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Dedication
For Rose...
Sometimes you just have to write what you have to write. Maybe you’ll like it now that it’s done.
Chapter 1
I was in my office, leaning back in my chair, with my feet up on the desk. I had Paul Brown’s album The City dialed up on my iPod. From the desk I could look out the windows and see people walking along the sidewalk on the street below, bundled up in heavy coats with their collars turned up against the cold. The heavy bass and percussions of the song Food for the Moon matched the scene perfectly. There was a light rain falling. The weather forecast called for freezing rain and perhaps snow later. It was the first week of February and Birmingham was caught in an arctic cold snap that was setting record temperatures. Today was the first time the temperature had been above freezing in three days.
I glanced at my watch. 4:45pm. It didn’t look like Braxton was going to make it by today. No big surprise there. Braxton owed me money. Nobody ever paid up on Friday.
I turned off the iPod and set it on the desk, then got up and stretched. I was a little sore from a hard workout a couple of days ago. In my profession it pays to keep in shape. You never know when you might have to chase someone down. Or run away from someone, for that matter. My black hair was beginning to show a touch of gray on the sides, which made me look a little older than my forty-five years. But I was keeping the middle-aged spread in check. At just over six feet tall and just under two hundred pounds, I was still lean and muscular even though it was getting tougher each year to maintain.
My office was one of several on the second floor of a downtown building that had retail shops on the ground floor, office space on the second, and loft condos in the remaining four floors. The office furnishings consisted of an old wooden desk, a file cabinet, two straight-backed wooden chairs which sat in front of the desk, a leather sofa against the wall opposite the desk, and a coat rack next to the door. In the corner there was a little kitchenette I’d set up with a microwave, a compact refrigerator I got at a garage sale for ten bucks, and a coffee pot. There was a shared break room and bathrooms down the hall. I had intended to put up some pictures three years ago when I moved in, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet. The lettering on the frosted glass in the top half of the office door read: Alec Stover – Private Investigator.
I poured myself a cup of coffee and stood looking at a big orange tabby that was curled up in a tight ball on the sofa. Roscoe was a tomcat that lived in the building. He often came by to visit when I was in my office, sometimes through the front door, sometimes down the fire escape. Luckily for Roscoe, no one seemed to mind having him around and he had free roam of the place.
He appeared to be sound asleep but his head suddenly popped up and he stared at the door. A moment later a man came down the hallway. I could see his silhouette through the frosted glass as he stopped in front of the door. He raised his hand as if he was going to knock, but decided against it. He opened the door and came inside.
“Alec Stover?” the man asked.
“That’s me. What can I do for you?”
The man was dressed in a dark suit and a gray wool topcoat. He had on a snap brim cap to protect against the rain. He removed the cap but kept his coat on. He approached the desk and dropped the cap on one of the chairs. He extended his hand and I shook it as he said, “Brad Johnson. I’m a Marshal with the Federal Witness Security Program. Albuquerque office.” He showed me his badge, then slipped it back into his coat pocket. “I have reason to believe one of my witnesses is here in the Birmingham area and I’m trying to track him down. I contacted a couple of private detective agencies listed in the phone book and everyone said I should talk to you.”
“Most of the other detectives concentrate on divorce and child custody cases.” I motioned at a chair and he sat down. “Care for a cup of coffee? I made a fresh pot about half an hour ago. It’s not too scorched.”
“That sounds good,” he said. “Is it always this cold here this time of year?”
“No. It’s usually about twenty degrees warmer.” I poured coffee into a spare mug. “Cream and sugar?”
He shook his head. “Just black.”
I handed him the cup then sat down behind my desk. I studied him as he took a sip of coffee. He was a big guy, slightly taller than me and maybe thirty pounds heavier. His brown hair was thinning on top. He had a big nose that drooped over a shaggy mustache. He looked soft except for his eyes. They were hard and cold.
“Think you can help me find my guy?” he asked.
“Depends on what you can tell me about him. How long he’s been in town. What he’s doing here. What he looks like.”
“I’ve got his file back at the hotel. I can bring it by first thing in the morning.”
“He lives in Albuquerque?” I asked.
He nodded.
“What’s he doing here in Birmingham?” I asked.
“Visiting his daughter.”
“That’s not typically allowed for someone in WITSEC, is it? When you go in the program don’t you have to break all ties with your past?”
“Didn’t know he had a daughter.”
“You didn’t know or he didn’t know?”
“We didn’t know. Not sure if he did or not. This is the first time he’s made any attempt to see her.”
“How urgent is it that you find him? Is he in danger?”
“I’m not sure about that, either. I’ll have a better idea once I locate him and find out what he’s been up to and where he’s been since our last contact.”
I thought about it for a minute. Johnson sat and waited.
“His daughter lives in Birmingham?” I asked.
“In this area, yeah.”
“What’s her name?”
“I’m not at liberty to say. Unless you take the job, of course.”
“As much as I’d love to be of service to the Witness Security Program, I don’t work for free. I’ll have to charge you for my time and efforts.”
“How much?”
I told him and he nodded.
“Sounds reasonable. When can you get started? I know it’s Friday but I’d rather not wait until Monday.”
“I can start in the morning.”
“I’ll be here at eight.”
“I’ll be here at nine,” I said.
He smiled slightly even though it was an old joke. “I’ll bring the file…and some donuts.”
“I’ll provide the coffee,” I said.
He got up and took one of my business cards out of the cardholder on the desk, then walked to the door. He stopped with his hand on the knob and looked at the cat lying on the sofa. Roscoe was doing a fine job of ignoring him.
“I like your cat,” he said.
“It’s not my cat.”
He nodded as if he understood, then walked out.
Chapter 2
When I got to my office the next morning it was a little after 8:00am. Two people were waiting in the hallway – a young guy in a policeman’s uniform and an attractive woman. She had on a cream-colored turtleneck sweater, jeans, hiking boots and a navy down jacket. Her dark hair just reached the collar of her coat. It was parted slightly off center and combed back away from her face. She had a widow’s peak and dark eyebrows over bright green eyes. She looked like she might be in her mid thirties.
“Alec Stover?” she asked.
“Yes. And you are?”
“Detective Emma Radcliffe, Metropolitan Homicide Division.”
The Birmingham Metropolitan Homicide Division, commonly referred to as simply Metro, was something that had been in place for a couple of years. It was the brainchild of a couple of city mayors in the Birmingham area. In light of budget cuts and hard economic times, Metro had been created as a resource pool for homicide investigations for the entire area rather than each city having to staff their own homicide departments.
Detective Radcliffe showed me her badge.
“This is Officer Michaels with the Homewood Police,” she said.
Neither of them smiled.
She pulled a business card out of her coat pocket and handed it to me. “Is this your card?”
I glanced at it and gave it back to her. “Yeah, but it’s damp. I’ve got a whole stack of them inside. I can give you a dry one if you need it.”
Officer Michaels snickered and she silenced him with a quick glance. She put the card back in her pocket.
“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Stover. But I would like for you to come with us. There’s an apparent homicide victim near Homewood High School. No ID. Only your business card. Maybe you can identify him for us.”
****
We drove to the back of the parking lot behind 600 University Park Place, an office building just off Lakeshore Drive across from Samford University. Homewood High School was about a quarter of a mile to the left and what appeared to be an apartment complex named Brookdale Place was about the same distance to the right. There was also a trailer and a garage which served as an emergency fire station not too far from the office building. A row of nice homes lined the ridge above.
The body was about thirty feet from the back of the parking lot in an overgrown grassy area at the base of the ridge. The man was lying face down in the weeds with his head turned to the left. I recognized him immediately. It was the man who’d come by my office the previous evening, Marshal Brad Johnson.
They had blocked off a large area around the body with yellow crime scene tape. The Medical Examiner was squatting beside the body scribbling on a notepad. Several investigators were spaced out searching the area roped off by the police tape. A small grouping of onlookers were standing just outside the perimeter, talking quietly and watching what was going on. The cold temperature – it was twenty-eight degrees – had no doubt kept a larger crowd from gathering.
“A lady from Brookdale Place was walking her dog and discovered the body,” Radcliffe said.
“Have you talked with anyone else at the apartments?”
“It’s a retirement facility, actually,” she said. “I’ve got a guy over there now. Of course with this weather everything was shut up tight as a drum so it’s doubtful anyone heard anything. I also talked with the firemen over there at the emergency station. Nobody saw or heard anything out of the ordinary.” She turned to the ME. “Okay if we come over?” she called out.
He looked up and nodded, then went back to his note taking.
“I can ID the guy from here,” I said. “No need to further contaminate the crime scene. His name is Brad Johnson. He’s a Marshal for WITSEC. Assigned to their Albuquerque office. He came by my office yesterday afternoon just before five.”
“What did he want?”
“He said he thought one of his witnesses was in the Birmingham area and wanted me to help find him.”
“How did he identify himself?”
“Showed me his badge.”
“Are you sure it was real?”
I shrugged. “Looked real to me.”
“Have you ever seen a Marshal’s badge before?”
