first when entering a house that
contains a business inside?

The interior of the building looked like any other
old house. It was just an old house, with wood floors and
white walls, a sort of minimalist look to it and not much in the
way of furniture. It was definitely Spartan.

A small sign outside discreetly advertised the
business as Mercer and Associates. The weathered brick and the
architectural style suggested the house had been built in the
fifties or sixties. The structure appeared dated but it had new
windows and recently painted white trim. The overall effect made it
look quiet and inviting, a well-kept older home on a relatively
quiet, shady street.

She glanced around as she stepped through the door.
She had never dealt with a detective agency before and had no frame
of reference.

After she decided to hire a detective, she had no
idea what to expect except for the stereotypical images she’d seen
in the movies. Less than twenty four hours ago, the thought of this
had never crossed her mind.

Things change, particularly when you can no longer
trust your husband.

The front door opened into a living room where a man
sat at a large wooden desk facing the door. A section of newspaper
lay open on his desk in front of him. The sparsely decorated room
had a couple of movie posters hung in oak frames adorning various
walls. A certificate or license of some sort hung on the wall next
to his desk. Next to a leather couch, a small black filing cabinet
sat like an unmatched bookend.

She decided she expected more people. There should
be maybe a gun or two in a wall cabinet. Sarah no longer felt so
sure about being here. She didn’t know what a private detective
agency was supposed to look like, but something made her think this
wasn’t it.

The man worked the crossword puzzle in the paper
using an ink pen. He looked up as she entered, folded the paper,
and put it aside. Like any Southern gentleman, he stood to greet
her. A couple of empty chairs faced his desk.

Sarah glanced around the room once more, thinking
she may be making a mistake. On the other hand, she didn’t know
anyone else she could ask for help. A good friend had recommended
these people. If that wasn’t going to be good enough, she was going
to have to figure this one out alone. Her confidence in her own
ability to do so had been shaken to the point she had come this
far.

The man smiled to greet her, ambling around his desk
to shake her hand without her having to take a seat. “Hi, can I
help you?”

She looked hesitant. “Are you Mr. Mercer?”

He nodded. “Yes ma’am, I’m Robert Mercer. What can I
do for you?”

“You’re a detective?” She thinly disguised her
doubts.

“I am indeed,” he said. “Do you need one?”

“I think so.” She shook his hand. “I’m sorry, but I
don’t have an appointment or anything…”

Mercer smiled broadly and said, “Don’t worry about
it, ma’am. This morning has been kinda slow. You caught me working
the crossword puzzle.” He paused a few seconds, watching her relax
a little. “Please, have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.
Would you like something to drink? Some coffee? Water?”

“No thank you.”

She tried to stifle a laugh, and then said, “It’s
funny. My first impression was that you don’t look like a
detective, but then it occurred to me that I have no idea what a
detective is supposed to look like. As I drove here, I suppose I
started building a mental image of what I should expect. You have a
very nice location for your office. It almost seems out of place
compared to the rest of the neighborhood. I guess I expected your
office to be next to a police station or a bail bondsman, but now I
have to admit that I don’t know why.” She laughed nervously.

Mercer poured himself a cup of coffee and sat back
down. Usually female clients were worried about their husbands
being unfaithful. But Sarah Reid was one of the prettiest women
he’d ever met in person. She had platinum blonde hair, crystal blue
eyes, and a cover girl smile. She wore more makeup than he liked,
especially when he noticed she used it to cover the sprinkling of
freckles across her nose, which he found very appealing.

Connect the dots…

If she had not been wearing a rock the size of
Gibraltar on her ring finger, he suspected he would be hitting on
her by now.

Is her husband an idiot, or what?

The woman glanced around the room, surreptitiously
taking in her surroundings. When she wasn’t looking at him, Mercer
could stare at her for a few seconds. She had been crying earlier;
her eyes were still red and puffy. He decided to give her time, let
her tell her story when she was ready.

But if he had to bet, he would guess she cried
because she found something incriminating about her husband and now
doubted his fidelity. Mercer sat back, waiting patiently.

Her eyes flicked back and forth between the few
framed movie posters on his office wall. “I recognize Humphrey
Bogart. He was in Casablanca with Ingrid Bergman. You must
be a movie buff.”

“I must be,” he smiled. “But I haven’t seen many
movies lately.”

“What made you choose these movies?” she asked.
“They’re not exactly pop culture, are they?”

“Well, I got the poster for The Maltese
Falcon because that was the first detective movie I ever
watched. I saw it when I was a kid with my dad, not long before he
passed away. He liked it and let me stay up late to watch it with
him on a school night. He never did that kind of stuff, but that
one time he did.”

He sipped his coffee while he looked at her
thoughtfully. “Humphrey Bogart was Sam Spade, the first private
detective I ever saw in action on the silver screen. Seeing the
movie made me want to grow up and become a private detective.”

Mercer turned his head and looked at the other
poster. “As for Memento, it’s about a guy searching for his
wife’s killer. He’s a regular guy playing private detective, and
he’s pretty good at it because he used to be an insurance
investigator. Memento had maybe the most brilliant plot of
any movie I’ve ever seen. I’ve watched it a half dozen times, and
I’m still not sure I could tell you what really happened.”

“That doesn’t sound very good,” Sarah said.

“You’ve got to see it for yourself to understand,”
Mercer said. “I don’t want to spoil it for you, but the reason it’s
hard to explain what the movie’s about is because it’s told from
the perspective of the main character, the husband playing private
detective. He has no short term memory, so he tattoos clues about
his wife’s murder on his own body.”

Mercer smiled and added, “I got the obligatory
Marine Corps tattoo on the first weekend when we all got drunk
after boot camp, but these days for case notes I use pen and paper,
not body parts.”

“Don’t worry that you’ve spoiled anything,” Sarah
said. “It doesn’t sound like a movie I’d be interested in
watching.”

“Your loss,” Mercer shrugged.

“Don’t you have any employees?” She was stalling,
trying to avoid dealing with her pain.

“You’d like to meet my associates? Unconvinced I can
get the job done?. I have all the help I need whenever I need
it—and a secret weapon. I have the mighty Ox.”

At the sound of his name, a large jet black German
Shepherd Dog leapt off the leather couch and bounded over to
Mercer.

The woman startled. “Jesus Christ!”

“No, it’s Ox,” Mercer grinned.

“He’s huge! Will he bite?”

“Absolutely not….unless someone tries to hurt me. My
partner Ox here is a natural stalker and hunter. He uses that black
filing cabinet next to the sofa to help him blend in with the
scenery. It camouflages him pretty good as he lounges on the couch,
watching everything that moves.”

He sipped more coffee and rubbed the dog’s head.

“The thing is, he’s smart enough that he knows it.
Sometimes even I have trouble seeing if he’s there, and I know
where to look. I thought about moving the filing cabinet so it
would be easier to see him, but that would deprive my boy of one of
his great joys in life….startling people occasionally while he
keeps a low profile. He’s a bright boy. He did that on purpose,
just to see your reaction.”

She muttered sarcastically, “I almost jumped out of
my skin.”

