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CHAPTER 1
Tires squealed as Kyle Rieker slid the rented Ford Focus to a stop behind the row of cars parked at the curb. It was still rocking when he lunged free of it and strode toward the chapel from which mourners were leaving. While aware of curious glances tossed his way, his focus was on the entrance.
He paused briefly to let a couple step outside. Then, as he eased inside and across the back, his glance locked on the gleaming maple casket at the front of the chapel. It was adorned with large multi-looped bows of broad white ribbon. Bouquets of white roses and lilies, interspersed with lacy green ferns, spilled over the sides of standing baskets at either end of it. She had loved white in all things.
He slipped off his aviator sunglasses and tucked them away as he turned down the aisle on the right. Only a few mourners remained inside. The pallbearers were moving into position.
“Wait one,” he demanded in a quiet bass that carried well.
The men paused and watched as he closed. He nodded to one of them, Randy LaCross.
An attendant politely stepped into his path, turning to face him. Kyle stopped only inches from him. His broad shoulders were squared in a military manner.
“People are waiting outside,” the attendant said with practiced courtesy and politeness.
“I’ve covered seven thousand miles in three days to get here,” Kyle said as if commenting on the weather. “I want to be with her one last time.”
“But sir, we must . . .”
His large, lustrous brown eyes, so dark as to seem black, overflowed with intense determination. “She’s my sister,” he said. “Want me to do it?”
Moments later the lid was open. Randy and the other pallbearers moved back as he stepped up to the casket. He let his glance sweep over what he could see. An excellent job had been done in preparing her for this affair, he decided. Death does not always bring such finery. But she didn’t look as he remembered her. He shook his head slowly as he realized he did not want to recall this view.
Her long, graceful fingers seemed to have shrunk. Her breasts thrust upward unnaturally. He was grateful, though. He’d been spared the sight of the ugly wounds left by the bullets that had ripped through her heart to steal her life away. He found it difficult to breath as he gazed at her still features.
He heard light footsteps approaching down the carpeted center aisle behind him. The quickness of pace suggested a woman. Moments later he caught the scent of lavender. But he only filed this information away; his attention was directed at what remained of a delightful, exciting woman, beautiful in all ways.
He reached out and lightly stroked her cheek, then bent and kissed it. She had always tilted her head to make it easier for him. For an instant he was disappointed she had not done so this time. Then he was nearly overwhelmed with sadness, yet irritated that he had forgotten, even briefly, that she could not. That she could never again do so. Never again flash that brilliant, cheery smile that had so often changed the course of his day.
He stepped to the bouquet on his right and selected three white buds, cut as they were about to open. He curled her limp hands and fingers about the stems, spreading them across her chest. He wished she could smell them, for she had loved the fragrance. But they helped, he decided. They added a sense of vitality to the waxen figure.
Tomorrow would be the first day of autumn, a day she always looked forward to, one she would miss this year. And in the years ahead.
It wasn’t right. She had been such a vibrant person, one filled with a wondrous zest for life. And like men he’d fought beside, she’d been much too young to die.
Finally, he nodded to the attendant, then watched the lid close once more, forever locking her away from this world.
“Want to take my place?” Randy asked.
Kyle hesitated, then said, “Thanks, but I’ll pass.” That his tan suit was much too small, didn’t bother him. That it wasn’t appropriate for the occasion, bothered him even less. He just wasn’t up to it.
Randy nodded. Then, as if they had been waiting on the reply, the pallbearers stepped forward, lifted the casket, and started toward the exit. The attendant walked in front as if to guide the way.
Only vaguely aware of the woman sitting in the front row, Kyle watched intently. He was completely still, without any restless shifting about or even a hint of impatience. In the light through the tall window behind him, his pale brown hair, trimmed short, seemed almost blonde, the color of his sparse two-day beard.
When the chapel door closed, he saw the woman stand. He turned toward her as she approached. Her charcoal-gray jacket and matching skirt were formal in the extreme. He guessed all had been tailored by someone who knew what they were about. Her golden blonde hair had been done up in a bun. The severe set to her beautiful features was appropriate to the occasion, but he sensed it was an expression not often used. The scent of lavender was stronger now.
“I’m Bridget Bennington,” she said in a precise, melodic soprano. “A friend of Marsha.” She extended a business card, pointing to the phone number written on the back of it.
When he nodded and took the card, she said, “I know this is a terrible time for you, but can you call me later? Perhaps tomorrow?”
“I will,” he said, nodding again.
She thanked him with her bright blue eyes, turned and walked back up the aisle. As he watched, he realized that even in her severe attire and solemn motion she was sexually appealing in the extreme. When she disappeared through the entrance, he shook his head, seeking to loosen distracting thoughts. Then he turned and walked to the tall window to gaze out at the sprawl of that part of Los Angeles called the Valley.
It all blurred out in an odd way he couldn’t define. Later he realized his shirt was getting wet. And later still he decided he ought to determine why. When it became clear moisture was dripping from his chin, it was relatively easy to identify its source.
He knuckled away the tears collected in his eyes as best he could, turned, and strode toward the exit.
* * *
At the cemetery, Kyle parked some distance behind the other cars and strode up the gentle slope until he was well above the group gathered around her grave site. He squatted on his heels and watched. And waited. Unmoving.
As the small crowd began to break up, Randy started up the hillside toward him. Kyle stood, tucked his glasses away, and extended his hand. As Randy gripped it, Kyle said, “I owe you.”
“Glad to help,” he said. “There was lots of crap until they found out I had a wallet with bucks in it.” He shook his head, remembering. “The part you missed by being late didn’t amount to much.”
Kyle nodded. “When you caught up with me, I was in Thailand. I almost didn’t make it in time.” Together, they watched the cars pull away from the curb, one by one, and move off.
“I called every number in her address book,” Randy said, as they watched the last car drive off. “But I couldn’t put names to any of the faces that showed.”
“Neither could I,” Kyle said. “I’ve been away longer than I realized.”
Randy stepped closer. “Mind if I get personal?” he asked, blinking rapidly, discomforted by the contact lens he needed, but hated.
“Go,” Kyle said, a puzzled look in his dark eyes.
“You’ve gotta dump that suit, buddy,” he said with a faint grin. “The tie’s good. And you know how to knot one. But that suit? No way. And you’re smelling pretty ripe, you know. Want to stop by my place and clean up?”
“Thanks,” Kyle said, managing a faint smile. “I’ll get into the apartment later. I’ve things there.”
“The cops have it sealed. There’s a good padlock on the door.”
“Uhmm,” Kyle murmured.
“Well, I better get back to the paper,” Randy said, turning away.
“We’ve seen guys hit,” Kyle said softly, speaking to the grass. When Randy turned back, he looked up and continued. “Sometimes we knew they were gone, or soon would be, from the way they collapsed. But we were able to tuck it away. Not to be forgotten, but so we could get on.” He shook his head. “It isn’t working for me now.”
Randy sighed, then turned to gaze at the abandoned grave. “This is different, you know. You may never be able to tuck this away.” When he looked back at Kyle, he asked, “Got a plan?”
Kyle shrugged. “I’ll get her affairs wrapped up. Then get on.”
“Going to reenlist? I hear the bonuses are great.” His tight smile announced he didn’t believe it.
Kyle gazed up at the bright blue sky. “No,” he said finally. “I’ve done my share.”
Randy nodded. “Maybe more, you know. So what next?”
“I’m no closer to answering that than I was at fifteen.”
“You’ll figure it,” Randy asserted.
“Maybe I should do what Steinbeck did; put a dog in the front seat of my truck and check this country out. I might even find something that grabs me. Did you read his book, Travels with Charlie?”
Randy shook his head. “It might be more fun with a woman than with a dog.”
Kyle smiled. “A dog offers something most women can’t.”
“Yeah?”
“Unconditional love.”
Randy chuckled, started to turn away again, then stopped as if certain he shouldn’t. “Now’s not the time,” he said with unexpected intensity, “but call tomorrow. Let’s get together.”
“Right. We’ll get the bucks straight.”
“I didn’t use all you sent. So there’s change,” he said, again blinking rapidly. “But there may be something we need to tend to.” There was a grim set to his jaw as he turned again and strode down to his car.
Kyle had seen that look before. It had always meant bad news for somebody. He wondered about it until Randy drove off. Then he could no longer hang to the thought.
* * *
Later, as the sun crept closer to the horizon, workman put the final touches on the site. When they left, Kyle walked down and stood beside the marker set in the freshly sod grass.
They’d never again hug or cling to one another as tightly as they could. They’d never again be closer together than they were right now. It wasn’t enough.
When he felt his eyes begin to fill with tears, he turned away.
CHAPTER 2
Since Kyle shared the rent for the apartment with Marsha, one of the bedrooms was his. Still, he had spent a restless night on a bed not often used. As usual, it was still dark when he awoke. His drifting, fragmented thoughts suddenly focused. What had Randy meant? What might they have to tend to?
He lifted the brown terry cloth robe from the hook in the closet and slipped into it. Outside the bedroom, moonlight through the windows illuminated the way to the kitchen.
Last night, he’d removed the insides from the Farberware pot Marsha used to perk her coffee, filled it with water and plugged it in. He emptied a spoonful of instant Folgers into a mug and added hot water. He sipped as he moved to the small wrought iron table by the picture window and sat down. He gazed out at the lights of the city to the south, a magnificent view he didn’t really see.
He’d been with her when she’d selected the table. And he’d paid half the bill. The thick white acrylic finish was hard, silky-smooth to his touch. The circular glass top was beveled at the edge, making it comfortable to lean on. But it was less than three feet across. People seated had to duck knees. Puzzled, he’d asked why she wanted such a small table. “It’s intimate,” she had said with a mischievous grin.
He took another sip of the coffee he had forgotten about; it was cold. He rose and padded barefooted around the triangular island to the pot.
With fresh coffee, he walked back into the living area, open to the kitchen. All was as he remembered it, except for the new off-white Naugahyde couch and chair. She had written about them in glowing detail. But he hadn’t heard anything from her recently. Suddenly he realized he wanted to know what she had been up to lately. Everything.
He set his mug on the counter, walked to the entry way to the bedrooms and opened her door. Unmoving, he examined the room in moonlight streaming in through the windows to the east. White dominated all: the satiny, silky bedspread, the blankets, even the carpet. Woods had been finished in blonde shades.
He couldn’t bring himself to step inside. He felt as if he was prying into her private affairs, into her innermost thoughts, her hopes and dreams.
The room was as she’d left it, never to return. The covers had been tossed back, the bed unmade. She had always struggled with mornings. Tuesdays were worse, for she had an early appointment.
When he saw the computer under the window, he squared his shoulders and determinedly stepped inside. He paused to gaze down at the bronze statue on the dresser, a replica of Rodin’s “The Kiss.” The cost had ruined her budget for a considerable time.
He remembered what he’d thought when she first showed it to him, that every woman wants to be kissed like this, and that every man wants to do so. It occurred to him now that for most, it doesn’t happen.
He moved to the computer and sat down in front of it. He wasn’t excited about his prospects; he was computer illiterate and determined to stay that way. With distinct reluctance, he pressed the switch on the power bar.
He recognized the first screen that appeared. Internet Explorer. He took a deep breath, leaned back, and began tentatively clicking about with the mouse.
When the history file dropped down, he leaned forward and examined it. It appeared to be a set of links to information about China. He clicked the first one and found himself reading a page about the consequences of Taiwan declaring independence from China. After reading a few paragraphs, he realized he knew more about this sensitive situation than the author did.
He clicked the next link. He read only a few lines, then clicked another. Then another.
Why would she be interested in efforts to increase the agricultural water supply? Or in information about the SilkWorm missile?
Never comfortable facing a computer screen, he again clicked the first link. Then he clicked to print the page. Before the printer started, he clicked the next link, then again to print it.
The variety of topics puzzled him. She was doing well financially, sharing her insights into the profit potential of companies in The Courtney Report. She never made recommendations, only reported what she had discovered. Many applauded her work. Some waited anxiously for the next issue. At least that’s how she had described matters to him.
But there didn’t seem to be anything here to which she could apply her analytical skills. “Sex and the Roaring Night Life in Shanghai?” “Pandas in Peril?” These, and most pages, didn’t fit any pattern he could identify.
There was no way of knowing to what extent she had explored the site from the page she first visited. He hoped he wouldn’t have to get into that. But the URLs were printed on the output if he needed them. When the printer beeped in complaint, he loaded another half a ream of paper, and it again began tossing copy into the hopper.
She had visited over two hundred sites related to China. What had she been looking for? Had she found it?
* * *
He had left the printer running as he cleaned out the refrigerator. Marsha had been avoiding processed foods because of a nasty allergy she couldn’t pin down. She counted on fresh foods. All had grown stale: the meat was suspect, the vegetables were soggy, and the potatoes were done for. He stuffed everything into plastic bags, knotted them and carted them to the front door.
When he realized the printer had quit, he checked. It was out of paper again. He loaded the tray, then sat down to add the remaining pages to the print queue.
In his room, he paused in front of the bookcase. As he ran his fingers across the spines, he could read the familiar titles in the early morning light. He had ordered most of them, but Marsha had sent him several. Works he wanted to keep, he had sent here; she had tucked them into the bookcase.
Remembering where he was and what needed to be done, he resisted the inclination to linger by turning away. He recovered the business card Bridget Bennington have given him, then bundled the too-tight suit he’d worn for the last four days into the coat by knotting the arms.
In the living room, he tossed the bundle toward the plastic bags by the door. Then he sat down on the couch, reached for the phone, glanced at the card, and dialed.
“Yes?”
He recognized the voice from only the one word, noting again its lush vibrancy. “Kyle Rieker here,” he said. “You asked me to call.”
“How delightful,” she responded brightly. “I wasn’t sure you would.”
“I never refuse invitations from beautiful women.”
“Oh, how precious.”
“You said you knew Marsha. Can we chat about what she’s been doing lately? I haven’t heard from her recently.”
“Have lunch with me and I will reveal all.”
He chuckled. “Clothes could be a problem. I don’t have your budget.”
“Silly man,” she said with a ripple of gay laughter. “Meet me at Finnery’s Eatery on Laurel, just off Ventura Boulevard. We’ll dine under the awning. Say one o’clock?”
“About clothes?”
“At their prices, they have no dress code.” She laughed again and hung up. He shook his head slowly, wondering what he was letting himself in for. She was gorgeous, though. It was easy to remember how the heels had stressed her slender calves as she’d walked out of the chapel. When he thought about “their prices,” he sighed out loud. Was he to pick up the tab?
* * *
In the shower, Kyle scrubbed hard to erase lingering traces of the grime of his three day trip. And the odd clamminess that had clutched at his skin at the funeral home. And again at the cemetery.
He put on his preferred civilian outfit: dress chinos and a dark brown flannel shirt which was largely hidden by the tan nylon windbreaker. He slipped on a relatively new pair of Nike running shoes, then stepped into Marsha’s room to check the printer.
It had finished. Both the computer and printer seemed ready to do it all again. He wasn’t. As he shut the equipment down and added the latest output to the earlier stack, he noted he had used more than two reams of paper. Thinking of reading through it brought a deep sigh. He carried it all into the living room and set it on the coffee table, shaking his head as he estimated the height.
He made two trips with trash bags to the dumpster in the alley. As he picked up the last load, he noticed the bolt-cutters.
Alerted by Randy’s comment that the apartment was sealed and padlocked, he’d bought them on the way here. The hasp had been easy to cut; he’d simply walked through the yellow police tape.
He could cart them out now, but he’d always been hesitant to toss a good tool. He decided they looked fine propped against the wall by the door.
He adjusted his dark sunglasses, picked up the remaining bags, opened the door, then stopped.
China? Even if she was interested in a Chinese company, she wouldn’t need that much information for a report. Or that kind of information. So why? He set the bags down, moved to her small desk in the kitchen, grabbed a piece of her note paper and printed, “China? Why?”
As he thoughtfully tucked the note into his jacket pocket, he noticed the small package. Odd, he thought. Marsha had addressed it to him, but it had been opened.
Inside was a paperback, Beautiful Imperialist by David Shambaugh. On the inside of the front cover, she’d written in her typical bold script, “This guy feels China is turning politically and economically toward Europe and away from us. This trend matters economically. Do you think it might increase the risk of conflict between China and the U.S.?” She had signed the note as, “Sis.” Below it, she’d added a postscript: “I miss you!”
Kyle read the note three times. Finally he sighed; she no longer needed his answer. He stood, tucked the book into his hip pocket, and picked up the trash again. As he closed the door behind him, he asked softly out loud, “China?”
* * *
The upper half of the open door was glass. On it, Lt. Jefferson Walster, Homicide, was spelled out with gold foil. As Kyle stepped inside, he studied the man slumped comfortably in the chair behind the small desk.
That he was a sharp dresser was his first impression. But the lavender tie streaked with splashes of green clashed with the shades of brown in the suit, the tan dress shirt, and particularly his olive black complexion. The cuff links sparkled brightly, the stones much too large to be diamonds. He was filling out a form with a ballpoint pen and didn’t seem to be enjoying the task.
Kyle sat down in the chair in front of the desk without being invited. When Walster looked up, his mocking smile showed lots of white teeth; his eyes were filled with laughter. He gestured with his hand and said in a resonant baritone, “Have a seat, why don’t you?”