“No. You?”
She ignored the question.
“I think we should discuss this at Headquarters,” she said.
****
When we got to Metro Headquarters Detective Radcliffe escorted me to an interrogation room then excused herself. She was back in a few minutes with two steaming cups of coffee and several packets of non-dairy creamer and sugar. She dropped them on the table with a couple of stirring straws.
“I wasn’t sure how you take it,” she said.
“Black is fine. Thanks.” I took a sip and grimaced. It tasted like it had been on the burner for a while.
She sat in the chair on the opposite side of the table and stared at me as she sipped her coffee. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to play it tough or if it was just her nature, but it worked pretty well for her. She seemed at ease and kind of intense at the same time. It was an interesting contrast.
“No donuts?” I asked, hoping to lighten the mood a little.
“No. But I do have a few more questions.” She set her cup on the table. “What else can you tell me about your meeting with Johnson yesterday?”
“Not much more than I’ve already told you. He said he was looking for a witness. He said the guy had a daughter in the area. He didn’t disclose the name of either the witness or the daughter. But he did say he had his file at the hotel and he’d bring it by this morning.”
“Did he say what hotel he was staying at?”
“No.”
“Did he say how long he’d been in town?”
“No, but he said he had contacted a couple of other detective agencies and they referred him to me. So he’s probably been here a couple of days.”
“Did he say which agencies?”
“No.”
“Did you see what kind of car he was driving?”
“No.”
“We’ll check with the rental companies. If he flew in from Albuquerque he’ll have a rental. Did he say anything else about who he had talked with? Did he say anything more about his witness’s daughter or where she lived?”
I shook my head.
“Well, okay then,” she said. “I guess that’s it for now. If I think of anything else I’ll be in touch.”
“That’s it?” I asked. “You brought me over here for that? We could’ve had this discussion at the scene.”
“My boss, Captain Collier, said he wanted to see you. He should be here in a few minutes.”
“In the mean time are you at liberty to share with me what you know?”
“I am but I don’t have much to add. Johnson was shot in the chest, at close range. There’s very little blood. We figure he was shot somewhere else and his body dumped there. The weeds were trampled down a little where someone walked from the parking lot to where the body was left. With all the cold weather the ground’s hard as a rock. No footprints or impressions that are helpful.
“The ME says he’s been dead about eight to ten hours. Of course that’s a swag because of the cold. But if that’s accurate then the shooting took place between ten and midnight. So far in talking to people in the neighborhood no one heard anything or saw anything unusual during that time.”
“You said there wasn’t any ID on the body,” I said.
“He was picked clean. No wallet. No cell phone. No personal items whatsoever. No badge or gun, either. Just your card in the breast pocket of his coat. Whoever did this probably patted him down so they found anything bulky. They probably went through his pockets. But they missed your card.”
She paused to take a sip of coffee, made a face, and set it aside.
“You like Johnson’s witness for this?” I asked.
“He’s the most logical suspect at this point but it’s hard to say. That’s next on my list. Call the Albuquerque office and see what they can tell me. See if we can establish some kind of motive.”
I took a card from my wallet. “I probably won’t be at my office again until Monday. Let me give you my cell number in case you want to get in touch with me for some reason in the mean time. I’d love to know what you find out from the folks in Albuquerque.”
“We’ll see,” she said as I scribbled my number on the back of the card. “But I wouldn’t hold my breath. If WITSEC is involved there probably won’t be much I can tell you.”
Just then Captain Collier came into the room. He was a small man with short gray hair and a weathered face. He was dressed in jeans and running shoes and a green sweatshirt with METRO printed on the front.
“Hey, Mickey,” I said as we shook hands. “Long time.”
“Too long. I came in to find out what was going on with this homicide and instructed Detective Radcliffe to drag your sorry butt over here so I could see you.”
“I’ll get on the phone to Albuquerque,” Radcliffe said. She glanced at her boss. “Excuse me, sir.”
I watched her walk out of the room. Her jeans fit well. When I looked at Collier he was grinning.
“Have you had breakfast?” he asked.
“No, actually, I haven’t. Your vic was supposed to bring donuts to the office this morning.”
“How rude of him to get himself shot before he could feed you.”
Chapter 3
We went to Bogue’s in Southside.
“Best breakfast in town,” Collier said as he mopped up the remaining sausage gravy with the last bite of his biscuit.
“So how are things working out with Metro?” I asked.
“Well, we got off to a little bit of a rocky start, as you can imagine. Way too much politics and bureaucratic bullshit for my taste. But I guess that’s to be expected when you have a bunch of mayors and police chiefs trying to reach an agreement over how something like this should be run. It makes sense to do it when you consider how many cities make up the metropolitan area. You got some places that have a small number of homicides a year. But when they do they need someone investigating who knows what he’s doing. It’s hard for those places to keep a decent staff of detectives. Homicide guys want to work homicides, not the other junk they have to do on the smaller forces.”
“I can see the advantages. But I bet there were a lot of turf wars while they were trying to get this all hashed out.”
“Oh, you bet. Especially at the supervisory levels. The selection process was pretty damn competitive. To be honest I’m surprised I made it.”
“Where do you go from here with this case?” I asked.
The waitress came over and topped off our coffee and scooped up the empty plates.
“Thanks, Hon,” Collier said to the waitress, then looked at me. “We’ll investigate the homicide. And we’ll see what we can learn from the people in Albuquerque. But if their guy is the shooter we may hit a wall. I don’t know how much they’ll share with us.”
“Wouldn’t you have jurisdiction? They can’t withhold evidence.”
“Therein lies the problem. Since he killed a US Marshal, they have a stake in this, too. It could get complicated. And with the shooter being a ghost, so to speak…” He took a sip of coffee. “That’s why I put Radcliffe on the case. She’s a little bulldog and won’t back down just because some federal Marshal waves a badge in her face.”
“What can you tell me about her?” I asked.
“Let’s just say she doesn’t take any crap off any of the guys at Metro.”
“Who’s her partner?”
“Doesn’t have one right now. I had her with a young detective but had to split them up. She’s solo right now until I figure out who to put with her.”
“What happened with her partner?”
“Depends on who you ask,” he said. “She said he made advances. Then, after she turned him down, he started making rude comments and insinuating she was a lesbian. He said she misunderstood his intentions and that he never said anything offensive or acted unprofessionally in any way. Regardless, I let it go on longer than I should have and it eventually boiled over. She decked him.”
“You’re kidding?”
“Nope. Right there in the squad room. In front of three other officers. Of course, none of them were willing to own up to knowing what led up to the smack down so it was all a case of he said, she said.”
“I bet it embarrassed the hell out of the guy she decked.”
Collier nodded. “You got that right. He’s still hearing about it. You know how cops can be about something like that.”
“So where did she come from? I haven’t seen her before. Of course, I haven’t been over to your shop in a while, but I’d remember her.”
“She transferred down from Chattanooga but she’s originally from Homewood. Still has family in the area. As a matter of fact, her father and brother are both in law enforcement. Her dad’s retired now but he worked for years for the Jefferson County Sheriff’s department. Her brother’s a Sergeant over in Atlanta.”
“Is she any good?”
“Yeah, she is. She’s tough, smart, and works hard. She respects the law and plays by the book. And she’s not afraid to mix it up if she has to.”
“What about the other part?” I asked.
“What? You mean about her being a lesbian?”
“Yeah. Any truth to the rumor?”
“Nah, I don’t think it’s a rumor so much as a backlash from her ex-partner. He probably wishes it would become a rumor but it hasn’t really caught on. I suspect his ego was bruised a little when she turned him down. She was married for a while, if that means anything.”
“Weren’t we all. How long?”
“Hell, Stover, I don’t know. You want to know that kind of stuff you’re gonna have to ask her.” He paused and a grin pulled at the corners of his mouth. “But don’t make her mad. I hear she’s got a pretty good right cross.”
****
Later that afternoon I was at home eating a late lunch and watching a basketball game on the TV. Florida was putting a thumping on Georgia. My cell phone chirped and I looked at the display. It said “Metro HQ.” I flipped it open to answer the call.
“Stover.”
“Hey, this is Detective Radcliffe. I spoke with a Marshal Davis at the WITSEC office in Albuquerque earlier today. I told her what was going on over here and she said she’d come see us. She just called back with her travel arrangements. She’s catching an early flight and will be here in the morning at nine-fifteen. She also said she wants to talk to you.”
“Sure. Where do you want to get together and what time?”
“I’m picking her up at the airport and we’re going to the morgue. After that we can swing by your office.”
“Okay. Or I can meet you at the morgue.”
“I guess that’s okay if you don’t mind. The body’s at UAB hospital.”
“I’ll be there around nine-thirty.”
Chapter 4
I don’t know what I thought Marshal Diana Davis would look like, but what I saw when she and Detective Radcliffe came down the hallway to the morgue was definitely not what I expected. She was stunning. Reddish-blonde hair down over her shoulders, pale blue eyes, and high cheekbones with a sprinkling of freckles. She had on a loose-fitting sweater, jeans that weren’t loose-fitting, and designer cowboy boots that probably cost several hundred dollars. With her coat casually draped over her arm she looked like she’d just stepped out of a women’s clothing catalog, not off a pre-dawn flight from New Mexico.