The dog looked as if he were smiling.

“He must be very well trained,” the woman observed
after a pause. “He didn’t bark or come sniff me when I came inside.
I thought every dog on the planet barked at strangers. Oh, my
God—you didn’t have his vocal cords surgically removed, did you? I
think that’s cruel. You wouldn’t do that to your dog, would you?
Why hasn’t he barked? I don’t remember the dog making a sound since
I got here. I don’t have a dog, but I assume they could remove
vocal cords so the dog can’t bark. Did you do that, Mr. Mercer? I’m
not sure I could do business with a man who could be so cruel.”

Mercer almost laughed. If she weren’t such a wreck,
he probably would have said something sarcastic.

Man, she is all over the place.

Questions were flying at him in staccato bursts. She
was a bundle of nervous energy. Her emotions ran amok as she tried
to avoid telling him the real reason she was in his office.

He chose to smile gently. “No ma’am, I haven’t done
anything mean to my dog. I do appreciate your concern about animal
cruelty. It’s a pretty low excuse for a human being that hurts a
defenseless animal. But to set your mind at ease, Ox barks just
fine whenever he wants. If he didn’t like you or thought you were
dangerous, he would have barked his head off. Well actually, if he
really thought you were a threat he’d probably skip that step and
express his displeasure more directly.”

He looked at Ox. “Ox, speak!” he ordered.

The dog barked sharply once in quick response.
Mercer looked at Sarah. “Okay?”

Sarah was impressed.

A broad smile crossed Mercer’s face and his voice
softened as if he were speaking platitudes to a child. “Just for
the record, Ox doesn’t think you’re gonna try to hurt me. I believe
he thinks you are a nice lady with a problem. Isn’t that right,
boy?”

Ox licked at his face. Mercer turned his head and
scratched at the dog’s chest.

Mercer broke eye contact. Sarah continued to stare
at him, boring holes in the top of his head with her eyes as if to
read his thoughts. “How would he know?” she demanded.

“Mostly because that’s what I think. Dogs don’t
recognize speech as much as body language. He reads human emotion
quicker than I can read the newspaper. Ox thinks you’re okay
because I think you’re okay. Ox thinks you’re upset because I think
you’re upset. Of course, he could tell without my help. Even if I
could be wrong about you, you’d tell him….he’d pick up on your
aura, and then Ox would tell me.”

Ox nuzzled his arm, so Mercer leaned over and
scratched his ears. As the dog came closer, Sarah tentatively
extended her hand. He sniffed and then licked her palm. When Ox
raised his head, Sarah noticed a sprinkling of grey under his chin.
The dog had a few years on him, but his muscular build and
intelligent eyes exuded confidence. Satisfied she had passed
inspection, Ox wandered back to his spot on the couch.

The woman looked at Mercer for a long moment. “My
name is Sarah Reid,” she finally said. After waiting a moment for
recognition that did not come, she added, “My husband is Barry
Reid.”

The name was familiar. He asked “The real estate
guy, with the billboards?”

Mercer visualized a billboard he passed frequently,
with a larger-than-life image of a boyishly handsome young man with
Hollywood-caliber good looks. Put an emblem on his blazer and his
picture would fit right into the Savannah Christian senior
yearbook. He looked about seventeen.

A very wealthy seventeen.

She nodded her head in confirmation. Mercer digested
that morsel of information for a moment. One of several thoughts
that flitted through his mind was that she could afford to pay his
fee.

Reid had his own real estate agency and sold more
than twice as many houses in Savannah as his nearest competitor.
Blond, blue-eyed, and very handsome, Reid apparently discovered the
Fountain of Youth, with his improbable baby face very appealing to
the recent divorcees in town. He probably sold at least half the
community property in Savannah. Mercer could not help but wonder if
one of the more voluptuous soon-to-be-single property owners had
seduced Reid.

Reid was rather effeminate looking, almost a pretty
man. Mercer also thought Reid’s wife was gorgeous. With the steady
stream of vengeful divorcees wanting to sell their homes, Mercer
could imagine Reid faced some serious temptation to cheat from time
to time.

Some guys could have the best of everything, and
still feel like it wasn’t enough. Maybe Reid fit into that
category. Anyway, they both knew why she was in his office, but
they still needed to go through the ritual of her explaining the
reason for her visit and his display of an appropriate level of
shock and surprise when she did.

Mercer guessed Sarah stood about 5’5” or so when
they faced each other in those initial moments. It was tough to
tell for sure because of her high heels. He decided she was in her
late twenties to early thirties, maybe ten years younger than he
was, but was she older than her husband?

Her ring was probably worth more than he made in a
year. Diamonds might be a girl’s best friend, but that camaraderie
must have cost Barry a fortune.

Mercer could not imagine a larger diamond fitting in
a ring she could wear on her finger. It was a big, sparkling chunk
of ice. And that was how it looked under room lights; Mercer could
only imagine what the ring did in natural sunlight. It would
probably freaking blind somebody, the reflections coming off this
stone.

Sarah’s face now bore a look of resolve. She had
convinced herself it was finally time to confront her worst
fears.

Mercer kept a tape recorder in his desk drawer,
which he pulled out, turned on, and left on top of his desk. Mercer
took notes, but he didn’t like to ask his clients to repeat
themselves. The recorder alone would have sufficed, but he liked
having something to do with his hands when he interviewed
someone.

The act of writing notes of the essential facts
tended to cement them in his mind. More often than not, he would
write down a phone number and then be able to recall it on demand.
He sipped his coffee, wrote her name on his note pad, and
underlined it.

“Now, how can I help you?” he asked gently. He had a
strong suspicion he knew already, but Sarah needed to confirm
it.

“Are you related?…”

“To Johnny Mercer?” he anticipated. “No ma’am, but I
get asked that question a lot. I’d never even heard of Johnny
Mercer before I came to Savannah….I grew up in Oklahoma.”

“I was going to say Bobby Murcer….but the name is
spelled differently, isn’t it?”

Mercer grinned. “I’m impressed. You know your
baseball.”

“I have a big brother.” Sarah shifted in her seat,
finally ready to quit stalling for time. “I’m sorry. I’ll get to
the point. This is difficult to talk about with a complete
stranger.”

Her brow furrowed. She paused before adding,
“Actually, I don’t really think this would be easier to discuss
with someone I know. I believe I want to hire you…need to hire
you.”

She cleared her throat and said, “Recently I’ve come
to suspect my husband is having an affair.” Tears began to stream
down her face as she said the words.

Mercer was a little surprised she hadn’t taken even
longer to get to the point. The really pretty ones typically had
more trouble accepting the fact their husbands could still cheat.
Sarah’s nose turned red; he sensed her embarrassment had become
acute. He concentrated on his notepad, though he had nothing really
to write.

Crying unsettled him, especially with babies or
women he barely knew. He got uncomfortable because he didn’t know
what to say or how to act that would comfort them.

Now if he’d deliberately made her cry, he’d have
expected it when the dam burst, been better prepared. Other than
offering her a tissue, what could he do, pat her on the back?

