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Prologue

 


Sometimes we do things we
shouldn’t. We can’t help it. We read someone else’s mail, we lust
after our neighbor’s wife or husband, we pocket that money that was
just left lying around; or maybe, if the shadow of anger overcomes
us and the tender works of mercy fall away, we might even kill
someone. It is a simple tragedy, and it occurs every single day,
because we are, after all, just human. But even this most heinous
of crimes is not always due to passion overcoming reason. No, some
lose their lives at the hands of their fellow human beings not for
greed or spite, but for arcane reasons. Even if we are the ones who
set the whole thing in motion, we might not understand what is
happening to us.

As I said, we aren’t perfect, and
it isn’t a perfect world. In fact, it’s a pretty dirty world. I get
paid to wade through the muck; don’t ask me why. I have heard the
cries of the widows. I have seen the killers sneer in court and go
free to walk in the light of day. I have held the dying victims.
And I have felt the knife of the hunted man.

My name is Roland Longville. I’m
a private detective.
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Chapter
1

 


One man stood alone in a room,
cooking. In the pan was a thick, aromatic sauce, and he stirred it
slowly, savoring the smell with an angelic expression of
pleasure.

Another man entered the room,
without knocking. They could be brothers, each man a little over
average height, thick with muscle, comfortable middles, green eyes,
black hair. Their skin hailed from different climes, however. The
first man was dusky olive, the other one pale.

The man at the stove turned to
the newcomer, steaming wooden spoon in hand, still coated with a
patina of red tomato paste, bits of chopped vegetables clinging in
the thick sauce. He looked the new man over. “Irish?”

“Yeah.
Italian?”

“Yeah. The Irish are
all right.”

“I used to date an
Italian girl.”

The necessary words out of the
way, both men nodded at each other. “You got the money?” the man
who was cooking asked.

“You bring the
stuff?” the newcomer replied with a wry smile.

“The stuff? Oh, I get
it. You’re a funny guy, Irish.”

There was no stuff. The men
shared a laugh, like they were part of a comedy routine, doing a
gag about crime. Funny stuff.

The paler of the two shrugged. A
habitual gesture, like he just didn’t really care. “Hey, that sauce
smells great. What are you having with that?”

“I thought maybe a
Guinness and a baked potato.” They both smiled and looked at each
other again. Another gag. Just two guys having fun, swapping
stereotypical jokes.

“Hey, I like you,
Dago. You’re a funny guy, too.” He threw a bag down onto the
counter. “You want to take a count?”

The man he called Dago shrugged.
“I better do that. No offense.” The man licked his spoon, picked up
a towel and wiped his hands.

His Irish brother shrugged again
in response. No offense taken.

“Did they say what it
was they wanted?”

“Sure. They need a
man to go down south. Somebody lost something.”

“What was
lost?”

“Something that
belongs to our uncle.” The Irish eyes stopped smiling. No more
gags. It was all serious business now.

“Ah.” The man who was
cooking reflected for a second. “But still, there’s a lot of green
here. More than enough for a job like that.”

“This time it’s a
special job . . . there are certain special circumstances. Uncle
wants whoever took his belongings taught a lesson.”

The Italian man nodded slowly. “I
understand. This is still quite a bit more than they’d need for
that, even. I mean, the people that we usually use never see this
kind of money.”

“Say, you’re smart,
too, for little Italy. See, this time Uncle wants to use someone
outside of our neighborhood. He wants a specific guy. A guy you
used once before. This amount is what this special guy charges up
front. He gets the same amount after the job is done. That’s the
old school way. They said to tell you that they want him again.
They want ‘the foreigner.’ They said you would know who I
meant.”

The man who
liked to cook nodded again, this time more slowly. He put the spoon
down on the counter and shuddered. The
Foreigner. “Yeah. I know who they
mean.”

 



Chapter
2

 


It was a slow day. I leaned back
in my chair and stared out my office window, watching a brilliant
sun through a break in effervescent, fluffy clouds.

The sound of someone entering my
office caught my attention. I got to my feet and turned to face an
elderly fellow who stood just inside the door. He was sweating, and
obviously very tired. The old man examined me with a dubious look
as he tottered toward me. It was a look I see often, because I am a
big, brawny black man in my middle thirties with an ugly scar on
one side of my face.

The old fellow had to be pushing
eighty, I figured. He wore a nice cobalt gray suit, tasteful but
simple, and a mist of sweat covered his forehead from taking three
flights of stairs on a hot summer day. His hair was a gray that had
once been black, a fact attested to by a peppering of still dark
hairs around his temples. His appearance was one of understated
wealth, quiet sophistication. His suit was of a thin, comfortable
material, accompanied by a pale, tea-colored tie. I thought that he
must be a wealthy, but modest man, and one with a good tailor. He
also looked a little afraid.

He walked cautiously up to the
desk, as if expecting me to pounce on him.

“You
Longville?”

“That’s
me.”

“Why in hell you
gotta put your office on the third floor?”