“Thanks,” he said, setting the bag beside the chair.
“And you’d be?”
“Kyle Rieker. Marsha’s brother.”
He nodded, watching Kyle with cop skepticism. “What’s in the bag?”
“Her personal things. I picked them up on the way in.”
“How’d you manage that?”
He reached inside his jacket for the form that made him officially the executor of Marsha’s estate. He’d picked it up this morning from Lester Thornton, the attorney who had drawn her will.
Walster scanned the page, then tossed it back. “That needs a judge’s signature.”
“My attorney probably has one by now.”
Walster was still studying Kyle’s face intently, rolling the pen back and forth between his fingers, tapping it lightly on the desk. “Didn’t your mama tell you it isn’t polite to talk to people wearing shades?”
Kyle slipped off the glasses and let them dangle from his fingers. “The flicker of fluorescent lights bothers my eyes.”
“I don’t see any flicker.
“My imagination maybe.”
“Why are you frightened of me?”
“I’m not,” he said. “You may be picking up on caution. I’m careful when dealing with those who have power.”
“Me?” Walster exclaimed, laughing. “I’ve got power? That’s heavy.” He laughed again.
Kyle shrugged, but said nothing. He wasn’t into debates.
“We tried to locate you,” Walster said, still watching Kyle closely. “Where were you a week ago last Tuesday about ten in the morning?”
“Out of the country.”
The rap of the pen against the desk was more pronounced. “I asked where.”
“I’m not free to say.”
“I can lock you up until you tell me everything I want to know.”
“You can lock me up.”
Walster smiled as he laughed at him with his eyes. “The idea of a cell doesn’t bother you?”
“Call Fort Bragg. They’ll tell you whatever the U.S. Army wants said.”
“Special Forces?”
He nodded. “How does the case stand?”
“It’s closed.”
“Uhmm.”
“One time,” Walster said, his eyes bright with intensity. “One of our men nailed the shooter. That’s the end of it. We’re sorry about your sister and like that.”
He saw no hint of regret in the bright laughing eyes he faced. The neatly trimmed mustache seemed to accent the smile. “Do crazies generally hit so early in the day?”
“This one did.”
To Kyle, the pieces didn’t fit. What he knew about fanatics, suggested they didn’t go the suicide route so early in the day. “Did he try to get away?”
“Our people were right on top of it. He never had the chance.”
“Have you any idea why my sister was interested in China?”
Walster shook his head. “When a case is closed, there’s always loose ends.”
“That’s it for you?”
“Every officer out there,” Walster said, with a wave of his hand that encompassed the squad room, “has enough to keep him busting twenty hours a day. And some do. Where’s the gain in working a closed case?”
“Marsha has . . .” Kyle paused and cleared his throat. “Marsha had an allergy to some processed foods. It acted something like poison oak. Lots of red, itchy skin. And small, watery blisters. When it hit, it put her out of business for two or three days. She went to that clinic on Maple Street every Tuesday morning in hopes of discovering what caused it.”
“What clinic?”
“The Stassen Laboratory,” he replied. “Was anyone else who was killed a regular on Maple Street Tuesday mornings?”
“Dude, you’re not tuned into the right frequency.” Walster leaned out over the desk. “That case is closed.”
“You could check this out.”
“Why?”
Kyle slipped his glasses back on and picked up the bag beside him as he stood. “If you’re typical of L.A.’s finest,” he said quietly, “this whole damned town is fucked.”
As he turned toward the door, Walster laughed. “Where can I find you?”
“My sister’s place.”
“Hey, dude. It’s sealed. With a padlock and like that.”
“It was,” he replied as he strode through the door into the squad room toward the exit.
Could this be what Randy meant when he said there might be something to tend to?
* * *
“I guess I haven’t been keeping up,” Kyle said to Bridget Bennington seated across the table from him. “I thought Marsha was seeing Dr. Quinlin.”
“She had been for nearly a year,” Bridget said, enunciating with uncommon precision. Each syllable was distinctly articulated. While she spoke softly, she used her diaphragm so that all projected effectively. “Recently she had met other men. She may still have been seeing Dr. Quinlin.”
“She told me he proposed to her. If she was seeing other guys, she must have said no.”
“Perhaps you don’t know as much about women as you think.” She laughed gaily, a trilling, ripple of sound that fell softly upon his ears. She was wearing her golden blonde hair long today; it danced about her lovely face, caressing the upper slopes of her remarkable breasts.
He smiled. “Like a lot of guys, I probably think I know more than I do. Still, I thought she was in love with him.”
“She may have been confused about love.” The faint smile erased any hint of critical intent. “Many women are.”
“You too?”
“Never more than once a week.” She laughed again; her bright blue eyes joined in. “But seriously, even if she did, she may have wanted to explore other options.”
Kyle nodded, but he couldn’t come to grips with the notion. It didn’t feel right.
“As my guest at parties,” Bridget said, “she met some of the truly significant people in our city. She was awed at first, but quickly got over that.”
“How did she fit in?”
“Marvelously,” she said, nodding again, as if unaware of her hair caressing the slopes of her breasts. “Since your mother was a Courtney, it came to her naturally, I think.”
“I’ve wondered if she wanted to be part of the upper class as mother was. But she laughed when I suggested it.”
He looked up at the sailcloth awning, boldly striped in brilliant shades of red and green with ribbons of white between them. It rippled gently in the warm breeze, casting pleasant stripes of faint color over those seated at tables beneath it. In an odd way, it seemed to lend intimacy.
Pedestrian traffic was light on this quiet side street. Still, he found himself examining each person who passed. Nerves, he decided. He’d been jittery since leaving the cemetery.
Bridget had shared all she knew about what Marsha had been doing. But he remained puzzled. That she had been excited about meeting society types didn’t surprise him. But that she’d just walk away from Quinlin didn’t fit.
As the waiter cleared away the remains of a delicious lunch, Bridget turned her charm on the man. He watched her totally captivate him. When she asked Kyle if he’d like another martini, he nodded. With her attention focused on the waiter, he was free to examine her smooth, unmarked features more closely.
She wore little makeup, but all was meticulously applied. She used a lighter shade of lipstick than most; it accented her lovely Nordic complexion.
She was wearing an emerald green silk blouse that fitted loosely, yet still managed to accent her breasts. Over it, she wore a short white bolero jacket. His mind suddenly filled with thoughts of laying his head down upon her lovely cleavage. He shifted his position in the chair and straightened.
When he looked up, he could see she had guessed his thoughts. With hints of her discovery lingering in her eyes and a faint knowing smile, she said, “Marsha mentioned she had a brother, but I got the impression you were committed to a military career. I was surprised to see you at the funeral. Where are you serving?”
“U.S. Army Special Forces.”
“That must be an especially unpleasant and dangerous task, even within the military.”
Kyle rubbed thoughtfully on the bridge of his nose. “Best not make too much of that,” he said. “We’re well trained and have the finest equipment available. And we have strong support from an awesome array of resources.” He smiled as he added, “You’d probably be safer with our team than driving on the freeways here.”
“Oh, my. You can’t be serious.” She laughed in that gay, rippling way he’d already come to love. “I might distract your men from their mission.”
“You would,” he said, nodding. “In fact their mission might change. Abruptly.”
She laughed politely, but the lift of her chin put an end to that subject. “Do you plan to remain in the Army?”
“No. My tour is up. I’ll get a discharge. Then wrap up Marsha’s affairs. Our attorney doesn’t think it will take long.”
“What then?”
“I’ll get on.”
“What do you mean? Get on to what?”
The arrival of their martinis gave him a reprieve as she acknowledged the service. She lifted her glass in salute, and he did the same.
“Nicely done,” she said. “You remind me of Marsha.”
He smiled. “We had good teachers. My father was with the diplomatic corp. Both he and mother made sure we had ‘proper manners.’ ”
She nodded, smiling, than glanced at the street watching cars move by. When she turned back, she said, “Marsha was murdered.” She shook her head. “I absolutely detest that word, but there is no other.”
He only nodded and took another sip of his drink.
“Do you have any plans about that?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not certain how best to put this, but do you plan to right this terrible wrong?” She paused, shaking her head. “That didn’t come out right, but what happened to her was wrong, wasn’t it?”
“At least one person disagrees with you, the one who killed her.”
“How can you say such a thing?”
He gazed down at his glass, toying with it. “Things happen,” he said, seeking to find good words. “Notions about right and wrong don’t always help. It’s a matter of perception. And often it depends upon where one is relative to the rest of the world.”
“I’m in trouble,” she said with a slight smile. “Philosophical topics are not my forte.”
“Let me put it this way. Many in the world are totally committed to the annihilation of the Jews, at least those in Israel. Are they wrong?”
“Of course they are.”
“I think so too. But my opinion, or yours, has no weight with them.”
She took a sip of her drink. “I’m afraid you’re over my head. Marsha was murdered. You must intend to do something about it.”
“No. I don’t,” he said. “I saw Lt. Walster this morning, the cop in charge. Since the man who did the shooting was killed, the case is closed. I wasn’t impressed with the guy, but he’s a pro. I’m not.”
Her glance locked onto his eyes as if seeking to discover a secret meaning in what he had said. Her forehead was lightly creased in a frown. Finally it faded and her delicate lips broadened into a smile. “You ducked my question,” she said. “And very nicely, I must add.”
“And that was?”
“What did you mean when you said you would ‘get on?’ To what? Where?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“You must have at least a starting point.”
He shook his head.
“Listen,” she said leaning out over the table. “I know tons of really successful people. With their help, surely we can find something to suit your needs.”
“Why would you go to such trouble?”
She leaned back, her smooth pale complexion pink with a faint blush. “My financial elves have been using The Courtney Report for over a year now. Bryant—he’s the really bright one—says I gained an extra million from Marsha’s work. Helping you seems the least I can do.”
“Did you enjoy it?”
“Heavens no. I never read it,” she said with a frown. “Numbers give me a headache.”
Kyle grinned.
She again leaned upon the table as if prepared to do battle. “Listen,” she said. “I’ve shared everything I know about Marsha. And I’ve said entirely too much about myself.”
“I enjoyed it.”
Her lovely smile thanked him for his comment. “But,” she said with a false pout, “I haven’t learned anything about you.”
“What’s to know? High school? A year of college? Seven years in the Army? Not exactly high drama.”
“You’ve already seen and done more than most men do in a lifetime. Why are you hesitant to share?”
“Can’t say. You’re easy to talk with. And you have the knack.”
“And that is?”
“You brightened the waiter’s day.”
She sighed. “And I thought I had all of your attention.”
“You do. And you know it. But I notice things.”
“You do seem fascinated by those who walk by.”
“I like to know what’s going on around me.” He paused to swallow the rest of his drink. “You’ve also brightened my day, but then you know that. Your total focus is incredible. It makes me feel more important in a special way.”
“Right now, you are very important to me.”
“But why?” he asked, his dark eyes openly reflecting puzzlement.
She sighed, as if digging deeply for patience. “Marsha was precious to me,” she said. “Do you find it surprising I’m attracted to her brother?”
“It’s a point.”
“I’ve got to run. Will you excuse me for a moment?”
When he nodded, she slipped her cell phone from her purse. “Shawn,” she said into it. A moment later, she asked, “Will you bring the car around, please?” He didn’t hear the reply, only her thank-you.
“I absolutely detest phones,” she said, “but they’re too convenient to ignore.” She wrapped with a gay ripple of laughter as she slipped the phone away. “Has anyone arranged a welcome-home party for you?”
He chuckled. “Not that I know of.”
“Let me put something together. How about tomorrow night? Say six?”
“Who would you invite?”
“A very select group.”
“Clothes, remember?”
“At my place, silly. Wear shorts if you like.”
“Would your guests understand?”
“I can invite anyone you like, but I was only thinking of you and me.” She reached out and covered his hand with hers. An odd warmth flowed quickly throughout his body. “I’d love to know more about you,” she continued. “Will you come?”
When he didn’t reply, she squeezed his hand and said, “When I can, I take what I want. Don’t you?”
“I can relate to that, but maybe ‘take’ isn’t the best word.”
“Do you have a right-wrong issue in this?”
He smiled, then shook his head. He reached out and covered her hand on top of his. “You arrived in a Bentley and your chauffeur opened the door for you. Now he’s coming to pick you up and drive you wherever you’d like to go. So what’s happening here? An inversion of the Cinderella story?”
“What in the world are you talking about now?”
“Are you the queen trying to find a foot the shoe fits?”
She laughed. “Absolutely not. Why do you make things so complicated?”
“They seem that way just now.”
“Will you come?” she asked insistently.
“Let me ponder. I’ll call in the morning.”
She smiled, totally confident of her conquest. As she started to stand, he rose and moved around the table. As she stood, he pulled the chair back from her legs. She smiled at him in delight. The mild scent of lavender intrigued him. She tucked her arm in his and he matched her pace as they walked to the Bentley pulling up to the curb.
“I forgot to ask,” he said. “Do you have any idea why Marsha was interested in China?”
She slipped slightly and leaned momentarily more heavily on his arm; it felt grand. “None at all,” she said with a shake of her head. “She did a report on a German company several months back that brought rave reviews. She may have found such a company in China.”
“That must be it,” he said as Shawn opened the rear door. Bridget took full advantage of Kyle’s arm as she slipped gracefully into the car. She gave him a dazzling smile as Shawn closed the door.
The car moved off sedately. He watched until it was out of sight, then strode up the sidewalk toward his car. “I should have said yes,” he murmured to the warm breeze. How many great offers does a guy get in a lifetime? He smiled, squared his shoulders, and lengthened his stride.
Pedestrian traffic diminished as he got further from Ventura Boulevard. Still he had that jittery feeling. As if someone was watching him, following him at least with their eyes.
* * *
Kyle was seated at the rear of Sammy & Joe’s with his back to the wall. The din of those having a good time as they lingered over a late lunch was oddly comforting. But he could have done without the rock pounding forth from hidden speakers at a volume that threatened to rupture his eardrums. He glanced at his watch; Randy was late. He turned back to reading.
When the mix of sounds coming at him from nearby tables changed subtlety, he looked up. Randy was making his way toward the table. Kyle caught a waiter’s eyes, waggled two fingers, and received a nod in return. He folded down a page in the book and laid it aside.
As Randy sat down he grinned and said, “I see you’re still hooked on covering your back.”
“That’s so. If a guy doesn’t see it coming, he hasn’t a chance.” When two beers were settled to the table, he nodded his thanks to the waiter. He reached for his glass and took a sip, then said to Randy, “Up until a week ago, I was fighting a guerrilla war. We all knew we could be hit from anywhere, any time. But we were expert; we were ready.
“Since I got back, I’ve been jumpy. I’m not used to so many strangers being so close. I almost miss the barren emptiness of the mountains in Iraq.”
Randy chuckled. “It is quiet there, mostly.”
Kyle nodded, thinking of those times in which it was not. “I feel as if people are watching me. Even following me. Did you sense anything like this when you first got back?”
Randy laughed. “I hit the first bar I found, determined to drink the town dry. I didn’t sober up for over three weeks, you know.
“But when I got the job at the Tribune, that ended. I was working my butt off. And it was great. I still can’t believe somebody is paying me to snap pics.”
Kyle smiled. Randy was a wizard with a camera and ecstatic when he had one in his hands. The large shoulder bag he’d set upon the table was loaded with high-end gear; he was always ready to grab any shot.
He was wearing a too-large jacket and slacks that were no doubt the cheapest he could find. He wore a white shirt and tie, only because his boss required it. But the top two buttons were undone and the knot in the tie was closer to his navel than his chin. The Dodger baseball cap was cocked at a jaunty angle.
“Sis told me you’re back with Lucy. Is that working out?”
Randy shook his head slowly, his eyes filled with wonder. “Out of sight,” he murmured. “When she told me back in high school she never wanted to see me again, the accent was on ‘never’ you know.
“When Marsha told her I was back, and gave her my number, she called. It blew me away. I think I’m the happiest married guy on this planet.”
“She also told me you have a son. About a year old?”
“Thirteen months,” Randy agreed. “And Lucy is four months along with our second one.” He paused to shake his head. “It’s been like a dream, you know. I keep thinking I’ll wake up.”
Kyle smiled. “Sounds real to me.” He took another sip of beer, then leaned out on the table and asked, “Any idea why Marsha was interested in China? She visited over two hundred related websites.”
He saw the question had surprised Randy. The man thought about it for several moments, then said, “They’re cleaning our clock financially. Maybe she was checking for something related to that.”
Kyle rotated the book so Randy could see the title. “You are the readingist guy ever,” Randy said, turning it over to scan the back cover. “I don’t remember seeing you without a book in your hip pocket or tucked behind your shirt.”
“If nothing else, it helps pass time.”
“Be careful,” he said, grinning. “You don’t want to get too smart, you know.”
“Uhmm,” Kyle murmured. “Check the inside of the front cover.”
Randy read for a moment, then looked up. “From what I hear, she’s right about China turning toward Europe. But I don’t know what that means to the military situation.”
“Neither do I,” he replied. “Taiwan comes to mind.”
“If they declare independence,” Randy said, “China will move. They’ve a ton of missiles targeted on that ground. It could easy come to a shooting war.”