He made sure to keep a big box of Kleenex
strategically positioned on top of his desk where a client could
reach one or a handful if needed. She was not his first client to
burst into tears. Hell, half the men who hired him because of a
cheating wife started crying, too. That really bothered
Mercer, watching another man cry.

He hated adultery cases but they paid the bills. And
if there was a cheating spouse, Mercer caught them in the act. He
hated infidelity, which is one major reason he never married. If he
didn’t trust himself, how could a wife trust him?

Mercer was old school when it came to marriage. He’d
been raised to believe marriage was an “until death do you part”
kind of deal. He felt once you made the commitment you ought to
stick to it.

If you asked him to describe the perfect woman, he
would not have described Sarah Reid. His taste ran to brunettes or
redheads. Even so, looking at her Mercer had to wonder if the man
who had her and cheated was insane. She was a truly beautiful
woman, classy and appeared to be sharp as a tack.

Sarah regained her composure. She never really burst
into tears, just sniffled a bit before recovering. Instead, she
began to look angry. She said, “My husband recently talked me into
trying to get pregnant. I haven’t been taking the pill for the last
couple of months. I felt like I’d been played for a fool, couldn’t
believe it when I read this card.”

She reached into her purse, extracting a card that
had THANK YOU embossed on front in elegant script lettering.
He read the note inside. When finished, he folded the note closed,
took a deep breath, and looked directly into Sarah’s eyes.

“How long have you two been married?” Mercer
asked.

“Three years”.

“Happy?”

“Yes. Well, I thought so.”

“Do you two fight much?”

“Not really. Normal disagreements like anybody else.
My husband and I have gotten along well in the course of our
marriage.”

“Has he ever cheated before?”

“NO.” She bristled at the implication that
she had tolerated a previous incident.

“You?”

“Of course not!” she snapped.

“Sorry, but I have to ask questions or I’m gonna be
wasting your money. No offense meant.”

“How can you say, “No offense” when you’re asking
such an offensive question?” Sarah glared at Mercer, expecting an
answer. He ignored the question, but was secretly amused to see
that she had a feisty streak in her, too.

Mercer looked down at the card Sarah had given him.
Elegant block lettering adorned a handwritten note thanking her
husband rather effusively for his purchase. A man named Walter
Danielson appeared to have signed it. Mercer frowned at Sarah.
“This handwriting is kind of effeminate for a guy named Walter,
isn’t it? I’m guessing you didn’t get jewelry for Christmas. But
I’ve just assumed your religion. You aren’t Jewish, are you? Please
forgive me…”

“No. We’re Lutheran. We celebrate Christmas.” She
was momentarily distracted from her anger.

Mercer said, “What did you get for your present, if
you don’t mind my asking?”

“My Christmas present was the BMW outside,” Sarah
answered. “I thought I’d need the bigger car for transporting the
baby….if we were going to get pregnant. I refused to drive a
cliché. Minivans are ubiquitous!”

A smile struggled to emerge but he crushed the urge
to allow it. “I drive a minivan,” Mercer said in a matter-of-fact
voice.

His remark flustered her. She blinked twice before
muttering somewhat sarcastically, “I’m sure it’s a wonderful
vehicle.”

Now Mercer smiled. “I’m sorry. I should mention it
is my vehicle of choice because of Ox. The remote door openers are
fantastic. You mentioned having a baby?” Mercer said.

“We’ve been trying to get pregnant,” Sarah repeated.
“That’s why I don’t understand why Barry would be cheating on me.
He…says he loves me, Mr. Mercer. I thought he was sincere, but now,
I don’t know what to think.” She sniffed as if tears were
imminent.

Mercer looked back down and resumed staring at the
notepad. Crying women always made him uncomfortable. He never heard
of a jewelry store that sent a thank you note for buying something
in the store. But Mercer wasn’t too surprised because he had not
spent more than a thousand bucks on jewelry in any one purchase in
his entire life. He didn’t know what it was like to be considered a
high roller.

“I’m wondering how much money you have to spend
before you rate a personal thank you note,” he said aloud without
soliciting Sarah’s opinion. After a few seconds, he focused his
attention back on Sarah. “Have you called the store and asked them
about this?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said impatiently. “It was the first
thing I did. Mr. Danielson was evasive, citing their customer
privacy policy. He made it clear that I was not his customer and
intimated he’d written no such note. I asked what my husband
bought; he remained polite and apologetic, but insisted he had to
honor the confidential relationship with his customer,assuming the
note was not just some sort of mistake.”

Finally, Mercer had something else to
write—Walter Danielson.

Mercer liked Sarah. She had spunk. She carried
herself well. He liked smart women. Apparently, her husband was not
very bright…assuming he really was cheating on her, of course.

“Has your husband been going out unexpectedly,
staying out late at night? Strange phone calls to his cell phone at
odd hours? Any unusual behavior you’ve noticed before the note
came?”

She shook her head, emphasizing her answer. “No, no,
no! Mr. Mercer, that’s why I feel so stupid. This was completely
out of the blue.”

“If all you have is the note, why do you think he’s
cheating? Have you checked his credit report?”

“So far, all I’ve done is to decide I need to hire a
professional to investigate this for me.”

Mercer pressed his lips together and breathed out
through his nose, trying not to snort in the process. Guys like
Barry Reid really pissed him off. They had it all, and it still
wasn’t good enough. He stared at the return address on the envelope
that came with the card. “This store isn’t local.”

He thought he should mention his fee. Sympathy
didn’t pay the bills.

“A trip to Atlanta is probably going to run you at
least a thousand dollars plus expenses. Realistically, you’re
probably looking at two grand on the low end for me to go up there
and figure out what he bought and for whom. I will get results,
though. If you want your husband kept under surveillance while I’m
in Atlanta, you’re looking at more like five to seven grand over a
couple of weeks.”

The money didn’t appear to faze her. “What do you
recommend?”

“If it were me and the note my only evidence, I’d
wait to find out what comes from my trip to Atlanta.

The note doesn’t look good, but it’s circumstantial.
Really, it doesn’t make sense—it doesn’t jibe with everything else
you’re telling me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at it this way….if he is having an affair, who
is the other woman? Who comes to mind first?”

“I don’t know—Charlize Theron.”

“That’s not what I meant. Not including every
available option on the planet, of the women you know, who does
he know that might seduce him?”

He had chosen his words carefully, not wanting to
rub salt in an open wound. The thought of an unfaithful spouse was
painful enough without believing it had been his idea to cheat.

“I can’t think of anybody.”

“Ok. I’d never argue the point.”

After a second she realized she’d been complimented,
and blushed slightly.

“Have you said anything to your husband?”

“About this? Of course not! I wouldn’t know what to
say. I’ve avoided speaking with Barry since receiving the
card.”

Sarah opened her purse and fished out a bank
envelope that she handed to Mercer. “Here’s two thousand dollars
cash for a retainer. I hope you will help me, Mr. Mercer. This is
like a bad dream. I want my happy marriage back…either help restore
my faith in my husband or give me the proof I need for a clean
break divorce. If I can’t trust him, our marriage is over.”