I gave him a wry smile. My office
was the only one still open for business in the Brooks Building, a
five-story brownstone relic in the similarly vacant Brooks Plaza.
The plaza had once housed Birmingham’s financial district, before
the fifties, when the center of the city had moved further south.
My office was in the only suite still fit for occupancy, and it was
on the third floor. People frequently complained about the climb,
as there was no functioning elevator. However, the rent is so low
that I don’t like to think about moving. Besides, I like it here.
Sally’s Diner, my favorite eatery, is right across the
street.

Once, I’d had a secretary, but
she met someone and fell in love. She got married about two years
before, and I haven’t gotten around to looking for a replacement.
Her desk, chair, and filing cabinet remained in the outer office; I
don’t have the heart to remove them. And besides, it gives the
suggestion, at least, that I’m not in the building alone.
Sometimes. Just a little.

The old man introduced himself as
Mr. Malvagio, and began telling me his problem. “An item was stolen
from me. It’s very old, and very valuable. Some kids took it; they
did it for kicks, but they don’t know what they’ve got. The value
of such things is not common knowledge.”

He was a little old Italian
fellow, picturesque, friendly looking. He told me that he’d been
running his little antique shop on the lower Southside for twenty
years, and that he’d never been ripped off before. I didn’t doubt
him.

“I just want my
belongings back,” Malvagio said. “The police, they aren’t being
helpful. They don’t think this matter is important. So I come to
you, who I hear about on the television. You get the stuff back for
me, I’ll pay you handsomely. I get the items back, nobody has to
get in trouble, you see.”

“So what makes this
item so valuable?”

“Well, I don’t know
what you know about history, but this particular box was a jewel
case, though now empty. The box bears the family crest of the
Medici. They were a powerful family of the Middle Ages.
”

“No kidding, the
Medici? Whatever’s inside something like that must be worth a
fortune.”

“Dio. There’s nothing
in the box, I tell you. But it is good you know about the Medici.
The box, it is empty, but this is no normal box, you see. It was
commissioned centuries ago by the great Lorenzo Medici to hold the
Medici jewels, although they are now long lost. But the box itself
is still priceless. This antiquity was my retirement. I am old,
getting on in the world. Next year I take the thing to Italy to
sell, and I come home rich, you see? I can at last retire. These
kids who stole the box, they can’t sell such an item. To whom would
they sell it? To some other two-bit thief? You see? I shudder to
think some young idiot gives this to his girlfriend to keep her
diary in, because he cannot fence it. You see?”

“I see. So how did
they manage to steal such a valuable antique from you?”

“There were six of
them, these kids, they came into my shop together. The shop is
small, kinda cluttered, you see? They acted friendly, but I
suspected that they were up to something, you know? I tried to
watch them. Then, one of these girls, she acted like she’d gottenb
hurt, said she slipped and fell down. I went to see what was the
matter, and they all ran out, in different directions. I’m old, I
could not chase them all. They knew this, the little bastards. I
came back, the girl was gone. They’re all gone, of course, and they
took something. But the other things they took are of no matter,
you see? Only the jewel case is truly valuable—no, no . . .
irreplaceable.”

“How long ago did
this take place?”

“Two days. I gotta
get it back, you see.”

“Well, can you
describe them to me? These kids? Since they run in a pack, they
might be easy to find.”

~

Easy to find. I laughed silently
at my earlier presumption. When do you get old enough to stop
having moments of self-assured stupidity, I wondered? Probably
never, I decided. Now, I was almost sure that I had caught a
twinkle of amusement in old Malvagio’s eye, when I had offered him
my confident assurances that the case would be a simple one. Fat
chance, he’d probably thought.

I had made the rounds of certain
contacts immediately after the old man had departed. I realized
that to track down the kids who’d stolen the box from Malvagio’s
Antiques, I would need to talk to people who were out on the
streets a lot, fringe types. I’d started with the dope peddlers. I
just figured that a bunch of dropout kids would sit around when
they weren’t stealing, sucking on a bong and giggling at whatever
was on cable. The place that kids like that would most likely be
found was in the seedy North Side, where the sellers of weed and
other such amusements plied their trade, so I headed
there.

I didn’t especially like that
part of town, but I knew it well enough because I’d been a cop
there. At dusk, the avenues crawled with the down-on-their-luck
disenfranchised. Stealthy shadows crept from hiding and started
their sordid rounds, police sirens started up, and it all went on
until dawn’s return. People streamed in from Birmingham and parts
beyond to get a little something that they couldn’t get at home.
Some went home happy, some to jail, some to the morgue. Just
another night on the North Side.

On Fifth Avenue North, a man had
been shot to death the night before, and his chalk outline was
still there on the cement, accusing in the early dawn. Some
passerby gave it an awed look and stepped religiously around it.
Others, more hardened, did not even glance down as they smeared the
outline with their feet. People died. Big deal.

The hard red sun slid down, down,
slanting red light into the faces of the people who rose late and
lurked later. These were the night people, those who only moved
when the daylight failed.