“And the U.S. could lose big time,” Kyle said. “If we fail to fulfill our treaty obligations with Taiwan, other agreements with key countries in the area might become worthless.
“But China may feel forced to move. With our treaties and PACOM bases, we’ve got them pretty much hemmed in. Historically they’ve attacked when they felt threatened.”
Randy nodded. “When the Chinese Army poured into North Korea, the U.S. was done for; we lost a lot of good men. Even today, the situation is explosive, you know. Kim Jong-Il is certifiable.”
“There’s a lot more we could add,” Kyle said with a sigh. “And much of it’s grim. But I don’t see how any of it could connect to Marsha.”
“Me neither,” Randy said, blinking rapidly to ease the discomfort of the contacts. “But I’ll bet something does,” he said, nodding his head in thought. “Something massive maybe,” he added grimly.
“Massive?” Kyle asked sharply. “Maybe related to what you said we might have to tend to?” He leaned closer, his intensity nearly palpable.
“Are you sure you’re up to this? Marsha’s funeral ripped you pretty good you know.”
Kyle glanced at those at nearby tables. Most were enjoying themselves. Two guys were deeply engrossed in serious conversation. One couple was immersed in a quiet, deadly quarrel; he quickly looked away. He swirled his glass erasing previous circles while making new ones on the Formica table top. “Go,” he murmured, looking up. “I’ve got to get on.”
Randy reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a stack of photographs. “I was only blocks away when I heard the call about the shooting on Maple Street. So I got these pics only minutes after the cop nailed that shooter.”
Randy laid down the first photo in his deck. It showed six people down. Two were crumpled on a side in the unpredictable ways of death. Three had ended up largely on their back, with legs and arms at odd angles. Only one was face down. Marsha.
“These are close ups,” Randy said grimly, laying down a photo of each victim in the order shown in the first shot. “You’re a shooter. What do they tell you?”
Kyle hunched further forward, shoved his glass aside and positioned the photos in a row. He studied each in turn, trying in vain to see Marsha as simply one of the victims. When he leaned back, he said, “We’ve got a forehead, a cheek, a throat and a back.” He paused, then said. “That was Marsha.” He took a deep breath and continued. “Then two in the gut.” He looked up and asked, “How far was the shooter from these folks?”
“Max three hundred feet.”
“Then he was a piss-poor shot.”
Randy nodded as a teacher pleased with the performance of his best student. He collected the photos into a pile, leaving only the one of Marsha in front of Kyle. “She fell face down. What you’re seeing is an exit wound.”
He laid down another photo. “I snapped this when the ME turned her over.”
Kyle stared at it intently, seeking to focus on the wounds, not the woman who had been the target.
She had been hit with four rounds. One just inside her right breast, the other three about an inch apart on a line that angled slightly up toward her left shoulder. A four-round burst. At least one, maybe two rounds, had ripped into her heart. “We’ve a different shooter here,” he murmured. “A pro.”
Randy nodded, waiting, expecting more.
Kyle reached out and held up the two photos of Marsha side by side. He tilted the one showing the exit wound to get an idea about the paths of the rounds that had struck her chest. “This guy fired from above street level. A second or third floor window.”
“Or from the roof of a two-story building,” Randy added.
“So we’ve two shooters,” Kyle said, still gazing intently at the photos. “The cops nailed only one. Why is the case closed?”
Randy shook his head in exasperation. He undid another button on his shirt and slipped the knot in his tie down half an inch. “Haven’t a clue,” he said. “They have lots of pics too.”
When Kyle reached for his glass, he saw it was empty. He waved for another with two fingers raised. “Have you extras of these?”
“Three of each,” Randy said, laying another stack of prints on the table. “There’s another thing.”
“Go.”
“The shooter who got nailed apparently broke into that bookstore through the back from the alley. Either there was no alarm or he bypassed it. He worked the front door open with no problem, then settled back and waited.
“He did his thing, then waited some more. I was tracking the whole bit on the scanner. It was three minutes before that cruiser showed.
“He was wearing a reversible jacket. So he could easy have turned it inside out, tossed the rifle and made it out the back. They found his car parked half a block down on Raymond. He could have been long gone before that cruiser showed.
“Instead, he waited until both cops got out of the cruiser, then fired at each. He put one down, but the other dropped him. It’s weird.”
When the waiter set their glasses down, Kyle nodded his thanks and reached for his. He took a sip. It tasted bitter. When he set the glass down, he gathered up the prints and tucked them into an inside coat pocket. “Yes, this is something we may need to tend to.”
Randy nodded, a look of concern on his face. “I was half expecting you to go ballistic.”
Kyle took another sip. It still tasted bitter. Strange, he thought, for it had tasted great earlier. “I’m okay,” he said. “But I feel as if an Abrams tank just rolled over me.” He looked sharply at Randy and demanded, “What are we into?”
“Who’s we?” Randy demanded, his jaw elevated at a cocky angle some might call arrogant.
“Just you and me for now.”
“I don’t remember enlisting.”
“You joined up when you snapped these pics.”
Randy sighed, then looked about him at nearby tables. When he turned back, he was blinking rapidly again, but it didn’t hide the grim determination in his dark blue eyes. “Things have changed, buddy.”
“Lucy and Bobby?”
“For sure. And the job. If I buck cops, I’ll lose good calls. There’s nothing out there I want more than what I’ve got. I won’t risk it.”
“You’d be a damned fool to do so. We’ll find a way around that.”
“Don’t count on it,” Randy said grimly. He reached into his shoulder bag and extracted a large mailing envelope. When he slid it across the table toward Kyle he said, “It’s receipts and stuff for the funeral. And a check for what I didn’t use.”
Kyle nodded. But Marsha’s death, even the funeral, was yesterday’s news. His thoughts were locked onto the photos. “How good is Walster?”
“One of the best. The team at the Tribune rate him high. Some say he’ll soon make captain; he seems to wrap cases others can’t.”
Kyle sipped at his beer, not even noticing the taste. When the glass was empty, he continued to toy with it, making new circles on the tabletop that erased earlier ones.
“I’m almost afraid to ask,” Randy said, breaking a long silence, “but is there anything else I can do?”
“I could use a first rate investigative agency. And I need a cell phone.”
Randy slipped out a business card and jotted an address on the back of it. “The cell outfit I use has an office close to your apartment.” He handed the card to Kyle, then continued. “I suppose you want to be able to trust that agency, right?”
“That’s so.”
“Any idea how many guys you’ll need?”
He shook his head. “Sis was the target, buddy. The others died to cover that. So, as you noted, it could be something big. But there’s a sequences to things. Patterns emerge. First we wait and see what develops.”
“If nothing does?”
“I’ll try to get that cop to move. If I can’t, a good investigative team might make it happen.”
“I know a couple of good PIs who work solo. No big outfit comes to mind. Let me check around. Call me tomorrow after lunch?”
“Will do,” he said, then looked up, his dark eyes empty of emotion. “Thanks for stepping in, buddy. I’m not on my game just now, so it matters a lot.”
“I had no choice,” Randy said quickly. “Not with that look in your eyes.”
“I didn’t know it showed,” he said. “I’ll have to work on that.”
“That may take some doing.” Randy stood, settled the strap of his bag on his shoulder, then strode toward the exit.
CHAPTER 3
Kyle loved his ‘95 4x4 GMC Yukon, loved it to a degree that seemed unreasonable to some of his friends. And to Marsha. He laughed at such misguided thinking.
Since the battery was more than four years old, he’d stopped to pick up a new one on the way back to the apartment. In the dim light of the underground garage, he pulled off the dust cover, then stood gazing at the glistening ermine white finish. He circled the truck, checking for any hint of damage. Satisfied, he spread the dust cover over the car he’d used today, Marsha’s fire-red Chrysler Sebring convertible.
He’d left the truck on stands to protect the expensive, oversized, off-road tires. With a pickaxe handle, he began thumping them. After two passes, he knew that if the pressure had dropped, it had done so evenly in all four tires. He next grabbed one of the heavy-duty jacks. Moments later, the truck was on its shoes and the gear was again strapped to the sides of the truck in the back.
After checking everything under the hood, he climbed in and fired the ignition. The engine mumbled and grumbled, but finally began coughing and sputtering exhaust out of the tailpipe. Soon it settled into the low rumble of a well-tuned engine.
What he wanted to do was to drive up Highway 14, then out into the vastness of the Mohave Desert. But the grimness of the image of four rounds in Marsha’s chest wouldn’t be good company. He turned the engine off and headed for the apartment.
Inside, after cleaning up, he poured Bacardi light over ice, added a dash of water, then settled in at the small table and sipped as he gazed out the window, watching the shadows lengthen as the sun settled toward the horizon.
The grimness of his thoughts bothered him, for he thought of himself as essentially a positive, upbeat guy. He moved across the room and turned on the stereo receiver. He tuned it to KLON, 88.1, and was encouraged by the magic of Miles Davis as his rendition of “Stardust” flowed softly into the room.
He had finished his drink without realizing it, but he still remained unsure of a next best step. He knew the answer, though. Do something. He squared his shoulders as he stood, then moved to the couch. He turned on Marsha’s phone recorder and listened to the first message.
Alicia had called twice. From the copy of Marsha’s address book Randy had made, he found her last name was Montero. He called back, but there was no answer, and no way to leave a message.
Jared had called four times, once each day after she had died. He checked Randy’s copy and decided this must be Jared Vasaloff. While brief, his messages suggested they’d been seeing each other. He thought about Dr. Quinlin as he dialed. There was no answer, but he was able to leave a message inviting the man to call, then gave his new cell number.
A few he reached were somewhat abrupt, but most offered sympathy. To those willing to chat, he explained he’d been away and was trying to catch up. Most felt Marsha had been doing fine, that she’d been excited about a big boost in profits from The Courtney Report. Some felt she’d seemed frightened lately. None were able to add anything about her interest in China. He received three invitations to stop by and chat.
Apparently nine o’clock was some sort of witching hour; people stopped answering their phone. When possible, he left a brief message and his cell number. But he soon gave up on further calls. So what next he wondered. Then he qualified it: What did he most want to avoid doing?
He sighed, stood, squared his shoulders and started toward Marsha’s small desk in the kitchen where he’d dumped accumulated mail. He detoured long enough to grab his glass from the table. He poured another drink, then sat down and started in.
Seated at her desk, using her tools, prying once again into her private affairs, he became increasingly uncomfortable. It was as if a mental bile was slowly filling his mind. When he became certain it would overflow and spill out his ears, he lunged to his feet.
He hadn’t needed another drink, but when he looked at the stack of computer printout on the coffee table, he walked into the kitchen and poured one. Determinedly he sat down on the couch, reached for an inch of the stack, and started in.
He was more comfortable with this chore. He wasn’t looking for details. To the contrary, he tried to let the content slip into his mind unchallenged, without judgments. He had great confidence in the unconscious mind, in its ability to sift and sort vast amounts of input.
At eleven, he gave up. He’d been in a tent, waiting in airports, or sitting on a plane for over a week; he felt stale and flabby. In his room, he pulled the Star Trac a bit further from the wall and stripped to his shorts. His habit was to run three miles; he found himself gasping for air during the last mile. He vowed to get to this more often.
After a long shower he did feel better. More alert. But it would all have to wait. He crawled between the cool sheets and let the clinging loneliness of John Coltrane, drifting in faintly from the living room, take him away.
* * *
It was six when Kyle padded barefooted to the small table with a mug of steaming hot coffee to watch dawn begin to fade into the coming day. He knew he hadn’t gotten sufficient rest last night. Too many dreams. Too much tossing and turning. But the mattress began getting hard after six hours.
When he finished the coffee, he fixed more. He glanced at the mail and grimaced. He set the coffee on the table, and picked up the stack of printer output he hadn’t gotten to last night.
He looked up at the knock on the door, glanced at his watch, then moved to answer it.
“Mr. Rieker,” the tall black man asked in a booming base. He was prematurely bald with a neatly trimmed goatee that showed no sign of gray. He had a good size and a warm smile that can’t be faked.
When Kyle nodded, the man extended his hand. “I’m Jake,” he said, as if that was all there was to be known about him. “Randy LaCross said you needed me.”
“That’s so,” Kyle said, stepping back and opening the door in invitation.
“This here’s Paddy,” Jake said, nodding to the shorter dark complexioned man with long black hair who followed him inside. “What are we up against?” he asked.
“This way,” Kyle said, leading the way to Marsha’s bedroom.
* * *
Kyle had worked his way to the bottom of the stack of printouts by the time Jake and Paddy had carried out the last of Marsha’s things. He felt as if a few ghosts had left along with them.
Earlier, he had dumped the contents of her desk upon the island in the kitchen. He’d brought Rodin’s “The Kiss” out from her room; it now rested on the coffee table facing the picture window. He had propped her golden-haired teddy bear with the bright blue button-eyes upon his dresser. Her Smith & Wesson .357 revolver was now tucked among the things from her desk on the island in the kitchen, along with the second cell phone he’d found beside the pistol.
When he reluctantly turned back to the mail, he looked at a stack he had gone through earlier. Some would appreciate a response, but which ones?
He hand printed a note on Marsha’s stationery that provided basic information and his cell number. In her room, he created a stack of copies with her machine. The last few were fuzzed out some; he’d have to figure why, but that could wait. He took the time to sign each note before tucking it into an envelope and addressing it.
When he finished with the mail, he turned back to Marsha’s recorder. Jared still hadn’t called, although Kyle had left another message this morning. He did connect with Alicia. She urged him to come by and chat. But many only expressed their sympathy as if in a hurry to get on with something else. Several again pointed out she’d seemed frightened lately, not really herself. “Kind of down,” one woman put it.
Kyle fished on the counter until he found Marsha’s note pad. In large letters, he printed, “Frightened? Of what?” Then he thoughtfully tucked the note into a pocket of his jacket.
The man he most wanted to see was Jared Vasaloff. He knew Bridget had connections. And he had promised to call. Still he hesitated. For several moments he gazed across the room at “The Kiss.”
Bridget expected a good deal more than food tonight. Despite his inner turmoil, the thought excited him immensely. Would Marsha approve, he wondered. Then he smiled. “She would,” he murmured out loud. He reached for his cell and called.
“What time is it?” Bridget demanded sleepily.
“Ten,” he replied. “In the morning,” he added with a grin.
“My word. I’ve overslept.”
“You’re still in bed?”
“Yes,” she said with a sigh. “And it’s very comfy.” Images of what she might look like just now dashed to the front of his mind, overwhelming all other thoughts. “Does this mean you’re coming to dinner tonight?” she asked sweetly.
“It means I can’t get in touch with Jared Vasaloff. He was seeing Marsha, I think.”
“I believe that’s true, but one can never know such things. What is it you need?”
“I want to locate the guy. He isn’t returning calls. Can you help?”
“Of course I can,” she said sharply. After a brief pause she added, “If you’re coming tonight, that is.”
“Blackmail?”
“I like to think of these things as an exchange of favors. It’s friendlier.”
“Six, right?”
“Wonderful. Don’t be late.” As she hung up, he heard the first of a gay ripple of laugher.
He let his thoughts drift into the look of her. The scent of lavender. And how she would feel in his arms.
* * *
Kyle had sorted through the things he’d dumped from Marsha’s desk, distracted by thoughts of Bridget. He had tossed most of it, when his cell rang.
“Jared will see you at his club at eleven,” Bridget said sweetly, without preamble. “Just give your name at the door.” She added the name of the club and the address. “See you at six,” she said gaily, then disconnected.
Kyle took a minute to plug Marsha’s second cell phone into its charger. Then he pulled on socks and his running shoes, grabbed the mail from the counter and strode toward the door, thinking about what he hoped would happen this evening.
* * *
When Kyle stepped up into the stands, he chose a seat well away from a group of spectators, then turned his attention to the tennis match.
Jared Vasaloff was no newcomer to the game; he was close to expert. Graceful, fluid moves, generated with great power, demonstrated he was in excellent physical condition.
He played a forceful game, continuously seeking to drive his opponent back. Kyle guessed in this case he was facing the club pro, for he’d seen no hint of a mistake on that side of the net.
As the volley continued, much longer than do most, the pro put a shot to Jared’s right that drove him to the back line. The smart play would have been to return the ball to center court, leaving room for error in the stroke. And the pro had positioned himself in expectation of this. Instead, Jared drove the ball straight down the side of the court, only an inch above the net. Both men watched the ball hit inside, close to the back line.
“Point game,” Jared said, his face expressionless as he picked up two balls and prepared to serve. The pro nodded.
Jared’s first serve was out. But his second hit hard just inside the line. At the sound of the ball against the racket, the pro had started back quickly. Aware that Jared was trying to take the net, he lofted the ball high, seeking to lob it over Jared’s head.
Instead of backing quickly, Jared leapt for it. He didn’t swing. He simply let the ball deflect off his racket. It grazed the top of the net, then tumbled to the other side.
Jared couldn’t restrain his joy. He lunged up into the air, yelling, “Right on,” his handsome features glowing with his smile. After chatting at the net for a time, the two men shook hands. Jared tucked his racket away as he wiped sweat from his face with a towel, then started off the court. It was then he saw Kyle and waved.
As Jared came up, Kyle stood, squaring his shoulders. “You’re Mr. Rieker?” Jared asked.
