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Chapter 1

 


The man in the Sergio Valente suit
stumbled but held his balance as he avoided a collision with the
right front fender of my sport’s car. He stepped over the yellow
curb and faded into the waves of employees. The twelve-story office
building painted a long shadow, absorbing the throng exiting the
glass doors. I assumed the missing man took the responsibility for
the near-accident, since he had run in front of me. I had the right
of way.

Rubbing the right front wheel
against the curb, I parked my new Ferrari Boxer facing the “No
Parking” sign. The late afternoon sun reflected brightly off the
deep red hood. I turned my head away from the glare and stared out
the tinted passenger window, watching the shapely legs of the
office girls passing by.

The Bison Insurance building
towered above the metropolis. I glanced once more at the glass
doors, then turned my attention back to the mini-skirts. My wife
should be coming through the employee’s exit any moment.

While waiting, I reminisced my
college days at Northwestern University, where Eileen had majored
in business and I worked on a Bachelor’s in Fine Arts. Twenty-five
years had passed since we got those degrees. Twenty-five years. We
met at a benefit dance. I couldn’t remember which organization had
sponsored the event. In the mid 60’s it could have been a
fraternity or some anti-war movement for all we cared!

Right after graduation, we married
against her father’s wishes. Since she was his only child, he
finally acknowledged us, giving her two million in cash as a gift
with the stipulation the gift was hers. It didn’t matter. In
defiance, we decided to make our home near him in Pecatonica,
Nebraska, the city her family had “owned” for decades. We packed
our few belongings into an old Volkswagen van and pointed the
smokey exhaust towards Chicago. Ten hours later, a tow truck dumped
the “Love Van” at the front gate of her father’s Pecatonica
mansion.

She accepted a position at Bison
Insurance, a large Nebraska firm, and I took a teaching job at East
High School. Over the years, she fared much better financially than
I and we still didn’t mind. She became an executive in charge of
Policy Frauds, while I struggled through year after year of
teaching art to uncaring kids.

With her income and despite her
father, we purchased a large home at 10286 Pacific. Our neighbors
went to work each day to their law offices and medical clinics.
They thought as much of my teaching as my father-in-law, so I
didn’t socialize much. Eileen represented us, mainly at her
father’s insistence.

Pectonica, a city of four hundred
thousand, did not compare to my hometown of Highland Park,
Illinois. I had always felt cramped living near Chicago. In
Nebraska I could drive ten minutes, be outside the city, and
breathe in the foul air of country cows. As a trade off, the
Interstate system provided a short drive to the cultured university
life in Lincoln, the state capitol.

Except for her father’s frequent
interference, life had been good for us in this Missouri River
town. A month had passed since the May 22, 1993, celebration of my
forty-seventh birthday. Eileen had purchased this Ferrari Boxer for
my gift. I had to spend only one month of my teacher’s salary to
insure it.

A shapely blonde hesitated near
the door then stepped aside and waved on by my wife. The door
opened and the warm breeze instantly filled the car with Eileen’s
scent,“France’s Amour.” Her dark hair covered her face as she bent
to slide into the seat. Out of habit, I gently touched her lips
with mine and murmured, “How was work today?”

While my gaze and mind lingered on
the scenery beyond the car window, I heard her rather stiff and
routine, “Fine, dear. How was your day?”

Sitting back, I studied her.
“What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? You mean with my work day?
I-I found a discrepancy in one of the Vice President’s life
insurance policy. It has nagged at me for hours, but I’m sure it
will be worked out tomorrow. You know how I hate unresolved
problems. Did you call Morris Cadillac to see if my car has been
serviced?”

“I forgot. Is it too late to call
now?”

“They close in fifteen minutes.
What have you done all day? Unlike me, you do have the summer off.
I would think you had time to make one phone call.”

Directing the car into traffic, I
glanced at her frown. Even when she was pissed, she was beautiful.
I pressed my foot on the gas pedal so the squeal from the rear
tires could add sound effects to the Neil Diamond song rising from
the speakers. After clearing a space between two inexpensive
foreign cars, I unhooked the phone from the dash and handed it to
her. “Here. Give them a call. We can make it in fifteen
minutes.”

She replaced the phone. “Never
mind. Let’s stop at your favorite hang-out, that Stop-and-Go near
120th and Dodge. I need a Coke. So, what did you do all
day?”

“This morning I had coffee with
Ernie . . . the music teacher you can’t stand?”

“I like him. It’s his wife who’s a
bitch.”

“Anyway . . . this afternoon I
signed up for courses at the University.”

“More? Oh, I forgot. It’s
mandatory continuing ed. Right?”

Silence. My hands opened and
closed on the steering wheel. I knew what was coming
next.

“I wish you would quit teaching
and come to work at the insurance company. That great opening in
advertising is still there.”

“Yeah, but I like my summers off,
remember?” My deliberate and too-fast turn into the parking lot
squealed the front tires this time. Another twist of the steering
wheel and I whipped into a space near the glass doors of the
Stop-and-Go. Eileen threw a glare my way as we slammed to a
stop.

I quickly combed my lengthy,
gray-brown hair straight back and worked a rubber band around the
pony tail. Eileen still hadn’t moved. The idea of opening the door
for her flashed through my mind. It had been years since I had
shown her that kind of attention. Since buying tailored suits to
match her corporate rise, she had taken on the general air of an
independent woman who opened her own doors before I could even tilt
the steering wheel. This time she just sat as I got out.

“What’s the matter? Aren’t you
coming in? You’re the one who wanted to stop.”

She sighed heavily then flipped
down the sun visor for a long look in the mirror. “Okay. My mind’s
just stuck on work. Something’s not . . . Let’s go in . . .” She
frowned then looked from the visor mirror to the side-door
mirror.

I peered over the top of the car
to see what had caught her attention behind us. An old van sat at
the curb across the street.

“What’s wrong now? You’re acting
like you just stepped out of a Stephen King movie.”

First she jerked her coin purse
from her handbag then shoved the black leather clutch under the
seat. “I’ve got to call work, but from the pay phone inside. Forget
my car for now. You will call tomorrow. Right?”

Trying to avoid stepping on her
heels, I clenched my teeth. “Yeah, I’m educated, not totally
stupid. But, we still have time to make it today.”

“Tomorrow, I said. I’ve got other
business right now.”

I reached around to hold the glass
door open for her. Looking up, I smiled at the familiar face behind
the counter. “Hi, Harry! How’s it going?”

The middle-aged, slender man stood
at the register, habitually turned so customers didn’t immediately
notice the empty sleeve pinned to his left shoulder. He tossed
loose change into the appropriate compartments of the open drawer
then smacked it shut with a blur of movement. I learned long ago
how not to stare at his facial scars, how to see the man behind the
sharp eyes.

“Hi, there, Bob. Who’s the pretty
young thing with you? Don’t say Mrs. Norris.”

“Well, yeah, it is the one and
only. You finally caught me with my wife.”

“No wonder you ain’t got a
girlfriend. If I had something like her, I’d be permanently
attached, too. What can I do for you, guy?”

“While Eileen is using the phone,
could you ring up a couple of Cokes? I’ll be in the back getting a
six-pack of beer.”

Eileen slipped coins into the
phone as I passed and didn’t even look up. She still frowned, deep
in troubled thought. I opened the beer cooler. The refrigeration
motor kicked on with a loud hum that rattled the metal
shelves.

Behind me I heard metal scraping
metal, a sound from my high school days when I went hunting with my
dad. A shell being pumped into the chamber of a shotgun.

Eileen turned toward me, intent on
her instructions to her secretary about a file box. I lost the rest
of her words as I focused my hearing on the front of the store.
Quiet. Too quiet. Casually, I shifted for a better view down the
aisle.

Harry’s right arm stretched before
him, palm up as if halting someone. Almost in slow motion he
lowered the hand and began to punch register keys.

A tall, thick-bodied man stepped
to the counter, his back to me. He indeed held the butt of a
shotgun against his armpit. Cold fear swept over me, tightening my
chest and my knees at the same time. I thought about trying for the
rear storage room exit, but when I turned I faced another, slighter
man. A black scarf hid a face shadowed by a red baseball cap. His
dark eyes stared directly into mine. I glanced down at the handgun
in his right hand. He held it steady.

Remembering details had always
been my special talent, probably due to my ability to draw and
paint. Fear melted into curiosity as I collected his details. Why
is a robber wearing expensive designer jeans and Giorgio Italian
shoes?

