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Chapter One




 


God must hate me.

Here it was, just the second week of October
and a cold snap had moved into the area, plunging the temperatures
to near freezing already. Unseasonably cold, the TV weather people
said. A stalled Canadian cold front, they explained. Yeah, right. I
knew what was really going on. It was God. I could hear him up in
heaven, telling the angels with a laugh: Grace deHaviland’s
doing surveillance. Let’s make it cold as a cadaver’s crotch down
there.

I cupped my hands and blew into them.
Damn.

Parked in the Grandview Heights section of
Columbus, I’d been sitting for hours in my beat-up cargo van in the
shadows of an overhanging elm tree down the road from the only
working lamp post, my full attention on a dilapidated old colonial
across the street. The house was one on a block of rundown homes
earmarked for demolition, something the city never seemed to get
around to. In the meantime, they became havens for drug dealers,
users, crack whores and the homeless.

This one had a large front porch. The paint
on the wide steps was worn to the wood and the once-white railing
had so many spindles missing it looked like a boxer’s punch-drunk
grin. A rusted glider was set off to one end and an old, moldy
couch sat under the large front window. The cushions on it were so
worn out, they sank. Broken crack vials, fast food wrappers and a
busted up tricycle littered the yard. An old box spring and rusted
iron headboard leaned against the peeling siding. Junked.

I covered the light of my cell phone and
checked the time: 6:30 a.m.

The darkness before the dawn.

A lone figure rounded the corner, coming from
Avondale Avenue, and walking in my direction. His hands shoved in
his pockets, he had his hoodie pulled up over his shaved head to
ward off the chilly, pre-dawn breeze. I checked him against the mug
shot I had of Tyrell Parks. It was my guy.

I opened the well-oiled van door without a
sound. The dome light remained off because I’d removed the bulb
months ago. The van’s decrepit appearance—I’d picked it up at
auction about a year ago—its dings, dents and splotches of
matte-black primer paint were deliberate, all carefully applied so
no one looked twice at it. Yet mechanically, its care and
maintenance was top shelf, as good as money could buy. The perfect
decoy vehicle.

Jogging across the street, I avoided the
splash of piss-yellow streetlight, and carefully navigating my
interception point, I jammed my hands into my jacket pockets too,
returning the mug shot of Tyrell Parks to one pocket and wrapping
my hand tightly the stun gun I carried in the other. My Colt .45
auto-loader sat snug and heavy in its holster, pressing into the
small of my back. I didn’t have to check for my backup piece,
either. The weight of the small .32 revolver strapped to my right
ankle was hard to forget.

I crossed in front of Parks, about an arm’s
length away, blocking his path. “Tyrell Parks.”

He snapped his head up. Dark, suspicious eyes
stared at me. I grabbed for his arm but he bolted around me fast,
dodging like a linebacker avoiding a tackle so that I ended up
snatching air. He ran for the ramshackle old colonial.

Shit.

Up the worn steps two at a time and across
the porch, he plunged through the front door, slamming it shut
behind himself. Running close, two steps behind, I reached the
decaying wood-and-glass door and paused, pressing my back against
the clapboard frame. My heart pounded from the adrenaline surge,
not the effort. I took a deep breath of cold, crisp air, drew my
.45, spun and kicked in the old, weathered door.

The latch splintered inward. The door banged
against the far wall with a sharp thwack and a rattle of glass. I
rushed inside. Low. In the entryway, an absence of light greeted me
save for the pale glow from the outside streetlamp and what little
moonlight managed to leak in through the door and broken windows.
Dust particles danced in the pale, ghostly hue.

I faced a center staircase. Beside it, down
the left side, ran a hallway. Open archways dotted the left wall.
What had once been a living room lay to my right, and opposite
that, a den. Wind whistled through windows where panes were broken
or missing. The walls were graffiti tagged. Broken boards,
cinderblocks and other building debris littered the floor and
chunks of sheetrock and gravel crunched under my feet as I moved
inside.

A skinny Hispanic teen stood frozen in the
den, watching me. Shirtless, he had his fly open. I’d caught him
urinating in the corner. He stared at me with wide, fearful eyes as
his breath puffed out quick plumes of cold air.

I shoved Tyrell’s mug shot into his startled
face. “Where is he?”