Kyle nodded and reached to grasp the extended hand. The man’s grip was firm. “I wanted to stand and applaud on that last shot, And maybe toss in some ‘Bravos.’ That was a hell of a finish.”
Jared laughed. He ran his fingers through his hair as he sat down. It had been neatly combed and sprayed this morning. Now sweat pulled patches flat to his head. As he propped his feet on the backs of the seats below, he asked, “Do you play?”
“No,” he replied. “I tried it in high school, but it seemed more work than fun.”
Jared chuckled. When he turned to face Kyle, he said, “Tennis is a challenge. If your game is stronger than mine, you’ll win nearly every time.”
“I just watched you beat the club pro.”
Jared laughed again; it lingered. “He’s got to let me win once in a while to keep me coming back to pay his outrageous fees.” He chuckled as he looked Kyle over once again. “You’re in good shape. What’s your secret?”
“Running works for me.”
“A treadmill?”
“Yes. It’s easier on the feet and joints than the ground is.”
“What’s your usual target?”
“Three miles.”
“Oh my God. I couldn’t make a mile.”
“You covered about that on the court today.”
“You may be right,” Jared responded. “Listen, I’m sorry to have missed your calls last evening. I was entertaining,” he said with a smile that revealed nothing. “So I had my phone turned off. And I forgot to check it this morning. Bridget reached me on my home phone.”
“No problem.”
“Marsha was something special, wasn’t she?” Jared said with a sigh.
Kyle nodded.
Into a growing silence, Jared asked, “How can I help?”
“I’m not sure. I’d like to know a little more about how things were going for her. We wrote often and I called when I could, but the last three months are a blank.”
“Your sister is dead,” Jared said. “And she was murdered. That is ugly. While I don’t want to intrude, I’m wondering if you have launched some sort of vendetta. Do you plan to take matters further than the police have?”
Kyle wondered at the question, for it was much the same as what Bridget had asked. But now he had an answer. It was at that moment he knew he would move against the second shooter, if the police did not. But he was a private man, one who held his thoughts closely. When he was sure nothing showed in his eyes, he looked up and said, “Nothing like that.”
He leaned back in his seat and said, “Our parents died when we were ten and twelve. It doesn’t happen with all siblings, but it drew us together. In a way, we raised each other. And in the process became very close.” He sighed and took a deep breath. “That she’s gone, is difficult to accept.
“But no, I’ve no plans. I’m only trying to fill in some blanks. It’s as if there’s a box in my mind into which I’ve been tucking good memories. As I discover things I’ve missed, I tuck them away as well. At some point, though, I’ll have to put the lid on and set it aside.
“Not out of reach, only far enough to leave room for me to get on. Does that make any sense?”
“It does,” Jared said, nodding thoughtfully. “So let me speak frankly.” He paused to toss a hard look at Kyle. “You must understand this is strictly between us. I do not speak of such matters.”
When Kyle nodded, Jared said, “At first, Marsha was only another lovely woman. Delightful to be with, of course. And a wonderful lover.
“We saw each other several times. I called just a week before she died to invite her to fly to Frisco with me for dinner and a show. I was surprised when she hesitated. And even more surprised at her reason for saying no.
“She said she was frightened, but she wouldn’t say why. And I asked specifically about it three times. I sensed her feeling was closer to terror than fear.
“There was more to it, but what I’ve said covers it, I think. I even wondered if she was becoming paranoid.
“I continued to call after her death because I didn’t hear of it until Bridget told me. I’m sorry that inconvenienced you.”
“No problem,” Kyle said, then continued, speaking slowly, “One of her friends said she thought her fear was somehow connected to information she had. Can you guess what she might have known that would have frightened her?”
“Sorry,” Jared said, shaking his head. “Nothing comes to mind. She often researched companies. She may have discovered something she felt should be revealed. Possibly something big, such as that Enron mess. But that’s only a guess. We didn’t often speak of her business.”
“Did she mention the recent boost in her profits?”
“She certainly did,” Jared said with a chuckle. “She was ecstatic, to put it mildly.” He chuckled again. “It seems Bridget’s financial elves made a good profit off Marsha’s reports. So Bridget suggested she bump the subscription rate from a hundred to a thousand. Marsha was quite nervous until Bridget began to spread the word. She got sixty or seventy new subscribers.”
“Did you follow her work?”
“No,” he said. “I never think of money. It’s dull. But I use the same team of elves Bridget uses, so I probably made out fine.”
Smiling, he glanced at his watch, then stood. “Is there anything else?”
Kyle shook his head. “I appreciate your time. And your frankness. It helps.”
Jared nodded and began to walk off. Then he turned back, almost as if having forgotten something. He leaned down toward Kyle and said. “I don’t know what makes me want to speak. Maybe it’s a touch of the kind of pain which afflicts you. But let me say this.
“To a man in my position, lovely women are readily available. I never think of marriage. But it did come to mind with Marsha. She was an unusual woman. She had genuine class, for example, not things learned in some fancy school. I want you to know I will miss her. She would have been a wonderful wife.”
Jared turned and made his way out of the stands. As he strode beside the tennis court, Kyle could again see he was in top shape. Movie-star handsome, he walked tall, his head high, a man of confidence, indifferent to what others might think of him.
* * *
As Kyle stepped out of the club, a parking attendant approached and extended his hand, his eyes focused just over Kyle’s left shoulder. Kyle handed over the stub he’d been given when he’d surrendered his truck.
As he waited, his glance drifted about the parking area. There were Bentleys and Rolls and limos, which was to be expected. But he also noted a Ferrari and Lamborghini. “My truck doesn’t fit in here,” he murmured, laughing to himself. He turned back to look at the entrance. The Milford Club. The letters had been molded into a broad length of brass that spanned the wide entry. I don’t either, he thought.
When the attendant pulled up beside him, he stepped out to stand in front of Kyle, again staring over his shoulder. When the five dollar bill disappeared from in his hand, Kyle climbed into the truck with a faint smile, convinced he couldn’t cut it here even as a parking attendant.
He pulled the accumulated notes from the pockets of his jacket, sorted through them, and selected the four giving the names and addresses of those he wanted to visit today. Mentally he pictured the approximate location of each and planned a route that would minimize driving time.
As he took a right out of the parking area, the side mirror showed a dark gray Ford 500 pulling from the curb a half block behind him. Coincidence, he decided. I’m jumpy.
At Rinaldi, he waited for a break in traffic, then took the right. When the gray Ford took the same turn, his heart rate jumped and a thin layer of sweat erupted in his palms.
He’d felt he was being followed since leaving the cemetery. But he’d written it off to nerves. “What now?” he asked himself out loud.
He slowed quickly and pulled to a stop at the curb just short of the next intersection. The gray Ford drove past. He waited for traffic to clear, then climbed out of the truck, lifted the hood and began poking about. From the sidewalk, he could see the Ford parked beyond the intersection, four cars down.
He gave it ten minutes, examining the flow of traffic, then closed the hood. When he opened the door to the truck, he pulled an orange utility rag from behind the seat and began wiping his hands as if to clear them of grease and grime.
When the light turned green behind him, he climbed into the truck, started it, and waited for the burst of traffic to reach him. Then he pulled forward and took the right without glancing at the Ford. It would be pinned against the curb until the traffic passed.
Without a plan, he took the next right, then another, ran a light back at Rinaldi and quickly became lost in the maze of residential streets.
“Sumbitch,” he muttered. “So what do I do next time?”
* * *
It was after three when Kyle pulled up in front of Alicia Montero’s home. Freshly painted, the place looked great. Not a ritzy neighborhood, but it would suit him fine.
When he knocked on the door, it opened almost immediately.
“Kyle, please come in,” Alicia said with a warm smile as she stepped back from the door. She was a tall woman with lean strength and an easy way of moving.
“Thanks,” he said. As he stepped inside, he tucked his sunglasses away. “After all Sis has said, it’s good to meet you.”
He was particularly taken with her warm dark eyes. She wore her raven black hair with a tuck under her chin that accented her dark complexion.
“She has said good things about you as well,” she said with a smile. She looked him up and down for a moment, then said, “I think I’d have recognized you on the street. You look exactly like Marsha.”
“Why do women say such things? I’m bigger and taller, don’t you think?”
“You’ve got to be a woman to see these things.” She chuckled, a pleasant sound that drifted about the charming living room. “Would you like coffee?”
“I’ve met three wonderful women today who kept filling a coffee cup for me. So thanks, but I’ll pass. I could use a bathroom, though.”
“First door on the left down the hall,” she said. “How about wine? It’s easier on the kidneys.”
“Great,” he said, striding down the hall.
When he returned, a bottle of white wine packed in ice rested on the coffee table. He sat down in the chair with a full glass in front of it.
“Try it,” Alicia said.
He took a sip; it had a nice soft bite. “I used to hate this stuff,” he said, taking another sip. “But Sis kept forcing it down my throat.”
“She was persistent.”
“If we’re going to be frank, say it like it is. She was mule stubborn.”
“Persistent sounds nicer.” Alicia smiled, then took another sip. “How can I help?”
“I don’t really know.” He shook his head slowly. “How did Sis seem when you last saw her?”
“Way stressed out,” she replied. “But she was handling it well. She lost it, though, when she spilled her coffee. I grabbed a paper napkin and cleaned it up, but she was upset. Unreasonably so. Curious, I tried something.
“I said, ‘What’s worse, your lipstick is a mess.’ She dove for her bag, grabbed her mirror, and stared at it for the longest time. It’s an old gag we used to pull on each other in school. When she looked up, her smile was strained and she said, ‘I guess all of me is a mess.’
“ ‘Nothing you can’t handle,’ I said. But right then I wasn’t sure; I’ve never seen her so up tight before.”
“Others have said she seemed frightened,” Kyle said. “You make it sound more serious.”
“It was,” she said. “I just don’t know why.”
“She took a liking to Bridget Bennington. Do you know her?”
“Only from the society pages.”
“When Ms. Bennington began inviting her to parties attended by high-society types, she jumped at it. Soon after that she began seeing Jared Vasaloff. And she may have been climbing into some other high-class beds. But this doesn’t fit with what I know of her. Would she just walk away from Dr. Quinlin?”
“She only shared a few things, so what I have is mostly guesses.”
“That works for me,” he said, leaning closer.
“Woman are different than men,” she pronounced solemnly. Then she chuckled. “That isn’t going to help much.”
Kyle smiled. “Sometimes simple thoughts lead to things that aren’t obvious.”
“You’re right,” she said, nodding. “Here’s what I think happened, but you mustn’t hold me to it.”
“I won’t.”
“I sense Marsha would have given up many things to regain the social position her mother had. When Ms. Bennington began introducing her to men who were a part of it, she couldn’t help herself. She flew into their arms.”
“Did Quinlin have any input?”
“I’ve met the man. I think he loved her and wanted her badly. But he knew that if he forced her to choose between him and the social level she sought, he might lose. So he let her run free.
“I don’t think Marsha realized how much she loved him until he died. So his strategy was not only wise, but sound. I think she’d have become bored with the party scene and returned to him.”
“I haven’t heard this before,” Kyle said thoughtfully. “It fits. She was always eager to explore, and to accept the risks in doing so.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose for a moment, then asked, “Do you know what she thought of Vasaloff?”
Alicia snorted. “She said he was charming.”
The comment startled him. He sat very still for a moment. Jared had spoken of marriage, but Marsha had thought of him only as charming? Odd, he thought. “She didn’t say he was neat? Cool? Or anything like that?”
“Only charming,” she paused, remembering, then continued. “When we were in college, it sometimes seemed to me as if she fell in love with every man she met. But she never spoke of any of them as ‘charming.’ She demanded good manners, but she wasn’t impressed with charm.”
“That’s what I’d have said of her.”
She reached for the bottle and poured more wine. When she looked up at Kyle, he nodded, and she filled his glass as well.
“Two of the women I saw earlier mentioned that CIA agents questioned them about two weeks before she died. Did they look you up?” Even as he spoke, he wondered again if they had visited Vasaloff. The man hadn’t mentioned it.
“They did,” Alicia said. “Scary guys. I had the feeling that if they thought I was lying, they’d press a button and electrocute me right here in this chair.”
“They are that,” he acknowledged. “What did you tell them?”
“With my cultural background,” she said, “you don’t tell officials anything. I answered questions. Briefly and succinctly.”
“Maybe we should all do the same,” he commented. “But in essence, what did you end up saying?”
“That she was not quite herself, but was dealing with it. That she was frightened of something, but that I felt confident she’d put it behind her.”
“Did they buy it?”
Alicia shook her head. “They were fixed on that fear. They walked in believing she was certifiable. And they couldn’t hear anything to the contrary.”
“A guy I talked to this morning,” he said, “claimed he thought she was becoming paranoid. But that doesn’t fit. It amounts to delusions, doesn’t it? Where a person suspects hostility from others that isn’t there?”
“The details escape me, but that’s close,” Alicia said. “But Marsha was no more paranoid than you or me. She was frightened, sure. But even if her fear was irrational, it would be a phobia, not a mental disorder.”
Kyle nodded. “I don’t think Marsha had any phobias. Sure, she got rid of spiders she found inside, but only black widows made her nervous. As for lizards and snakes, she thought they were cute. Except for rattlesnakes; she didn’t like them and she believed it was my responsibility to kill them.”
Alicia laughed. “That’s the way I remember her. And there’s not even a hint of phobia in that. Besides, she was loaded with self-confidence, virtually unshakable. She always knew where the ground was and she kept both feet upon it.”
“Can you think of anything else?”
“She said she had some information. That it was all very hush-hush.” When Kyle leaned abruptly forward in his chair, she asked, “Does that mean something special?”
“Can’t say. But we often wrote or sent email to each other. I wasn’t allowed to say where I was or anything about what I was doing. And there were a bunch of other things that were verboten. ‘Top Secret’ might not have gotten past the censors, so we used hush-hush.”
“Then this could be serious.”
He nodded. “Knowing something you’re not supposed to can get you killed.”
“But six people lost their lives that morning, not just Marsha.”
“That spoils that theory,” he said, staring down at the floor. He wasn’t up to explaining that Marsha had been the target. At least not yet.
“She was undecided about whether or not to go public with what she knew,” Alicia said. “She was hoping you’d call so she could talk with you about it.”
When Kyle cringed, shifting uncomfortably in his chair, she continued quickly. “She knew you were not always available, or free, to respond. When I invited her to kick it around with me, she said she might do that. Then she left.” Alicia sighed. “She died the next morning.”
“Ugly,” he murmured. He gazed up at the ceiling for a moment, then said, “I can buy indecision bothering her. Still I don’t see it bringing a fear so strong others noticed it. But I haven’t a hint of another source. Have you?”
“One, if you like intuitions,” Alicia murmured to the floor.
“I thrive on them.”
She looked up and met his glance evenly. “I haven’t a single fact, but I’m certain she believed Dr. Quinlin was murdered.”
Kyle lunged to his feet, stuffed his hands into his pockets and began pacing. “That would frighten her,” he said. “If she thought she’d be next, that would explain a lot.”
“She may have been wrong,” Alicia said as if doubting each word, “but I’m sure that’s what she believed.”
“Did you mention this to the CIA?”
She shook her head. “As I said, I answer questions authorities ask, but I don’t go further. I’d certainly never share a guess.”
“You’ve given me lots to think about. I best get to it.” He walked to her chair, lifted her hand, then bent a knee to kiss it. “Marsha was fortunate to have known you.”
“I feel that way about her.”
Kyle nodded. “I’ll let myself out,” he said.
* * *
He’d known Bridget was wealthy, but as he pulled up in front of her home, he gasped, “Wow,” stretching the word into three syllables. The white six-foot wrought iron fence across the front was over five hundred feet long, a single span without a gate to interrupt it. Five courses of red brick had been laid close to it to keep soil off the sidewalk. Clumps of azaleas, several camellias, and other flowering plants created a green barrier that softened the harshness of the fence. In bloom, all would be magnificent.
The three-story mansion was set back two hundred feet from the fence. Each corner was boldly faced with flagstone. Slate here and there added color and texture. Five silver maples had been planted with thought; the effect of the large trees was to shove the mansion even further back from the street. To the left, was a four-car garage with living quarters above. He guessed the drive between it and the house led to a guest parking area behind it.
To the right of the drive there were four parking spaces. He drove up the short rise that made it possible for them to be flat. He got out of the truck, squared his shoulders and started toward the gate in that part of the fence that extended up the drive to the house. He glanced at his watch and grinned. Fifty-five seconds early.
He punched the button on the speaker at the gate and said, “Kyle Rieker.” Moments later, the gate was opened electronically. When he stepped inside, it closed behind him.
As he strode up the broad serpentine walk, the yard entranced him. The grounds keeper deserved high praise. To the right, the roses, going dominant now, were beautifully pruned; not a branch or twig lay upon the well-mulched soil.
At each corner of the building, mounted high under the eves, surveillance cameras scanned the yard. He had seen another scanning down the side of the house.
To his left, a raised flowerbed had been created close to the house, again with red brick, but eight courses here. Snapdragons and mums bloomed furiously among ferns as if unaware of winter’s approach.