“Alec Stover, Marshal Diana Davis,” Radcliffe said, making the introductions.
She smiled as she shook my hand. “Detective Radcliffe tells me that Marshal Johnson came to see you Friday evening.”
“Yes. He came by just before five. Said he was looking for one of his witnesses who he thought might be in town.”
“That would be Lenny Sutton,” she said.
“I guess. He didn’t tell me his name. He said the guy had a daughter in the area but he didn’t tell me her name, either. I’m presuming it’s not Sutton.”
“No. Lenny Sutton is the ID we set him up with. As a matter of fact, we didn’t know he had a daughter. Evidently he didn’t know about her, either, until a month ago. We advised against contacting her, naturally. Then he dropped out of sight.”
“How long ago was that?” Radcliffe asked.
Davis looked up and down the hall. “Perhaps we could go somewhere a little more private?”
“There’s a waiting room just down the hall,” Radcliffe said. “Let’s go in there.”
Once we were situated Davis continued. “Sutton was assigned to Marshal Johnson. The only problem is that Johnson went on inactive status three weeks ago. No one’s heard from Sutton since then.”
“Inactive status?” Radcliffe asked. “What’s that mean?”
“He was basically put on probation until his status could be reviewed. All his witnesses were reassigned.”
“Why was he put on probation?” Radcliffe asked.
“There had been problems with several of his witnesses over the last six months. Two had to be reprocessed and another was killed in a hit-and-run accident.”
“What do you mean by reprocessed?” Radcliffe asked.
“Moved to new locations. Set up with new identities. We had reason to believe they had been compromised.”
“I’m guessing the hit-and-run accident was somewhat suspicious,” I said.
Davis nodded. “Johnson also had inappropriate contact with two of his female witnesses.”
“Great,” Radcliffe said. “Sounds like he deserved to be on probation.”
“So,” Davis said, “I was surprised when you called to tell me he was in Birmingham. He was prohibited from contacting his witnesses. And our office certainly didn’t send him here to find Sutton.”
“When Johnson came by my office he showed me his badge,” I said. “Would he still have his badge while on inactive status?”
“No. He had to surrender his badge and gun. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t have another. Apparently he did.”
“Do you know if he was armed when he came to see you?” Radcliffe asked me.
“No, I don’t.”
“Well, if he was, whoever shot him now has his badge and his gun,” Radcliffe said.
“He also said he had Sutton’s case file,” I said. “He was going to bring it to my office Saturday morning.”
Davis pursed her lips and shook her head. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“We’ve got to find that file.” She turned to Radcliffe. “Do you know where he was staying?”
“Yes. We found out yesterday afternoon. He had a room at the Holiday Inn near the airport. There were a few clothes and toiletries there but nothing else. No personal effects and no WITSEC files. We haven’t released the room yet. I can take you there after we leave here. He also had a rental car that he picked up at the airport but we haven’t located it yet.”
“I guess we need to get busy,” Davis said. “First thing is to ID the body. He didn’t have any immediate family so my office will handle the transportation to Albuquerque as soon as you release it.”
We went into the morgue and an attendant led us to a refrigeration unit along one wall where the bodies were kept. It had three rows of individual horizontal lockers with rolling shelves that pull out.
“After we go by Johnson’s hotel room you want to go talk to Sutton’s daughter?” Radcliffe asked.
“That’s going to be a problem,” Davis said. “We don’t know her name. Sutton may have told Johnson who she is, but no one else at the office knows.”
We stood back as the attendant opened the door to one of the lockers and pulled out the shelf until the head and shoulders of the body were exposed.
“We’ve got another problem,” Davis said. “That’s not Brad Johnson.”
Chapter 5
We were back at Metro Headquarters. Radcliffe was briefing Captain Collier on what we knew.
“Once we realized that our victim was not Brad Johnson, Marshal Davis got in touch with someone at her office and had him email her pictures of Johnson and the missing witness, Lenny Sutton.
“At the hotel we talked with the desk clerk who was working when Johnson checked in on Wednesday. She ID’ed him from the photo so we know he is indeed here in town, somewhere. The maid said the room hadn’t been used since she cleaned it on Thursday. We’ve been over the room thoroughly but didn’t find anything useful. Since Johnson’s not the guy in the morgue and may be alive and well I left a couple of guys at the hotel. They’re instructed to notify me immediately if anyone comes to his room. We also showed the pictures of Sutton and our victim to the hotel employees but no one there has seen either of them.
“We don’t know who the guy in the morgue is. We’re running his prints. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll be in the system. What we do know is that he had a US Marshal’s badge when he talked with Stover on Friday and identified himself as Johnson, which does not bode well for the real Marshal Johnson, especially since he hasn’t been back to his hotel room in three days. Of course, whoever killed our victim took his ID and everything else he had on his person…except for Stover’s business card.
“We’ve canvassed the neighborhood around the location where the body was found and no one saw or heard anything out of the ordinary Friday night. At this point we don’t know if the man was killed at the site or somewhere else and his body dumped there but we’re leaning toward the latter.
“We have reason to believe Sutton came here to see his daughter. But we don’t know her name so there’s not much we can do there.”
Captain Collier thought it over for a minute. “Then the only thing on your plate,” he said to Radcliff, “is to identify our John Doe and find out who killed him.” He turned to address Davis. “Of course we’ll share anything that we learn about your case in the process. And we’ll be happy to inquire about your guys as we investigate our homicide.”
“That would be appreciated,” Davis said.
Collier looked at me. “I guess you’re free to go unless either of these ladies has any more questions about your brief encounter with our John Doe.”
“Actually,” Davis said, smiling at me. “I may want to employ your services in helping me find Johnson and Sutton. I need someone who’s familiar with the area and I’m sure you have contacts that would be useful.”
“I’ll be happy to assist,” I said.
“Why don’t we go somewhere for some lunch and discuss how we want to proceed.” She smiled at Radcliffe. “Before you get too busy, I need to get my bags out of your car.”
Radcliffe dug a set of keys out of her pocket and tossed them to me. “I’m sure you wouldn’t mind getting her bags for her.”
“Not at all,” I said. “I was a bellhop in a previous life.”
“While he’s doing that I need to step into the little girl’s room,” Davis said.
Radcliffe pointed the way. “Down the hall on the right.”
When I came back a few minutes later they were waiting for me in the hallway.
“I just got a call from the Mountain Brook PD,” Radcliffe said. “They found Johnson’s car behind an office building over on Highway 280.”
****
The car was in a parking deck behind the Mountain Brook Center. There were only two levels to the deck. Two uniformed officers were sitting in their squad car next to a beige Taurus that was parked in the back corner of the first level. One of the officers got out of the squad car as we approached. When we got within about ten feet of the car we could smell the odor. It wasn’t overpowering, but it was noticeable.
“When we found the car it was locked and the keys were in it,” the officer said. “We went ahead and opened it up so we could check it out.”
He opened the trunk. There was a body inside. It looked like it might have been there for a couple of days. The cold weather had slowed the rate of decomp, but it was starting to get a little ripe.
“That’s Marshal Johnson,” Davis said.
“Looks like your plate just got fuller,” I said to Radcliffe.
Chapter 6
Davis and Radcliffe spent Sunday afternoon working on the Johnson case and I made a few phone calls, setting up meetings with some of my contacts. I picked Davis up at her hotel at 10:30am Monday morning.
“I trust you got settled in okay?” I asked as we left the hotel.
“Yes. I picked up a rental car and got checked into my hotel last night. One of the detectives at Metro was happy to help out.”
“I bet,” I said.
I saw a flicker of a smile on her face.
“What happened yesterday after I left?” I asked.
“They took Johnson to the morgue. We processed the scene then had the car towed over to Metro. They’ll be working on it today. It’s a rental so I don’t know if we’ll get anything useful from it. I spent the rest of the afternoon making arrangements for the body to be shipped back to Albuquerque and filing all the required paperwork. When a Marshal gets killed it generates a ton of paperwork, especially when one of his witnesses may be compromised in the process.”
“That’s one of the reasons I went private. I hated all the paperwork.”
She turned in her seat slightly to look at me. “You used to be a cop?”
“Yeah. I started out in the military. Air Force Security Police. Got out after twelve years, then spent another six on the force in Sacramento. I quit and moved back here when my father got sick. Working as a private detective allowed me the freedom to work the hours I wanted so I could spend more time with him. After he passed away I had no desire to go back to police work. I like being my own boss.”
“Sorry to hear about your father. What happened?”
“Cancer.”
“Do you have any other family?”
“No. My mom died while I was still in the Air Force.”
“No wife or significant other?” she asked.
“Not at the moment.”
“That’s surprising. You must have to beat the women off with a stick.”
I glanced at her. She was watching me closely.
“Not so much,” I said.