“What the hell is going on?”
Eileen demanded behind me.

As I turned to her voice, so did
the man with the shotgun. “Everyone, freeze! Mister, you drop your
wallet on the floor. And you, Lady, you drop your
purse.”

As Eileen threw her coin purse to
the floor, I eased my hand toward my back pocket. The man behind me
beat me to it, first clumsily pulling my wallet free then smacking
me between the shoulder blades with that gun. I lost my balance and
sprawled forward.

Eileen’s low-heeled shoes moved
just a few feet from my face. A shot exploded like a single
firecracker, concussing off the glass cooler. The missile zinged
above me and I automatically pressed myself into the tile floor. I
looked up just as Eileen crumpled near me. My insides clenched,
expecting the slam of a bullet. Yet, my eyes remained focus on
Eileen’s mussed hair. She didn’t move. Had she been shot? Why would
she be shot and not me?

I listened hard before glancing
around. The nearby gunman was gone. Slowly I inched towards my
wife. “Eileen!” I whispered loudly. “Honey? Are you all right?”
Voices sounded behind me, but I didn’t care what they said. I had
to get to Eileen.

Then I was close enough to touch
her face. Her big, beautiful eyes stared, just stared back at me.
“Eileen! Goddamn it! Say something!”

A hand settled on my shoulder. I
looked up into Harry’s scarred face. The sadness there forced me to
shout, “Get me some help! I don’t think she’s
breathing!”

CPR flashed through my mind. Yes,
I know CPR. I turned her onto her back. My fingers tugged at the
silken loop of her blouse tie. I frantically ripped buttons free.
Cradling her head in one hand, I swept my shaking fingers through
her mouth. Then I settled my mouth around her lips and blew once,
twice. Water bubbled in her throat. I turned to see her chest move.
It didn’t. Everything was smeared with red, her clothes, my hands,
the floor, Harry’s fingers pressed into the side of Eileen’s
throat. I looked up into his tear-filled eyes. He swung his head
from side-to-side, his expression reflecting my agony.

He understood like no one else. He
had served in Vietnam as a medic and lost his arm in a mine
explosion. I had dodged the draft by keeping high grades and not
getting my number picked. The closest I had come to death was
crying over the Kent State students. Now the experienced Harry
pulled me against him and we cried over Eileen’s dead
body.

The paramedics arrived, pushing me
aside. For hour-long minutes I watched as they traded places with
police officers then the coroner’s stretcher. Toneless words
responded to hollow questions. Finally, a Sergeant Morten led me to
the store’s dirty break room. Harry shoved me down into a chair
then placed a cup of coffee in my hand. I looked up into Morten’s
stare and blinked at the hardness I found. Suddenly his attitude
registered. He thought I was lying about something.

“Tell me again, Mr. Norris. What
did the suspect have on?”

“Why do you keep asking? I told
you the same thing a half dozen times.”

“I can’t understand why you can
give me a detailed description on one person, but you can’t
remember if the guy with the shotgun had a blue or red scarf over
his face.”

“Like I said, he had his back to
me most of the time. Didn’t Harry here give you a
description?”

“Yeah, but I want to hear it from
you.”

“I’ve told you
everything.”

“Sure. Well, I’ll be at the
station to finish my reports. Thanks for your help, Mr. Norris.” He
stood, slurping down the last of his coffee.

“Wait a minute!” I raised my
voice. “What about my wife?”

“I am terribly sorry about your
loss, Mr. Norris. When we catch the robbery suspects, we’ll let you
know.”

“No, wait. You keep referring to
these men as robbery suspects. What about the one who killed my
wife? Wouldn’t he be charged with murder?”

“Yeah, but we have to clear up the
robbery first since that was the primary crime. Look, Mr. Norris,
we have had identical robberies about once every two weeks in this
area. I have to admit this is the first shooting and the first time
there’s been more than one man, but the shotgun, the masks, the
baseball caps, the timing has all been the same.

“So what have you been doing about
them, for God’s sake?”

Morten drew himself up, obviously
angry about being challenged. “We call witnesses, talk to ex-cons
and snitches . . . Why are you asking? Think we’re not doing our
job?”

“Apparently you haven’t been.” My
voice shook with my contempt. “Otherwise these lowlifes would have
been apprehended by now . . . and my wife would still be
alive.”

“You, Buddy, have no idea of the
work we do to arrest a suspect—”

“I don’t give a damn how much work
you have to do. I want that asshole who killed my wife. If you
don’t find him, I will go out onto those streets and find him
myself! Do you understand?”

“Do whatever you want, but let me
warn you. If you ain’t street-wise, you ain’t gonna find shit on
any street . . . Do you understand?”

The plain clothes detective
shouldered Harry out of the way then stomped down the aisle to the
glass doors. His hand smacked them open, sliding across the
finger-print dust left by the lab technicians.

My fingers pressed into the
styrofoam cup as if leaving prints of my own. So he doesn’t think I
can do it. I had always thought of myself as intelligent,
resourceful, and willing to take risks . . . when there was a
reason. Now, I had a reason. If the cops couldn’t find this guy, I
would. I’d even buy a gun of my own, if necessary.

“Bob?” Harry’s voice
intruded.

“Yeah? I-I was
thinking.”

“Saw that, but I gotta lock up. I
ain’t got enough cash to stay open. The district manager won’t be
here for a couple of hours.”

Settling into the Ferrari, I
inhaled the perfume that I knew would always linger in the car. The
drive home passed in a blur as I tried to ignore the empty seat
beside me.

Steering into our driveway, I
pressed the garage door opener twice. Nothing happened. I turned
off the engine and irritably marched to the front door I hadn’t
entered in over a year. My fingers fumbled for the unfamiliar key
then I remembered the extra key hidden under the nearby concrete
flower pot. As I bent to retrieve that key, I saw the door was
already open.

Cautious yet stunned, I moved from
one ransacked room to another. Pictures had been taken from the
walls, cushions ripped open, glassware swept from shelves to
shatter on the floor, drawers emptied, books and papers strewn
everywhere. I finally found the living room phone under a pile of
dirt dumped from a potted plant. The repetitious questions of the
911 operator annoyed me as much as Sergeant Morten’s. A moment
later I called my brother in Chicago to report the day’s horror.
The thought of calling my father-in-law never entered my
mind.

 



Chapter
2

 


The crowd slowly fanned out from
the grave, some people forming into small groups, others searching
for their cars. My gaze roamed over friends and family. Some names
just wouldn’t come to me. It didn’t matter, not really. I turned
back to the casket. It rested above the grave. She must be lonely.
Eileen had never been lonely. Someone had always been at her
side.

Standing next to me, my
father-in-law accepted a clean handkerchief from his chauffeur. I
had not stood this close to the man in over two years. I couldn’t
help staring at the reserved business tycoon as he dried tears from
his swollen eyes. To my imagination he looked like someone had
pasted rusted wool pads atop his coconut-shaped head, then
carefully wrapped his bony body in a DaVinci suit.

Why did I dislike this man? Did it
start when he didn’t want Eileen to marry me? Or five years later
when he sneered his hatred for my middle-class family? He actually
hired a security agency to pry into my background when I wouldn’t
satisfy his demanding questions. He found my past dull, uneventful,
ordinary.

I forced my attention back to the
present and his grief-filled eyes. I had held back my own tears for
most of the ceremony, determined to nurture my pain my own way.
However, my choked words gave more than I wanted to him. “Henry, I
will never forgive myself for letting her die.”

His mouth moved as he tried to
form a suitable sentence. He turned to his chauffeur, almost as if
reaching for some support. Then his back stiffened and he swung
back, his face controlled. “Robert, she had been my little girl for
forty years. I have lost everything precious to me. Money will not
bring her back. I know that. But, at least I can make your future
miserable here in Pecatonica.”

“What are you getting
at?”

“Why-why did you take her to a-a
convenience store? And, of all places, in a lower class
neighborhood?”

Heat rose into my face. An
involuntary surge of tears slipped down my cheeks. “Damn you,
Henry! I did not kill her. You can’t blame the shooting itself on
me! Whatever you do with your goddamn money, you will never make me
more miserable than I am right now!”

“Robert, calm . . . down. I didn’t
say you killed her. But you can’t deny you placed her outside her
environment, in a store more suited to-to people like . . .
servants.” He trembled with the effort to control
himself.