The entry was over twelve feet wide. As he approached the door, he looked for a doorbell; there was none. He was about to knock, when the door opened. A tall, older man, dressed in a conservative gray suit, said, “Please come in, Mr. Rieker.” He stepped back, opening the door wider as if to accent the invitation.
He closed the door, then asked politely, “Will you follow me?” He turned and strode off, having dismissed the possibility his request might be ignored.
The floor of the entry was white marble. The walls were paneled in teak. To the right, several doors opened into closets for the coats of guests. To his left, there was a notch in the otherwise smooth surface that suggested an opening of some sort. It would be a good place from which to monitor input from the security system.
The entry opened into a room larger than many homes. Furniture, in a variety of sizes and styles, was clustered about the room in a pleasing pattern, each grouping creating an inviting intimacy. There were two Dutch stoves open on all sides and two bars, one at either end of the room.
Kyle was led up a broad staircase that spiraled to the left. It opened onto a grand balcony, featuring several chairs, a couch, and small tables.
The tall man knocked softly on the large double doors that were open and said, “Mr. Rieker, Ms. Bennington.”
Kyle heard Bridget say, “Thank you, Herbert,” then watched the man turn back to the stairs and quickly disappear from sight.
As Bridget swept into the entry, Kyle’s mouth went dry. It was as if he’d been hit in the gut, hard. He realized he was having trouble breathing.
She wore a gown that appeared to be made of a material thinner than silk. The creamy white color was a perfect match for her long blonde hair. The material wrapped twice about her breasts in a crisscross pattern, but did not conceal their natural loveliness. Three twists clutched at her waist, but only seemed to emphasize the narrowness of it. From the hips down, there was only one layer of material, skintight about her thighs and upper calves.
“Well,” she said with a broad smile. “You’re supposed to say something nice.”
“You’re gorgeous,” he murmured. “The rest of what I was thinking should not be said out loud.”
She laughed, that gay ripple of sound that so excited him. “For a man who pleads poverty, you look delicious.” Smiling, she slipped his jacket off and hung it on a hanger anchored to the wall near the entry. “You have good taste.”
When she turned back and fixed her gaze on him, he felt it again, that sense of being slammed hard in the gut. She reached out and expertly loosened his tie. She slid it down a couple of inches then undid the top two buttons on his shirt. “Better?” she asked with a grin.
“Much. Thanks.”
“Dinner will be served at seven. Would you like a glass of champagne?”
“I’ve never tried it.”
“How plebian. You must do so now.”
She stepped to the small bar tucked into one corner of the luxurious sitting room, took two glasses from the small fridge, then opened the bottle expertly. She poured liberally.
When she handed him a glass, she reached out and linked her arm in his as he did the same. They lifted their glasses in concert with their arms intertwined. “To us,” she said softly. He nodded, then took a sip as she did.
“You do that very well,” she said.
“As I said, I had good teachers.”
He followed her out onto a small covered terrace and sat down beside her, gazing out at the rooftops to the east.
“Do you like it?” she asked, grinning.
“It’s awful,” he replied, taking another sip.
“Like many good things in life,” she said in a sing-song manner, “it’s an acquired taste.”
“Uhmm.”
She laughed, that gay rippling of sound. “What have you been up to?”
“Talking to some of Marsha’s friends. I feel I missed a lot not being here, particularly these last three months.”
“Have you learned anything helpful?”
“Not really,” he said, shaking his head, unwilling to share. It wasn’t a matter of trust. But good intel must be provided only to those who can make effective use of it. He didn’t see a way in which Bridget could help.
“Of those I talked with,” he continued, “most said she was frightened. And she may have had information she was uncertain about sharing. But for all I know, it could have been only proprietary details about a company.”
“I don’t think that’s enough to interest a policeman, do you?”
He shook his head.
“Then what will you do?”
“I might hire an investigative firm. This is a game for pros, not amateurs like me.”
“And if nothing comes of that?”
“I’ll have to give up at some point. Only a fool keeps swinging after the pitcher walks off the field.”
“Then you’d be left with only your box of memories. That would be sad, wouldn’t it?”
He nodded. “Yes, it would be,” he said. To have picked up on the idea of a box, she must have talked with Jared. Had he returned her call out of politeness?
“Listen,” she said, leaning out over the table, her dainty lips incredibly close, the view of her full breasts nearly overwhelming. “I want you to come to a fundraising party in support of the scholarship fund at Cal Tech.”
She stood, moved to a small desk, scribbled a note on the back of a business card, than sat back down. Kyle wished she was a slow writer; the view from behind had been divine.
“I’ll introduce you to guests Marsha has met. Perhaps they’ll be able to add something significant. And more important, you’ll be with many powerful people, those she was so excited about meeting.”
He nodded in tentative approval. “But that jacket and these slacks won’t make it in that crowd.”
She pointed to a man’s name scrawled at the bottom of the card. “See Max. Explain what is needed and he’ll take good care of you. I’ll call and ask him to put it on my tab.”
“That could be a hefty bill.”
She laughed. “Of course. But I want you to be the best dressed man present.” She paused to brush a non-existent hair off her shoulder. “What do you think I paid for this dress?”
“I’d call it a gown.”
She chuckled. “How much?”
“I’m not good at this,” he said. “Five thou?”
“Closer to nine. Now why did I spend so much?”
“To make other women envious and to attract men.”
“Delightful,” she cried with glee. “Meeting those who can help is what makes the world go round.”
“Alright. I’ll give it a try. I am disappointed to have learned so little about Marsha.”
“What if there’s nothing more to learn?”
He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “If I can look at myself in a mirror and say that’s the best I can do, it’ll work. And I’ll get on.”
“With that in mind, have you considered my offer?”
“Of?”
“Connecting you up with a key player. It may not be common knowledge, but powerful people often have an even more difficult time finding people they can count on, than does a man running a hardware store. Many people only go along. A good mind and a will to speak out would take you a long way in a short time. Starting as a clerk at Wal-Mart isn’t going to take you far, ever.”
“It’s a point. A good one. And I’ve no doubt but what you could be a big help.”
“Then what’s the difficulty? All it costs me is a few phone calls.”
“Have you ever noticed how hard it is to put good words to the things that matter most?”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t think the corporate scene, or any indoor work, will make it for me. I love being outdoors. So maybe archeology. Even construction work. But honest, I don’t have a hint as to what might be best.”
“Then will you at least let me help you with money? I can multiply whatever you have by a factor of ten in four or five years.”
“You must be kidding.”
“Not at all. Did I explain what I did for Marsha?”
“No, but she did. That was a wow.”
“It’s not hard to do. You only need to discover what people want, or something they will want when they see it, then provide it. Fortunes are made in this way.”
“Speaking of fortunes, this place is special. How did you put this kind of money together?”
“I’d rather not speak of that. I’m more interested in you.”
“Give. I’m curious.”
She sighed. “On my fifteenth birthday, a man offered my father a hundred thousand dollars for my hand in marriage. My father’s approval, you see, made it legal. But what it proved to be was court-sanctioned rape.
“Three years later, he died of a heart attack, although he was only forty-two. I ended up with the bulk of his estate.”
“Have you made any money on your own?”
“Heavens yes. As I explained to you, I found ways to increase my wealth many times over every few years. And it’s so simple. It amounts to exchanging favors, some of which convert to profitable business arrangements.” She reached out across the table and clasped his hand. “I can do the same for you, if you’ll let me.”
“Dinner is served, Ms. Bennington,” Herbert said from the other room.
“Oh goody,” Bridget cried as she stood. Kyle straightened his shoulders and followed with distinctly less enthusiasm. He didn’t recognize anything on the table.
* * *
Kyle had been surprised that he’d enjoyed the dinner so. He decided it was the company. He was working on another glass of champagne, and it didn’t taste half bad.
“Will you do me a favor?” Bridget asked.
“What?”
“Stand up.”
As he did so, she did the same. When she stepped close to him, the scent of lavender was stronger. He could feel the warmth of her breasts on his chest. She tucked her arms around his neck, then murmured, “Kiss me.”
He needed no further urging; he did so with gentleness, but obvious enthusiasm. He immediately became overwhelmed by the scents and feel of her. Then he let himself flow more deeply into the whole of it.
* * *
As Kyle prepared to leave, Bridget slipped on a white silk robe that didn’t hide, or even disguise, her astonishingly beautiful body. As she stepped up to him, she let the robe fall open, then pressed the fullness of her breasts against his chest as she kissed him passionately. “That was wonderful,” she murmured.
“It was,” he said, then kissed her back.
“You’re a great lover,” she said, drifting long slender fingers through his hair.
“You’re not a one-guy girl, are you?” he asked.
She smiled. “You knew that when we met.”
“Yes. I guess I did.”
“But I have a number of dear friends I see often. I’d like you to be one of them.”
He kissed her gently. “It wouldn’t work. I can deal with a limited run, but I want an exclusive engagement.”
“Why?” she demanded quietly.
“Just old fashioned, I guess. I’m a one-girl kind of guy.”
“I bet I can change your mind.”
“If any woman can, you’d be the one.” He kissed her again, then strode out of the bedroom. He slipped into his coat as he stepped out onto the balcony and started down the stairs. It wasn’t easy, but he didn’t look back.
CHAPTER 4
When Kyle finally lifted his head to peek at the clock, it was after seven. He smiled. It had been two when he’d tumbled into bed, so he hadn’t had much sleep. Still, in his satiated state, he knew he didn’t need more. He rolled over and buried his head in the pillow, enjoying lingering scents of lavender, of her, and of their lovemaking.
He finally rolled out of bed, slipped on his robe, and padded barefooted into the kitchen. With a mug of coffee, he started toward the table. When he glanced down at the counter, he saw the Smith .357 and stopped to gaze at it. His eyes were empty of emotion. His clenched jaws brought a stern, grim look to his features.
He had planned to enjoy an hour or two rerunning the wonderful evening with Bridget last night. Instead, he picked up the weapon and set it on the small table, then found he was gazing at it, not the city.
Two people had been brutally murdered. Had his sudden appearance on the scene made him a target? Would it be a wise precaution to have a weapon readily available?
He glanced at his watch. He needed to check Marsha’s office, but that could wait. He hurried to his room and on into the bathroom. He hesitated, reluctant to erase the last traces of the night. Then he determinedly stepped into the shower.
He dressed hastily, then strode into the living room and picked up the Smith. He ejected the cartridges, checked to be sure the cylinder was empty, then tucked it into a paper bag and left.
* * *
Three hours later Kyle was again seated at the table. Beside the pistol was the cleaning gear he’d recently used. Four speed loaders were clumped together beside it along with six boxes of Winchester Silvertips. A container of saddle soap and a new belt holster had been laid to one side.
The haunting vibrancy that only Dexter Gordon could nurse out of a sax, drifted softly throughout the room. He had just sat back down with fresh coffee when someone knocked on the door. He glanced at the Smith, then lifted the coffee for a sip, gazing out at the city.
Moments later there was a second knock. He ignored it. But when he heard a key in the lock, his world moved. Within seconds, the Smith was in his right fist gripped by his left hand, supported by his elbow pressed against the top of the table. He waited with the hammer back. Ready.
He took a deep breath when the door was pushed open. Lt. Walster took a step into the room, then stopped, staring at the muzzle of the Smith sighted on his chest.
Kyle crumpled. “Sumbitch,” he muttered. He gently eased the hammer down and laid the pistol on the table.
“Assault with a deadly weapon is a felony,” Walster said softly.
Kyle ignored him and took another sip of coffee, noting the tremble lingering in his hand.
Walster stepped on inside and closed the door. He kicked the toe of his shoe at what remained of the padlock on the carpet, eying the bolt cutters propped against the wall. “Destruction of public property is also a crime.”
“Uhmm,” Kyle murmured, noting Walster had that familiar smile working again, but there was no laughter in the eyes. He was wearing a pale green suit today that fit well. He cringed at the clash of its color with the broad blue stripes in the tie.
As Walster stepped over to the table, he asked, “Why didn’t you answer my knock?”
“I didn’t want to,” he said, staring at the pink elephant cuff links made of cheap plastic.
“You can do better than that.” Now there was laugher in his eyes.
Kyle looked up and said, “The case is closed. Remember? Put that key on this table.”
“I’m still in charge.”
“The key,” he growled. “Here.” He pounded the tabletop with his forefinger.
When Walster laid the key down, he asked, “Don’t you offer guests what you’re drinking?”
“You weren’t invited,” he muttered. “There’s hot water in the pot on the counter. Being a trained detective, you should be able to figure the rest.”
Kyle watched peripherally as Walster strolled into the kitchen. The man found what he needed, and, minutes later, started back toward the table. But he was running his fingers under the kitchen cabinets, close to the front of each. He wandered over for a closer look at the photograph of a drawing by Picasso, “The Lovers,” hanging on the wall above the couch. He gazed at it for several moments, then ran his fingers down the frame on one side. He examined “The Kiss” for a moment, then walked to the table.
As he sat down, the smile was in full gear and he was laughing at Kyle with his dark eyes. One by one, he dumped five cubes of sugar into his coffee and began to stir.
“Great for the waistline,” Kyle commented.
“Need the carbs, dude. Gots to keep up with you young hotshots.” He paused to take a sip, then said, “I asked around. Seems there are people bothered by the flicker in florescent lights.”
“Hard to believe,” Kyle muttered.
Walster laughed heartily, then nodded toward the pistol. “Yours?”
“It belonged to Sis.”
“That’s a lot of gun for a woman.”
“She was a lot of woman.”
“Wear that belt holster under your shirt, and a dude with a shoulder rig can plant one between your eyes before you even touch the butt.”
“If a guy is bringing up a weapon, I’m looking for cover. This stand-and-shoot-it-out stuff may work in the movies, but not in the field. At least not where I’ve been.”
“If there’s no cover?”
“I’m in trouble.”
Walster nodded, measuring Kyle’s shoulders with his eyes. “What do you weigh?”
“Two hundred and thirty. Why?”
“Your size makes it easier to bring the muzzle down for a second shot.”
“It’s best to hit with the first one.”
“That’s hard to do.”
“Not if you’ve got cover and time to set.”
“And if you don’t?”
He shrugged. “The Silvertips help,” he said. “There’s a bit less kick.”
Walster nodded as he stroked his mustache. “Why not a Beretta?”
“I’ve used one. It’s effective. But the rounds come out so fast, a lot are wasted. This piece feels good in my hand. And a hit puts the target down.”
“Can’t argue that,” Walster said. “It’s what I’d like to carry, but the department now favors the Beretta.” He turned to look at the print on the wall again. “You into art?”
“Some of it.”
“Ever get that close to a woman?”
It was easy to remember last night with Bridget, but they hadn’t come close to the magnificent intimacy Picasso had depicted in his drawing. “A couple of times.”
Walster shook his head. “I never have. Maybe there’s too much rabbit in me.” He chuckled. When he propped his elbows on the table and leaned toward Kyle, the laugher was gone from his eyes and he wasn’t smiling. “Tell me again why you didn’t answer my knock.”
Kyle turned away from the probing, determined look in the dark eyes and gazed out at the city. What does this guy really want he wondered. He was aware of time slogging along. And that Walster was waiting with the patience of a jungle cat.
When he turned back he said, “I was rerunning the good times I’ve had with Sis. I was only about half-way through the mental tape when you knocked. I was remembering when she first showed me that print,” he said, nodding at the photo over the couch. “I asked what grabbed her about it. She said, ‘It stimulates my imagination.’ ‘In what way?’ I asked. But she only flashed that crazy, mischievous grin and turned back to study the drawing.”
He leaned forward as if to drive his words deeply. “I didn’t want to step back into all this crap by answering a knock on the door. Some things matter more than others.”
“That’s heavy.”
Kyle was surprised at the warmth in the man’s eyes. His solemn nod suggested he understood. It seemed out of sync with what he knew of him.
“Well, I gots to go,” he said as he stood. He crossed his forefinger across his lips and shook his head slowly. “Thanks for the coffee.”
Kyle didn’t have a clue as to what was going on, but he sensed it mattered. As Walster headed for the door, he turned back toward the table and motioned to Kyle to follow.
Barefooted, Kyle planted each foot flat to the carpeted floor. When Walster opened the door, he motioned again and Kyle moved on outside. Speaking toward the table, Walster said, “Maybe later, dude.” Then he closed the door behind them.
* * *
Walster walked down the stairs from the balcony and out into the patio area in front of the apartments. Kyle followed, still clueless. Walster chose a chair at a table some distance from others, from which he had a clear view of the door to the apartment. “Give me your cell,” he said as if asking for the time of day.
As he handed it to him, Walster said, “You’re a concerned citizen. You’ve just found your apartment is bugged and you need help.”
“Bugged?”
Walster nodded, dialed, then handed the phone back. “Ask for Sgt. Maynard. When he starts giving you that crap about the squad room, hand me the phone.”
He did as directed. And as Walster had anticipated, Maynard said, “You’ve got the wrong department, Mr. Rieker. Ask for one of the men in the squad room.”
When Kyle handed the phone to Walster, he said bluntly. “You want those Dodger tickets for Friday or not?” He grinned at Kyle as he listened. “Then do like the concerned citizen said. Get your butt over here and tell us what’s going down.” Walster nodded his head at more words coming his way, then gave the address. “I know that case is closed. That’s why I’m not calling. How soon can you be here?”