The city was cut in half by a
raised railroad trestle. The avenues to the north of that line
became more lawless as they progressed. Women, and men too, sold
their flesh, calling to passersby like the sirens to Odysseus.
Street corner businessmen were everywhere; half had what you
needed, the other half waited to take it from you.

I headed toward a certain snaky
corner of a certain North Side Boulevard well known for a run-down
hotel where women were made available to those with no cash flow
problems. There, a certain slim, handsome, light-skinned black man
sucked a toothpick and leaned against a wall of the Pitt hotel, a
former north side land mark turned flop and whorehouse, now known
by the likely nickname, “The Pit.”

The man appeared casual, but his
eyes were constantly scanning, first this way, then that. Lyle “The
Style” Carpenter, as he was known; had hard eyes that belied his
boyish good looks. He turned his gaze on me just long enough to
size me up. Then the eyes returned to their scanning.

“What you need,
Longville?”

“Oh, nothing much,
Lyle. Just looking for a gang of kids.”

“Well, just hang
around, that’s mostly what shows up around here. I’m sure a carload
will be along in a few minutes.”

“That’s funny, Lyle,
but I’m looking for a certain group, not just any group. But I’m
sure you knew that.”

“What’s in it for
me?” Carpenter said, the closest thing to a mantra he
possessed.

“There’s a reward out
for one of them,” I lied. “A girl. You know the kind of cases I get
. . . wandering daughters. I’ll cut you in if you help me find the
little crew she runs with. Her parents want me to find her pretty
bad.”

Carpenter turned the hard eyes
back to me and grinned. He relaxed, just an iota.

“Man, what you trying
to pull? You expect me to believe that shit? Come on. Why don’t you
tell me what you really after.”

I grinned back and let a laugh
slip out. “That’s right, Lyle. I forget just how sharp you can be.
My bad.” We stood for a second, neither speaking. Lyle scanned the
street and I leaned against the wall beside him.

Finally, Lyle sighed, “Alright,
Longville, you’re bad for my business. You still look like a cop.
But I guess you know that. Since it’s the only way I’m going to get
rid of you, I’ll ask. What do you want them for, these
kids?”

“Alright, I’ll shoot
straight with you. One of the kids is set to inherit some money. A
lot of it. Kid’s a drop-out from some big college. If I find her
and bring her home, I get a cut.”

Lyle the Style was nodding now.
“Okay, I see it. Rich kid, huh. Wants to get out and get into a
little trouble. Now the parents are worried and want her back
home.”

“You got it, Lyle.
And, of course, they are willing to pay for their loved one’s
return.”

“I gotcha. So, you
looking for a big cut?”

“Any cut of big money
is a big cut for me, Style.” I shifted to the man’s street name to
remind him they were, after all, old friends . . . of a sort.
“Reward, inheritance, either way, you help me, I’ll slide you a
piece of my piece.”

The Style’s nod became more
vigorous. “So, tell me about this case of yours. These a bunch of
white kids?”

 



Chapter
3

 


I drove away from the North Side
shaking my head. Lyle the Style Carpenter had sent me on to the
other hustlers, pimps, and pushers, and we both pretended not to
know that a web of cell phone users all across north Birmingham was
spreading the story like summer wildfire, long before I arrived to
tell it all over again, promising pieces of a non-existent fortune
to people who would only tell me what I needed to know. They
wouldn’t tell me because they were good people, or concerned about
someone’s safety, but because there was a sum money possibly coming
their way if they could provide me with what I was looking
for.

I’m not a liar by temperament, or
by habit, but in the parts of town where people lived or died by
their wits from day to day, a human-interest story just never
seemed to wash very well. People had a no-nonsense,
what’s-in-it-for-me mindset, just like Lyle the Style, and they
assumed their own motivations were generic to everyone else they
came into contact with.

Lyle Carpenter would never
believe that I was doing something just for the good of it, so I
had concocted the rich kid, big reward scenario. It had enough
human darkness from all angles that Lyle, and all the subsequent
denizens of the North Side, easily accepted it as truth.

The real truth was, of course,
that I had already gotten money from the case; Malvagio’s advance
felt heavy in my pocket. I hadn’t made any headway yet, and this
was a case for a beginner, on its face. I had really counted on the
all-seeing eyes of the North Side vice empire turning up something.
I had asked a lot of people a lot of questions, and come up with
nothing.

Were they lying? Holding out on
me to check and see if my story was true? I didn’t think so. The
sad fact was, most likely, none of them knew anything. This was
genuinely puzzling to me, since that was the stratum of society
that the dispossessed always found themselves moving through. The
bungled, the lost, the victims of the Big Mistakes we sometimes
make in life.

Malvagio’s little group of
educated, hipster twenty-somethings should have stood out like a
big fat bug in an ice cream parlor. But they were unknown to the
drug culture; rang no bells with the up-all night homeless who
stood outside the porno shops and liquor stores begging for the
guilty dollar of the shameful; and had never been seen by the
street walkers on the North Side, who notice every little detail
and turn it over and over in their long hours of talk, talk, talk,
that come between fixes and back alley dates. So, it seemed, maybe
these kids were not going to be quite so easy to find, after
all.