Servants, huh? People like me? A
barely tolerated Robert. He couldn’t call me Bob, like everyone
else did. Bob. A simple name, spelled the same forward and
backward. No, here he stands forcing himself to be polite, even
when he’s being an asshole.

“Henry, I don’t know exactly what
happened, but you can bank on this . . . I’m going to find out the
reason she died.”

My father-in-law’s pointed chin
rose. “Charles, please bring my car around.”

Chucky stepped away in military
fashion before Henry deigned to speak to me again. “Although it may
be uncomfortable for both of us, I do hope we see each other more
often. Why? For the sake of Eileen’s . . . memory. It is sad that
it took the death . . . of my daughter to bring us here, to stand
side by side and . . . converse even this limited amount. The last
time was when you arrived at my door twenty some years ago, I
believe.

“I remember at my beloved
Veronica’s funeral that I first met her aunt, a woman born into the
family out of wedlock. Now, we get together at least twice a year.
Maybe funerals are meant to bring the living closer together. Do
you think so, Robert?”

I barely heard him. My mind began
working on a startling observation. Eileen had not looked anything
like her mother or this man before me. Actually, her features had
resembled . . . Chucky’s.

“Robert?”

“I . . . guess you could say that.
If you don’t mind, would you leave me with Eileen for a few
minutes?”

“Of course. We can talk later at
the luncheon. Speaking of which, why did you decide to have it in a
church basement? My home would have been more adequate.”

I only shrugged in reply. He
cocked an indignant eyebrow at my rudeness then walked stiffly
toward his limousine, alone. I waited until the door closed on him
before sitting on one of the grave side chairs. The flower-strewn
casket filled my senses. Eileen had always liked plenty of room,
whether it was in her large cars or our spacious home. Now, she had
been shoved into a small box, an expensive shell, a confined space
she probably hated.

A gentle hand on my shoulder
brought me to my feet. My brother Donald led me away. As I walked I
felt like I had forgotten something. I had to go back and tell
Eileen something. My blurred vision forced me to lower my chin onto
my chest. I didn’t want anybody to see me cry.

Donald opened the door to his
family station wagon. His wife and two teenaged daughters had left
with an aunt from who knew where. Everyone was to meet at the
church for all that family exchange of feelings and memories. I
asked Donald to take me home.

I walked pass the Ferrari, still
in front of the closed garage doors. I hadn’t called about Eileen’s
Cadillac. As I unlocked the front door, I thought of selling it and
the Ferrari, too, simply because I never wanted to drive either car
again. Why not sell everything, the furniture, the house, anything
that reminded me of Eileen? I dropped into a living room chair, my
head tilted back as I pondered that cloudy future.

A few minutes later, Donald placed
a steaming “Old Fart” mug of coffee on the glass table before me. I
stared a moment. Eileen would never allow anyone to drink or eat
over the white furniture and carpet in that room.

Carefully I picked up the mug and
rose with “Let’s go out on the patio.”

He nodded his bald head, being
just as careful with his mug. One finger nervously toyed with his
mustache. “I’ll be right there after I make a phone
call.”

“Don’t spill anything on the
carpet and tell Bonnie to put a double fudge brownie in a doggy bag
for me.”

“Will do,” he replied with a
grunt.

The sliding glass doors opened
soundlessly. I walked across the flagstones, my heels clicking too
loudly. A discarded towel, rained on twice in the past week,
allowed me to wipe dust from a lounge chair. I savored Donald’s
coffee then leaned back. My older brother always seemed to know how
to be the friend I needed, not too nosy, not too judgmental, just
there. He stayed in Chicago after college and even raised a family
in the same house we had grown up in.

By the time I drained my mug,
Donald had joined me. Immediately he removed his dark jacket and
loosened his tie. His gaze swept the tiled pool and landscaped
grounds as he lit up a cigarette. “Want one?”

“Nope.”

“More coffee?”

“Nope.”

Finally, he sat down and studied
me. “So . . . how’s teaching?”

“About as boring as sitting in an
office selling imports from China.”

“Well, little brother, my import
business brings in a good income. It helped you get through school
and it’s going to get my kids through college, too. I’m not tired
of it, but you sound tired.”

“Yup. I’m calling the school
tomorrow and quitting.”

“Bullshit! You can’t give up your
career!”

“Why? I’m financially set. I don’t
owe money on one damn thing. I’ll sell all this and get a smaller
place. I’ll even get a car like one of yours, only not as big.
Maybe something like an Escort.”

“Oh, right. Why do you want to
give up teaching?”

“You said it. I’m tired of
teaching art. It takes up too much time. I . . . I want to be
creative, to produce something of my own. I want to return to
painting. Yeah, painting. Kids don’t appreciate the feeling of
creativity. They take the class thinking it’s an easy course and
they need the credits. But . . . most important, Eileen wanted me
to quit teaching.”

“Ah.” He drew on his cigarette,
concentrating on the exhaled smoke. “For what it’s worth, I think
you are going through a phase of adjustment. With Eileen gone,
you’re giving up. You need a little rest. Get away to a cabin. Do
some fishing. But don’t—” He stubbed out his cigarette on the
bottom of his shoe. “Give up your career and your home. You spent a
lot of time and money on what you have here.”

“What money? I didn’t spend one
dime for any of this. It’s all Eileen’s. And what the hell is time?
Time isn’t something I value. Time is such an abstraction in life.”
I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees, my hands clenched. “Look .
. . How can I explain this? Eileen was all I had. Now that she’s
gone, I have only one thing, one purpose. I will have the man who
killed her.” I clenched my jaw. “Since time has no importance, I
can hunt for him quietly.”

“You-You’re talking nonsense. Let
the police handle this. They don’t need you butting in. Dammit, I
don’t want you meddling. I remember that time in high school you
didn’t think the principal cared who stole your coat. You shot off
your mouth at the school board meeting and almost got the man
fired!”

“He deserved it. I never got my
goddamn coat back, did I? But you know this is different, Donald.
This was Eileen’s life. It deserves to be avenged. There has to be
a way to find this murderer. This city isn’t half the size of
Chicago. If I roam around down by the tracks, I might find
something. I know there’s a lot of criminals types living around
the downtown area and the railroad—”

Donald held up a hand. “Wait a
minute! How do you know where the crooks live? Have you ever been
in that section of town?”

“I’ve driven through there several
times in twenty-five years of living here. I’ve seen the shoddy
bars and hotels. I’m sure that’s where the scum would hang
out.”

“Bob, listen! Stay out of places
you don’t belong! Do you hear me?”

“I hear you, brother, but I’m not
listening! I’ve made up my mind. I will live like scum . . . if
that’s what it takes. I will search every crack in this city until
I find the killer. No one . . . not you . . . not my illustrious
father-in-law . . . not the police . . . will stop me. I’ve thought
it out. In the morning I’m going to visit Harry at the Stop-and-Go.
He gets a lot of characters in his store. I have a feeling he can
point me in the right direction.”

“You mean the wrong direction.
Wait, before you say anything more . . . how are you going to
handle the estate you will leave behind?”

“You have that little faith in me,
huh? Well, smart ass, another call I’m making tomorrow is to my
attorney so I can put you in charge of everything. You will sell it
all, pay whatever bills come and bank the remainder in an
interest-baring checking account. I’ll live off that interest.
Low-rent housing, a few crumby clothes, my paints and canvas, an
occasional meal . . . I’ll survive nicely . . . until I find the
bastard.”

We stared into one another’s eyes
until determination overcame reluctance. Donald shook his head and
stood with his hand extended. I clasped it warmly. It felt good.
“You do that, Bob. Yes, sir. You do that. I have to pick up Bonnie
and the kids. That four hundred and fifty mile drive home will be a
long one.”

“Today? You’re driving to Chicago
right away?”

“We’ll probably stop in Des Moines
for the night. What’s the problem?”

“But we have work to do. I thought
you would stay long enough to get things started
tomorrow.”

“Well, you thought wrong. Maybe
you can react spontaneously, little brother, but I have a business
to run. I’m not doing all your goddamn work while you lay around a
shit hole and play cop. You forgot how the family calls me ‘the
responsible one.’ As soon as you get your affairs ready, have your
attorney call me. I’ll oversee the damn bank account so you don’t
starve . . . but that’s all I’m going to do for you.”

 



Chapter
3

 


The piercing ring of the phone
bounced around the dead cells of my brain. I knew I had screwed up
when I switched to Scotch after drinking only beer for several
hours. Reaching over the sheet covering my face, I felt for the
curved plastic of the receiver and finally found it near the end of
the sofa. The cotton shield slid away and the blinding sun hit my
burning eyes. “Hello!” I loudly cleared my scratchy
throat.