Walster closed the phone and handed it back to Kyle. “About twenty minutes.”
“A little bribery here?”
Walster chuckled. “Nothing like that. But a few folks I need now and then love those Dodgers. So I grab a pair of season tickets every year.” He laughed. “You might call it a favor for a favor.”
It startled Kyle, for Bridget seemed keen on the same idea. “Who would want to know anything about me?”
Walster shrugged. “Somebody may have been listening to your sister. Maynard will figure it.” He paused, leaned out on the table, then asked, “What’s with the cleaning gear and all?”
“I’ve never used a revolver, so I burned a couple hundred rounds at The Fire Center with Hector this morning.”
“He’s tops,” Walster said. “How’d he rate you?”
He shrugged. “He said something about me being a natural.”
“Planning to go to war?”
“That depends on you.”
“Me?” Walster exclaimed; there was no smile in his eyes.
“Are you willing to work with me? Or am I going to have to run over you?”
“What ’cha talkin’, dude? That’s what I’m trying to decide about you.” He straightened his shoulders; he wasn’t smiling. “About running over me, forget that shit. I’m a street-mean motherfucker. Nobody messes with me.”
“I’ve noticed that guys who talk it can’t cut it. And that those who can haven’t much to say.”
Walster leaned back, laughing hugely. “I’ve just been had,” he said, still chuckling.
“I only work with top types.”
“Me and my team? That’s us. And that’s not talk,” he said, laughing again, but not with his eyes. Intensity showed. And caution. He leaned closer and said, “I gots a copy of your service record.”
“Do you believe everything you read?”
“I already knew you were bullheaded. But you don’t always follow orders. I can’t back a dude who might grab an M-16 and shoot up the town.”
Kyle smiled. “That last bit is bullshit and you know it. Let’s get back to those orders I didn’t follow.”
Walster nodded, his eyes watchful, attentive.
“One of the strengths of a special forces unit is that given intel, we can move quickly. So the order comes down and we go. But there can be a catch.”
“I’m listening.”
“The intel can be bad. It may even have been meant to set up a team. So we’re always cautious. There’ve been times we backed away from a superior force expecting us.”
“And you gave the order.”
Kyle nodded. “I’ve had my ass chewed a time or two because I wouldn’t risk lives trying to shoot our way through an ambush.”
“You were in charge out there. Here, it’s me. Can you deal with that?”
“Yes, but I won’t follow dumb orders whoever gives them.”
“That’s cool, dude,” Walster said, nodding. He looked up and waved at the man starting up the stairs to the second floor. “That’s Maynard,” Walster said. “We’ll know more soon.”
“Besides the case being closed, what do we know now?” Kyle asked mildly.
“Your sister was killed along with . . .”
“If you’re serious about me joining in, we best start building trust. Say it like it is.”
“How would you put it?”
“Sis was executed. Five others were murdered to try to hide that fact.”
“Where’d you get that?”
He tossed a set of Randy’s photos out onto the table.
“We’ve shots like this, but none have been released. Where’d you get these?”
“As long as the case is closed, you don’t need the name.”
“What were you saying about trust?”
“It’ll take time.”
“Like maybe never,” Walster muttered, picking up the photos for a closer look. “Got it,” he said, smiling broadly, his eyes once more filled with laughter. “Randy something. Works for the Tribune. Yeah. LaCross. Nobody gets better shots than he does. And he was there.” Looking up, he asked, “How do you get from these to ‘execution?’ ”
“The guy your team nailed was a piss-poor shot. The one we want is a pro. He fired from higher up and he punched out a near perfect shot group. Now tell me something I don’t already know about this guy.”
“We gots nothing,” he said with a sigh. “I did check out your hunch, though. Your sister was the only one of the six who was a regular Tuesday mornings on Maple.
“We checked out that shooter who got nailed. He had fifty thou in a bank account his wife didn’t know about. She didn’t give a damn about him, but she liked the idea of the bucks.”
“If he hadn’t hung around,” Kyle said, “chances are he’d have been paid another fifty. I can’t figure why he didn’t split.”
“We’ll never know, but he may have taken the job just to help out his wife. He had only a couple months to live. Cancer of some sort. Maybe he decided he didn’t care that much about his wife after all, that it was time to end it all.”
Kyle examined the sky for several minutes. When he looked again at Walster, he asked, “What would it take to get the case reopened?”
“Like they say, ‘Startling New Evidence.’ ”
“Who closed it in the first place?”
“The Chief.”
“Can he be bribed?”
Walster laughed. “Say that in the right place and you’ll get accidentally shot.” He laughed again. “He was a hero in Nam. Started here with SWAT, worked the streets, vice, narcotics and homicide. You name it; he’s done it. And always with top marks. He’s a cop’s cop. And everybody knows it.”
“Then he got bad intel.”
“Yeah, but from who? Why?”
Kyle pulled several notes from his pocket, drew an X across one of them, then wrote on the back of it, “Bad intel. Who? Why?” He gazed at what he had written for several moments, then tucked it into his pocket.
When Walster looked up, so did Kyle. They watched as Maynard closed the door to the apartment and strode toward the stairs.
Moments later, he set five small electrical components on the table. Microphones, Kyle decided.
“Good gear,” Maynard said as he dropped into a chair and leaned back.
“Federal?” Walster asked.
“Could be. They like expensive toys. I can figure it back at the lab. Looks like two are new. I can also figure that.”
“How new?” Walster asked.
“Maybe only a day or two.”
“Your car downstairs?” Walster asked, looking at Kyle. When he nodded, Walster said, “Let’s look it over.”
On Maynard’s nod, Kyle led the way down the stairs and to the back of the garage to his Yukon. Maynard pulled an electronic device from an inside coat pocket that wasn’t much larger than a cell phone. He bent at the waist and began scanning the underside of the truck.
He paused near the center of the front bumper and dropped to one knee. Gripping the grill with one hand, he explored underneath the truck. Moments later, he handed Walster a small round object, about the size of three stacked nickels.
He stood, brushed the knee of his pant leg, then used a handkerchief to wipe dust and debris from his hand.
“A homing device?” Walster asked.
Maynard nodded.
“Somebody has been following me,” Kyle said.
“With that to track on,” Maynard said, “you’d never see them.”
Kyle felt a cold chill inching up his spine from the small of his back, despite the pleasant warmth of the day. “Maybe you should put it back?”
“Why?” Maynard asked.
“When you don’t know what in hell is going on, anything you do know can help. So maybe we should let whoever keep thinking they’ve got me covered. I can park somewhere, lose myself in pedestrian traffic, then climb into another car.”
“Won’t work,” Walster said. “If those on you are close enough, they already know cops are poking around. And if they don’t, they soon will. They’re not going to get anything more from those bugs.”
“Then what’s the plan?” Kyle asked.
“Let’s get back up to the deck,” Walster said. “I like it in the open.”
“About those tickets?” Maynard asked. “On my desk in the morning, right?”
“Yeah,” Walster said, smiling broadly. “You did good, dude.”
“I always do,” Maynard asserted, starting toward the exit from the garage.
“Go find some shoes. We need to take a walk,” Walster said. “Bugs make me nervous.”
* * *
With his running shoes on, Kyle walked briskly up the sidewalk toward Walster who was using the side of a delivery van to make notes on the back of business cards. As Kyle came up, Walster handed him one. “That’s my cell number,” he said. “If it’s heavy, I’ll disconnect and get back when I’m in the clear.”
“I should do the same?”
He nodded as they turned up the sidewalk. “I always assume somebody is trying to hear everything I say.” He glanced about them, then added. “So again, if it’s heavy, I talk to the ground. Lip-reading is growing in popularity in some circles.”
Kyle nodded.
“Tell me about being followed.”
“I’ve felt it was happening since Marsha’s funeral. I decided I was just jumpy, being back in town and all. But yesterday morning, when I left the Milford Club, two guys in a gray Ford 500 tagged along.”
“Get a plate number?”
“No.”
“What the hell,” Walster said, smiling broadly, laughing at Kyle with his eyes. “There’s only a zillion of those things running around this town. We can probably nail those dudes in an hour or so.”
“Uh huh,”
Walster handed Kyle a second card and said, “See this guy. He’s at Parker Center, so it means a trip downtown. But he knows what I mean when I say, ‘Now.’ Still, you’ll have to wait like half an hour.”
“For what?”
“You gots to pack that .357, dude, so you need a permit.”
As Kyle nodded, Walster handed him another card. “You’ve got to get wired. We need . . .”
“Wired?”
“Yeah. We need a tape of everything you say or hear. Not as evidence, but so everybody gets any info they need. This dude is the best,” he said, pointing at the name he’d written above the address. “Go for whatever he suggests.”
“Don’t you have stuff to do this?”
“It’s not good enough,” Walster said grimly. “We’re matched with heavyweights. We can’t risk underestimating them.”
“Sumbitch,” Kyle muttered.
“Back to that second shooter, those rounds didn’t come from Maple. We checked every possible site.”
“How good was that check?”
Walster stopped and turned toward Kyle. “First rate,” he said bluntly, as if begging for argument.
“Since the case was closed, how did you manage that?”
Walster turned and continued walking. “We’d already checked things out before the word came down,” he said. “I opened new files on those sites that didn’t seem quite right. One by one, we crossed them off the list. One dude turned out to be a closet homo, with a job at stake. Another was cheating on his wife. We busted a small timer dealing coke.” He paused, shaking his head. “Not much, is it?”
“Where do I fit in?”
“How well do you know this town, dude? We play country hardball here. Are you ready for that?”
“I’m good for an inning or two.”
“Let’s head back,” Walster said. As they turned, he said, “Dyson Street intersects Maple near where your sister went down. I spent an afternoon out there. On my own time, understand?”
When Kyle nodded, Walster continued, “Those rounds could have come from a lot of windows facing Dyson. Or a couple of rooftops.” He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I didn’t go further because I personally like the Chief. And I love my job. Can you dig that?”
Kyle nodded. “I’ll have a look, but I’m an amateur. So don’t hold your breath.”
“Anything at all will help. Maybe we can’t get the case reopened, but give me a reason and I can open a new one.”
They turned into the entrance to the apartment building and walked out onto the patio. Gazing up at the bright blue sky, Walster said, “You’ve been talking with people. Heard anything?”
“Probably nothing you don’t already have.”
“I don’t have much. Try me.”
“Know anything about China?
“They’re taking our jobs and financing our national debt. We’ll be in deep shit if they foreclose.”
“They won’t. At least not in the near term.”
“Why not?”
“Is there a safer place on this planet to keep money?”
“Did you pick that up in Afghanistan or Iraq?”
“I read. What else do you know?”
“Nothing, really. What are you looking for?”
“Can’t say. But Sis was really into it.” Kyle explained about the websites, the output he’d read, and of the book he’d just finished. “She may have been looking into a company as she often does. But I have the feeling there was more to it.”
“Hunches can help,” Walster said. “But we need a hell of a lot more.”
“Here’s something I do know. Sis had information she felt was important. She was concerned about whether or not to release it publicly. But I’ve no idea what it was. Some of her friends suggested it could be something that would seriously damage a company, but that can’t be so. Sis referred to it as top secret.”
“Say again,” Walster demanded.
He briefly reviewed comments heard, wrapping with his visit with Alicia Montero.
“ ‘Hush-hush’ doesn’t translate to top secret in my book.”
“It’s not your book we’re reading. I know it’s not proof, but Sis meant top secret.”
“Anything else?”
“If you can’t buy hush-hush, you’ll scream and run from the rest of it.”
“I run good. Let’s hear it.”
“Everyone I talked with reported Sis was frightened. Some thought it was related to whatever information she had. But that doesn’t fit. Indecision bothered the heck out of her as it does most folks, but it would never have frightened her.”
“Then what did?” Walster demanded.
“She believed Dr. Quinlin was murdered. And that she would be next.”
Walster was suddenly still, staring at Kyle with a look of amazement on his face. His mouth was hanging open. Finally, he closed it and opened it three times as if to be sure it was still in working order. Then he asked softly, “You expect me to believe that shit?”
“Whatever,” Kyle said evenly, driven by an inner certainty. “We’ll never prove it in court, but I’ll put a thou against your buck that it’s so.” He turned and strode off toward the stairs to the apartment.
CHAPTER 5
Inside the apartment, Kyle leaned against the door. He let his glance drift about the room, wondering if a bug had been overlooked. Or maybe even a video pickup.
He strode into his room, did his three miles on the treadmill, showered and put on clean clothes.
Back at the table, he again ejected the rounds in the Smith and checked the cylinder, then put it into a paper bag. Into another, he loaded the holster and speed loaders, to be tucked under the seat of the truck.
When he opened the front door, a package propped against it, fell to the threshold. The return address was Amazon.com. He picked it up, slipped it under his shirt, and headed downstairs to the truck. He climbed in and drove off, hoping someone would waste time following him to the main offices of LAPD.
* * *
Walster had said it would take half an hour at Parker Center to get the gun permit, but it proved to be an hour. As he waited, Kyle was content to begin reading his latest purchase, China, Inc. by Ted C. Fishman. It was too late to answer Marsha’s question, but he wanted to know more about China.
Back behind the wheel of his truck, he retrieved the holster, tucked it behind his belt and loaded the Smith. When he slipped the weapon into the holster, he was comfortable with the feel of it against his gut. But thoughts as to why it was there, showed in the grim set to his jaws.
* * *
When Kyle left Security Systems in Pasadena, he had a slim, elegant, refillable propane cigarette lighter in his shirt pocket. The sides were finished in fine grained black vinyl. The body was banded, left and right, by broad stripes of burnished aluminum.
Pressing up, rather than down, on the igniter released the top of the case so that it could be lifted free. What appeared to be aluminum striping was actually rechargeable batteries. Together they were capable of driving the audio-activated micro-transmitter in the base of the lighter for thirty-six hours. The range was a mile in open country, less among steel and concrete buildings.
A clothes bag containing an inexpensive jacket and slacks now hung in the back of the truck. Under it was a soft leather overnight bag which contained the usual gear and two new white shirts. Beside it was an inexpensive pair of black loafers. All was appropriate to the occasional needs of an off-road enthusiast. But beneath what appeared to be the bottom of the case was an efficient reel-to-reel recorder that captured whatever was sent by the transmitter in the lighter.
* * *
Kyle was angry when he walked out of the liquor store with four cartons of Salems. He’d become addicted to cigarettes in his late teens. It had taken some of those thirty-mile walks in special forces to convince him he needed his lungs more than cigarettes. With so many of the guys routinely smoking, it had been a battle tough to win.
Now he ripped open a carton, opened a pack, lit up and knew he was once again hooked. Angrily he tossed the reminder of his purchase onto the floor in the back.
But he couldn’t fault the cover or the performance of the gear. And he’d long ago learned that some things need doing. Still it bothered him that when he took a drag and inhaled deeply, it was as if he’d never quit.
* * *
Kyle had made certain he was not being followed before he’d parked half a mile away from the intersection of Maple and Dyson. And no one could have followed the circuitous route he walked without him spotting them. On Dyson, two blocks above Maple, he slowed, trying not to be obvious about his objective, the two- and three-story buildings on the opposite side of the street in the next block.
Recon was not new to him, but he’d never tried to work a city street. Still, some of the rules made sense here; he needed to fit in. When he realized he was walking slower than others, he picked up the pace. When he crossed the street, he was only a block up from Maple. He could feel it. This was right.
As he got closer to Maple, he began to examine that part of the street he could see. The scene was backwards, for the fatal rounds had come from the other side of the street. Still, he was looking at a rough approximation of shops to the west he could not see from where he was.
When he was sure he had the angle right, he stopped, took a last look at Maple, then turned to gaze at the display of sporting goods. In the window, he could see the reflection of the large three-story apartment complex directly across the street behind him, and the two-story unit south of it. The shots couldn’t have come from further north; Marsha wouldn’t have been visible. One of the windows reflected in front of him had been used by the shooter.
A familiar chill flowed into his lower back and began inching its way up his spine. He let his hand brush the butt of the Smith under his jacket and shirt. It did not bring the sense of reassurance he had hoped for.
Could a guy fire a four-round burst from one of those windows and not be noticed? It didn’t seem possible. He knew that one shot was often overlooked because folks were not expecting to hear one. Those few who did, might easily think it was a car backfiring. Or write it off as any of a host of unrecognized sounds. But four rounds?
As he gazed at the reflection, he estimated distances between windows in the apartment complex. A neighbor would surely have heard. But at nine forty-five in the morning, the time at which Marsha had died, wouldn’t most tenants have been at work?
A four-round burst from an automatic rifle doesn’t take much time. Dyson was a narrow street, and at least just now, crowded with traffic. The occasional sound of a horn, the screech of tires from breaks set hard, all suggested that at least from outside the building, the sound could easily have gone unnoticed. “Sumbitch,” he murmured out loud. What the hell am I doing here? I don’t know one damned thing about this stuff.
He turned and continued on toward Maple. Near the corner was a bus stop. He walked to the bench, sat down and tried to appear bored as if waiting.
He looked up and down Dyson, as one who was killing time might do. But he studied the two apartment units with care. He checked what he could see of Maple to the east. But what he needed to do was to examine the street to the west, particularly the sidewalk to which Marsha had fallen. He couldn’t seem to make it happen.