Out on the ironically named
expressway, the traffic was backed up as far as I could see. I
could see the landing lights of planes coming into Birmingham
International Airport; and the headlights of cars flooding into the
city from the opposite direction after a long work day, on their
way to catch a movie, grab a meal, or see an opera or a
play.

So many lights. But no real light
for many of us.

I had spent years as a police
officer and several years more as a private detective. I had heard
and seen a million hard things, things that a younger, more
idealistic version of me might have been a little more cocky about.
“I can handle it,” I might have said, and that younger me would
have been right, for a while. But the truth is that every ugly
thing you see, every battered wife or dead kid, leaves a scar on
your soul, and when you get to be a certain age, those sad images
come back to haunt you in those wee hours when you lie awake and
ponder what your life has meant.

You are thirty-six years old. How
long can you keep this up, when man’s every inhumanity to man makes
you see ghosts?

Ghosts. Stuff of the past. I had
grown up in the projects, a poor black kid whose mom had been a
college dropout. She didn’t let that happen to me. She made sure
that I developed a love of reading, of learning. She wanted me to
stay in academics, and earn a PhD. But I’d taken my English degree
and joined the army. And after my tour was up, I’d gone to the
police academy.

I smiled and shook my head. No
good wallowing in regret. A man has to live in the here and
now.

Everything considered, though,
this case didn’t sound too bad. Just locate a bunch of up-to-
no-good kids, in a greater metropolitan area of around a million,
and take some priceless object back from them. Piece of Cake. Yeah,
Piece of Devil’s Food cake, maybe. So maybe the kids hadn’t
attracted as much attention around town as I had assumed they
would. But someone would have noticed them. Someone always
does.

I smiled suddenly, thinking about
some of the strange cases that I had shared with my old partner,
Lester Broom, when I was still on the Birmingham Police Force. I
wondered what Les was up to, at that very moment.

 



Chapter
4

 


On the north end of Birmingham,
it had begun to rain. Water slid down the dusty windows of the
North Precinct in gray slow motion, and put a layer of white noise
between the sounds of the city and the hum of the office where
Detective Lieutenant Lester Broom took a momentary pause from his
grim work to watch the rain, and to brood.

This was rough stuff, broom
decided. Everybody dies; it’s never easy. When your maiden aunt
called to tell you that your grandfather went peacefully in his
sleep, it was bullshit. He probably went hacking and coughing, with
painful gasps, confused looks, and bad smells. But at least he had
been old.

Lester Broom worked homicide. He
was a big man, even as big men go, closer to seven feet than six.
He was massive, and as strong as he looked. He had been on the
Birmingham Police force for twenty years, the Homicide Squad for
fifteen of that. He had seen some hard things, but what he was
looking at now still made him queasy, although no one, save
himself, would ever know it.

“You with us,
Detective?” Arthur Walker, the Medical Examiner was
asking.

Art was a tall, spare black man
with a nimbus of gray hair around his head, and steel gray glasses
balanced on his nose. He gave off a serene, kindly air. He looked
more like a history teacher than an M.E.

Broom’s attention snapped back to
the present. He stood in the basement morgue of the North Precinct,
where The M.E. was conducting a post-mortem examination. “Yeah,
yeah, I’m listening. Just lost myself there for a second. Get on
with it, Art.”

Art nodded serenely, pressed a
red button on the side of his pocket recorder, and continued:
“Subject is a white male, approximately 20 to 25 years of age.
Several lacerations and ante mortem perforations around the
abdominal thoracic areas; some trauma to the head. Both hands have
been separated from the body and are currently missing, separated
above the radialis by a sharp instrument. All wounds seem to be
ante mortem.”

Broom heard the door slide open
behind him. He turned to see McMahon walk through the doorway.
McMahon was a thickly muscled man in his early thirties, nattily
attired in a light blue suit and a burgundy tie adorned with silver
“Erin Go Bragh” pin. Detective McMahon was Broom’s latest partner.
He’d had other partners, including Roland Longville.

McMahon, or “Mack,” as he
preferred to be called, was a good cop on the job, methodical and
unshakable. He grunted a greeting and handed Broom a folder. “The
dead kid’s name is Mueller. George Harmon Mueller the third, no
less. Father’s some kind of real estate magnate. He’s been listed
as missing since August of last year.”

“The parents know
he’s dead?”

“Not yet.”

“Want me to call
them?”

“No, Mack, I’ll do
it.”

“Any
priors?”

“A bunch. Take a
look.”

Broom frowned and opened the
folder. He let out a low whistle.

“Shoplifting.
Shoplifting. Shoplifting . . . hmm. Attempting to sell stolen
merchandise. Three counts. Jeez. If he’s from money, why’s he
pilfering?”