“Mr. Norris?”

“Yeah, you found me.”

“This is Maggie Holmes at Bison
Insurance. Your late wife’s secretary?”

The memory neurons slowly clicked
into place. I coughed and attempted some dignity. “Oh, yes, Maggie.
You were at the funeral. I-I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to talk
to you. I was sort of . . . pre-occupied.”

“Yes, Mr. Norris, I understand.
But there is something important I have to tell you. Very
important. May we meet for lunch today? Or tomorrow . . . at the
latest.”

I tried to think through the items
on my own all-important agenda. “What time is it
anyway?”

“Oh! Oh, I must have awakened you.
I’m so sorry. It’s nine o’clock.”

Sitting up with the sheet bunched
across my lap, I felt a chunk of acid bile traveling up my throat.
Hm, the Italian sausage I washed down with the Scotch? The image of
lunch made me swallow several times without success. “How about
dinner? Tonight at seven. Carlo’s. No! I-I had Italian last night.”
The sausage spiraled up further. “Any quick suggestion?”

“How about seven at Merrill’s?
They have steaks. I could make reservations—”

“Great. Thanks. Tonight.” I
fumbled the receiver and dashed for the bathroom.

Several long minutes later, I
sucked a piece of strawberry hard candy to camouflage the taste of
reprocessed stomach contents. The cold, wet cloth I held to my
forehead helped my headache just enough for me to think.

With a couple of ice cubes nestled
in the washcloth, I spent the next hour on the phone with Winters,
my attorney. Henry paid the man a monthly salary. Assumed the man
still represented the entire family, I didn’t mention a bill.
Anyway, he never brought up payment for his services. In fact, his
voice sounded almost bored with my list of directives. Papers
rustled in the background just before he crisply informed me a
well-qualified financial advisor and a reputable real estate
company would be notified. Of course, I would have legal papers to
sign before finalizing any transactions. His office could notify me
or I would have to call from time to time. His lack of enthusiasm
made me think of Henry. I told him I would be in touch on a regular
basis and enjoyed slamming the phone in his arrogant
ear.

The casual old jeans felt
comfortable, but not as right as the “Grateful Dead” T-shirt I
slipped on. My gaze settled on the box in the bottom of the closet
containing the Nike’s Eileen had hated, so I had never worn. I
jerked the shoes on, deciding a run would clear my head. Exercise
was good for a hang-over, at least for any hang-over I ever had.
And I had to get my thoughts in order, to gain perspective and
plan.

Jogging in the direction of
Harry’s distant Stop-and-Go, I realized it had been a year or more
since I last ran. Within one block, stiff leg muscles protested.
Once upon a time six miles had been nothing. Now, two miles looked
questionable. I should have called to see if Harry was even at the
store. But he always seems to be there. There? I almost stumbled.
Why was I going back to where Eileen died? To make myself suffer?
No, I have to talk to Harry. Something about Harry is
important.

I passed Judge Jerry Williams
working in his lawn. Everyone in the neighborhood hired a lawn
service, except a guy who could most afford it. Retired from the
bench for ten years, he still enjoyed landscape gardening in that
yard.

Out of breath, I stopped. Sausage
and booze mingled in my involuntary belch. Maybe the old guy
wouldn’t notice. “Hi, Jerry! How’s it going?”

Williams looked up then shifted
and awkwardly rose from his knees. A piece of sod dropped from one
wrinkled hand as he cocked his head to look at me. His eyes
squinted then adjusted behind his thick trifocals. A smile of
recognition parted his sun-dried lips. “Well, Bob! How are you
doing? Ah, you look a little pale.”

“I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I’m
just not . . . used to jogging. Thought I’d start up
again.”

“That’s nice. A young man like you
should be in good shape. Can’t wallow in sorrow . . . I mean, I am
sorry about your wife. Wished I had met her before . . . Ah, she
did look beautiful at the funeral. Of course, they always do . . .
Bob, are you sure you aren’t getting sick? Maybe it’s the sun.
Would you like a glass of water?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Jerry. I think I’ll
take you up on the offer.”

“Come on up to the patio. It’s
shady and much cooler. The sun gets to me too, you
know.”

I leaned back into his ornate
metal lawn chair, eyes closed, trying to control my body and my
thoughts. The old man returned with two tall glasses of lemonade.
He settled in a chair across the table, studying me with a smile.
“You put away a lot of snake bite last night, eh?”

The lemonade went down wrong. I
coughed. “How did you guess?”

“Did the same thing when my wife
died a few years back. I spent three days drowning myself in the
bottom of cheap wine bottles. I can smell it sweating out of you.
There’s something in that glass that should make you feel
better.”

“Lemonade?”

“And a little gin. Not enough to
make things worse, just enough to relax . . . ah, those shaky
muscles of yours. We used to add a little gin to the punch when I
was young, just enough to relax the girls or, rather, weaken their
resistance.”

“Yeah,” I nodded with an
understanding smile of my own, “I can see how that would help.” A
large gulp of the biting sweetness slid down easily. The soothing
effects settled in my stomach and soon radiated into my body. By
the end of the lemonade, I was feeling much better. I didn’t notice
the pitcher on the table until the judge refilled my
glass.

“Thanks, Jerry, but this has to be
my last. I-I didn’t stop by to commiserate . . . exactly. I want to
sort of ask a favor.”

“What do you need?”

“Do you still have those emergency
keys to my house?”

“Yes. Do you want them
back?”

“No-No. On that ring is an extra
key for the Ferrari. It’s been parked in my drive since . . . Would
you mind putting it in the garage and kind of keeping an eye on the
house for me?”

“No problem.” He
settled back in his chair, frowning, his fingers tapping his glass.
“Are you leaving?”

“For a bit, but I will keep in
touch, ah, call you to check on things. Which reminds me. Can I use
your phone?”

“Sure.” He pulled a cordless phone
from inside his unfashionable bib overalls.

I dialed the Stop-and-Go, hoping
to hear a familiar voice.

I wasn’t disappointed. “Hi, Harry.
This is Bob Norris. If you’re going to be there for a bit, I need
to talk to you.”

“You caught me on my way out the
door. I’m starting at a different place. I-I can’t work here. You
know. I kinda hurt every time I even look at the spot where your
wife . . . Well, I got transferred to a store closer to my
apartment.”

“Great, but . . . Harry, I really
need to talk to you. Can I meet you somewhere . . . right now, if
you have time?”

“Well, there’s the Burger Place at
108th and Dodge. Guess that’s not far from your house.”

I thought about my muscles, now
relaxed from the judge’s therapy. “I’ll be there in twenty
minutes.”

That second glass went down even
smoother than the first. I knew for sure I would be able to make
108th and Dodge without pain. Probably run back, too. Maybe run a
circle around the entire city. My renewed strength lasted until my
face almost met the sidewalk a block from the burger
joint.

I carefully rolled onto my back,
took deep breaths, and wiped the sweat from my eyes with the bottom
of my “Dead” T-shirt. High above me, the clouds slowly spun
clockwise. Then the lemonade geysered from my mouth and flowed over
my chin and neck. Eyes pinched closed, I awaited death.

A voice echoed from the distance.
“Bob? What the hell’s the matter with you?”

One of my uncoordinated hands
again wiped my face with the T-shirt. I managed to cautiously turn
on my side, eyes open. One cough and I felt able to speak, sounding
brighter than I felt. “Harry! What brings you here?”

His arm snaked under my arm pit
and pulled me upright. Damn, he’s strong. Wouldn’t want to piss him
off. Shakily, I stood on my own two feet. He looked me up and down,
his nose wrinkling.

“I was driving by when I saw you
stumbled. Couldn’t tell if you were tired or drunk . . . until I
got here. Better keep walking or your legs are going to
cramp.”

“Sure. Yeah. I remember now. I was
on my way to meet you. Jogging. Guess I’m not in good enough shape.
I probably should have warmed up. Yeah. Warmed up.”

He shook his head, his hand
clutching my T-shirt to keep me steady and moving. “What you needed
was wheels. Why the hell did you decide to jog all that
way?”

“Well, after I got done barfing
the first time this morning, I looked in the mirror. Here was this
beer gut. Didn’t matter if I died doing six miles or even two
miles, but I had to get rid of this flab.”