I let it go without asking about her present status but I noticed she didn’t wear a ring. We were quiet for a few minutes as I turned off Red Mountain Expressway and crossed Highland Avenue to 23rd Street South, then right on 10th Terrace, going the wrong way on the one way street the short distance to the Garage Café. I parked on the right side of the road opposite the little café.
“Who are we meeting here?” Davis asked.
“Bobby Braxton. He’s a bookie. If something’s going on in this area, chances are Braxton knows about it. He’s a good jumping off point. I know you wanted to get started a little earlier, but I don’t think Braxton’s seen the north side of ten in years.”
She looked at me questioningly.
“He likes to sleep in,” I said.
“Got it,” she said, nodding. “Not up before ten in the morning.”
“Actually, I’m surprised he agreed to meet us today. He owes me money.”
“You win a bet or something?”
“No. I did some surveillance work for him a few weeks ago. He thought his girlfriend might be stepping out on him. Turns out she wasn’t.”
“Then he should be happy to pay you for your services.”
“Yeah, well, I figure he’ll want to cut a deal.”
Just then a tall, skinny black guy came around the corner and strolled down the street. He had on a royal blue Adidas warm up suit, tennis shoes that cost no telling how much, and a Nike ball cap turned around backwards on his head. Dreadlocks hung down past his shoulders. He had a Bluetooth device of some kind stuck on his ear and he was gesturing with both hands as he talked.
“Is that Braxton?” Davis asked.
“In the flesh.”
“How do you want to handle this?”
“I’ll start things off and make the introductions. We’ll see what he knows. But feel free to ask any questions you might have.”
He went into the café and we waited another minute to let him get settled, then went in. It was dark inside and we hesitated for a minute for our eyes to adjust. The aroma of coffee brewing filled the place. The café was small but had a relaxed, cozy feel to it. The walls were covered with the typical stuff you’d see in a pub. There was a big, U-shaped bar made of stone on our right. Farther down, at the end of the bar, was a grill area where they made sandwiches. There were small tables and a couple of booths to the left. Braxton was sitting about half way back on the left on a bench against the wall. A table was in front of the bench with a couple of chairs. Over the table there were two tubas hanging from the ceiling with red lights in them. Braxton was typing away on his cell, texting someone. He waved us over.
As we approached his table he looked Davis up and down. He grinned at me. “Damn, Stover, you done upped your game, dawg.”
I pulled a chair out and turned it around backwards. I sat down with my forearms resting on the back. Davis sat down and crossed her legs. Braxton studied the jeans where they stretched tight across her thigh. She looked at him with a slight smile but didn’t say anything.
“What’s up, Brax?” I asked.
“You tell me. You the one called this meeting.” He eyed Davis again. “First off, who is this fine looking thing?”
“A friend of mine from Albuquerque,” I said. “I’m helping her locate somebody. Thought you might be able to help out.”
“You know me. I’m always happy to help out.” He was still looking at Davis. “All the women in Albuquerque as fine as you?”
“I guess that’s a matter of personal preference,” she said.
“Yeah, alright. I get it.” He turned on the bench and held his foot out for me to see. “What you think?”
“Nice kicks,” I said. “What’d you do? Buy them with the money you owe me?”
“Naw, man. I got your money. But, you know, I was thinking maybe we could deal a little. What I owe for what I know.”
“Depends on what you know.”
“Well, I don’t owe you that much.”
“Yeah, but it’s earning interest.”
“Say what? Since when you started charging interest?”
“Since Friday when you didn’t come by my office like you said you would.”
“Aw, man, that’s bullshit. I said I’d try to come by on Friday. I didn’t guarantee I’d be there. Besides, you didn’t say nothing about no interest.”
He waved at a girl restocking the bar with clean glasses and she brought over three cups of coffee. He took a few seconds to shake six packets of sugar into one of the cups, stir it up good, and take a sip.
“Okay,” he said finally. “Let’s get to the point. If I ain’t on my phone I ain’t making money. And I ain’t on my phone right now. What y’all want to know?”
I looked at Davis. She took an iPhone out of her coat pocket and tapped the screen a couple of times. Then she held it out to him.
“I need to know if you’ve heard anything about this guy,” she said. “I have reason to believe he’s in Birmingham and I need to locate him. His name’s Sutton.”
Braxton took the phone from her and studied the picture on the screen. After a second he handed it back to her.
“Can’t say I have. Ain’t technology cool, though? Used to, y’all come around showing cheap-ass looking black and white photos. Now y’all got it on your phone. All digital and color and everything.”
She tapped the screen again and held it out for him to see. “How about this guy?”
Braxton shook his head and she tapped the screen again. He looked at the next picture and pulled back, frowning. “That dude’s seen better days. Let me guess. He’s the stiff that was found over off Lakeshore Drive.”
“What do you know about that?” I asked.
“Nothing, man, I just read the papers.” He looked at Davis. “Which guy y’all looking for?”
She tapped the screen a couple of times and handed him the phone. “This one.”
Braxton studied the picture for a few seconds, then gave the phone back to her.
“I’ll let you know if I hear anything. You got a number you want me to call or should I run it through Stover?”
“Either one of us is fine,” she said.
She told him her number and he nodded.
“You want to write it down?” she asked.
He shook his head. “I got it.” He looked at me and smiled. “So, how we doing? We good?”
“You gotta be kidding me,” I said. “You don’t know anything but you want to be paid for your time. What are you a freaking lawyer or something?”
“Man, that’s cold.”
He pulled an envelope out of the pocked of his warm up jacket and tossed it on the table in front of me. I studied it for a second, then slid it back across the table.
“Let’s see if you can provide some useful info before we settle up. Go ahead and hold onto that for a few more days.”
“That’s cool,” he said. “But no interest.”
“No interest. By the way, how’s Lakeisha?”
“We ain’t seeing each other no more. Someone told her I hired a private dick to see what she was up to and it pissed her off.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
He waved his hand dismissively.
“It’s all good,” he said.
****
After we got outside Davis said, “Think he can help us?”
“He may hear something. He’s got a lot of contacts out there, people who will talk to him who wouldn’t talk to me or you.”
“I didn’t see any notepad or computer or anything. How does he keep his book?”
“He’s got some kind of crazy memory. He may have a written record somewhere. But he operates day-to-day from what’s up here.” I tapped my forehead.
“That’s amazing,” Davis said. “All those numbers and names and teams and dates. If he can keep all that straight he’s a freak. Too bad he doesn’t do something useful with that talent.”
“It’s useful to him. He probably makes more than you and me combined. All of it in cash, under the table, so to speak. That’s why he’s the man for making a bet. No written records to come back and bite you later.”
Chapter 7
We talked to three more of my contacts but no one could offer any help. They all promised to call if they heard anything. Late that afternoon we went looking for Terry Williams. Terry was a doper who lived in a tiny studio apartment downtown not far from my office. But I’d only found him once in his apartment. Most of the time he was on the street begging and panhandling for enough money to buy drugs or booze or both if he had a big day. He was probably in his late twenties or early thirties but they’d been tough years.
He was walking down the sidewalk near the Jefferson County Courthouse when we found him. He had on an old trench coat over a hooded sweatshirt and dirty jeans. His long dark hair stuck out from under a red stocking cap and he needed a shave. I drove past him and pulled to the curb and got out.
“Hey, Terry,” I said as he approached.
He stopped and looked at me for a second, then turned and ran in the opposite direction. I took off after him.
“Come on, Terry!” I shouted. “Don’t run!”
He turned right on Park Place and went past the Tutwiler Hotel as hard as he could go, his coat flapping behind him as he ran. As I came around the corner he cut diagonally across Linn Park. He ran by the boulder with the Revolutionary War memorial plaque on it, past the fountain in the middle of the park, and down the steps toward 8th Avenue North. He angled toward the far corner. By then I was gaining on him but he was doing better than usual. I caught him just before he got out of the park. I tackled him in the grass across from the Boutwell Auditorium.
“Why do you do that, Terry?” I asked. “Why do you run? I always catch you.”
He was breathing heavily and coughed as I knelt on his chest.
“But I gotta give you credit,” I said. “You did better this time.”
“I been training,” he said, as he gasped for air.
He took in another deep breath and coughed. I got off him so he could breathe a little easier. And so I could breathe easier, as well. He smelled like he’d just crawled out of a dumpster. I sat in the grass next to him as Davis finally caught up with us. She had a bemused look on her face. I motioned to her and she brought over her phone. She already had the picture of Lenny Sutton ready for viewing. I held the phone out where Terry could see it.
“Have you seen this guy around?”
He looked at the picture for a second then shook his head. I scrolled to the picture of Brad Johnson.
“How about this guy?”
Terry studied it for a second then nodded his head hesitantly.
“Is that a yes, Terry?” I asked.
He nodded his head again.
“Tell me about it.”
“He was in front of the courthouse. He’s a cop, right?”
“US Marshal,” I said.
That seemed to confuse him for a second, then he continued. “He was waiting for someone. Just sitting in his car at the curb. After a while a woman came out of the courthouse. When she walked by he got out and stopped her and showed her his badge. They talked for a minute, then he put her in the car and they drove off.”