She drew a deep breath and stared at Mercer for
several moments. Her next words were calm and measured. “I still
love my husband, Mr. Mercer. I would like to believe I’m wrong. I’m
hoping you will prove I’m wrong. Long ago, I made it very clear to
Barry that the one thing I will not tolerate is cheating. If
there’s something he wants me to do, he only has to ask.”

Mercer was pretty sure she was intentionally teasing
him with that last remark.

“I won’t tolerate Barry sleeping around with other
women. I refuse to share my husband. If he wants someone else he
can have her, but not me too.”

Mercer saw no need to respond to that. Instead, he
said, “Your husband is a successful businessman. I assume if he is
cheating, you’ll want hard evidence to produce in court.

Otherwise he’ll get a good lawyer to contest the
divorce and fight for a minimal settlement.”

“I don’t care about Barry’s money, Mr.
Mercer.”

Mercer thought about that statement for a long
moment. “Then what do you want?”

She explained, “I have my own inheritance and a
trust fund. My daddy was an executive for Dixie Crystals Sugar
Refinery. He bought stock in Coca-Cola. This is about trust, not
Barry’s money.”

Mercer decided she didn’t need him to apologize for
not knowing she had her own money. “I’ll start tomorrow morning.
I’m going to need some information. How would you like me to
communicate with you when I have something to report?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I don’t want my
husband to know I’ve hired you. If he isn’t cheating, I’d rather he
never found out I doubted him. Therefore, discretion is going to be
very important to me. Can you send me an email and arrange another
meeting that way? If that’s inconvenient I’ll give you my cell
phone number. However, I am not a very good actress. If you call
and Barry overhears, he might ask me some difficult questions I
couldn’t answer. I’m not used to the idea of lying to him about
anything important.”

Mercer said, “I’m going to need some personal and
financial information from you about Barry—banking information,
Social Security and credit card numbers and their expiration dates,
driver’s license information if you can get it.”

He rather expected her to balk at handing over her
financial information, but she didn’t protest at all.

“I’m glad you reminded me.” Sarah surprised him by
reaching into her purse and taking out a folded piece of notebook
paper. She said, “I didn’t think about getting his driver’s license
number and I don’t know it off the top of my head, but it had
occurred to me you would need to figure out how Barry paid for
whatever he bought.”

The page was divided into two columns, one filled
with bank and credit card company names and the other with account
numbers. Mercer was impressed; this woman was well organized. She
even thought to bring him a picture of her husband. He doubted
there were any billboards for his business in Atlanta. While his
face was well known in Savannah, no one in Atlanta would have any
idea who he was.

“You can keep the picture” she said. “It’s a copy I
had made this morning.”

Geez, I wish I was this organized, he
thought.

Mercer stared into her eyes. She held his gaze until
he said to her quietly, “I can’t promise you anything but the
truth. What I can tell you right now is I’ve seen too many cases
where the most obvious answers don’t match up with the questions.
Everything is not always as it seems. This does look bad on the
surface, but that’s all you’ve scratched so far. I’ve seen a lot
worse.”

For the first time since she came into his office,
Mercer saw a small glimmer of hope in her eyes. “It’s so weird…this
came completely out of the blue. I had no suspicions or doubts
about Barry whatsoever before this note came in the mail. Barry has
an office downtown and one at home, where he works half the time.
He almost always gets home for dinner. I usually travel with him if
he goes out of town. He plays golf at the club once or twice a
month without me. It’s not like he’s got a lot of opportunities to
cheat on me.”

She looked lost and confused. “I don’t see how Barry
has time for a mistress. But I also don’t understand the thank you
note…”

Mercer thought about it. Her description of Barry
didn’t match up with a guy cheating on his wife and buying
expensive jewelry for his mistress.

Sarah Reid rose to leave. “Thank you, Mr. Mercer. I
look forward to your email.”

Walking her to the door, he tried to think of any
other questions to ask. As she stepped outside he said, “I’ve got a
funny feeling about this. It might not be what it looks like. I’ll
let you know what I found out as soon as I can. You can trust
me.”

She shook his hand again. “I do, Mr. Mercer. I have
faith in you.”

That sounded good. He hoped she felt a little better
leaving than she had when she arrived.

He wished he really felt the confidence he offered,
suggesting he believed that her husband could be innocent. All too
often, the worst suspicions are the ones that turn out to be
true.

 



Chapter 3

Mercer stuffed just enough clothes for a couple of
days of cold weather in Atlanta into his duffel bag. He took more
care packing his computer than his clothes. He made sure he had the
battery and wireless mouse in his carrying case along with his
laptop, triple checking to make sure he had everything he would
need on a new investigation like this. He also threw his compact,
inexpensive little printer into the stack of stuff to be loaded the
first thing in the morning. He preferred to stare at paper rather
than a computer screen.

Because he planned to leave at the crack of dawn,
Mercer drove Ox to the kennel that evening for boarding. The owner
was a friend and made sure there was always room for Ox. In fact,
Mercer’s dog had his own small private room at the facility and
pretty much received the royal treatment when he came to stay.

Referring to it as a dog kennel or boarding facility
really did the place an injustice. Sutlive’s K9 Suites and Pet
Resort was set on five wooded acres beyond the south side of
Savannah out Highway 204 toward Richmond Hill, the kennels had
shaded walking trails, large fenced play yards, and multiple indoor
play areas. The campus had spacious, airy covered kennels and even
a bone-shaped swimming pool made just for dogs.

John Sutlive owned the place and did well with the
business. He catered to the tourist trade, advertising heavily in
travel magazines. He owned permanent billboards strategically
placed eastbound off I-16 for visitors from Macon or Atlanta and
others off I-95 for the snowbirds coming south.

The billboards featured a pug wearing sunglasses,
reclining in a lounge chair beside something that looked
suspiciously like a cocktail. The dog appeared to be smiling. It
was a great advertisement, grabbing a lot of attention and
generating a steady stream of business as a result.

Supplementing the kennels by running obedience
classes as well as more advanced dog training, John Sutlive was
able to build a recession-proof business. The recession was hurting
everybody, but John weathered the economic storm better than most.
His peak season was March-September. He ran the place with a
skeleton crew during the winter. In the summer months, he hired
college kids on break from school as temporary employees.

# # #

A slender black man with short salt-and-pepper hair
stood at the reception desk. He had been writing a note on the desk
calendar and looked up when Mercer entered with Ox. He glanced at
his watch, turned and spoke briefly to the beautiful young woman
standing next to him. She smiled at Mercer and said “Hi!” before
she hurried out of the room.

In the center of the lobby, four-poster bed designed
and built especially for dogs welcomed new boarders. To eliminate
any confusion as to its purpose, a large black and tan
shepherd/hound mix lay stretched out asleep on it. When the door
chime rang, the dog stirred and quickly shot to attention as he
recognized the entering visitors.

Mercer looked at the man and said, “Hoo-rah,
jarhead. Were you worried that I posed a threat to your beautiful
young female employee or something? She was pretty good
looking, but you ran her off before I could tell her so.”