“Man, you are not in your
twenties! At your age you expected to pound out six miles without
working up to it? Get in the car. I’ll drive you home and get a
bowl of soup down you. You haven’t eaten, have you?”

“Neighbor gave me some fruit
juice,” I tried to sound funny. Didn’t seem to work.

Harry merely shoved me into the
passenger seat of his 1979 Honda. I started to close my eyes but
they scraped open when he attempted to slam the door shut, again
and again. Finally, he grabbed a length of clothes line from the
back seat, kneed the door closed, and wrapped the line around the
open-windowed door frame and the center pillar. It was rather
interesting how he managed to tie it off with that one hand and his
teeth. At least the driver’s door stayed shut after he climbed in.
A series of whining noises came from the engine as he attempted to
start it.

“Problems?” I tried to sound
conversational since funny hadn’t worked.

He didn’t bother looking at me.
“The fly wheel has notches in the teeth. Sooner or later it’ll
catch.”

“Glad you don’t have to rush me to
the hospital. Why don’t you get a better car? This rust bucket has
about had it!”

That made him look at me, but his
eyes didn’t seem especially friendly. “‘Cause I ain’t got the
money. At the end of the month, I have just enough for rent and
food.”

“Rent, huh. Where do you
live?”

The engine roared to life.
“Missouri View apartments. It’s in the luxury district, down by the
tracks on 7th and Jackson.”

“It’s a nice place?”

Harry’s stomach pressed against
the steering wheel to hold it steady as he engaged the floor gear
shift. We moved into the flow of traffic. His belly held the wheel
as he shifted up again. A deep horn sounded. I turned my head and
saw “Peterbilt” spread across the rear window. Harry concentrated
on what was in front of him, ignoring the truck’s huge chrome grill
that had to fill his rearview mirror. I pressed down in my
seat.

“Nice place?” He mimicked me.
“It’s a one room with a fold-out bed and plenty of cockroaches to
keep me company. ‘Course, the bugs ain’t as bad as the rats. I
killed two of those by my refrigerator just last week.”

I felt a little motion sick as the
Honda sped up and slowed down with the traffic. Harry whipped
around a corner on two wheels, leaving behind the truck’s blaring
horn.

“Would you mind taking me to your
place, instead of mine? If you stop somewhere, I can buy that can
of soup.”

The Honda slowed. “Why would you
want to go to my home? Like I just said, it’s a dump and dirty. I
don’t clean much.”

“I don’t want to stay at my house.
I’m selling everything I own. Period. I want to move into an
apartment.”

Harry guided the car into a
parking lot and pulled into an empty space. He turned to stare at
me. I saw wariness and sympathy in his expression. “That’s why you
wanted to meet with me?” He shook his head. “Listen, Bob. I don’t
know what you’re thinking so soon after . . . but you don’t want to
move into my pad or one like it! I pay one hundred and fifty bucks
a month for a view of the tracks with rats, fleas, and cockroaches
as roomies. You’d find it kinda crowded.”

I studied a Ford dealership sign
at the end of the block. The vague thoughts I hadn’t been able to
pin down about Harry and his way of life settled into place. I
straightened in the seat. “Not necessarily your apartment, then.
I’ll find one close to you.”

“Bob! You ain’t listening!” He
began speaking like I was a simpleton or too drunk to hear. “The
apartments on my end of town are all the same. You don’t want to
live in the slums. Look west. You can afford those new places going
up all over. You’ll be happier.”

“Drive to that corner and turn
right.”

“But this street doesn’t lead
anywhere!”

“Turn into that car lot. I want to
find a vehicle.”

The frowning Harry did as directed
then followed me as I roamed from new cars to used cars and back.
He even held the glass door for me so I could enter the showroom in
search of a salesman.

A tall, slick-dressed man blocked
my path. He assessed me, a false smile pasted in place. “May I help
you?”

I glanced down at my vomit-stained
shirt and worn jeans. Over my shoulder, I saw Harry had returned to
his Honda. He leaned against the fender, his expression still dark.
I hooked my thumbs in my front pockets mimicking Harry’s stance,
only I didn’t frown at the salesman. I challenged him. “I want to
buy a car.”

“And what type of car do you
wish?”

“Something that runs, without
floor vents like that Honda out there.”

“Ah, what do you mean?”

“Well, every time we hit a bump,
the vents get bigger and the view of the road broader. Pretty soon,
I’ll be able to stop by dragging my feet. I don’t want
that.”

His patience came to an end. His
tone changed from nice to annoyed. “We have a few out back that
will probably suit you. What can you pay?”

I leaned my head forward, looking
down at my fingers drumming on my hips. Narrowing my eyes, I looked
up with “I want something like that.” My thumb pointed into the
showroom.

“Right. That’s a Mustang. This
year’s model. It’s probably out of your price range.”

“I’ll pay cash.”

He snickered, yellow cigarette
stains showing on his teeth. “I’m sure you will. I’m busy, mister.
Look around all you want. If you see anything in that back lot you
want, write down the number on the windshield and come back here.
I’ll see what can be worked out.”

I walked around him and eyed the
sticker in the Mustang’s rear window. With exaggerated care, I
pulled my checkbook from my rear pocket, entered the list price,
scribbled my signature, and handed him the check, along with my
driver’s license. My eyebrow arched as the salesman looked from the
check to the photo on the license to my face. I smiled wickedly
with a tight “Call the bank . . . now!”

After he disappeared into a
cubicle office at the back, I pointedly ignored my appearance and
slid behind the wheel of the sports car. I examined the panel
gauges and n niceties then squirmed in the seat. Yeah, this will
work.

The salesman reappeared with a
genuine grin on his lips, a stunned glaze to his eyes. His mouth
moved but nothing came out.

“Everything all right?” I couldn’t
help the smugness.

“Y-yes. Fine, just fine. I’m . . .
I’m terribly sorry, sir. I obviously made a big mistake. First
impressions and all that . . . Ah, I mean, you just take your time.
Look at any car you wish. Of course, I’ll be right at your side to
answer any questions.”

“How much of a trade will you give
me on my friend’s Honda?”

“It’s . . . oh, probably worth a
couple hundred.”

“Give me two thousand for it and
you can keep the sticker price check for the Mustang.”

“But, Mr. Norris, that Honda isn’t
worth—”

“Good-bye! There’s another dealer
down the street I want to talk to.”

“Wait! Thousand, you
said?”

After a half hour of paperwork, I
enjoyed Harry’s dexterous third count of the hundred dollar bills
in his lap.

“Glad I had the title in glove
compartment. Who’d ever thought . . .” His words trailed
off.

The red light turned green and I
stepped down on the Mustang’s gas pedal, savoring the three seconds
of squealing tires before we shot forward. Slowing as we caught up
with heavier traffic, I glanced over at Harry’s puzzled
expression.

“What? Isn’t it all there? I saw
you counting—”

“An old junker,” he interrupted.
“How did you get him to pay this much for a junker and in
cash?”

“Just a little dickering with a
dickhead. Now, are you going to look for an apartment for
me?”

“How can I do that without a car?
You made me sell mine.” He chuckled then laughed
outright.

I slammed my hand on the stirring
wheel. “I guess you’ll have to take this one. I thought this was a
stick, but it’s an automatic. I hate automatics. I want something I
can really shift and move with.”

Harry grunted. “I know you ain’t
drunk anymore, so you gotta be nuts, Bob. I can’t pay you back. How
the hell would I even license this thing? And insurance. They
demand insurance. Do you have any idea what the insurance would be?
At least two months of my salary.” He threw himself back in the
seat and glared at me. “And, where I live, the goddamn car would be
ripped off in twenty-four hours . . . tops.”

“Make you a deal. As soon as we .
. . find me . . . a place with a bed, I’ll help locate a garage for
the car, something with a strong lock. So, where do we start
looking?”

Harry chewed his lower lips a
minute. “You’re serious. You are goddamn serious.” He blew out a
breath and straightened up. “But I don’t play games. You’re going
in the wrong direction. You need to turn west.”

My fingers opened and closed on
the steering wheel. “Okay, Harry, no games. Let me be honest with
you. I want an apartment in the middle of the lowest scum in
town.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t miss his
sarcasm.

“After all this time, you know
better, Harry. I’ve got to live in the area where . . .” My
knuckles turned white on the wheel. “. . . where I can start
looking for the son-of-a-bitch who killed Eileen.” I heard him suck
in breath. “I want to begin now, today.”