McMahon nodded at the corpse on
the table. “Looks like the kid was a professional shoplifter, what
they call a “booster.” Lots of kids are into it now, especially
among these neo-hippie types. They’re got their own subculture,
nowadays. Steal whatever you can get your hands on, and then go
“return” it for cash. Lots of them do the deal where you find a
receipt, go jack the merchandise to go along with it, and then
return it for cash. Beats panhandling. Maybe he’s got a drug habit.
That’s what has pulled a lot of kids like him into this sort of
racket. Maybe he fell in with the wrong crowd, or started doing it
just for fun.”

Broom rubbed the stubble on his
chin. “Yeah. I was checking out some of those tattoos on the body.
Seem to be the names of hippy bands. A bunch of bands that try to
sound like the Grateful Dead and don’t succeed.”

Broom turned to McMahon. “Mack, I
need you to do me another favor.”

“Sure.”

“Get together a list
of all the shoplifting reports that have come in over the last
three months or so.”

“You mean for the
whole city?”

Broom nodded. “I mean for the
whole city.”

“Christ, Broom,
that’s going to be some list. Three months? Every two-bit
shoplifter in town’s going to be on there.”

“Yeah, Mack. I know.
But it looks like this kid picked up something he shouldn’t have.
Looks like someone wants it back. Maybe awfully bad, at
that.”

“What makes you think
they didn’t get it from him already?”

“I
thought about that, but it looks like they didn’t have any luck.
Look at him, Mack. He’s been cut to shreds. If they had gotten what
they were after, there would have been a quick coup de gras. They wouldn’t have
wasted so much time torturing him like this. And that tells me
something else.”

“What’s
that?”

“He didn’t know where
it was. Because if he had, he would have told them, long before he
looked like that.”

“So maybe the killer
doesn’t know which kid stole it? He’s just going around killing
kids until he finds the right one?”

“Maybe. But, maybe
not. I think this guy is pretty methodical, a professional, so he
might know exactly who and what he’s looking for. I’m still just
guessing, though.” Broom turned and started to walk
away.

“Hey, Broom,” McMahon
called after him.

“Yeah?”

“Where are you
going?”

“Somebody has to go
tell this kid’s parents.” Broom shrugged. “In this case, that
somebody is me.”
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5

 


The children loved their new
castle. They had found it after many nights of searching. The six
of them had been living in an old office building, until one day
workmen showed up and disturbed their rest. Then they had faded
into the shadows, killed the day roaming the city, and moved on.
They had spent a few nights in an abandoned supermarket in a
crumbling postwar neighborhood, but the people there were older and
more vigilant. The old had eyed the young suspiciously as they
walked down the street. The kids had known immediately that it was
time to move on again.

Scott had found it. He was the
best of them, the quickest, usually picking things first when they
boosted. He stole the best items. He always found the best places
for them to squat. This time, he had found a place that was heaven,
pure gold. The place was perfect for them. The name of the place
was the Cabana Hotel, a beautiful abandoned hotel near the middle
of old downtown. It was a twenty-three-story Wonderland, where at
last they had been able to throw their tired young bodies down, and
after a long rest, go exploring in the labyrinthine that was their
new home.

Scott was their leader, and they
were his followers, his disciples. He had preached to them the
gospel of Stealing for Freedom. “Reject the order that has been
imposed upon you,” he told them. “Swipe whatever you need.” They
had met him in college. Most people had thought he was crazy, but
not these five; they thought he was a genius, and had signed on for
whatever adventures that becoming his follower promised.

There was Bone, the black kid
from Missouri, an ex-engineering major; Yim, his girl, from South
Korea, who had studied the violin; Mule, the rich kid from
Mountainbrook who hated his life, who changed his field of study
every semester; and Mule’s girl, Dextra. Then there was Angel,
Scott’s girl. She took his every idiosyncrasy in stride, and never
doubted his words or his convictions. Scott was a rebel, her rebel,
and he was the leader of them all.

They were from the upper crust,
disaffected, bored, looking for a way out of lives that had been
laid out for them the moment they were born—boring lives. Scott
told them (though no one knew where he’d gotten the information)
that the Cabana Hotel was taken by the City of Birmingham against
back taxes. It had been vacant for almost thirty years. Many more
years might pass before anyone came to run them out. And ‘many more
years’ seemed forever, to ones so young.

~

“This place is a
trip.” It was Bone, coming out of the shadows of a room in the
Penthouse. “The damn table is still set in the next room, like it’s
been waiting for a hundred years for someone to come to dinner,
only they never showed up.”

“The beds in the
rooms down the hall are still made,” Angel said brightly, as she
pranced into the room, Yim close behind her. “No one’s had any fun
here in a long time.”

“The downstairs rooms
are all cleaned out. Only the top floors still have stuff in ‘em.
It’s like whoever was hauling things away just got tired and
stopped at about the twelfth floor. Maybe somebody was trying to
save the place, maybe trying to reopen it or something,” Bone
mused, picking up an embroidered pillow and staring at the
inscription. “Weird, like all this stuff is sittin’ here, waitin’
on somebody to come home.”