John Sutlive scowled in mock objection. “She’s not
just an employeee. You know good and damned well that she’s
my family. You’re absolutely right to suggest that I’m putting
plenty of distance between you two, you lecherous old fool.” Ox and
the hound crowded next to the two men. Then the two dogs began play
wrestling. “Hey, lookout, you two goofballs!” Sutlive changed his
tone, reaching down to greet Ox. With a more affectionate tone in
his voice than he’d used when speaking with Mercer, Sutlive said,
“It’s the Deuce, howya doing, boy?”

Sutlive’s dog was Ace, so he liked calling Ox “the
Deuce.”

Mercer growled, “My dog is not second to any dog, or
many men, for that matter.”

“Tough to dispute,” Sutlive laughed as he squatted
so that Ox could reach his face more easily to deliver an
enthusiastic licking. The men began catching up on recent events
and personal news, while Ace and Ox searched the lobby looking for
trouble. After scouring the reception area for items of interest
but finding none, Ox stretched out on the four-poster bed and got
comfortable. He was apparently satisfied that he’d fulfilled his
social obligations.

“He certainly makes himself right at home, doesn’t
he?” Mercer observed.

Ace jumped on the bed with Ox. The two friends
playfully took turns gnawing on each other’s face. Insincere snarls
and growls accompanied their play. Ace played the role of equal,
but in a crisis, the younger dog would follow Ox’s lead. Ox did not
try to dominate Ace on his home turf.

He simply led by example. Ace had learned to show Ox
the appropriate respect.

Sutlive shook his head in amazement. “You don’t
deserve this dog, you know that? I should just keep him and run
your old honky ass back to Oklahoma. Didn’t you see how much that
dog loves me? How much he loves my dog?”

“You stupid bastard, the dog was just tasting you to
see if you were worth eating.” Mercer watched the dog’s antics for
a moment.

Sutlive observed, “If you’d stay gone a week, your
dog wouldn’t go back home with you.”

“You’re worse than a grandparent—spoiling the
grandkids rotten!” Mercer said.

“I don’t treat your dog any better than mine are
treated. Mi casa es su casa, or in this case, mi casa, es Ox’s
casa. You don’t want your dog to run away while you’re gone, do
you?”

Mercer grinned. “Your Espanol sucks. I don’t have to
tell you how much I love this dog. I might as well be trusting you
with my life….I should be back the day after tomorrow, Thursday at
the latest. Is that okay?”

“Works for me.” The men grasped hands in a firm
handshake. “Semper fi,” said John Sutlive.

“Hoo-ah,” Mercer agreed.

# # #

The door burst open and the beautiful young woman
ran up to John Sutlive to give him a big hug. “I got the job, Uncle
John! Thank you so much for recommending me.”

He smiled with pride and said, “Sandy, I wouldn’t
have told you about this job opportunity if I didn’t think you
could handle it. I know you need to work while you’re in school and
this seemed like the perfect job. You want to be a veterinarian one
day, you love animals, and now you can get paid to work with a
rescue organization while you finish school in Atlanta. But you
need to understand one thing; I only knew about the opportunity. I
don’t really know these people, except by reputation through mutual
friends. You got this job on your own, because you deserved
it.”

“Well…thanks anyway, Uncle John.” Sandy smiled
impishly and said, “Mom warned that I will never know when to
believe you. She said when you two were kids, you used to fool her
with this Dr. Doolittle routine where you pretended to talk to the
animals like him. She says she never could tell when you were
pulling her leg or telling the truth.”

A stern look crossed his face. “Sandy, have I
ever lied to you?”

Sandy stammered, “No sir…”

Before she could continue, he interrupted with a big
grin, “…that you know?”

Sandy rolled her eyes. “Uncle John!” She playfully
slapped his arm. “I can’t believe I fell for that one hook, line
and sinker.”

A few seconds passed. For no apparent reason,
Sutlive frowned, took a long look at his dog and then he turned
back to Sandy, his expression serious. “By the way, did you
remember to give Ace his medicine tonight?”

“Um…yeah, I’m pretty sure I did. The routine is to
feed him, then give him his antibiotic and pain medicine before
walking him. He’s almost fully recovered, Uncle John.”

Sutlive said, “I’m not so worried about the pain
medicine because it’s been long enough since his surgery that I
don’t think he needs it. Besides, the way he’s been playing with Ox
since he arrived, I don’t think his leg is bothering him anymore.
But I think it’s important that he finish taking all of the
antibiotics because it was a surgery and I always worry about deep
tissue infection. Would you mind double-checking and see how many
pills are left? He should have one more day’s worth, or two
pills.”

When Sandy checked, there were three pills left. She
had forgotten to give Ace tonight’s medicine. While he
hadn’t insisted that she missed the scheduled dose, he prodded her
enough to make her wonder.

How had Uncle John known I forgot the
medicine?

# # #

Trusting that Ox was in excellent hands, Mercer
returned home. He grabbed BBQ takeout from Carey Hilliard’s
restaurant. The sandwich and fries were okay, but their Brunswick
stew was still the best in town. He liked Papa’s BBQ restaurant on
Whitemarsh Island better, but it wasn’t on the way home. He didn’t
feel like driving further than necessary and he still had work to
do. He decided Hilliard’s sweet tea had enough sugar in it to
qualify as glucose and added in some tap water to dilute it.

He turned on the television while he ate supper.
After watching an episode of Cash Cab while finishing his
dinner, Mercer turned the TV off and unpacked his computer. He
wanted to begin the research he needed to do on Barry Reid. Using
the information he obtained from Sarah, he pulled Barry’s credit
report from each of the three credit bureaus and printed them
out.

He wasn’t interested in the private label cards from
stores like Sears or Belk’s. Mercer wanted to see what major credit
cards Reid had, the balances and to get a feel for the amount of
debt the guy had outstanding.

Sarah had given Mercer a list of each credit card
Barry held that she knew about. He compared her list against the
credit reports. Nothing unusual there. He noted the accounts listed
on the credit report had relatively low balances. Apparently, Reid
was smart with his money, considering the income the guy had to be
making. His debt-to-earnings ratio must be exceptional.

The guy probably qualified for a black AMEX card if
he wanted one. Mercer didn’t see an American Express account listed
on the report, however.

The biggest balances were for a couple of mortgages
but Mercer couldn’t determine whether they were a first and a
second mortgage on the same house or two different properties.

He put the reports into his briefcase along with a
charger for his cell phone and his desktop tape recorder. Mercer
knew the interstate between Savannah and Atlanta well enough to
know how boring the trip would be. From Savannah to Macon was a
barren desert for civilization, with only the occasional oasis of
Metter or Dublin scattered along the way. The recorder could come
in handy for taping verbal notes if any ideas came to him.

Before he shut down his computer, Mercer had a
sudden impulse to look for Walter Danielson’s home address. He
found a matching name with an address within a few miles of the
jewelry store. There were not that many listings for people with
the last name of Danielson in Alpharetta to start, and only one
Walter. It was a pretty safe bet that he found the right
address.