When I looked at him this time,
Harry wore a solemn, hard expression. In my gut, I knew he was
seeing me as one determined bastard and that felt good. I relaxed
my grip on the wheel.

“You ain’t gonna like living where
I do, but there’s a place a couple blocks away. Heard the rent is
about three fifty a month and it’s a whole lot cleaner. No rats.
Might have a roach or two, though, since they go with the area.” He
twitched a smile. “But, they got security locks on the front door
and a garage below ground. First, though, since we’re downtown,
let’s stop at Jake’s Diner. They serve the kinda soup I said you
need.”

“So, you’re not going to try to
talk me out of stalking this guy?”

“Why? You want me to?”

“Whoever else I’ve talked to about
it has tried.”

“I learned a long time ago, never
step in front of a man willing to give up everything to get
someplace. In Vietnam that woulda gotten me killed. Young as I was,
I learned to recognize the look.”

“This isn’t Vietnam.”

“But things don’t change much when
it gets down to survival. This is just a different time, different
place. Charley is still out there.”

“You, ah, aren’t going to have
those . . . flash-backs, are you, Harry?”

“Naw. Not as long as I take my
pills and keep away from booze.” I gulped and flicked a glance at
him. He wasn’t smiling. He had stated fact. “Pull into that lot.
We’re at Jake’s.”

The shiny new car looked
conspicuous in the vacant lot next to the weathered brick building.
According to the faded and peeling words painted high on the wall,
the structure had once been a business selling supplies to
travelers in covered wagons. The “Dodge Street Outfitters” had long
ago deteriorated to a dive serving food to customers with very
little money and less dignity. Harry glanced back at the Mustang
before stepping over the filthy drunk lying motionless on the
diner’s stoop.

We took seats at a battered,
antique oak table near the entrance where we could still see the
car through the streaked dirt of the bay window. I picked up the
plastic-covered menu.

“What do you suggest?”

“You still feel like
upchucking?”

“I’ll be fine as long as I don’t
smell grease or cigar smoke. Never had a tolerance for
either.”

“Then order the chicken noodle
soup.”

“What are you having?”

“Chili.”

“That sounds good.”

“Not for you. The chili here would
eat right through your gut and you’d be shitting blood for a week.
Like the jogging, you gotta build up to it. So, you haven’t
answered me.”

We stared at one another for a
long moment. “About what?”

“How do you want me to pay you
back . . . for the Mustang.”

“So you are taking it.”

He ignored my comment. “With
overtime I only make seven hundred bucks a month. My ex-wife gets
most of it.”

“I didn’t know you were
married.”

“Friends don’t have to know
everything, do they? She dumped me several years ago. Said she got
tired of hearing me scream in the night. I have ten years to go on
child support for my last kid. So . . . how do you want me to pay
you back? You see, I’m no dummy. Nothing is a free ride. Not
family, not friendship . . . and not that Mustang.”

For the first time since looking
at him over Eileen’s body, I studied Harry’s face. The shrapnel had
left deep valleys and craters. Age lines flowed around the marks as
if looking for room to wrinkle his appearance. The man behind that
face would make an interesting portrait. I coughed to clear the
fullness that rose in my throat. “Okay. Nothing is free, but . . .
don’t worry about it just now. Let me think it over.”

~

Rushing past the line waiting to
be seated, I checked my watch again. Damn it! Maggie probably
thought I would not show and went home. The lobby inside Merrill’s
had filled to capacity.

“Excuse me,” I muttered to a man
who needed to skip a meal or two. Instead of shifting to allow me
room, he turned, blocking my path. Our collision did not phase him.
I, however, bounced back to where I had a head-to-toe view of him.
His voice spoke a foot over my 5-10 frame as if he were addressing
a child, “Now, you ain’t cutting in front of me, sonny. I’ve been
waiting an hour for a table.”

I slowly tilted my head back,
squared my shoulders, and glared into his piggish eyes. “I have
reservations . . . and I’m late. You . . . will . . . excuse
me.”

“Don’t think so. That lady up
front ain’t called no one in fifteen minutes, so you just go back
outside and wait your turn.”

I hadn’t spent twenty-plus years
with wealthy relatives for nothing. My finger beckoned him to bend
closer. I lowered my voice. “Sir, I don’t want anyone to hear, but
I’m the reason no one has been seated for the past fifteen
minutes.”

“What?” He demanded in a
disbelieving whisper.

“I’m the owner’s son. I’m supposed
to be up front seating guests, one special guest in particular.”
Finger beckoned. He leaned closer. “If I don’t get up there, it
will be another goddamn hour before you get to feed your fat
face!”

With an indignant gasp, he jerked
away, just enough for me to squeeze between him and a pretty
blonde. He yelled “I don’t like your attitude, mister, so you
better find me a good table and fast!”

“So sue me!” I called back as I
edged toward the “Wait to be Seated” sign.

With an armful of menus, a woman
in a tasteful evening dress stood behind the barricade. She flashed
a breathy smile, the reservation podium’s light catching on her
too-white teeth. Before she could speak, I asked “Table for Maggie
Holmes?”

She blinked at her duties being
anticipated, but quickly scanned the list of names. “Yes, Mrs.
Holmes has been seated.”

My gaze swept the large dining
area crammed with tables, customers, and serving people. At the far
wall sat the short, slender, middle-aged woman I recognized. Her
eyes caught mine and she waved me forward. Something about her
looked different. I remembered she always looked perfectly groomed,
stylishly dressed, suiting her corporate role as a power secretary.
Hair style. That’s it. Her dark hair curled tightly about her head
as if recently permed and too hurriedly styled.

I slid into the seat across from
her, noting the cocktail and table setting obviously waiting for
me. “I’m really sorry I’m late. I found an apartment this afternoon
and the paperwork was slow.”

“Quite all right, Mr. Norris.
Seems everything’s slow, including service here. I didn’t get
seated until twenty minutes ago. I went ahead and ordered,
including your drink. Scotch and water. Correct?”

Air bubbled in my recovering
stomach. “Good memory. Yes, thank you.”

“Our meals should be here shortly.
So, you’ve decided to move into an apartment so soon?” Her brown
eyes looked too big over her glass of wine. She set down the glass,
her fingers nervously tracing its shape.

“The house is too big, too full of
memories . . . just plain too much for me now. I wanted a place
where I could sleep, but not necessarily live in, if you know what
I mean.”

“Live in. Yes. I understand that.
I live in a beautiful place, an apartment by Crazy Horse Lake. I’ve
been there ten years. Ah, where did you decide to rent?”

“Towards the downtown
area.”

“Lots of renovation being done . .
. in that area.” The waitress arrived with the salads, which
neither of us touched.

Sipping the Scotch, I couldn’t
help but notice how secluded our table seemed, backed into its own
little corner, and wondered if it was Maggie’s deliberate
choice.

~

“Well, Mr. Norris,” she lowered
her voice a fraction and I naturally leaned forward. “Let’s get
down to business. Eileen gave me a copy of a file a few days before
she died.” Her eyes glistened with rising tears. She took a sip of
wine and continued, “On-On the day she was murdered, she phoned me
and-and wanted this file put in a safe place. Her instructions were
‘Do not show it to anyone.’ I locked the folder in the trunk of my
car. I didn’t even think of it again, let alone read it, until
after her-her funeral . . . Mr. Norris, I don’t know what to do
with it now. If Bison Insurance learns of my part in hiding it, I
could lose my job, and, if I go to the police, I know I would be
fired for-for breaking a confidence or possibly something
worse.”

“Mrs. Holmes-Maggie, calm down.
What is in the file?”

She wet her lips. “A Mr. Frank
Harper is one of our Vice Presidents. He was Eileen’s direct
superior, and now mine, I guess. His wife passed away a few weeks
ago. She had a five hundred thousand dollar life insurance policy.
In the file . . .” her words came out in a rush, “Eileen
investigated her own boss for insurance fraud, Mr.
Norris!”

I leaned back as the waitress
placed a plate with a medium rare rib-eye steak in front of me. I
frowned at it. Apparently the ever-efficient Maggie knew even my
steak preference and probably had a file of my likes and dislikes.
As the small bowl of spinach was placed beside my plate I thought
Aha! She screwed up! Then I heard “Miss, the spinach is mine. The
corn goes to Mr. Norris.” I tried to concentrate, but as I shifted
in my chair I glimpsed the shapely legs of the waitress hesitating
at another table.