Dextra was stretched out on a
couch, staring at a blank, dusty television screen. A black-haired
girl with olive skin, and pierced upper lip and eyebrows. She was
dressed in black. The television wouldn’t work, since the old hotel
had no power, but she watched it anyway.

Dextra’s boyfriend, Mule, sat at
her feet. She frowned. “Yeah, it’s kind of spooky how everything’s
still just sitting here. Reminds me of that book where the old lady
still has her wedding cake on the table . . . after like, thirty
years, or something. What’s it called, uh . . .”

“Great Expectations,” Scott
announced, as he walked in from an adjoining room. “I think Charles
Dickens would agree with you. This hotel certainly speaks of
purloined hope.”

Dextra gave him a theatrical roll
of her dark eyes. “Thank you, mister genius. Any time I need to
know something irrelevant, you’re the man I’ll come to.”

“Oh, Dextra, you are
one catty bitch,” Angel said, and everyone laughed.

Scott smiled. “All I mean is, I
believe some optimist must have intended to resurrect the place,
but probably was unable to escape the legal entanglements. Why else
would a lot of the furnishings still be in place? Lucky for us,
though. I found these in the closet down the hall.” He produced a
pack of paper with Hotel Cabana letterhead and a pack of
pens.

Bone came over and slapped Scott
on the back. “I know that makes you happy. Now you can finish your
manuscript, and we can start taking over the world.”

“Hey, it’s more than
a manuscript,” Mule put in. “It’s our ‘how to’ book to the world.
Our . . . what’s the word . . .”

“Manifesto,” said
Angel, as she threw her arms around Scott from behind. “Our brave
leader’s manifesto.”

~

Excerpt from
Scott Anthony LaRue’s unpublished manuscript, Shoplifting in the 21st Century: Boosting for Fun and
Profit:

People steal for many
different reasons. The things that we steal say a lot about us. The
destitute steal for food, but hunger robs them of reason. They
steal just enough to fill their bellies, and tomorrow, they are
hungry again. The banker steals the money with which he is
entrusted, because he has seen the super rich, and he feels that he
deserves to live as they do. He is right, but so do we all. We
cannot all live that way, though. This book is a rejection of a
society that holds such extremes over our heads.

The starving man goes
to jail, for stealing what he needs to survive. Millionaires fly
over the prison in which he is housed and the money they have in
the banks, that the banker so covets, was made from the sweat of
countless poor people’s brows, and through other, even more
sinister, designs.

So steal what you
need. But don’t get caught. He who gets too greedy without weighing
the danger ends up in the prison, above. He who is cautious and
awaits the best opportunity might just end up in the private jet.
Of course the latter is preferable. So read carefully the following
examples, and you will learn the secrets of the Booster, the
modern, anti-corporate thief. And you just might end up beating the
system, and finding yourself a nice big jackpot, if you’re very,
very careful.

 



Chapter
6

 


As I drove across town I
considered the ramifications of this strange little case. Malvagio
had paid me three thousand, up front, to hunt down a ragtag group
of shoplifting kids. He’d agreed to pay more when the item they had
stolen was returned safely. If the empty jewel case were truly that
valuable, I thought, he damn sure shouldn’t have left the thing
lying around where quick-fingered kids could snatch it. If the old
man was willing to put out so much money to have it back, why not
just offer the money to the thieves?

Maybe that’s
what he plans to do, my chiding little
inner voice told me.

I had developed a healthy
distrust of most people, over the years. Yes, most people I met
were genuinely distraught, and yes, most of the time what they told
me was close to the truth. Whether they misled me intentionally or
not, most people skewed details, forgot, or blurred events because
they were looking at life through the filters of their own
perceptions, like everyone else in the world does.

Others, though, just plain lied.
Malvagio’s story could very well be the unadulterated truth, of
course. Maybe the missing box was, after all, just a box, and
nothing more. But something just didn’t seem to add up about his
story.

If the old man was sitting on
something that valuable, why not sell it off right here in the U.S
of A, and spend his twilight years on the Riviera? Did one have to
travel all the way to Italy to unload a Medici item, or any other?
Maybe there was another angle. Maybe someone had paid the kids to
get the item, since it was an antiquity. Maybe . . .
maybe.

I needed something else to go
on—a second opinion, and a well-informed one, at that.

I remembered
something about the Medici from college. Machiavelli had
written The Prince for one of them. They had been rich people, I remembered, Old
World Royalty, powerbrokers and real heavy hitters. Lords or barons
or some such, like most people with power were back in those days.
But I couldn’t remember much else.

Well, then, I’d better go back to
college and find out, I reasoned.

~

The History Department of the
University of Alabama at Birmingham was in the old liberal arts
building. I had earned a degree in English down there, years
before. The grounds of UAB looked much the same. I still remembered
my way around inside, but the names on the doors had all changed,
of course.

I examined a faculty roster
posted in the hall, and found my man: Dr. M. Boswell. Specialty,
Medieval to Nineteenth Century European History. According to the
posted office hours, the doctor was in. “That almost never happened
when I was in school,” I mused aloud.

