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Ten minutes after midnight somebody put a couple of slugs in the back of Morty Brubaker’s head while he stood on Monroe Street in front of Greektown Casino. He was watching the snowfall and enjoying his Cohiba as a free man. In an instant his freedom ended. The patrons of the Greek-themed bistros and restaurants on either side of the casino and across the narrow street looked up from their flaming cheese appetizers and fried calamari samplers to see Morty get capped. Of course, none of them could remember much when asked later what had happened.
Two minutes after Morty lay flat on the sidewalk, I stood over him. The pool of blood blossoming under the pulp that had once been his face and hair was beginning to freeze. Under the streetlights, the crimson puddle looked like a black oil slick seeping into the fresh, fluffy white snow. His Cuban cigar lay broken in half, one end still smoldering next to Morty where it had rolled out of his sausage-like fingers. I held open one of the green glass metal doors while looking down at Morty. Even with the distant but quickly approaching echo of Detroit’s finest, I realized I had done one crappy job of protecting the guy who had hired me to make sure he lived long enough to get on a plane to Miami.
It had not been my idea to take Morty Brubaker to Greektown. My plan, once I realized there would be no saying no to Mr. Brubaker, was to hole up at a hotel near Detroit Metro Airport, a.k.a. DTW, with plenty of store-bought food, a deck of cards, and free HBO until I could get him on the plane.
Morty, on the other hand, had other plans. Plans that he hadn’t bothered to share with me. But that was how Morty operated—according to his plans.
Mortimer Eugene Brubaker was spry and wily at the age of sixty-two. He looked like Martin Scorsese and talked like Rodney Dangerfield. He ran a string of bakeries stretching up from Detroit’s East Side along the Woodward corridor to West Bloomfield then jagged right into northern Oakland County. Morty’s smiling little face appeared on life-sized cardboard cutouts of him as a baker, always holding his signature baguette wrapped in a white linen napkin like a fresh-born baby.
The bakeries were actually a front for his much more lucrative numbers-running racket. For a while it looked as if the bookie business was going south in the era of the Internet, but once Congress got smart and started passing anti-online gambling measures, guys like Morty began to thrive once more. And, just like office Super Bowl squares or random fantasy sports leagues, the Feds knew what Morty was doing in southeastern Michigan but turned a blind eye to the racketeering. In exchange, Morty rewarded them with information.
The pulsing lights of the police cruisers flashed in sync with the blare of sirens. The squad cars slid to a stop on the icy street in front of the late Baron of Baguettes and me. I had to think of what I was going to tell them before my pal Detective Mike Valente showed up to get the full story. The obvious would be that someone had shot Morty just before I got outside; otherwise, I might be lying next to him.
The harder thing would be explaining how a guy whose funeral was only a few days away was now lying face down in a freezing pool of his own blood.
***
“My eldest son has had me declared legally dead.” Morty Brubaker faced me from the opposite side of the old wooden teacher’s desk my mom had given me when I opened my investigation business, Harry Landers, PI. A cigar stub was crunched in the corner of his mouth. He pushed his heavy black-framed glasses back up on his nose with his thumb.
“How do you feel about that?”
“Never felt better.”
I shook my head all the while thinking of how dead either of us could be if anyone had followed him to my office. “Yeah, but you may be a dead man walking,” I chuckled.
Morty’s steel-gray eyes moved back and forth for a second, then he coughed out a laugh. “Yeah, I know.” His smile grew around the cigar stub, which hardly moved as he spoke. “You’d think a guy like Andy Nub-Thumbs would be smarter than to send me a check for his gambling debts—and then bounce it.”
“I’m sure his late accountant would agree with you. I mean, who doesn’t know you can’t legally collect gambling debts but you can collect on a bounced check.”
“So you heard about that, Mr. Landers?”
“Me and most of Detroit. It’s all this town has talked about since the text-messaging scandal went away.”
“Yeah, well, that’s because I’m dead.” Morty shrugged like it was nothing.
“Then explain to me how I’m talking to a guy whose family is holding a memorial service for him a couple of days from now?”
Morty shifted his weight in the chair. He unzipped the gray parka jacket he wore and leaned forward. “Look, it ain’t that difficult to fake an ice fishing accident. I’m an old man. I got confused. I drove out onto the lake and the car fell through.”
“You don’t think Andy Nub-Thumbs isn’t wondering why no body was found?”
“Look, I’m officially dead as far as the law is concerned. My son could hardly wait for the ink to dry. Anyhow. Nub-Thumbs will be eating pasta primavera and soaking up the white sauce with one of my baguettes, like everyone else at my wake.”
“Even the ones who know you’re alive?” Morty leaned back in his chair and stared at me. “Come on. Someone out there has to know you’re about to bolt from the Mitten State to the Sunshine State.”
I could hear the tumblers rolling and locking into place like a row of three blazing sevens on the pay line of a slot machine. His hand moved quickly, too quickly to make me feel secure. I was expecting to look down the barrel of his concealed weapon, but instead he jabbed his cigar stub at me as he spoke. “I don’t see where that has any bearing on what I’m asking you to do.”
“You don’t? You don’t see the loose threads as potentially getting tied together by Andy Brill?”
Morty stuffed the cigar stub back into his mouth and relaxed. He chuckled and leaned back. “You’re pretty quick, kid. I’m glad I clicked on your Google pop-up ad. Look, you don’t have to worry about Nub-Thumbs. He’s a punk who got burned.”
“By you. You went state’s witness on him. Then you disappeared. Two federal agents guarding you turned up dead; which, by the way, if you had anything to do with would make me an accomplice to a criminal with two counts of capital murder on his hands.”
His voice was flat and firm. “I didn’t kill those agents.”
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