“What do you mean he put her in the car?” I asked.
“She didn’t act like she wanted to go with him.”
“Did he force her to get in?”
“Not exactly. But, like I said, she didn’t act like she wanted to go with him.”
“What did she look like?”
“A little shorter than me. Dark hair down to her shoulders. Not much of a figure. Kinda dumpy. Nice clothes, though. And with a briefcase like maybe she’s a lawyer.”
“How old?”
“I don’t know. Thirty-five or forty?”
“What day was this?”
Terry thought about it for a second. “I don’t know.”
“Come on, Terry. Think about it. Friday? Thursday?”
“I dunno, man. My days are all kinda the same. They run together. But I think it was Thursday.”
I looked at Davis. “You got any questions?”
She shook her head.
I looked back at Terry. He was still lying on his back but he was at least breathing normally again.
“Next time don’t run,” I said. “Instead of making me chase you we’ll go have lunch and chat like civilized human beings.”
At the mention of food he propped up on his elbows. “We could still go eat,” he said.
“Not this time. You ran, made me chase you. You shouldn’t have done that.”
“Well, then, how about a couple of bucks to tide me over?”
I got up and brushed the grass off my pants. “If I thought you’d actually spend it on food instead of dope or cheap wine I might consider it.”
“Come on, man. I’m hungry.”
“Against my better judgment…” I said. I pulled a five out of my wallet and dropped it on his chest. “There’s a Sneaky Pete’s over there. Go get a couple of dogs.”
“I will, man. I swear. Thanks.”
We left Terry lying on the ground and walked back across the park. When we got to the fountain I looked back. Terry got up and hurried off in the opposite direction of the hotdog place.
“Why did he run when he saw you?” Davis asked.
“Terry always runs. Every time I see him he runs. I have no idea why.”
“Does he run from other people, too, or just you?”
“Everyone who tries to talk to him. He’s a runner. Don’t know why.”
Terry disappeared from view and I looked at Davis.
“What do you make of the woman Johnson grabbed coming out of the courthouse?” I asked.
“Well, she’s too old to be Sutton’s daughter, but not the daughter’s mother. If Johnson knew Sutton was coming to see his daughter then he could just watch the family and wait until he showed up. He wouldn’t have to go out searching for him. Of course he’d have to know the daughter’s name.”
“But no one in your office knows her name or the name of her mother.”
“No,” Davis said. “But now we have reason to believe Mom’s an attorney.”
“Yeah, that narrows the field down to a few thousand.”
“Okay, okay. But we can cut that number way down if we look for female attorneys who were on the docket last week.”
“If she is indeed a lawyer.”
“You got any better ideas?” she asked.
We walked back to the courthouse.
****
We went to the County Clerk’s office. A young woman behind the counter smiled brightly at us. “Good afternoon,” she said. “Can I help you?”
She was cute and perky with lots of blonde curls and very white teeth.
Davis held up her badge. “Good afternoon. I’m Marshal Davis. This is Alec Stover. We’re trying to identify a woman who was seen leaving the courthouse on Thursday of last week. We believe she’s an attorney. The problem is that we don’t know her name. We know what she looks like, but we really need to know her name.”
“You said she was seen leaving the courthouse?” she asked.
Davis nodded and the woman looked a bit perplexed.
“There are a lot of people who come and go. Do you know if she was in court or filing documents or what?”
“Well, we don’t know,” Davis said. “She was seen leaving the courthouse. She’s about five-five with shoulder-length brown hair. Slightly overweight. Late thirties or early forties. Well-dressed with a briefcase.”
“That could be about half the women who come in here every day,” the woman said. She glanced at me and gave a little shrug. “I mean, I don’t know how I can help you.”
Davis sighed and shook her head. “The woman was seen talking with a US Marshal,” she said. “That Marshal was later found dead. Murdered. Now, we don’t know if this woman is responsible or if she may have witnessed something or if she can tell us anything that might help us find who killed the Marshal. She may even be in danger herself. But we need to find her. To do that we need to know her name.”
“I’m terribly sorry. But without knowing why she was here I can’t begin to help you find out what her name is.”
“Is there a court docket or something we can look at?” I asked.
“There’s a docket for the week, but do you know if she was in Circuit Court or District Court? Civil or criminal division? I mean, she could’ve just been filing a motion. And even if you knew the court, her name might not be on the docket. Sometimes it’s the firm’s name, not a particular attorney.”
She was getting frustrated with us and it was time to take a different approach.
“Look, I’m sorry…what’s your name?” I asked.
“Tammy.”
“Thank you for your help, Tammy.”
I put on an embarrassed look and smiled ruefully at her. She seemed to relax a little.
“We’re kind of stuck here,” I continued, “so why don’t we look at this from another angle. What was happening on Thursday? Was there a trial going on or something that might help us narrow things down a bit? We need your help, Tammy. If the lady we’re looking for is an attorney, what would she be doing here on Thursday?”
“Well, let’s see…”
She moved behind a computer on the counter and clicked the mouse a few times. She pursed her lips and studied the screen, then clicked a few more times.
“Okay. It looks like the only trial on Thursday was in Judge Thompson’s court. You probably should talk with his secretary. Her name is Rhoda Crabtree. She would know the attorneys and could tell you if the lady you described was in court last week.”
“Great. Thank you so much, Tammy.” I winked at her and she blushed slightly. “Where would we find Miss Crabtree?”
“Oh…of course.”
She gave us the room number and pointed us to the elevators. As we were leaving I mouthed another “Thank you” and she smiled in return.
****
We had an easier time with Rhoda Crabtree. Rhoda was middle-aged, stern, and very efficient. Davis described the lady and Rhoda immediately had a name.
“Mary Baker.”
“Do you know how we can contact Miss Baker?” Davis asked.
“Of course. She’s with Barclay, Finch, and Baker.”
She excused herself and came back in a moment with a business card.
“Their offices are on Twentieth Street just a few blocks from here.”
I looked at the card. “I know the address. Thank you.”
As we were leaving I asked, “What do you want to do? Go back to Metro and report what we know or go talk to Baker?”
“Well, what do we know?” Davis asked. “Someone at the courthouse gave us the name of someone who looks like someone who was seen leaving the courthouse on Thursday. We don’t even know for sure what day it was that your informant saw her. We certainly don’t know if she’s the person we’re looking for.”
“But if she is the person, then Radcliffe is going to want to talk to her. It might be advisable to let them take the lead.”
“And, if she is the person,” Davis said, “then she’s tied directly to my search for Sutton. She’s the mother of his daughter. I need to talk to her. She’s the key to finding him. On the other hand, if she’s not the person we’re looking for then Radcliffe isn’t wasting her time talking to her and we’re not wasting our time waiting for her to talk to her.”
We were outside now, standing on the courthouse steps.
“Which way?” she asked. “Are we walking or driving?”
“Her office is only three blocks away,” I said. “It’ll be easier to just walk than try to find a parking place.”
Chapter 8
The offices of Barclay, Finch, and Baker were on the fourth floor of a building on Twentieth Street. The lobby was nicely furnished but small. There was a receptionist sitting behind a glass partition, talking on the phone using a headset. When she concluded her call she punched a button on the phone’s console and looked up at us.
“May I help you?” she asked
“We’re here to see Mary Baker,” Davis said.
“One moment please.”
She punched a button on the phone and told someone that there were visitors in the lobby for Mrs. Baker. After a moment a tall, slender woman came out. She had long red hair and a thin face.
“May I help you?” she asked.
“Mary Baker?” Davis asked.
“No, I’m her assistant. She’s not in today. Did you have an appointment that I missed?”
“No,” Davis said. “We were just hoping to talk to her. When will she be back?”
“Not until Wednesday.”
“Can you tell us if she was in court last Thursday afternoon?” I asked.
She looked a little concerned by my question. “May I ask what this is regarding?”
Davis showed her badge. “I’m Marshal Davis. This is Alec Stover. We’re searching for a man who is in our witness protection program. Another Marshal has also been searching for this man and we have reason to believe he contacted Mrs. Baker on Thursday, as she was leaving court. We need to speak with her about that meeting.”
The woman looked from Davis to me and back to Davis again.
“She was in court Thursday afternoon but I left the office before she returned. She called Friday morning and cancelled all her appointments until Wednesday. She said she’d let me know if she was going to be out beyond Wednesday but I haven’t heard from her today. You don’t think she’s in some kind of trouble do you?”
“Not necessarily, no,” Davis said. “We would just like to talk to her. Can you give us her home address?”
The woman shook her head. “I’m not comfortable giving out that information without speaking with her first. But if you want to give me a number where she can reach you I’ll ask her to call you when I talk to her again.”
“I’ll give you my cell number,” Davis said.
The woman wrote down the number and promised to give our message to Mrs. Baker the next time she talked with her.
****
Back on the street again it was beginning to get dark and a cold wind was blowing.
“Now what?” Davis asked as she turned up the collar of her coat up and shoved her hands in her pockets.