Finished with the computer for the evening, he shut
it down and repacked it back into its carrying case, set his alarm
clock and went to bed. He closed his eyes but had trouble drifting
off to sleep. He felt guilty for taking this woman’s money when in
his heart he believed what she believed—that her husband was
cheating on her. It was worse than taking candy from a baby. The
baby never believed the thief meant well.

He needed some money thrown his way…that was the
bottom line. His military retirement pay was not enough to pay Ox’s
meal ticket over the course of a month, much less his own.

So Mercer took her money because he needed it worse
than she did. She’d land on her feet.

The good ones always do.

 



Chapter 4

Frank Miller recognized DeVaughn’s car in the
parking lot on his arrival to open the shop the next morning. The
place was still dark, the only light showing through the crack
under the office door. He figured the boss must have come in early
to knock out some paperwork, write checks, or perform some
administrative task not yet delegated to him. Not much fell into
that category these days.

So when he turned a corner abruptly and nearly
barreled into DeVaughn, Frank yelped, “You spooked me!” as he
jumped sideways, out of the way.

DeVaughn said, “I’m sorry. Are you all right?”

“Yes, sir,” he answered. “Are you okay? I’ve
been worried about you since I saw you pacing outside your office
yesterday afternoon.”

He paused before adding softly,”You probably could
use a vacation.”

DeVaughn smiled and said, “I’m fine. I’m sorry you
noticed that I was a little out of sorts. The IRS sent me a notice
saying my accountant made an error on last year’s taxes and I owe a
little more money. It was sticker shock from a bill I didn’t
expect, that’s all. It’s a good thing I haven’t taken an expensive
vacation this year, or I might be worried about having to lay
somebody off. Looks like St. Augustine is more in line with my
budget than St. Moritz this year,” he joked.

“I didn’t know you had any interest in visiting
Switzerland,” Frank responded. “I thought you liked the beach,” and
smiled before walking off to resume his duties opening the
shop.

 He breathed a sigh of
relief. The boss’s frame of mind was a big improvement from
yesterday. He seemed back to normal.

DeVaughn alternated between being pleased that the
lie about the IRS flowed so effortlessly out of his mouth and
concerned that he made a small mistake that Frank caught. He was
surprised Frank was aware St. Moritz was in Switzerland. His
mistake had been to mention a location he was considering if he
ever needed to flee to a country with vague extradition
treaties.

But he didn’t worry about the possibility that Frank
would ever betray him. He had shown his trust in his employee and
appreciation for his assistance managing the shop by promoting him
to shop supervisor. Over time, the business had grown and he now
looked to expand.

Or at least he explained his frequent absences to
Frank by claiming to spend more and more time outside the office
scouting for new locations because he wanted to open a second shop.
Frank recognized DeVaughn as a shrewd businessman; he had a lot
going on. He thought if DeVaughn kept going places, he could
possibly ride his coattails.

Gradually Frank had assumed responsibility for the
shop to the point where he practically ran the day-to-day
operations. DeVaughn showed up twice a month, guaranteed. He still
had to write the paychecks. As Frank earned his trust, DeVaughn
learned to manage just Frank and then let him run the shop.
DeVaughn knew about cars. So did Frank, but he was also more of a
people-person, more outspoken and gregarious.

DeVaughn had fewer personnel issues after turning
the keys to the store over to Frank. His murder-for-hire business
boomed after the management change at the shop as well. His
seemingly bloodthirsty client elevated DeVaughn’s pay scale into
the six-figures-per-job range and factoring in bonuses, he had
grossed seven figures in the last couple of years.

He still had one major concern about his new client.
He had been blackmailed as part of the incentive package to accept
the new work. How had his mysterious new customer managed to obtain
a videotape of a job he’d pulled early on, while still learning his
craft? He only remembered the mark when he watched himself in
action on tape. Then the memories flooded back. He couldn’t
comprehend how the tape even existed.

When DeVaughn first started killing people for
money, he made mistakes. Occasionally he left trace evidence that
might have convicted him had the investigations been handled by
more competent detectives. Some of that evidence could still be
buried in a police station storeroom somewhere.

But the tape was a smoking gun, literally placing
him as the perpetrator in an unsolved murder. For a man to whom
control meant everything, the situation was unacceptable. He had
little choice but to bide his time, always looking for clues to the
identity of his new client.

A cryptic note accompanied the tape. It explained
the origin of the tape was a former client who made it as
protection in case something went wrong before the job went down.
The author of the note claimed to have eliminated the former client
and offered big money for him to do new work.

The guy who allegedly made the tape did seem to have
mysteriously disappeared for good when DeVaughn went looking for
him.

The money was the carrot and the videotape the
stick. He had no choice but to take the jobs and he did not like
that feeling.

On the other hand, he did like money. He had quite a
bit of his own acquired over the last few years. Eight different
jobs for this unknown client netted him a cool million in cash and
he got a couple of unexpected bonuses along the way. The client
especially liked it when the police performed a cursory
investigation and closed the case.

It interested him that he could not recognize any
common denominators in the victims. Briefly he entertained the
bizarre notion his blackmailing benefactor harbored some special
hatred for people who lived on islands. There had been one other
job on Tybee, two on Wilmington Island, but then the next few
targets lived downtown. One was even in Hilton Head. He saw no
rhyme or reason to indicate might be chosen next.

The new boss had the advantage for now, but DeVaughn
would not let things stay that way. He hadn’t decided yet whether
he’d kill his blackmailer once he knew his identity, because he
really did like the money. But money isn’t everything….and killing
for the sheer adrenaline rush did have its own rewards.

Like a lion sated by its recent kill, DeVaughn
blended back into his environment where he could bide his time
until the next target materialized. He watched Frank make the pot
of coffee for the crew and start the motions of opening up the shop
for the day, oblivious to the cold killer hiding behind his mild
mannered facade. Of course, DeVaughn posed no real threat to Frank
because he perceived no threat from him, nor was anyone willing to
pay him to kill Frank.

DeVaughn believed that in his heart, Frank Miller
was just a simple, good old country boy who looked for the best in
everybody. He worked hard, never complained, stayed late when
needed, and watched out for his co-workers. Frank was a keeper.
DeVaughn knew he could trust Frank. He never caught him snooping
around. Frank never asked when, where or why he came and went.

Simple minds lead simple lives. Happily married,
devoted to the wife with the obligatory two kids, Frank was a model
of stability. In many respects, DeVaughn was his alter ego, but
very few people alive knew about the aberrant side of his
personality.

In fact, the only person still breathing who knew
about DeVaughn’s dark side was alive only because DeVaughn hadn’t
yet discovered his identity. And he had the tape.

 



Chapter 5

The alarm buzzed at 5:30 a.m. Mercer took a quick
shower, brushed his teeth and was dressed and ready to go in less
than thirty minutes. His military days left him with the useful
ability to rise and ready himself quickly. His hair was still a
little damp as he left the house. If he’d kept the Marine cut
cropped short like John Sutlive, his hair would be dry five minutes
after his shower, but now he only got his hair cut every three
months or so. He was past due to get it all whacked off. His hair
was now thick and unruly, but at least it was still on his
head.