Maggie pointedly cleared her
throat bringing my attention back to her expectant stare. Yeah, she
had notes on me all right! The Scotch disappeared in one swallow.
“Quit with the Mr. Norris. You sound like one of my students. Call
me Bob.”

“Certainly. If you wish, since
this should be less formal . . . I guess.”

“Right. So, why can’t you turn the
file over to someone in the company?”

“I don’t know who. I can’t take it
to lower management. Above me is the whole group of vice
presidents, with Mr. Harper in the midst and directly in my path in
the chain of command. Bison is known for the sincere loyalty of its
management. In fact, the president and Mr. Harper are close
friends. I would not be allowed access to the Board of Directors
without going through Mr. Harper. And if my complicity leaked out .
. . Any way you look at it, I would not be able to get another
executive secretary job in this city.”

“Is the file that
incriminating?”

“Yes. It contains enough evidence
to indict Mr. Harper.” She fidgeted with her napkin then whispered.
“In fact, it contains evidence he manipulated his wife into using
an undetectable chemical that resulted in her death . . . so he
could collect her insurance.”

“Murder? You are describing murder
and fraud. Why for God’s sake did you call me?”

“I know how close you were with .
. . your wife. I thought she may have told you some of this. I
thought she may have mentioned what she was going to do with the
file.”

“You may know a lot about me,
Maggie, and-and about my marriage, but one thing Eileen did not do
at home was talk about her work. Nothing. Not one word about
anything like this . . .” My thoughts raced. “Well . . . she did
mention investigating an employee . . . and she was nervous and
short-tempered that day . . . No, that’s reaching. No, this is all
news to me. Wow. So, this file would be damned important if there’s
no other record . . . Wait. I got the impression Eileen did most of
her work by computer. Would there be a computer file,
too?”

“I thought of that, too and it
worries me. But no one knows her access number, not even me. It’s
five digits of two letters and three numbers. Have-Have you seen it
written down someplace?”

“No! Why the hell would she write
it down?”

“It does change every two weeks. I
thought maybe somewhere in her purse. Oh, the men who . . . the men
at the store, they didn’t get her purse did they?” She clutched my
hand. “If someone got their hands on that code and knew what it was
. . . they could find the file and erase it. Mr. Harper could get
that money. He’d go free. Bob, I have to find that code to change
it and protect the file . . . until I can get to the
Board.”

“Why don’t you give me the file
with the paperwork on everything. I’ll look through Eileen’s things
for the code. Give me your phone number so I can let you know if I
find it.” She fumbled in her small clutch for a notepad and pencil
stub.

I stared at my now-cold steak.
“What is preventing Harper from getting his money right
now?”

“There is a flag put on files
under investigation. If Eileen was the one to flag it, only her
code will release the file to payment.”

“Can’t a VP do pretty much
anything he wants in the company?”

“Perhaps after a few weeks of file
inactivity. Or someone could be appointed to replace Eileen and
take over her workload. They could remove the flag. That will take
at least another two weeks because the Board has to approve upper
management appointments.”

“Wouldn’t the replacement find
what Eileen found?”

“Maybe, but Vicky Templeton is the
most likely candidate. She’s, ah, rumored to be friendly . . .
almost intimate with Mr. Harper, even before his wife’s
death.”

 



Chapter
4

 


At the crest of the short incline,
the house stood dark. The full moon broke through the scattered
clouds, but soon disappeared behind a large, thick one. The street
lights barely filtered through the trees and shrubbery on the front
lawn.

I pushed the button on my watch. A
green light filled the face. I had twenty minutes before I had to
pick up Harry at his new Stop-and-Go. His shift ended at 11:30. We
were moving his things to my apartment.

I parked the Mustang behind the
Ferarri. Judge Williams had left a message on my answering machine
I accessed by my cell phone. Urgent business had come up, so he
hadn’t been able to move the Ferrari into my garage. I stared at
its rear window, wondering if I really wanted to move it myself.
The thought of Eileen’s perfume inside the car unnerved me. Would
her accusing image appear in the car when I climbed behind its
wheel? Bad enough in my dreams, but if I were trapped in such a
small space . . . .

Fear struck me in such a way I had
to force myself to leave the Mustang and walk toward the house,
another place I didn’t want to enter, but I had nothing at the new
apartment. I needed clothes and toiletry items. My hand inserted
the key. It grated in the lock. I slid my hand around the door
frame and turned on the lights. Surely, ghost don’t appear in
well-lit rooms. Still, I ran from place to place grabbing and
stuffing things in garbage sacks. They held more than luggage,
anyway.

As I threw three bulging garbage
bags into the Mustang’s back seat, I remembered my paints and
canvases. The door had slammed with the locking behind me. Tomorrow
in the day light would be soon enough. Nothing was that important,
except . . . .

I had told Maggie I would look
through Eileen’s things for that damn code. My eyes focused on the
Ferrari. Maggie had mentioned Eileen’s purse. I remembered Eileen
stuffing it under her seat.

Almost in slow motion, I unlocked
the passenger door and opened it. The dome light came on. Nothing
else appeared. Holding my breath in anticipation of her perfume, I
pulled the purse out and dumped it in the seat. My goose bumps
lessened as I grew more intent on searching through the last things
she had touched. The small sticky pad at the top of the pile had
lines of printing indenting its top note. Eileen had fiddled with
the notepad then the visor mirror before we went . . . I pulled
down the visor and there it was stuck to the mirror, the note with
a five digit code written in Eileen’s handwriting. “France’s Amour”
floated to me. I merely sighed, suddenly relieved rather than
afraid.

The front door lock clicked and I
rushed inside to use that phone. I didn’t want to risk a cell phone
interception on this call. After several rings, I heard Maggie’s
tired voice. “What is it?”

“Maggie? This is Bob.”

“Bob?”

“Bob Norris.”

“Oh! I’m sorry, Bob. I must have
dozed off.”

“You woke me. My turn to get you
up. I found the access code.”

“What? Wonderful! Do you want to
bring it here or have me meet you—”

“Just get a pencil and paper. An
executive secretary does have those, doesn’t she?”

“Ah, you’re teasing . . . Okay,
I’m ready.”

“B-N-6-1-5.”

“Wonderful. Oh, I said that.
Anyway, first thing tomorrow I’ll get to the file, encrypt it
somewhere else, and start searching for access to someone on the
Board. Where can I reach you?”

“I know you’ve got my cell phone
number in your little file, but don’t use it. Too easy for someone
else to overhear. And don’t leave a message on the answering
machine here at the house. Someone might break in again and listen
to that. As soon as I get a phone at the apartment, I’ll call you
at your home number.”

“Fine. Well, goodbye and thanks
for sharing this burden.”

“No, I’m the one who’s grateful.
Now I know where I’m headed and that Eileen wants me going
there.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Talk to you
soon.”

The match’s flame caught the
corner of the note. I dropped it into the kitchen sink then turned
on the faucet. The ashes mixed with the running water and swirled
down the drain. I calmly walked out the front door and smiled as
the lock sounded behind me.

Since I was late, I expected to
find Harry waiting. Instead he stood behind the counter of his new
Stop-and-Go, stocking cigarettes in the overhead rack.

“Sorry, Bob. Overnight man called
in. I gotta work another shift.”

“Let the manager come
in.”

“I’m elected since I’m the new man
and I need the money. Remember?”

“What time are you getting
off?”

“Six, if my day relief comes in on
time.”

“I’ll be in bed. Here’s your key.
You get the bedroom next to the bathroom. Don’t wake me. Got a
feeling I’m going to sleep well tonight, for the first time in many
nights.”

“Hey, I’ll stay another day in my
old place. I told you I don’t really need to move,
anyway.”

“Harry! Harry!” I moaned. “We’ve
been over this time and again. You can’t afford that dump. I have
the space. That one bedroom is bigger than your whole goddamn
apartment. Get off work in the morning, come on over, get some
sleep . . . then we’ll move your stuff. It’s decided. I will see
your sweet face when I wake up, right?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

I opened the door.

“Wait!” I looked back. “Be careful
with my car.”

Three blocks later I arrived at my
new place of residence. The furnished apartment occupied a quarter
of the second floor in a spacious two-story brick building. I had
three bedrooms, bathroom, kitchen, separate dining room, and airy
living room. Plus I had negotiated for two parking spaces in the
secured underground garage. Harry’s Mustang would be
safe.