“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting hungry. Why don’t we grab a bite to eat? We can reassess where we are and plan our next move over dinner.”
“Sounds good,” she said.
Just then her cell phone chimed and she looked at the screen. She pressed a button and held it to her ear.
“Davis,” she said. She listened for a few seconds and nodded her head. “Sure. We’ll be right over.” She looked at me. “I guess dinner will have to wait. That was Radcliffe. She wants us to come back to Metro Headquarters.”
Chapter 9
Detective Radcliffe had set up a white board with photos taped to it in one of the briefing rooms. There were photos of Marshal Brad Johnson, Lenny Sutton, and the guy who had come to see me, posing as Marshal Johnson. Captain Collier was sitting at one of the tables in the briefing room looking at the photos. As we came in Radcliffe wrote a name under the photo of the John Doe. Johnny Rizzo.
“Who’s Johnny Rizzo?” I asked.
“He’s a mob guy out of Miami,” Davis said. “And the nephew of the guy Sutton put away with his testimony.”
“We got a match on his prints,” Radcliffe said. “He has numerous charges for assault and battery and he’s suspected of killing several guys in the Miami area. But they haven’t been able to get enough evidence to charge him on any of the hits. He’s definitely a bad dude.”
“As long as you’re writing on the board you might as well add another name under Sutton,” Davis said as she leaned against one of the tables. “His real name is Leonard Kopekne.”
She spelled the name as Radcliffe wrote it on the board.
“What did Sutton, or Kopekne, do to get in WITSEC?” Collier asked.
“He witnessed a drug deal that went bad,” Davis said. “There was a shootout and five guys were killed. Kopekne’s testimony put away three of the guys involved in the shooting and Vinnie Rizzo, the mob boss making the drug buy.”
“How did Kopekne happen to witness everything?” I asked.
Davis said, “He worked for a private security company that patrolled a marina where the drop was happening. He just came along at the wrong time, or the right time, depending on your perspective. At least he had enough sense to not try to be a hero. He hid and watched, then went to the DEA.”
“Apparently Johnny Rizzo got a bead on Kopekne and came up to settle the score,” Collier said. “The question is, how did he know Kopekne was in town?”
Radcliffe said, “Maybe he knew about the daughter and was waiting for Kopekne to show up.”
“I don’t know how he would’ve found out about the daughter,” Davis said, “since we didn’t even know about her. Also, he wouldn’t have known Kopekne’s new identity.”
Radcliffe said, “Well, he wouldn’t necessarily have to know Kopekne’s identity if he knew who the daughter is. He could’ve had someone in the area working for him who let him know when Kopekne showed up. Would they be able to recognize him? Has he done anything to change his appearance while in WITSEC?”
“He grew a beard and let his hair grow out,” Davis said. “It’s also been twelve years since anyone associated with the case last saw him.”
Collier said, “So we now know our John Doe is Johnny Rizzo, nephew of a mob boss in Miami. What else?”
“Ballistics confirmed that both Rizzo and Johnson were killed by the same gun,” Radcliffe said. “A thirty-eight.”
“That would indicate the same shooter in both cases,” Collier said.
“Same MO, at least,” Radcliffe said. “Both were shot in the chest at close range. Johnson twice. Rizzo once. But Rizzo had a badge when he came to see Stover on Friday. That could mean he killed Johnson and took his badge and personal effects. The time line is a rough estimate, at best, with both bodies being left out in the cold. Maybe Rizzo killed Johnson on Thursday, took his badge and posed as a Marshal looking for one of his witnesses. That would give him some credibility and people would be more likely to cooperate with him. Then, someone killed Rizzo on Friday.”
“So Rizzo killed Johnson then someone killed Rizzo with his own gun?” I asked. “He was a big guy with a history of violence. Whoever killed him would’ve had to take his gun away from him or at least struggled with him and shot him in the process. That doesn’t seem very likely to me.”
“It’s just a theory,” Radcliffe said. “We don’t want to dismiss any possibilities until we know more about what really happened.”
“Maybe Kopekne’s the shooter,” I said.
“That’s a possibility, too,” Radcliffe said. “Or it could be someone else we don’t even know about yet.”
“We can add something that might help with the time line,” I said. “One of my contacts saw Johnson leaving the courthouse with a woman on Thursday. We think she could be the mother of Kopekne’s daughter. Her name is Mary Baker.”
Radcliffe wrote the name on the board.
Collier asked, “Have you contacted her?”
“No,” I said. “We went by her office and were told by her secretary that she called in Friday and cancelled all of her appointments, saying she would be out until Wednesday of this week. Possibly longer.”
“Do you have a home address?” he asked.
“No,” Davis said. “The secretary didn’t want to divulge that information. It should be easy enough to get so we didn’t push it. But we don’t know where she is. Stover’s contact said she didn’t act like she wanted to go with Johnson. To use his words Johnson, quote, put her in the car. But she called her secretary on Friday, so she’s probably okay. We just don’t know where she is.”
“What’s the name of her firm?” Radcliffe asked.
Davis told her and she wrote it on the board under Mary’s name.
“I’ll Google it later and see what I can find out. I’m sure they have a web site and probably have profiles of all their attorneys on line. I’ll want to talk with her as soon as possible. Did the secretary indicate she was out of town or just not coming in to the office?”
“She didn’t specify,” Davis said. “Could be either. We may not be able to catch up with her until she returns to the office on Wednesday.”
“I’ll see what I can find out about her as soon as we finish up here,” Radcliffe said. “She’s definitely a person of interest since she’s the last person we know of who saw Johnson alive. It’s interesting that she met with him on Thursday, then cleared her calendar for the next several days.”
Collier said, “Tell me again why you think she’s the mother of Kopekne’s daughter?”
“That just seemed to line up,” Davis said. “She’s the right age and if Johnson knew who she is it would make sense to contact her. We also don’t know why Johnson would be so interested in her unless he knew she was connected with Kopekne.”
Radcliffe stepped back and studied the board. Then she drew a horizontal line. She drew a vertical line on the far left and wrote WED – Johnson arrives.
“We know Johnson picked up his rental car and checked into the hotel on Wednesday.” She drew another vertical line. “On Thursday he was seen with Mary Baker at the courthouse.” She noted that on the board, then made a dotted vertical line. “Johnson was killed either late Thursday or early Friday. We’re not sure about the exact time but the maid at the hotel said the room had not been used since she cleaned it on Thursday, so we can assume he was killed sometime Thursday after talking with Baker.” She made two more lines on the board. “Baker called her office Friday morning and cleared her calendar for the next four work days. And Rizzo called on Stover late Friday afternoon.” Two more vertical lines. “Then, on Saturday, we discovered Rizzo’s body and on Sunday we found Johnson in the trunk of his rental car. That’s our time line.”
She stepped back and we all looked at the board. After a brief pause she continued.
“We know where Johnson was staying and we’re watching the room to see if anyone shows up. We don’t know where Rizzo was staying. We don’t know where Baker is, but we’re just getting started on her. And we don’t know anything on the whereabouts of Leonard Kopekne, aka Lenny Sutton.”
“That’s a lotta don’t knows,” Collier said.
Chapter 10
By the time we left the Metro it was after 7pm. As Davis and I were leaving she suggested we have dinner together. She’d seen a brochure at the hotel for Dreamland Barbecue and that’s where we went. The waitress escorted us to a booth near the windows. There was a red and white checkered plastic tablecloth on the table and a roll of paper towels in the center, surrounded by several bottles of sauce. Davis looked around the restaurant, her eyes stopping on the wall behind a counter that ran the length of the right wall. It was covered with car tags.
“What’s with all the tags?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe they were donated. A lot of them are personalized.”
“There’s one over there that says Buck Fama. Is that a not-so-subtle play on words?”
“Probably donated by an Auburn fan. Alabama and Auburn are the major universities in the state. Huge rivals. But I don’t think that one’s a real tag.”
“Auburn University?” she asked and I nodded. “Then that would explain the one next to it that says AUSUX.”
“You catch on fast,” I said. “If you’re in business in this state you don’t want to alienate either fan base. You don’t want to show too much favoritism to one school.”
She nodded and looked around at the rest of the restaurant. From our booth you could see the pit and the guys cooking the ribs. They both had towels draped over their shoulders which they used to wipe their faces every few minutes.
“This looks fun,” she said. “You know, barbecue is one of those things that no matter how full I am, I get a whiff of the smoke and it still smells appetizing.”
“Dreamland has kind of an interesting history. The original restaurant is in Tuscaloosa and the only things they serve are ribs and Wonder bread.”
“Wonder bread?” she asked.
“Yeah, white sandwich bread. Wonder is the brand name. But that’s it. No potato salad or slaw or baked beans. Just ribs. The waitress comes up to the table and asks ‘How much y’all want?’ and you tell her a slab or a half slab or whatever. Of course, they serve beer and soft drinks and tea. Maybe you can get chips. I’m not sure about that.”