He almost forgot to set his burglar alarm before
pulling out of the driveway, running back inside briefly to arm the
system. When he and Ox were both home he didn’t really need the
alarm and rarely set it, but the house would be unoccupied for a
couple of days.

Usually the traffic was sparse between Savannah and
Macon unless there was road construction on I-16. The interstates
in Georgia were always under construction somewhere, or so it
seemed. Georgia has one of the best maintained road systems in the
country.

It’ll be a really nice state if they ever finish
building it, he thought.

Mercer hated the sight of orange barrels, a sure
indicator that road construction was ahead. No construction today
and lighter traffic than normal was on the road for the holidays.
The geniuses at the Department of Transportation typically kicked
off new road construction during peak holiday travel times. Maybe
some new guys were running the show at the DOT.

The interstate ran straight and flat. Mile after
mile of monotonous concrete cut straight through pine forests,
farmland and cotton fields. Giant spindle pickers had removed the
cotton bolls from the plants in December, leaving row after row of
dead brown stalks. The scenery changed to cow pastures and then
tobacco fields, but it was all rural farmland of one type or
another.

He passed a few eighteen wheelers once in a while,
but Mercer didn’t have many other travelers on the road with him.
He set the cruise control eight miles above the speed limit and
rode right by a couple of speed traps without calling any attention
to himself.

He stopped for breakfast in Macon. After three hours
straight on the road, he was ready for a break to stretch his legs,
so he stopped at Chic-Fil-A to use the restroom, get a cup of
coffee and a chicken biscuit to go.

It felt like later in the day than 9:30, the time
claimed by the console’s digital clock. Mercer figured the worst of
the rush hour traffic in Atlanta would have dissipated by the time
he arrived in the city. If by some miracle he figured out what the
deal was with Reid in time to return that same day, it would be
fine with him. Atlanta was a little too fast of a town for his
taste.

Halfway between Macon and Atlanta it occurred to
Mercer he should confirm whether Walter Danielson was scheduled to
work today. He pulled over at the next exit, called the jewelry
store, and asked the woman who answered if Danielson would be in
that day. He waited while she paged him; Mercer didn’t really want
to speak to him on the phone, so he tried to think of an
excuse.

A different voice came on the line, apologizing. It
was deeper, more sultry than the higher pitched first feminine
voice on the phone. It had a gravelly quality. She said that
Danielson was with a customer and asked to take a message.

Mercer said, “I’ll be at the store in a couple of
hours. Could you just give Walt a message I’m coming to see
him?”

“Walt? How well do you know—Walt?” she
chuckled.

Mercer grimaced. He’d struck a false note. He tried
brushing away her sudden curiosity, saying, “Sorry…I meant to say
Walter. Friend of a friend.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”

Pop quiz! Should he use his own name or impersonate
Reid? When in doubt, honesty was the best policy. “Robert Mercer”
he answered after a pause that lasted just a little too long. She
knew he’d been thinking about it.

The silence on the line was tough to interpret.
“Okay, thanks—bye,” he said before quickly clicking the button to
disconnect the call.

Mercer regretted how he handled the last part. He
was a little too evasive with the woman. Her voice changed a little
after he refused to give a reason for calling. That was too bad. He
liked the sound of her voice. He wouldn’t have minded listening to
her talk some more.

People drove like maniacs on the expressways that
ran through the center of Atlanta. In addition to the travelers on
I-75 that brought him north from Savannah, heavy traffic merged
coming from Alabama on I-85. Six lane highways transformed into
twelve lane superhighways that cut through the heart of the city in
a stretch of madness the locals call “The Connector.”

Cars whipped through traffic changing lanes at high
speed, which was easier if you knew where you were going. Mercer
wasn’t so sure and nearly paid the price a couple of times. Exits
were always being changed and he didn’t visit Atlanta regularly
enough to be able to keep track. The GPS system suggested he take a
non-existent exit. More than once a driver sped up to cut off his
lane change in spite of the blinker flashing to indicate his
intention. Experienced residents of the city didn’t appear to use
blinkers.

Finally, he had had enough. On the passenger side
floorboard, he saw an old tennis ball he took to the park with Ox
to play fetch. He grabbed the ball and flung it as hard as he could
at the car in front of him that accelerated to pass him, changed
lanes to get in front of him then slammed on the brakes.

The ball bounced harmlessly off the rear window and
disappeared on the highway. It wouldn’t have done any damage even
if he’d been able to get some oomph behind the throw. But he
was a right-handed guy throwing left-handed. The tennis ball struck
the other car at roughly the speed of a slow pitch softball, but it
did get the other driver’s attention, albeit ever so briefly.

The guy gave Mercer a bewildered look, unsure what
struck his car. Still, he recognized from his glare the source of
the unknown noise. The other driver got off the highway at the very
next exit, eager to get away from this lunatic with a giant Tybee
parking sticker on his windshield.

A lesser man armed with a handgun might have
succumbed to the temptation to act out even more drastically on his
road rage, but he was an ex-marine. But if Mercer ever did snap, he
expected that his old DI would probably come kick his ass in
prison.

He was still having some serious anger management
problems by the time he located the store and parked near the
entrance.

He hoped the salespeople wore nametags so he
wouldn’t have too much trouble figuring out which one was his guy.
He sat in his car devising a strategy. He decided the straight on
approach was his best way to get what he needed out of Walter
Danielson. If Danielson didn’t cooperate, plan “B” was bribery.

It made him wonder….he passed a number of giant
malls and countless jewelry stores since leaving Savannah that
morning. What brought Reid to this particular store? Why was it so
special? Was there something unique about Walter Danielson or this
one jewelry store that brought him almost 300 miles?

He could understand shopping out of town if the guy
was having an affair. Buying from the old local Savannah jewelers
like Levy’s wouldn’t be smart because Reid could conceivably bump
into someone he knew. Even though Savannah had a population of a
quarter million people or more (and double that on St. Patrick’s
Day), it was amazing how small it seemed sometimes.

When people travelled in the same circles, they
tended to frequent the same bars, restaurants and other
establishments, often bumping into each other by accident. Savannah
socialites often caught each other in the act of doing things they
shouldn’t be.

If Reid wanted to keep a honey on the side, he would
need to be discreet if he didn’t want to lose his shirt to a good
divorce attorney. Even if what Sarah said was true and she didn’t
need his money, scorned women were prone to be vindictive.

Hell hath no fury, right?

Besides, even if she meant what she said, did Reid
know that was how she felt? How could he be sure she
wouldn’t take him to the cleaners? The old saying goes “discretion
is the better part of valor” but in Mercer’s view of the world,
there was no valor in infidelity.

Most rich people he knew were crazy or unhappy,
sometimes both.

What a load of crap… Mercer thought as he got
out of his vehicle and walked toward the store. Get your head
back in the game. Why this store?

It looked more like a bank than a jewelry store. The
exterior was Georgia marble and the stately building featured Roman
columns in front, projecting an air of exclusivity. It wasn’t
actually in the strip mall itself but a standalone building set off
in the parking lot that bordered the main road. Mercer noticed a
patrol car parked in the parking lot and wondered if a cop could
afford to shop here or just provided security off-duty for a few
extra bucks. It was a simple, cost effective message to potential
robbers.