He pulled the top photo from the stack of shots Randy had snapped, the one showing all six people down, then stared down at it intently. He realized time was passing, but it didn’t seem to matter. He also knew this was wasted effort, for even the smallest details were etched in memory.
When he looked up, a bus was closing. He stood and, so as not to be thought to be waiting, strode around the corner of the building onto Maple itself. He leaned against the wall of the men’s clothing store and determinedly focused all of his attention on the sidewalk across the street.
The view surprised him. Although he had the photo locked in, the full scope of the scene made a difference. The white stucco underneath the window in the insurance office in front of which she had fallen, was further from the corner than he had thought.
He bought a newspaper at the rack, waited for the light, crossed to the other side of Dyson, and turned back north. His slower pace was now justified by his apparent reading of the paper, double folded vertically to keep it from flopping about.
As he approached the entrance to the two-story unit, he examined all he could see. As he came even with it, he glanced through it, but quickly turned his attention back to the paper. When he reached the three-story complex, he paused at the entrance. Within the patio area he caught a glimpse of a swimming pool, lots of apartments, but no one was moving about. It underlined his guess that tenants were working folks.
He glanced back at the insurance office on Maple. When he continued on, he knew that if the shots had come from this building, the apartment used would be in the southern half of it. From beyond the entrance, she would not have been visible.
So far, he thought, so good. But now what? He didn’t even know what he was looking for.
At the corner, he crossed back to the other side of Dyson and started again toward Maple. This time, however, he walked into each building that was anything more than a single story. He was looking for height; he wanted a closer look at the buildings across the way, but from above.
Half-way down the block, he entered a three-story office building. Little was being done to keep it looking sharp. Poor lighting did not disguise this. Several of the offices were vacant.
At the front of the building on the third floor, he found gold, a window overlooking the buildings of interest. He slipped a small set of powerful binoculars from his jacket pocket and began examining the windows across the street.
But the dusty glass blocked details. Deciding it was worth a try, he set the glasses down and lifted on the wooden sash that contained the bottom pane. There was complaint, but it did open. If he had wanted to, he could have stepped out onto the fire escape.
Instead, he began examining each window across the street with care. If he was setting up to fire, he’d remove the screen first. Even though it wouldn’t deflect a hot round significantly, no pro would risk it.
A half-hour later, he gave up. There was a screen on every window. Would the shooter have taken the time to replace one he’d removed? Maybe. But he couldn’t make himself believe it. The killer would have hurried from the scene.
He examined rooftops with care, but soon discarded these as possible sites. They’d do fine for a night shot, but during the day anybody on the street side of this building had a clear view of any rooftop. With so many folks thinking about terrorists these days, a guy with a rifle would be noticed.
As he made his way downstairs, his mind was awhirl. A cop could get warrants and check possible apartments, as they had done on Maple. But he couldn’t.
So how could he get inside these places? Trying to fake something like, “Avon calling,” wouldn’t make it; he didn’t have enough built-in con. He thought of calling Walster, then quickly tossed the thought; the man had likely figured things much as he had. Since he hadn’t been able to take it further, he wouldn’t have a way for Kyle to do so.
As he stepped out of the building, he turned north. He’d passed a coffee shop in which the food served had looked edible. As he lengthened his stride, he wondered if it might be a good idea to give Randy a call. If he’d found a good outfit, this might be the time to put professional investigators to work.
* * *
As he paid for his dinner, the flavor of rich apple cobbler lingered. But this was the only positive he was aware of. As he turned to the door, he still didn’t have a clue to a next step.
As he stepped outside, night was descending. When he glanced at the apartment units near Maple, lights were already showing in some windows. He took a step then stopped, gazing at the apartments. “Lights,” he murmured out loud. Could it be that simple?
As he hurried down the street, he knew it could be. Any window that showed light would not be the one he needed. The shooter was long gone.
He turned into the three-story office building. On the third floor, he found the window at the end of the hall was still open. He climbed through it, moved to a corner of the fire escape and sat down cross-legged. He was virtually invisible to all.
On the back of the bill for dinner, he drew a square to represent each window of interest. There were fifteen on the second and third floors of the large complex, and nine in the second floor of the two-story unit. He ignored first floor windows, for the shots had come from higher up. In the light of the half-moon, he carefully drew an X in each square representing a window that was lighted.
* * *
One by one, he’d Xed other windows as lights came on. When he glanced at his watch, it was close to ten. No light had shown through two windows in the two-story unit or through four in the larger complex.
Inwardly he shrugged. Even if he stayed until morning, some might not come home. The occupant might be working late, out of town, seeing a lover, or any of a hundred different things. He’d cut the possibilities from thirty-nine to six. Sleep was called for.
He straightened his legs and flexed them until certain the circulation was good, then crawled to the window and slipped inside the building. Fifteen minutes later he was in his truck thinking about a hot shower and a few hours sleep.
* * *
It was twelve after four when he leaned against the wall of the sporting goods store next to the display window. Anxiously he looked for light in windows that had shown none last night. But few showed any light at all.
At a quarter to five, light showed in one of the windows of interest in the two-story unit. A half hour later, light showed in the other. He would find what he needed in the three-story complex. Or he’d strike out.
* * *
By six, the coming daylight would make it unnecessary for occupants to use light. And soon he wouldn’t be able to see it if they did. He’d been able to cross off one more window, but he was still left with three. “Now what?” he asked himself out loud.
As he gazed at the three-story complex, the notion of size came to mind. It was large. He was sufficiently well dressed to fit in. Worst case he’d be thrown out by the manager. He’d spotted a Starbucks up the block on Maple. He nodded in agreement with his plan and started walking.
* * *
With a latte in hand, he strode back toward Dyson, trying to appear as if he was taking a sip now and then as a devotee would. But he wasn’t interested in experiments at the moment. And he wasn’t in a hurry to put his kidneys on overload.
At the corner, he grabbed a newspaper. On the light, he crossed to the other side of Dyson, then turned up toward the apartment complex. At the entrance, he paused a moment to pour half of his drink into the flower bed next to the walk.
Inside, the patio area was dominated by the large pool of crystal clear blue water. Tables and chairs abounded, but they were set back from it to allow room for sunbathers nearer the water. He couldn’t say why, but he was sure he was onto something. He could feel it.
He strode to a table near the back entrance and sat down. He opened the newspaper and began to read. He could easily see the entries to the apartments of interest.
“Sumbitch,” he muttered, scowling, as he looked up at them. Whatever confidence he’d felt had fled. And most of his hope along with it.
It was only a small goof, one any amateur might make. But it mattered. From the office building across the street, he’d counted fifteen windows to the south of the entry on both the second and third floors. But there were only nine apartments on each. Obviously some had more than one window facing Dyson, as most any two-bedroom apartment might. He sighed, took a deep breath and tried to appear as if he was actually reading the paper.
From his shirt pocket, he pulled the receipt he’d used last night to map the windows. His careful estimates of distances were of no help now. He sighed, then listed the apartment numbers posted on each door. Occasionally he turned a page in the newspaper, but he was focused on those doors.
Even his count of windows through which no light had been seen could be meaningless. A bedroom in a two-bedroom apartment might not be in use. Besides, lots of people don’t need a light to walk from a bathroom and crawl into bed.
When the door to #207 opened and a man stepped out, Kyle crossed that number off his list. Then, with some confidence, he Xed out another window. But he knew it was too late in the day for this idea to work. These were working folks; there was no way to know who had left before he’d arrived.
Even though the task seemed impossible, he struggled to narrow the options. He rubbed at the bridge of his nose thoughtfully, glancing up at the apartment entries only when he doubted his mental image of them.
He knew that any window in #310 was too far north. But #308 and #309 would do nicely. With a similar mix of guesses and mental estimates of distances, he focused on #204 and #205 on the second floor. Either could be the one he needed. And both could be of no importance. He sighed, folded the paper, and pulled China, Inc. from his hip pocket.
* * *
The woman who stepped out of #205 wore a lovely dress that fit snuggly. But the belt had not been tightened. And she hadn’t spent much time combing her hair.
When she noticed Kyle, she looked quickly away. Furtively? Maybe. She was easy to watch, though, coming down the stairs. The three-inch heels accented her legs nicely. She exuded a sexuality that appealed to him. He watched until she disappeared into the parking area. He sighed, then crossed off the number.
Thirty minutes later, a man of about thirty walked out of the same apartment. His shoes had a respectable shine, the slacks fit well, and the white shirt and tie were appropriate. He was smiling faintly as he strode toward the stairs. Kyle decided it was a smile of contentment.
Bingo, he said to himself. This guy and the girl had made love last night; he was sure of it. There’d been no need to turn on a light, for the street lamp had offered more then enough. Given the woman’s furtive glance, one or both of them might be married. But he couldn’t see how that mattered. With vague hints of hope and returning confidence, he Xed out that window, not caring now about #204. There was only one window left unaccounted for, and he was sure it was in #308 or #309.
He was once again feeling pretty good about his plan and a sense of eagerness had emerged. It all disappeared when the big man stepped out of an apartment on the ground floor and strode directly toward him. Hiding all signs of concern, Kyle braced himself, shifting his right foot further back under the chair for greater leverage. This was a guy who could cut it.
He had been wearing the jeans long enough that Kyle guessed they were now comfortable. His broad chest filled the large T-shirt. And the heavy boots pounded the concrete deck with authority. He stopped three feet from the table and said, “Mornin’.” His scratchy voice carried well.
“How’s it go?” Kyle asked in reply, laying his sunglasses down on the table.
The man nodded curtly. “You been here over an hour. What ya up to?”
“Know Willie Meyers?” Kyle asked. “He’s in #308.” It could as well be #309, but he had to pick one of them.
“Never heard a him.”
“He asked me to meet him here,” Kyle said. “But there was no answer to my knock so I thought I’d wait.”
“Why?” It wasn’t a request; it was a demand.
“Aren’t you getting personal?”
The big man took a step toward the table. “There’s good people livin’ here,” he said. “We look out for each other. You dig?”
Kyle smiled. As he put down his book and reached for his wallet, he said, “I do and I like it.” He fished out his California driver license, grateful he’d taken the time to renew it during his last leave.
“You didn’t say why,” the big man said, looking up from the license to Kyle. Still, the aggressive readiness had faded.
As Kyle tucked his wallet away, he said, “I loaned Willie four thou about three months back. He said if I came by today, he’d return it.”
“Four thou?” the big man said thoughtfully. Then the grim set to his lips drifted into a teddy-bear grin and a twinkle appeared in his eyes. “Worth the wait, I’d say. Luck, man.”
As he turned away and started toward the entry to the parking area, Kyle felt that familiar twinge in his gut. Sure, he’s said the right things. Pulled it off. But lies left a bad taste in his mouth.
You look lovely today, Ms. Dragonlady, he said to the imaginary woman in the imaginary office in his mind. He sighed, then grinned. He wasn’t good at that kind of thing, either.
* * *
Kyle wanted to jump up and cheer when the door to #309 opened. Sure, he might have missed something. But he was now convinced that #308 was the target.
The attractive woman, who stepped outside, set down one of the laundry baskets she was carrying to close the door. She was wearing tight jeans and an oversized sweatshirt that gave her a comfy, cuddly look. At the top of the stairs, she had to turn a bit sideways to get both baskets of clothes to fit between the handrails. He watched her long slender legs as she made her way down the first flight of stairs, then the second. Still twisted with a basket behind her, she caught her heel on the tread of the bottom step and fell, letting the baskets fend for themselves.
When Kyle reached her, she was on her knees, leaning on her hands and shaking her head slowly from side to side. He tucked a hand under her upper arm and asked, “Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not,” she snorted, then chuckled. “But it’s only my pride that’s hurt.”
He didn’t lift her, but he kept his hand under her arm as she struggled to her feet. She ran her hand through her hair, glancing about at the scattered laundry.
As he started gathering things into a basket, she said, “It could have been worse; it could have been clean things I was carrying back up.” She chuckled again, then bent and began gathering the wash. “I should of made two trips.”
“Life’s full of those,” he said.
“Of what?”
“I should ofs.”
She laughed heartily. “That’s true,” she said as she started once again toward the laundry room. He followed with the other basket.
When he set it on the counter next to hers, she said, “Thanks a bunch.” As she extended her hand, she said, “I’m Violet.”
“Mine’s Kyle.”
“You new around here?” she asked, beginning to toss things into a washer.
“Just waiting for a friend. Your neighbor in #308. Willie Meyers. Have you met him?”
“Nope. I’ve never even seen him.” She chuckled. “He’s a great neighbor, though.”
“How’s that?”
“I never hear a sound from his place.”
“Sounds like Willie,” Kyle said. “If you’re sure you’re alright, I’ll get on.”
“I’m fine, honest. Thanks again.”
As he returned to his table, he felt tension mounting. He’d been here before; things didn’t always work out. But this felt right. Exactly right.
At the table, he tucked the book into his hip pocket and turned toward the stairs. Violet would be busy with her laundry for a while.
He dumped the newspaper and the remains of his latte into a trash can and strode up the stairs. At the door to #308, he paused, wondering what the sentence was for breaking and entry. He shrugged, then turned the knob.
He tried to act surprised that it was locked, then knocked. A minute later he knocked again. As he turned and walked away, he shook his head as if puzzled.
Back at his table, he reached for his cell, punched a key and said, “Snapper.” When Randy answered, he said, “I need a locksmith to get me into an apartment that isn’t mine. Any ideas?”
“You can get five years for B&E.”
“That’s not the kind of idea I need.”
Randy sighed. “I know a guy who might go for it. How’s $300 sound?”
“Whatever it takes,” he said. “Tell him I’ll meet him at the entrance from the parking area in back.”
“Need an address.”
When Kyle gave it, Randy disconnected.
His cell rang four minutes later. “Fifteen minutes,” Randy said.
“Thanks a bunch. I owe you.”
Randy snorted, then disconnected.
* * *
Kyle watched Lassiter as he worked at the door. He had been at it for less than three minutes, when he saw him bend down, close the briefcase, pick it up and stride down the balcony toward the stairs. He had paid him on the way in; now he dug two more hundred dollar bills from his wallet and waited. When the man stepped into the entry to the parking lot, Kyle stepped away from the wall with the two bills in his hand.
Lassiter glanced at him and he felt the bills slip from his hand. “What’s this?” he demanded.
“To help you forget about all this.”
“Huh,” he snorted. “I ain’t never seen this place. I ain’t never seen you neither.” But he was smiling as he strode off toward his truck.
As Kyle turned toward the stairs, he glanced toward the laundry room. Violet was folding things, but not yet ready to leave. He took a deep breath, then started up the stairs.
At #308, the knob turned. He pushed the door open, stepped inside, and closed it behind him. Leaning against it, he realized he was breathing heavily. He let his glance drift about the small living area as he unzipped his jacket, tucked his shirt behind the pistol, and took a firm grip on the butt of it.
There wasn’t much to see. The couch and chair were well worn, the coffee and end tables scarred from casual use. None of the furnishings had been first rate when new. The carpet was of better quality, but worn. There wasn’t anything else in the room. No pictures on the walls. No lamps. No TV. Nothing.
He took a deep breath and started toward the hall opposite the entry. He was aware of his heavy breathing, the sweat on his palm gripping the Smith, but nothing more. His eyes were busy, examining everything he could see. He paused, half-way across the room and looked back toward the door. There was no indication the room had been used by anyone recently.
At the door to the kitchen, just beyond the living room, he paused again. He leaned forward for a look, but did not step inside. The counters were bare. There was no sign of a dirty pot, dish, or spoon.
He took a quick look into the bathroom, only to be certain no one was inside, then turned toward the bedroom. Once inside he stood very still, examining all with his eyes.
No one had used this room recently either. But the open window did overlook Dyson. While intently examining all, he could hear the sounds of traffic on the street below.
Slowly he made his way toward the window. A glance toward Maple might help. He stopped beside the double bed that had been pushed against the wall. The powder blue bedspread fit with the rest of what he’d seen; it draped nearly to the floor, well worn, even tattered in spots.
When he took another step, he saw it—a three-inch slit had been cut in the screen, about ten inches wide.
He was aware of the increase in his heart rate, that he was breathing more quickly, and that nothing in this world meant more to him at the moment than that notch in the screen.
As he continued toward the window, shops on Maple became partially visible. Four feet from it, the office of the insurance company was visible. By moving to the left a bit, the white stucco underneath the office window was framed by the notch in the screen.
He stood unmoving, examining the street in detail, with a firm fix on where Marsha had fallen. After a time, he sighed, took a deep breath, then turned to look at the carpet to his left. Nothing. But when he turned slowly to his right, he froze. Four cartridge casings lay where they had fallen after launching four deadly rounds on their journey.
He felt dizzy for a moment. He shook his head and it passed. It was one thing to attend her funeral. Harder in some ways to study the photos Randy had snapped. But this? His glance drifted back and forth between the empty casings and the notch in the screen. It was as if he could see her even now, crumpled, face down on the cold, uncaring concrete.
Cautiously he stepped back one pace and examined even more carefully what he could see. But there were no revelations. He had seen all that was visible when he had entered.