Davis was looking at the menu. “But they have all kinds of stuff on the menu here. Side dishes and desserts, barbeque chicken, pork sandwiches.”
“Yeah, and that caused quite a stir with the family when they started selling sides. The man who founded the restaurant didn’t like it. He thought they should only sell ribs, like the original restaurant. Anyway, they eventually worked it out and the other locations have similar menus. But at the original location they still only serve ribs and white bread.”
“That’s strange. I wonder why?”
“I don’t know. I guess they’d have to expand their kitchen or something and they don’t want to do that. Or maybe they’re just holding onto their tradition. The original is still the most popular location because of all the history. The walls are covered with photos of famous people who’ve eaten there. It’s a pretty neat place.”
“Well, I’m glad they have more to offer here,” she said. “I plan to have some of that banana pudding for dessert.”
The waitress came back with our food and we started eating. Both of us were hungrier than we’d realized.
“What do you make of everything at this point?” Davis asked after a couple of minutes.
“You mean about the case or the ribs?”
“The case.”
“I think it’s interesting that both Johnson and Rizzo were killed by the same gun and in the same manner. And I have a hard time believing that Rizzo killed Johnson then someone else killed Rizzo with his own gun.”
“And the gun’s a thirty-eight. I’m not sure a guy like Rizzo would use a thirty-eight.”
“He might,” I said. “A thirty-eight is good for close work. I have a Taurus thirty-eight special and a Glock nine-millimeter. If I was going to walk up to someone and shoot them I’d be as likely to use the thirty-eight as the nine mil. It’s effective at close range and easier to conceal. What about Johnson? Would he have a thirty-eight or something bigger?”
“We’re issued nines,” Davis said. “But he had to turn his in when he was suspended. The thirty-eight could be his personal gun.”
“How big is Kopekne?”
“He’s about your size,” she said. “I know what you’re thinking. Rizzo’s a big guy and he’s tough and it would be hard to take his gun away from him. But Lenny might be able to do it. He’s pretty tough in his own right.”
“I noticed you didn’t comment when I floated the idea that he might be the shooter. Is he capable of killing Johnson and Rizzo?”
She set down the rib she was gnawing on and wiped her mouth and hands with a paper towel.
“He’s capable. Just before the trial he killed two guys who came after him one night. He shot one in the hallway outside his bedroom. He chased the other one out the back door and shot him in the yard. After that they put him in protective custody until after the trial. He found a bomb wired to his car a couple of weeks later. That’s when he entered WITSEC and they brought him to Albuquerque.”
She paused to take a sip of iced tea, then continued.
“So Lenny might be able to stand up to Johnson and Rizzo. I just don’t see the motive for killing them. At least not Johnson. Rizzo? Sure. He was undoubtedly sent here to kill Lenny. But why would Lenny kill Johnson? And how did Rizzo end up with Johnson’s badge?”
“Those are good questions.”
“For that matter, we don’t even know if Lenny’s in town. I think in all likelihood he is, but we don’t know that for sure.”
“Well, maybe Mary Baker can clarify that for us,” I said.
“We don’t know if she’s still in town, either.”
“I think we’ll know that tomorrow. That’s the only lead Radcliffe has. She’ll track down Baker as quickly as humanly possible.”
“She’s kind of intense, isn’t she?”
“I think that’s why Captain Collier likes her.” I smiled. “He said she’s a little bulldog who won’t back down just because some Marshal waves a badge in her face.”
“Really? So I’m just some Marshal?”
“That was before he met you. He might characterize you differently now.”
She smiled slyly and leaned forward a little. “And why is that?”
“Well, let’s just say you aren’t the typical US Marshal.”
She studied my face for a minute, then sat back. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said. “And I’m glad you noticed. But I don’t think Collier is the only one who likes Detective Radcliffe.”
I took a sip of my beer. “She’s attractive but…” I shrugged. “I prefer blondes.”
She cocked one eyebrow and a smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. But before she could respond our waitress came over to gather up our empty plates and ask if we wanted dessert.
“Oh, yes,” Davis said. “I’ve got to try your banana pudding.”
The waitress looked at me.
“Just coffee, black,” I said.
“So, tell me about this witness protection stuff you do,” I said after our waitress hurried off.
“Changing the subject, are we?” Davis said. “Okay, well, let’s see. There’s not a whole lot to tell. If someone like Lenny is considered a crucial witness in a trial or if his testimony puts him or his immediate family at risk, then he qualifies for the Witness Security Program. The OEO, Office of Enforcement Operations, then arranges for a preliminary interview with the Marshals Service so the witness can find out what to expect from his new life in the program. We then do a threat assessment and provide our recommendations on whether or not he should be placed in the program.
“Once he’s accepted into the program the Marshals Service creates a new identity and relocates him where his new life begins. When someone comes to Albuquerque my office is responsible for meeting with him and his family, helping him get set up, briefing local law enforcement on everything. We’ll help them find suitable housing and employment and provide counseling or refer them to a professional counselor if that’s needed. Of course, we also provide the documents for the new identity.
“After they are assimilated into the community then they’re only required to check in with us once a year unless there are extenuating circumstances or problems of some kind. Of course, if they move or make any significant changes to their status then they’re supposed to let us know. But our goal is to help them become self-sufficient in their new identity. It’s hard to be anonymous if a federal Marshal is hanging around, so we don’t normally have a lot of contact with the witness once he’s settled.”
“But it sounds like you were keeping pretty close tabs on Kopekne,” I said.
“We were. Considering the recent problems with some of Johnson’s other witnesses we felt it necessary to monitor things a little more closely than normal.”
“So, Kopekne kept his same first name.”
“Yeah, we encourage them to do that. The same first name, sometimes the same initials if they have a lot of monogrammed personal items. It’s less confusing for the witness and also less likely to create questions.”
“But you didn’t know he had a daughter?”
“No. At the time he entered the program he was single, not involved with anyone, and his daughter wasn’t born yet. Somehow he found out about her a month ago and let us know that he was planning to go see her.”
“And he was assigned to Johnson, who was then suspended. In the mean time Kopekne slipped out of town.”
“You got it,” Davis said.
“So, if Johnson was suspended, why did he come here looking for Kopekne?”
“I don’t know.”
The waitress brought Davis’s banana pudding, which we shared, and the bill for dinner, which we did not share.
When I offered to pay she said, “I figure you’re going to expense it and I’ll end up paying for it either way. Might as well save some paperwork.”
I didn’t argue with her.
“What time do you want to start in the morning?” I asked.
She smiled slightly and said, “You aren’t calling it a night this early, are you? Let’s go back to the hotel. We can have a drink in the lounge. Or, for that matter, I have a fully stocked mini-bar in the room we could avail ourselves of.”
Before I could respond her cell phone chimed. She frowned and glanced at the screen, then answered the call. She listened for a couple of minutes, looking at me as she did, her face showing mild surprise.
“Okay, we’ll meet you there,” she said. She punched a button to end the call. “That was Radcliffe. Does she ever quit working?”
“I don’t know. What’s up?”
“Someone just let themselves into Johnson’s hotel room.”
Chapter 11
When we got to the hotel there was a detective waiting for us in the lobby.
“Frank’s upstairs making sure the guy doesn’t slip out the back,” he said.
“Did you recognize him?” Radcliffe asked. “Is it Kopekne?”
“If it is he’s well disguised,” the detective said. “He looked like a homeless person. Came through the lobby and went directly to the elevators. Frank hit the stairs and got there just in time to see him go into Johnson’s room.”
We all got in the elevator and rode up to the fourth floor. Me, Davis, Radcliffe, and the detective. When we got there the other detective, Frank, was leaning against the wall a few doors down from Johnson’s room.
“What’s he doing in there?” Radcliffe asked.
“Watching TV, apparently. He had a Milo’s bag. I guess he’s having some dinner and watching a movie. Better than sitting under an overpass in the cold.”
“Have you done anything to alert him that you’re out here?” Radcliffe asked.
“No.”
We all followed her down the hall to the door. She knocked and the sound of the TV went off but nothing else happened. She knocked again, harder this time.
“Birmingham Metropolitan Police. Open up.”
There was no response and she was about to knock again when the guy inside said, “Let me see a badge or something.”
Radcliffe held her badge up to the peep hole and after a second the door opened a couple of inches. The security chain was in place. The guy peered out at us. He had long brown hair and a scraggly beard. There were dark circles under his eyes.
“Let me see it,” he said and Radcliffe held her badge up to the opening.
He studied it for a second then closed the door. We could hear a scraping sound as he removed the security chain. Then he opened the door and let us in.
As soon as we were inside one of the detectives, the guy who wasn’t named Frank, grabbed the man by arm and turned him around.
“I think you know the drill,” he said to the man. “Spread ‘em.”
The man spread his legs and put his hands against the wall. He was dressed in a UAB sweatshirt that was frayed at the collar and black jeans. The clothes hung from his skinny frame. He had on a couple of pairs of socks. You could tell because the top pair, gray sweat socks, had a hole on the right big toe and there was a red sock underneath. There were a pair of worn leather boots at the foot of the bed and an army fatigue jacket draped over a chair in the corner.