There was a small lobby with a fountain at the
entrance to the store. A woman sat behind an elaborately carved
mahogany desk like a concierge. A thick guy with the look of a body
builder stood nearby. Mercer pegged him for security, noticing the
bulges in arm sleeves where the guy’s biceps distorted the fabric.
Less noticeable was the slight bulge on his right hip. This had to
be the off-duty cop.

Mercer realized the staff at the store had no more
reason to cooperate with him than they did with Sarah Reid. Barry
Reid was their customer, and if they knew Reid on sight somehow, he
would look foolish trying to impersonate him. Flashing his private
detective license wouldn’t do Mercer any good, and impersonating a
cop would only piss off the real one.

If Danielson wouldn’t play ball while he was at
work, Mercer would have to wait and take another run at him after
he knocked off for the day.

A young salesperson smiled as she approached from
where she had been standing nearby.

“Can I help you?” she asked. “Are you looking for
something for yourself today?” because he had inadvertently headed
toward a display case of men’s watches.

“I’m looking for Walter Danielson. I called earlier
to speak with him, but he was with another customer,” Mercer
answered.

She wasn’t cover girl beautiful like Sarah Reid, but
the woman was very attractive. Mercer found his mind wandering
again. She wore a bare minimum of makeup; at first, he thought she
wasn’t wearing any. Was that the same voice that intrigued him so
on the phone? Sounded like it, but she hadn’t said enough to tell
for sure.

By reflex, he glanced down and checked her ring
finger. It was bare. Her nametag advertised she was Kelly. She had
dark brown hair and olive-colored skin, sort of a Mediterranean
look especially this time of year. She could be Italian.

He felt himself smiling at her. This was not going
according to plan. Of course, his plan had only included a
conversation with Danielson. But she was not returning his smile.
He let it disappear.

“I’m really sorry, and I hope I haven’t caused you
any inconvenience, sir. I misspoke on the phone. Walter hasn’t been
in today after all. He was on the schedule, but no one has seen
him. He probably came down with the flu. It’s been going
around.”

Now she smiled.

“Did he call in sick?”

Mercer had trouble reading the expression on her
face. She’d probably be a good poker player, if she liked cards.
Her face was inscrutable. She finally smiled and said, “What an
interesting question.” She didn’t answer it.

She stared at Mercer. “Is there anything I can help
you with?”

He couldn’t resist replying, “Thanks. Not today.
Maybe some other time.” He had no idea when that time might
come.

Mercer was halfway across the parking lot to his van
when Kelly called after him. He heard “EXCUSE ME!” and turned to
see her emerge from the front entrance. He waited as she hurried
across the lot and caught up with him.

“How well do you know Walter?” she asked when she
came close enough to speak without shouting. “Is he a friend of
yours?” She kept coming forward, closing the gap between them.

“Not exactly,” Mercer said as he started her way.
“Friend of a friend, like I said.”

About two feet apart, they both stopped. If Mercer
reached out, he could touch her.

“Are you a customer of his?” she asked.

He began to wonder why she was so curious. Again the
questions came to mind – What was it about this particular
jewelry store? What brought Barry Reid here? Instinctively, he
raised his guard ever so slightly.

He asked himself again….If a high profile adulterer
wanted to go out of town to buy some expensive trinkets for the
mistress, Hilton Head and Jacksonville were both a lot closer. He
wasn’t able to think of a good reason for driving all this way. So
why did Reid?

An impulse struck him. Mercer volunteered, “It’s
sort of a long story. It would be easier to tell you about it over
lunch.” He smiled as he reached for his wallet. He showed her his
ID and told her, “Walter hasn’t done anything wrong I know about,
but I need to talk with him as soon as possible. He sold a piece of
jewelry to my client’s husband. Would you have lunch with me so I
can ask you a few questions about Walter without getting you into
trouble at work?”

Kelly looked mildly surprised. She took a moment
before she answered, “Sure. That would be great.”

“What time?”

“After twelve and before two o’clock. I get an hour.
You tell me.”

“Split the difference….one o’clock?”

“It’s a date.”

Mercer grinned broadly. “Excellent. See you
then.”

Kelly asked, “Are you usually this spontaneous?”

“Not at all. There’s a first time for everything.”
he replied.

“I can appreciate that answer. This is a little out
of character for me, too.”

Mercer watched her walk back to the store. He hadn’t
been kidding. It really was out of character for him to ask a woman
he just met for a date, even if it was only a business lunch.

But who knew, she might actually be able to tell him
something useful.

On the other hand, he had to admit that physical
attraction sometimes played a role in his decision-making. He
really did like the sound of her voice.

 



Chapter 6

About the same time Mercer left Kelly at the store,
Nick Mason left the suburb of Jonesboro on the south side of
Atlanta, driving to Savannah in a large white cargo van filled with
storage bays and overhead racks. A half-dozen ten-foot sticks of
six inch wide PVC sewer line complete with caps screwed on both
ends were strapped to the overhead racks outside. Magnetic signs
stuck on either side door implied the van belonged to a general
contractor with offices in Atlanta and Savannah.

The company was real, but the van was not part of
its fleet. The image projected was pretty complete, though. Even
the vehicle number stenciled on the rear door looked authentic.

The PVC pipes were full of Zip-Loc bags stuffed with
high grade marijuana. The thick sewer line did seem to contain the
sickly sweet aroma of it completely to his nose, but Nick knew how
sensitive a dog’s sense of smell was. If one of the loaders so much
as touched the exterior of a pipe with a finger bearing traces of
oil from the plant leaves, a dog stood a decent chance of detecting
it. They were that good.

Once upon a time, Nick was going places. In fact, he
had travelled around the world on an expense account at one point
in his professional career.

Now he was well on his way to becoming a world class
loser. He might as well tattoo a large “L” on his forehead.

His life had changed dramatically over the last
year. Only a year ago he was earning six figures developing
computer software in Atlanta. The demanding, competitive corporate
world punished failure and rewarded results. Nick excelled because
he had ambition and drive. He produced quality results and
consequently reaped the rewards.

He had been a rising star. He liked the feeling of
accomplishment he received from writing code, solving problems and
making things work.

Nick loved software development. Well, actually he
loved solving problems. While some developers looked down upon
doing quality assurance testing of the applications once they were
developed, he volunteered to help the QA team in crunch mode,
testing parts written by other developers. He was smart enough to
realize it would be harder to break his own code because he knew
how it was supposed to work. His mind would subconsciously
eliminate problems an inexperienced user might not realize were the
wrong thing to do.

Testing taught him a lot about development. He
quickly realized it was crucial to implement full exception
handling for every problem, even those he
couldn’t imagine. It didn’t mean he had to anticipate and fix every
conceivable problem or prevent it from happening. His code only
needed to dispense with the error at hand by some means, as complex
as error correction or as simple as user notification of an input
error….but handled one way or another. Unhandled exceptions led to
what the programmers in the office called “the blue screen of
death.” Every developer who has ever written code for Windows
loathes and fears the BSOD.
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