I came to a door where a thin,
middle-aged woman sat typing at a computer. I knocked lightly, and
the woman looked up.

“Yes?”

“Uhm, I have kind of
a weird, academic type of question.”

She smiled disarmingly. “Well, as
long as it’s a weird, academic type question about history. Weird
questions not pertaining to history should be taken to the
Psychology department, across the street.”

“Fair enough. I was
wondering if there was someone around who would know about the
Medici family.”

“Well, well, do
tell.” She spoke with a Midwestern drawl. “Have a seat. Luckily,
you’re in the right place. So, are you a student of history, Mister
. . . ?”

“Longville, Roland
Longville. Call me Roland, please.”

“Okay, Roland. I’m
Dr. Boswell. Miranda Boswell. Call me Miranda. Now . . .
?”

I smiled. “Well, I’ve always
enjoyed learning about history, but this is more of a business
matter. I have a couple of questions about something potentially
valuable that might have belonged to the Medici.”

“An art
object?”

“Well, yes, I
suppose. How did you guess that?”

“The Medici were
bankers and powerbrokers, Roland, but they were also fantastic
patrons of the Fine Arts. They were patrons of artists as diverse
as Machiavelli and Michelangelo, among many others. Which d’ Medici
were you interested in, exactly?”

“Lorenzo.”

“Hmm. Lorenzo the Magnificent.” Her eyes narrowed, and she
seemed to be lost in thought for a moment. “Tell me, what is
this objet d’art?”

“Well, it’s a box. A
very ornate box. It supposedly has the crest of the Medici family
upon its lid.”

“What does it
contain, or did it contain?”

“I am told, the
Medici jewels, but they have since been lost.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, I
can assure you that whatever this box did contain, that story’s not
true.”

“You don’t
say.”

“No. Look here.”
Miranda Boswell stood, searched briefly, and took down a book from
the shelf above her desk, then opened it to a page her hands knew
by heart. “Even in the aftermath of World War Two, these jewels
remained in Florence. As you will see on the overleaf, there is a
separate collection from a later branch of the family, housed in
Flanders. The Medici collection represents far too many items to be
housed in one small box, at any rate. They possessed a collection
that spanned centuries; it is quite extensive, and rather
large.”

I looked over the illustrations
of ornate costume jewelry from the distant past. All that stuff
must be worth millions, even billions, I supposed. I paused for a
second to take it all in.

“Maybe the box was
made to hold one special piece of jewelry . . . maybe for a
proposal of marriage, or something of the kind?” I ventured. It
would take dozens of such boxes to hold all of the jewels pictured
in the book. Maybe even hundreds.

“From the
description, that sounds very likely. See, you didn’t need me,
after all.” She smiled.

“Well, maybe I do at
that, Doctor. What do you suppose something like that would be
worth?”

“Just the box?
Nothing inside? Well, depends on who wants it and how badly they
want it.”

“But would it be
priceless?”

“Some collectors
might think so. After all, the Medici aren’t around to commission
any more. In that sense it’s priceless. But would it be worth as
much as a sculpture by Michelangelo, or a Stradivarius violin? No.
Probably not a fraction of what those things are worth, I would
guess. But some seemingly mundane items have fetched handsome
prices at auction.”

“Well, thanks for
your time.” I got up to go.

“No problem. Oh,
Roland?”

“Yes?”

“One thing about the
Medici. The art they commissioned.”

“What’s
that?”

“Well, I’m not
attempting to dramatize the matter, but a couple of years ago, a
great collection of Medici art toured the world. It caused quite a
sensation, because those items have always been safeguarded in
Florence. Very few items produced or commissioned by them are
privately owned.”

“Meaning?”

“I take it that you
aren’t an art enthusiast, Roland. You seem more like a linebacker.
Or a policeman.”

I smiled. I had been both of
those things, in former times.

“Miranda, maybe you
should have been a detective.”

“Well . . . Roland.
There are complications, I suspect. What I mean is, whatever this
item is, it is most likely a forgery. Or, much more likely,
considering its nature . . . stolen.”

“That doesn’t
surprise me. I think the latter is most likely the case. That
happens more often than not in my line of work. I can’t thank you
enough for your help, Miranda.”

“Nothing like a bit
of real intrigue to dust off the cobwebs around here. Frankly, I’m
pretty curious about your mysterious art object, myself. Let me
know if I can be of further assistance.”

“I’ll do
that.”

~

I left the history building with
a peculiar feeling. Strange speculations crossed my mind. Had the
old man stolen something precious in Post-war Italy? No, that made
no sense; he would have been a lad of twelve or so in 1945. But the
Italian pedigree of both man and artifact seemed more than
coincidental.

But let that go for a second.
Perhaps it was, in fact, coincidental. Dr. Boswell’s remarks seemed
to indicate that there was more to the Malvagio’s story than he was
telling me. That was nothing new, because people usually gave me
some creative version of the truth when they hired me. I disliked
it, but I had come to accept it. Someone would tell me that his or
her daughter had been abducted, when in fact she had simply run
away. People hid behind white lies because the truth was frequently
too unpleasant for them to face.