With a garbage bag slung over each
shoulder, I trudged up the stairs. On the second flight was much
easier, mainly because I had a pair of well-shaped feminine legs
climbing the stairs in front of me. Her thighs rubbed together and,
with each sway of upward motion, her fanny peeked from under a
wonderfully short skirt. When we reached the hallway, my attention
stayed on the hip-movement. I stopped at my door and could only
blink in surprise when she turned.

“You following me,
mister?”

The bags slid to the floor, as I
took in her brown calf-eyes, then the leather halter top’s exposure
of abundant flesh. Her hand brushed long blonde hair over a slender
shoulder. Huffing a short breath of impatience, she cocked her
head. The pouting lips gave her a little-girl appearance, but the
total picture put my guess that she was around twenty.

“I . . . Ah, I’m going to my
place. Here . . . right here.” Without looking away, I shoved one
hand into my pocket for the keys.

“Oh?” She leaned forward a
fraction and lowered her voice. “You just moving in?”

“Yeah . . . Yes. Here. Right
here.”

A smile parted those glossed lips.
“Then I guess we’re neighbors. This is my door . . . across from
yours.”

I managed to swallow. “Really. I’m
Bob Norris. Do you live with your parents?”

Her bubbly laugh echoed in the
hall. “You’re giving me a line, right?”

“A line? No. You’re young, so I
thought your family . . . What’s your name, anyway?”

“Call me Lori, just Lori. And, no,
I don’t live with anyone, except sometimes my man comes over. Don’t
even know where my parents are. Wait. I take that back. My old
man’s serving time. Been there fifteen years.”

“Oh. Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”
I glanced down at the keys I nervously jingled. “Well, Lori . . .
nice to have met you. Please excuse me. I’ve got a lot of stuff to
put away and it’s late.”

She looked at the two lumpy black
bags.

“Need help?”

“No, but thanks anyway. I can get
it. I’ve still got another bag in the car. Lots of stuff to put
away.”

“Is your place
furnished?”

“Yeah, but I’ll replace it someday
with better stuff.”

“I rent mine furnished, too. Yours
is probably just like mine. I could start unpacking those while you
get the other bag. Save you some time . . . since it is
late.”

I stared at the key I had inserted
in the door lock. Why the hell not, Norris? “Sure, if you have the
time.”

My fingers flicked on the yellow
glow of light as the girl rushed past me. She looked things over,
nodding.

“Everything’s just the same as my
place. I could walk blindfolded and know where I’m at.”

“That’s good, I guess. I, ah,
don’t have any coffee to offer you. If you give me a few minutes, I
could run down to that corner grocery and get a few things. It’s
open all night.”

She giggled. “Yeah, I know. Don’t
do that. I just stopped by my place for a pack of cigarettes. I can
take a few minutes, but I have to get back to work.”

“You work this late? It’s after
twelve. What job keeps a young girl out this late?”

“You really are kidding me, right?
You have no idea what I do?”

She held her arms out and slowly
turned in place for me to better assess her appearance, I guess.
Standing about five-eight, well-proportioned, barely clad, the girl
certainly couldn’t be a waitress at an area diner like Jake’s. She
was pretty enough to be an entertainer. I tried to remember if I
had seen any bars or nightclubs nearby.

“I’m sorry, Lori. I’m not good at
guessing games. Whatever you do, I bet you’re good at
it.”

She frowned in disbelief, then a
slow smile brought back her youthful appeal. “Yeah, that’s what
I’ve been told. Maybe sometime you’ll see me at work. Well, time’s
a wastin’ and we didn’t get any unpacking done, but I gotta go.
I’ll be back in a couple of hours. See ya!”

An hour later, I had my clothes
hung and stood staring at the bed mattress and its questionable
stains. Flipping it over only revealed more stains. Finally, I tore
the garbage bags and spread them over the bed as temporary sheets.
Stretching out, I considered where I would buy a new bed in the
morning. With each move, the crackling plastic irritated my nerves,
but I drifted off to sleep hoping it prevented the little creatures
in the mattress from crawling onto my body.

A woman’s scream awakened me. That
was something new to my dreams. The past few nights I had dreamt of
Eileen in a rowboat. She hated boats and fishing. But in the dream,
I sat opposite her holding a fishing rod. Each time I reacted to a
tug on the line, she leaned over with a pair of scissors and cut
it. She never said anything, let alone screamed.

The scream came again, only this
time more of a screech. I sat up, fully awake now. Thumps came from
the hallway outside my door. Pulling blue jeans over my underwear,
I stepped bare-footed into the shadowed strangeness of my new
apartment. Torn blinds hung at an angle across the wide double
windows of the living room. The street’s dim light slanted through
the blinds, barely marking the dark and ragged furniture. Another
screech kick-started my attention back to the hall. A woman’s voice
shouted a long list of creative profanity. Sounds like Lori. She
knows more cuss words than even Harry. I pulled the door open, but
knew better than to step into that hall.

A broad-shouldered man stood with
his back to me. He filled the open doorway across from mine. Easing
my door partially closed, I watched through a less obvious few
inches of space.

“You bitch!” The male voice
boomed. “You give me two hundred dollars or you’re dead meat! You
understand?”

“Fuck you!” Lori shouted back.
“Get outta here ‘cause I don’t owe you shit!”

“Two hundred!” He planted beefy
hands on the door frame as if he would force it wider and launch
himself forward.

“For what?” she snidely
demanded.

That girl’s no coward! And, for
some insane reason, I opened my door a little wider.

“I sent you six johns! My math
says you owe me another two hundred. Or can’t you count,
bitch?”

“Bullshit! You might have had six
johns, but I only did four tricks. They ain’t gonna to pay, if they
don’t do nothing!”

Lori’s a prostitute? She’s too
young and pretty for whoring! Damn! What’s going on
here?

One of the man’s big hands whipped
to his back pocket. He yanked upwards and the hall light reflected
off metal.

Chrome! A weapon! No, goddamn it!
I won’t let you kill her!

Turning, my hand hit the back of a
wooden chair. I grabbed it by the legs and rushed into the hall.
Using my body’s momentum, I swung the chair up and slammed it down
over the man’s head and shoulders. Wood splintered in all
directions. He dropped where he stood, a muffled gun blast sounding
under him as he hit the floor. I stared at the heels of his shiny,
black Busters. Where would he get those? Probably a discount
store.

“Hey! Bob!”

I looked up at Lori. She smiled
and lit a cigarette with steady hands.

“Lori. Are you, ah, all
right?”

“I’m fine,” she said, shifting
from side to side to assess the man on the floor. She blew smoke
from her nose. “But Alabama there is either hurting real bad or
dead.”

“Alabama?”

“Yeah. On the floor in front of
you? My man. Or, as you would call him, my pimp. Well, He-man,
let’s get him all the way in here before one of the other neighbors
come looking.”

Totally numb, I stepped across the
unmoving form and into her living room. Grasping handfuls of his
suitcoat, I leaned back and pulled. Since he was heavier than
anticipated, I only moved him a few inches. With a disgusted sigh,
Lori unceremoniously rolled him over, bent one of his knees then
the other, then slammed her door shut. His legs flopped like a
frog’s, but I barely noticed. I morbidly watched the red stain
spreading across his shirt front. My gaze flew to the fingers still
wrapped around the handle of the gun.

“Tape. Lori, do you have any
tape?”

“Tape? Well, somewhere, I guess.
What the hell for?”

“To hold his wrists together . . .
like tying him before he wakes up.”

She took a long drag of her
cigarette. “Had me worried. I thought you wanted to tape up that
bullet hole. Bob! He’s dead. Looks like he shot himself as he
fell.”

Cold sweat instantly beaded on my
forehead. My stomach rolled. “Dead? I didn’t kill him. I just hit
him with a chair. He was trying to kill you.”

“Take a good look, fella. His eyes
are open and he ain’t moving. What does he look like to
you?”

The image of me standing behind
bars flashed across my mind. The sick feeling in my stomach
migrated up to the back of my throat. My mouth moved, but no words
formed. I stepped close enough to the wall to lean my back against
it.

“Police,” I finally mumbled. “We
have to call the police. Where’s your phone?”

Lori stubbed out her cigarette.
“You ain’t calling shit! Just rest there and let me think.” She
left me alone with him for a few moments then reappeared with a
wadded towel and a heavy skillet. She set the towel on the blood
stain, then pressed the skillet on top of it. “I’m not having him
bleed all over the place.” I nodded. She lit another cigarette. “We
got to get this goddamn body out of my apartment.”
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