The detective frisked him, removing a dirty comb, a tattered wallet, and a wadded up bandanna from his pockets. He put these items on the top of the dresser, then motioned at the bed. The man sat on the edge and watched as the other detective went through the pockets of his coat. He pulled out twelve dollars and some loose change and dropped the money on the dresser next to the other items.
The man didn’t say anything. He just looked at Radcliffe as she picked up his wallet and went through it. She fished out a driver’s license and studied it for a second.
“Ray Martin,” she said. “Is that you?”
The man nodded.
“The picture doesn’t look much like you.”
“It’s about four years old,” he said.
Radcliffe tossed the wallet and the license on the dresser. “Had some hard times since then, Ray?”
He nodded.
“I’m guessing the address is no longer correct. Where are you living now?”
He shrugged.
“It’s been kind of cold the last couple of weeks. You doing okay?”
He wiped his nose on the sleeve of his sweatshirt and nodded, stealing a quick look around the room at the rest of us.
Radcliffe looked at the table over by the window. The Milo’s bag and an empty wrapper were there along with a few fries and a large paper cup.
“Let me guess,” she said. “Someone gave you some money to get something to eat and told you to come up here. Said you could spend the night if you wanted. Take a hot bath. Sleep in a real bed for a change.”
Ray looked at us nervously, then nodded his head. “He said it was his room but he wouldn’t be needing it tonight.”
“Weren’t you a little suspicious? Does this kind of thing happen to you often?”
“No. It don’t happen and I was plenty suspicious. But he said I could leave if I didn’t want to stay. Keep the twenty bucks either way. Just go up to the room and check it out. Decide what I wanted to do.” He nodded toward the clothes hanging on a rack next to the bathroom door. “He also said there were some clean clothes up here. Said I could have them, too.”
Radcliffe leaned against the dresser and crossed her arms. “What else? Did he tell you to bring him anything?”
“No. I looked in all the drawers and under the bed. There’s nothing else in the room. Some shaving stuff in the bathroom. That’s all.” He shrugged again. “I know it’s kind of weird, but what the hell? It’s supposed to get down to eighteen tonight. I didn’t do nothing wrong. I was just taking a guy up on his offer for a warm place to crash.”
“Sure,” Radcliffe said. “Only this isn’t his room. The guy who rented this room was killed four days ago.”
Ray looked at her and shook his head. “Listen, I don’t know nothing about that. I never seen the guy before tonight. How was I supposed to know it wasn’t his room? He had a key.”
“Tell me about him,” Radcliffe said.
Ray gave a vague description. He said the man was real nice, gave him some money for food, and paid a cab to bring him to the hotel.
“That sound like Kopekne?” Radcliffe asked Davis.
“Kind of,” Davis said. “It’s not a very detailed description.”
“It was dark,” Ray said. “He had on a thick coat and a hat. I couldn’t see him that well.”
“So he didn’t bring you over here himself?” Radcliffe asked.
Ray shook his head.
“Did you see what kind of car he was driving?”
Ray shook his head again.
“Where did you meet him?”
“Down by the Civic Center. They got a warming station set up over there. That’s where I was going. He was just waiting there at the corner and started talking to me when I walked up.”
Radcliffe looked at Davis. “You got any questions?”
“No,” she said.
Radcliffe looked at me and I shook my head.
“Okay,” she said, turning to the detectives. “Pack Johnson’s stuff up and take it to Headquarters. I’ll let the desk clerk know what we’re doing. Turn the key in when you’re done.” She looked at Ray. “Get your shoes and coat on, Ray. You can’t stay here.”
“But I can go?” he asked. “I’m not in trouble or anything?”
“No, you’re not in trouble. You want to go to the Civic Center or Jimmy Hale?”
“Civic Center’s fine,” he said as he began pulling on his boots. “The mission’s full up tonight.”
“Okay, I’ll take you there on my way home.”
When we got down to the lobby Ray spied complimentary coffee set out on the counter. He made a beeline for it and poured himself a cup.
“I guess we should’ve waved as we came through the parking lot,” I said.
Radcliffe said, “Yeah, Kopekne must’ve suspected we were watching the room. He sent his old friend, Ray, over here to flush us out. To see who showed up.”
“Now he knows who to look out for,” Davis said. “And he knows I’m here. He knew someone from the office would come to see about Johnson. He just didn’t know who.”
“Now he knows,” Radcliffe said.
We watched as Ray poured himself a second cup of coffee and added several packets of sugar and creamer. Then he slipped a handful of sugar packets into his coat pocket.
“Well, it’s been a long day,” Radcliffe said. “I wish we knew more for our efforts.”
“Are you going to see Mary Baker tomorrow?” Davis asked.
“First thing.”
“Then, we’ll see you at Metro first thing in the morning,” Davis said. She turned to me. “You ready to go?”
“Sure,” I said.
As we were leaving the parking lot I said, “We’re assuming Kopekne was the guy who sent Ray to Johnson’s hotel room. We may be jumping to conclusions.”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “It was him.”
“How do you know?”
“I just know.”
She didn’t say anything more and I let it go.
We rode in silence back to her hotel. When we arrived she turned to me and said, “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Apparently the offer she’d made earlier to come up to her room and raid the bar was no longer on the table. That was fine with me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to move beyond a business relationship with Davis just yet. Now I didn’t have to worry about it. At least, not tonight.
“Want me to pick you up in the morning?” I asked.
“No, I’ll just meet you at there.”
I nodded and she got out and hurried into the hotel lobby.
On the drive home I reviewed what I’d learned about Kopekne. He used to be a security guard. That meant he was familiar with police procedures and probably had training with a handgun, maybe in self-defense, as well. Using the homeless guy to flush us out at the hotel was a well-executed play. And he had killed two wise guys who had been sent to take him out. Possibly three counting Rizzo. That was something Davis had not told Radcliffe.
It made me wonder what else she hadn’t told us about Leonard Kopekne.
Chapter 12
When I got to Metro Headquarters on Tuesday morning Davis was already there. Three detectives were talking with her and a fourth went to fetch her a cup of coffee. I found Radcliffe at her desk. She was sitting there watching Davis and the guys fawning over her. She had a look of mild disgust on her face. When I sat down she set her coffee cup down and looked at me.
“We’ll be leaving in a few minutes to go see Mary Baker,” she said.
“Okay. Did you get Ray situated last night?”
“Yeah, I took him by the Civic Center. They didn’t have beds set up for anyone to stay overnight, but at least he could get in out of the cold for a little while.”
“Nice of you to take him over there,” I said. “I’m guessing it was out of your way.”
“Not much.”
She looked back at Davis who was acting very grateful for the cup of coffee the young patrolman brought her.
“How do you like working with her?” she asked.
“It’s okay. But I’m still trying to get a reading on her moods.”
“What does that mean?”
“Well, she kind of blew up at a woman in the County Clerk’s office at the courthouse when she couldn’t answer her questions. It wasn’t like she was being evasive or anything. She just couldn’t answer the questions. Then, after we left the courthouse Davis was fine until the episode at the hotel with Ray. Even came on to me a little during dinner. But when we left the hotel she was real moody and closed off. It was like she was sulking about being tricked by Kopekne. Hardly said two words on the drive back to her hotel.”
“Did she get over it?” Radcliffe asked.
“What? You mean once we got to the hotel?”
She nodded and I shrugged.
“I just dropped her off and went home.”
Radcliffe looked at me for a second but didn’t say anything.
“What don’t you like about her?” I asked.
“What don’t I like about her? Let me see. You mean beyond the fact that she has every guy in the division acting like a high school freshman trying to impress the new girl at school? Not that I’m jealous or anything. I just hate to see the guys making fools of themselves.”
“Of course,” I said.
She gave me a quick glance, then turned her attention back to Davis. She was telling a story to the group of men and they suddenly all burst out laughing. She nodded her head and started talking again and they all leaned in, hanging on her every word.
“I don’t trust her,” Radcliffe said eventually. “I don’t know why, exactly, but I just don’t feel like she’s telling us the whole story.”
I didn’t tell her that I knew Davis had withheld some information about Kopekne’s past. I wasn’t sure how important it was at this point. I was also concerned that if I told Radcliffe what I knew she’d get on Davis’s case and that might cause her to shut down again. I felt like it was going to take total cooperation from all parties to figure this mess out.
Radcliffe glanced at her watch and stood up. “Well, let’s get going,” she said. “I’m anxious to see what Baker has to say.”
****
Mary Baker and her husband lived in a nice home in Mountain Brook, on Dell Road near the intersection with Overbrook Road. Against my recommendation we all went in Radcliffe’s car. It was a city issued Crown Victoria and although it was unmarked it was pretty obviously a police vehicle. We parked behind a burgundy Mercedes sedan that was sitting in the drive. Another vehicle, an old pickup truck, was parked beside it. Just as we were getting out of our car a man came out the front door. He was dressed in an expensive suit and overcoat and carried a briefcase and a cup of coffee.
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