In this case, however, there was
a note of deliberate self-delusion. I felt the envelope in my
pocket, with the thirty crisp hundreds inside. Part of me wanted to
take that money and toss it into the old man’s face. Moral
indignation aside, however, another part of me, a bigger part, was
intrigued by this strange quest that he had set me on.

I had to admit that I was hooked.
I knew that I had to find the truth behind the old man’s story,
whatever it was. It was as if the strange chest held some answer to
a question that lay within me, within everyone, and once I raised
the lid all that was hidden would be revealed.

Well, maybe not, but I would find
those kids. And I would uncover the secrets that the little chest
protected.

 



Chapter
7

 


Excerpt from
Scott Anthony LaRue’s unpublished manuscript, Shoplifting in the 21st Century: Boosting for Fun and
Profit:

There are many ways
to take down a place. There is the grab and run, but this is for
rank amateurs. Mere survival is not the goal of the professional,
the Booster. The expert picks the right time, the right place, and
does his homework. He looks at security. He analyzes the risk. He
wears the right clothes. He engages accomplices to misdirect the
management. Pretty girls come in especially handy, though there are
other, more insidious ruses, as we shall see. Skill in acting is
also a plus.

But in my experience,
there is one important factor many Boosters ignore. This is the
Three Store Rule. There are, in the main, three basic types of
stores, and they require the Booster to shift his tactics,
according to which type he engages . . .

~

It was summer, and summer had its
own rules for the art of stealing. Each season had its own
dictates, for that matter. Fall and Spring allowed one to wear
light jackets without attracting undue suspicion. In winter, heavy
clothes and large bags did not look out of place. But in summer,
boosting required some of the finesse of a magic trick—misdirection
and false passes, all without the ultimate payoff to the bedazzled,
why, here’s the disappeared rabbit. When the rabbit disappeared,
you damn well better make sure he stayed disappeared, until you are
safely out of the store.

Because it was summer, Scott
LaRue had decided on a different approach when robbing Malvagio’s
store. They had used the “shotgun.” There had been no attempt to
hide the thefts that they were carrying out. They all found
something they liked in the store, nodded to each other, and swiped
the items, all at the same time. They had purposefully let the old
man see them stealing. Then, shotgun. Everyone ran out the door and
in different directions. The exasperated old man had given chase,
but only for a block or so. Your summertime, strictly by-the-book,
(Scott’s own book, of course) mom-and-pop store take down. With
that one important difference, or course.

Because while the others led the
old man on a goose chase away from his store, giggling gleefully as
they ran through the tourists in Five Points, stolen goods in hand,
Scott LaRue had made a snap decision. He had done something that he
had absolutely forbidden the others to do; he had broken his own
Rule Number One, and since then, he had told no one. He had not
told his best friend, Bone; he had not told his girlfriend and
lover, Angel. For reasons he did not understand, he had stolen
something and not told the others. Now, his secret haunted him,
because one of their number had disappeared, and a tiny voice deep
inside him whispered that his secret was somehow
responsible.

And he was right.

 



Chapter
8

 


Birmingham had gotten too big for
its britches, Lester Broom had decided. Less than thirty years
before, the land surrounding her had been mostly rural. The
intervening years had worked mighty changes, but still there was
plenty of green everywhere. The color was deceptive; only people
who had lived there for several years would have noticed the steady
and inexorable spread of the suburbs, the ever-quickening
proliferation of malls, the expansion of housing, of roads, of
development in every quarter.

Part of the city still belonged
to another time, when words like “serial murderer” and “suicide
bomber” were not part of everyday speech. Part of her also still
bore the scars of a deeply divided racist past. Broom’s drive
uptown took him past the Civil Rights Museum that spread over
several blocks on the north side of downtown. There was still
strife here, and separation, but in a city that had once been
Ground Zero of the Civil Rights movement, Roland, a black man, had
seen that once-so-wide gulf, begin to narrow.

If Martin Luther King’s dream
could come true anywhere, he thought, surely it would be here.—and
he still believed it could. Not that Birmingham hadn’t fallen
victim to other ills, in the meantime. And these were ills all
cities shared, in the modern USA. This part of the city had simply
been hit hardest by those creeping social changes.

A third and fast growing part of
Birmingham, and the South in general, was looking to the future
that the world was racing toward, and it was keeping pace. Software
development companies had moved in during the 1990s, and many were
still left. They squatted out on Hwy. 280, and dense concentrations
of high-priced apartments and housing developments had sprung up
for the young professionals that came to work in them.

Birmingham, Lester Broom had also
long ago decided, mixing his metaphors without regard, was a
schizophrenic lady, still possessed of great beauty and charm, but
one who harbored many deadly secrets, any one of which might prompt
her to kill you, no matter how much she liked you. It was just the
way she was.
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