When he backed up another step, he looked down. His feet were leaving impressions in the carpet. But there was more. He bent at the waist to examine a circular impression just to the left of where he was standing. Moments later, he had located two others. He was willing to bet a tripod had been used to steady the rifle.
It must have been heavy, though, he decided, to make such distinct impressions. Yet he could see where he had stepped in walking toward the window. Why? Carpets don’t show footprints.
He looked behind him and noted faint impressions of earlier steps. He shook his head, puzzled. What if it had been recently cleaned? As for a new tenant? That might explain it. The worn nap, lifted by the cleaning process, would quickly collapse under use. Maybe, he decided.
He backed up further, looking at the scene once more. He would not have noticed the empty casings from here. Nor could he clearly see the notch in the screen. Was this it? Was this the best he could give Walster? Was it enough?
He could check the bathroom and kitchen, but it seemed best to leave this to pros. He stepped over to the open closet and peered inside. Nothing.
He reached down, grabbed the bedspread and tossed it back on the bed. He knelt on one knee and peered under it.
The AK-47 was still clamped to a heavy tripod. The shooter had only collapsed its legs before shoving both it and the rifle under the bed. Then he had hurried out. If his car had been parked in the lot behind the apartment, he would have been over a mile away when the first cruiser arrived.
For a long while, his glance shifted between the rifle, the notch in the screen and the crystal clear image in his mind of the way in which Marsha had fallen. When he rose to his feet, he felt oddly heavy. He backed out of the bedroom as he reached for his cell, pressed a key and said, “Snapper.” When Randy answered, Kyle asked, “Got that address I gave you earlier?”
“Sure.”
“How soon can you get here?”
“Maybe fifteen minutes. What you got?”
“An AK-47 and four empty casings. Some pics of our own might be good. I can stall ten minutes before calling Walster.”
Randy disconnected.
* * *
“Thanks for the call, buddy,” Randy said, grinning. “I think Walster will move on this.” He shrugged. “I know a couple of reporters who can turn up the heat, if he doesn’t.”
“We may need that.”
As Randy turned to leave, he stopped and turned back. “I’m sorry you’re the one who stumbled into this. It’s hard.”
“That’s so,” he murmured. “But I’m good so far.”
Randy nodded and turned back toward the door as Walster stepped through it and stopped, blocking his path. “What the hell are you doing here?” Walster demanded.
“Snapping pics. What else?” he asked with a wide grin. “Got some dandies.”
“Run them without clearing it with me and I’ll have your ass.”
Randy’s grin faded into a grim look. “No problem,” he said, “if you’re working the case.” He neatly sidestepped Walster and slipped out the door.
“Why in hell did you call him?” Walster demanded of Kyle.
“A favor for a favor?”
“What the hell do you owe him?”
“We’ve lost track of who owes what.”
Walster shook his head. “Every time I see that cocky bastard, I half-way want to shoot him.”
“In a tight spot, there’s no one I’d rather have beside me.”
“Shit,” Walster muttered. “You any good at picking locks?” he asked suspiciously.
“I’ve been using C4 lately.”
“Makes a hell of a mess,” Walster commented. “So how did you get in?”
“I knocked, then tried the knob. It opened, so I stepped inside.”
“Shit,” Walster snorted. “You hired a locksmith.”
“Don’t force me to lie. It breaks down that trust we’re trying to build.”
“Uh huh.” Walster sighed. “Show me what you gots.”
Kyle did, explaining that the carpet may have been recently cleaned. He pointed out Randy’s path against the wall, then described his route.
“You sure it’s an AK-47?”
“I’ve seen a couple.”
“Dumb question. Sorry. But you gots me nervous, dude.”
“The four empty casings are hard to see from here.” Kyle nodded toward the corner of the room. “But kneel here and look under the bed.”
Walster did as directed. “Ho-ly sh-it,” he muttered, shaking his head as he stood. “I was worried I was wasting your time.”
“Same here.”
“Dude, I’ll take luck over skill every time.” He shook his head as if not believing what he had seen. When he heard two men enter the apartment, he stepped back into the living room. Kyle followed.
“This is Kyle Rieker,” Walster said, nodding at Kyle. “The tall dude is Sgt. Johnny Gailord. The big one is Detective Abe Feldstein.” Both man nodded in acknowledgement and each offered a pleasant non-committal smile that did not override the cautious, speculative look in their eyes.
As Walster began to describe what they faced, both men were totally focused. Kyle had the feeling they’d be able to repeat what was being said, anywhere, anytime, without missing a word.
On first impression, Gailord was an ordinary guy, black, tall and lanky. Feldstein was a shopkeeper type, he made up in girth for what he lacked in height and he was growing prematurely bald. Definitely can-do guys, Kyle decided without hesitation. As Walster began laying out the plan, Kyle listened attentively.
“We’ve a new case here, Dyson-AK-47. And we’re going to work it hard. Got it?”
Given two nods, Walster continued. “There’ll be so many involved, it’ll be tough to keep this from the Chief. If he does get onto it, I don’t want you dudes, or anybody else, to get nailed. If anybody’s got to take a fall, it’ll be me.
“So do whatever needs doing, but keep me informed. And whoever asks, the order came from me. Got it?”
Both men shifted their weight, uncomfortable with this demand.
“I’ll get this to the Chief myself, ASAP. But first I need more. Okay?”
When both men nodded, Walster continued. “We need two uniforms on this door. Nobody goes in or out without clearance from one of you two. Tell the lab dudes to work this hard. The uniforms stay until they’re as happy as puppies. They’re to take everything to the lab, but let it set until I give the go.
“And find two more dudes we can work with. We need a complete list of tenants and something about each one. Also the name of any visitors here two weeks ago Tuesday. We gots to get an ID on this dude and we need it now. I’ll sign for the overtime. You got all that?”
When both men nodded, Walster asked, “Anything else?”
“You said go hard,” Feldstein said. “How hard?”
“Like Mayor Calder was murdered with an ax this morning.”
When both men nodded, Walster said to Kyle, “Leave your shoes and come with me.” As Kyle slipped out of his Nikes, Walster said, “Be sure they vacuum good. The only shoes that have been near that window are these,” he said, pointing to Kyle’s. “And those of the shooter.”
Walster started toward the door as Kyle leaned against the wall to slip off his socks. “Come on, dude,” he urged. “We gots to do things.”
“What?” Kyle asked as he tucked the socks into a pocket and hurried to catch up.
“First, we gots to get you some shoes. Know a store around here?”
“There’s a sporting goods shop across the street.”
Walster nodded, walking off with a long stride. Once out of the apartment complex, he waited for northbound traffic to clear, then stepped off the curb. Barefooted, Kyle did the same, but he paid more attention to the placement of his feet than Walster did.
When Walster paused on the double line waiting for a break in southbound traffic, Kyle asked, “I thought this was illegal? Crossing in the middle of the street.”
“So arrest me,” Walster said as he continued.
* * *
At the register, Kyle said, “I figured your office would pay for these.”
“We’re on a tight budget.”
“You’re a cheap sumbitch, aren’t you?”
“I like conning citizens into paying.”
“I’m glad to know you’re happy.”
As Kyle finished lacing up his new Nike running shoes, Walster showed his badge to the clerk. “I’d like to see the manager.”
“I’ll get him, sir,” the young man said.
As they followed the clerk toward the back of the store, a slender, balding man stepped into the aisle. “Mr. Glaster?” the clerk called out.
When Glaster turned toward them, the clerk said, “They want to talk to you, sir.” Then he turned and hurried back to the register and a waiting customer.
“How can I help you, gentlemen?”
Walster showed his ID again. “Have you a place this dude and me can talk? A stockroom maybe?”
“Sure. Just follow me.”
They were led into a small room dominated by a long Formica table with chairs on each side. “We hold our meetings here, but nothing is scheduled.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Glad to help,” Glaster replied with a chuckle. “The way your men respond to my alarm system? Hey, it’s the least I can do.” Glaster released the lock so that it latched as he closed the door behind him.
“What’s all this?” Kyle asked as Walster sat down and pointed to a chair on the other side of the table. He pulled a business card from his pocket, scrawled a note, and slid it across the table as Kyle sat down.
“Kill the mike,” the note said.
Puzzled, Kyle took the lighter from his shirt pocket, freed the top and removed the two batteries. He looked up expectantly. Walster wasn’t smiling and there seemed to be a cautious look about his eyes. “Now what?” he asked.
“You gots to make a spontaneous statement, a full and complete disclosure of events that led to finding that AK-47.”
“What are we doing here?”
“Rehearsing.” Walster leaned out on the table. “Right now I’m in deep shit.”
When Kyle started to speak, Walster raised his hand to silence him, then continued. “I’ve got to build a case around this rifle, one that doesn’t relate to the shootings on Maple, but one good enough to take to the Chief. He’s a great cop, so if I do it right, he’ll let me connect the two. If I blow it, he’ll eat so much of my ass it’ll hit water when I sit on a toilet seat.”
“That makes a pretty picture.”
Walster laughed quietly; Kyle was sure he’d just had a glimpse of who this guy really was.
“Worse, though,” he said softly, “I’d lose my badge.”
“That’s it for you, isn’t it? The career is the whole of it.”
“I’d like to fit a woman in around the edges, but yeah, it’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
Kyle met his gaze for several moments, then smiled faintly. “In the spirit of trust that’s coming along nicely, tell me why you’re wearing that god-awful pink tie with a pale green suit.”
Walster smiled, the quiet, easy one he’d shown earlier. “That’s for me to know and you to guess.”
“Uh huh.” Kyle murmured. “Tell me more about this ‘spontaneous’ statement.”
“I need help from my boss, Captain Maitler. If I can show him I gots to check some things, he’ll give the okay.”
“I’m not sure I follow, but let’s get on.”
Walster stood and began pacing beside the table, studying his feet as if seeking a vital clue. “Kyle Rieker, a citizen of this city, has asked to make a statement. For the record, this is Lt. Jefferson Walster. With me is . . .”
When Walster looked up, he said, “I’ll just grab somebody from the squad room. Okay?”
When Kyle nodded, Walster said, “As briefly as possible, tell me how you learned of your sister’s death, where you got the photos, and how you came to check those apartments.”
“Couldn’t I have seen those your people took?”
“They haven’t been released.”
Kyle thought about it for a minute, then reached for his cell and called Snapper.
“Yeah,” Randy answered.
“I’m with Walster. I need to put your name to those pics you gave me.”
“Is the case still closed?”
“It is,” he said. “And that’s the problem.”
“Why can’t he reopen it?”
“Hang on a sec.” He turned to Walster, holding the phone so that Randy could also hear. “He wants to know why you can’t reopen the case. If I can’t tell him, he’s going to go clam.”
Walster sighed. “We gots to use his name.” After a moment’s silence, he nodded.
Into the phone, Kyle said, “The Chief closed it.”
“Chief Dobson?” Randy asked, clearly surprised.
“Yes. And if he even hears a rumor about what Walster is trying to do, he’ll have his ass and badge.”
“How do you rate him now?”
“Tops.”
“I checked again, you know. That’s what the team still says.” Into a lengthy silence, Randy said, “Go for it. But let me know how you use those pics. I want to be set.”
“Deal. And thanks.”
“No problem, if I don’t get screwed in this,” he said, then disconnected.
As Walster sat down, there was no smile on his lips or in his eyes. “How did you end up in my office?” he asked in a monotone.
“The day after my sister’s funeral, I . . .”
“Your sister’s name?”
“Marsha Courtney Rieker.”
When Walster nodded, he continued. “I came in to see what progress had been made in finding her killer. The lady at the . . .”
“Officer,” Walster murmured.
“The officer at the desk told me you were in charge of the case.”
“What did I tell you about it when you asked?”
“That the person responsible for my sister’s death had been shot and killed by an officer. That the case was therefore closed.”
“Why did you decide to look further? Didn’t you believe me?”
“A friend of mine, Randy LaCross, a photographer for the Tribune, arrived on the scene shortly after the gunman was shot. He took pictures of those who had been hit, one of them being my sister.
“When he showed me those photos, I knew a second shooter was involved.” He explained how he had reached that conclusion.
“What makes you an expert?” Walster asked, still speaking in a monotone. “Have you had police experience?”
“In seven years with U.S. Army Special Forces I’ve done some shooting. And I’ve seen some.”
“So you decided the shooter who killed your sister had fired from an apartment on Dyson Street. What did you do then?”
Kyle went through it, minimizing the number of word and omitting all of his thinking and concerns. When he said, “I crawled out onto the fire escape . . .”
Walster murmured, “That’s trespassing.”
“I couldn’t hang around on the street without being noticed.”
“Did anybody see you on the street? Tell you to move on? Or call a cop?”
“I wasn’t on the street.”
“So you weren’t noticed while you were on Dyson, checking windows.”
“Sumbitch,” Kyle muttered, but he described what he would have done had he been on the street.
* * *
“When I tried the door, it was locked. So I called . . .”
Walster lunged to his feet. “No way can you say that. An eager DA could nail you, the locksmith, and whoever gave you his name for conspiracy. That can be a heavy jolt.”
“I’m not into lies,” Kyle said evenly. “They can come back to haunt you.”
Walster sat back down, clasped his hands on the table, and said softly, “You gots to lie, dude, when the truth can put you down.”
* * *
When Walster leaned back in his chair, Kyle asked, “Will that do it?”
Walster stood and began pacing again. “We need pressure.”
“What do you mean?”
He stopped and gazed up at the ceiling for several moments. When he turned back to face Kyle, then sat down, his smile was locked in and his eyes were laughing at Kyle. “Forget lies,” he said. “How do you feel about blackmail?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“In your own words, answer my next question. But push as hard as you can.” He chuckled, then asked, “Ready?”
“No,” Kyle snapped.
Walster chuckled again. Then, reverting to his monotone, he said, “We’ll look into this matter, Mr. Rieker. It’s our duty. But let me make this clear. We are not able to resolve all cases to the satisfaction of all interested parties. Are you going to be able to accept the results of our investigation?”
“Yes, so long as you discover a why and a who, then deal with that person.”
“And if we can’t?”
Kyle studied those quiet dark eyes for several moments. “I would be forced to continue the investigation on my own.”
“In what way?”
“I have resources.”
“Are you threatening this department?”
“No. I have great confidence in LAPD. I’m only saying I will pursue the matter in the event you become unable to do so.”
“Is there anything else you would like to add?”
“I believe my statement is complete.”
Walster chuckled. “Cool,” he said. “The captain will love that last part. He’s uptight about PR.” He rose suddenly, saying, “Let’s get it done.”
* * *
When Kyle finished signing the statement, he folded his copy and tucked it into an inside pocket of his jacket.
“About those bugs?” Walster asked.
Kyle nodded.
“Maynard guessed right. Two are only a couple of days old, which means somebody wants to listen to you. The other three are nearly a month old; somebody was listening to your sister.”
“And the device on the truck?”
“Two days max.”
“Federal?”
“Maynard said it’s likely, but he can’t prove it.”
“What do we need now?”
“Whys,” Walster said. “We can’t even think about whos without them.”
“I haven’t checked Marsha’s office yet. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”
“You used up your share of that stuff when you found that rifle.”
“Then you may be ready to take that bet.”
“A thou to one that Quinlin was murdered?”
Kyle nodded.
Walster leaned closer. “It’s not the buck, dude. I just hates being wrong.”
“I guess everyone has problems,” he said as he glanced at his watch and stood.
“Where you headed?”
“The Fire Center.” His dark brown eyes were expressionless and his jaws were clenched. “This is going to come down to hitting some sumbitch. And want to be damned sure I can hit him hard.”
CHAPTER 6
As Kyle closed the door to his apartment, he leaned back against it, listening for any hint of unexpected sound and examining what he could see with care. From his jacket, he pulled the scanning device he’d bought from Security Systems. When he turned it on, a small red lamp reported it was working properly.
He pointed the device toward the table by the window, then moved it in an arc that ended at the wall to his right. Nothing. When he moved further into the room, however, and made a complete circle, one of the three small blue lamps flickered when it was pointed toward the kitchen. As he walked closer, the center lamp became stronger and the one on either side began to glow.
Adjusting the position until the center lamp was brightest, he was led to the coffeepot on the sink. He stooped down and peered up at the bottom of the cabinet, then reached under it and pulled a small transmitter free.
He grabbed Marsha’s butcher block cutting board and set it on the counter. Using her hammer, he whacked the bug twice. Hard. It came apart at the seams. He filled a glass with water, dropped the remains into it, then continued to search for more. “Maybe they’ll run out of these one day,” he muttered.
* * *
He thoroughly cleaned the Smith, reloaded it, and slipped it back into its holster. The saddle soap was beginning to soften the leather. It seemed to fit better against his stomach now.
He padded barefooted into the kitchen and poured a drink. As he made his way back to the table, he picked up Marsha’s two cell phones. When he sat back down, he pulled out Randy’s copy of Marsha’s address book, unfolded and flattened it on the table.
Laboriously he began searching for each number in Marsha’s cell address list. He placed an X beside each one found. Three were not on the list.
When he checked her last twenty outgoing calls, he found all but two on the list. He glanced at his watch. Too late to call. He made a note on Marsha’s notepad; he’d call tomorrow. When he examined incoming calls, he was left with five unidentified numbers. He added these to his list, then tucked the note into his pocket.
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