He shook his head, muttering something I
didn’t catch. I jammed the picture into the pocket of my leather
coat and pressed the .45 to the kid’s forehead. His wide eyes grew
wider. I wrinkled my nose. Ewww. He’d started peeing again.

“Where?” I repeated. “In English.”

His answer came out as one long, fast word.
“UpstairsIdidn’tdonothingpleasedon’thurtme.”

“Gracias.” I took the stairs two at a
time.

At the top of the stairs, an open bathroom
faced me, reeking of feces and vomit and urine. I cleared a small
room to the right with a quick glance and sweep of my gun.

Down the far end of the hall I heard a door
slam.

Moving quickly, I made my way forward.
Darkness filled the hallway. The air was thick with cloying dust
and odors too offensive to try and identify. Open doorways stood
both to my right and left. From inside came the sounds of irritated
druggies rousted out of self-induced comas by the commotion. They
shifted and groaned. A few shouted curses. Others remained dead to
the world. Those who woke, like rats sensing danger, sat upright,
listening, afraid to move and afraid not to, their addled brains
racing at the speed of glaciers to make a decision. Freeze, hide or
run.

At the end of the hall, I hit the one closed
door I came to with my shoulder. It gave a little then bounced
back. Not locked—someone holding it.

“Tyrell Parks!” I shouted, shouldering the
door again.

Pain radiated down my arm, but this time it
flew open.

Inside, a soiled mattress lay on the floor.
Around it were some grubby blankets, matches, candles and other
drug paraphernalia. Dull light streamed in through a busted window.
Tattered, once-white lace curtains billowed from the window frame.
The sash was thrown open.

Climbing out to the porch roof, Parks banged
a knee on the sill and cursed.

I darted fast across the room. Crack vials
and who-knew-what-else crunched under my sturdy black sneakers. I
grabbed Parks by the belt…and yanked.

His hands scrambled to hold onto the sill as
his baggy, oversized pants slipped down his hips, exposing even
more of his purple boxers. He banged an elbow on something, cursed
again and fell back into the room. At six-one, two-hundred-twenty
pounds—all of it prison yard muscle—he was built like a bull on
steroids. All of that came stumbling back at me.

We hit the floor, hard.

I grunted, worried I’d cracked a rib. Shoving
him off, I gasped for air and rolled in the opposite direction.
Things jabbed at me through my jacket, rusted nails, broken glass.
I worried about needles, and my jacket.

It’s a Piero Tucci, damn it. If
it’s ruined…

I scrambled to my feet, spun to face him,
trying to control my breathing. If I appeared winded, Parks would
see me as weak. I couldn’t allow that. Being a woman in this
business caused me enough grief as it was.

“Tyrell Parks,” I said. “You’re coming with
me.”

“Youse the cops?” On his feet too, he faced
me.

“Bail enforcement.”

He cocked his head to the side like a
confused puppy. “Say what?”

“Bounty hunter, asshole.”

“Shit. A sista like you? No fuckin’ way.”

I brought up the .45, reluctant to shoot him.
They don’t do dead or alive anymore. Too bad—it would make things a
lot easier. “No sista, bro, a hot-blooded Latina with an Irish
temper. Someone you don’t wanna mess with.”

I planted my feet. Reading him, afraid he
might lunge.

“Sheeeet!” He charged.

A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. For
an instant I reconsidered shooting him, but I drew back my gun. I’d
cold-cock the son of a bitch instead.

But he was too fast. Like lightening on crack
cocaine. He swept away my arm, clamping his hand on my wrist and
stopping my swing dead. He squeezed.

I gasped.

With a sharp snap of my wrist he sent my gun
flying. It landed a dozen feet away in a debris pile of studs,
drywall and pipes. With his free hand he seized my throat and
tightened his grip, lifting me off the ground. “Bitch come at me.
Sheeet.”

I gurgled. It was all I could do.

“Tyrell’ll be learnin’ you a thing ‘bout
manners now, bitch.” He slammed me into a wall. My head bounced off
the plaster. The wall shook. I saw stars, and tears filled my eyes.
I’d pounded the pooch on this one, hadn’t I?

He grinned, revealing a grill full of
gold-capped teeth. He pressed his body into me, pinning me to the
wall with all his crushing weight. Sweat and aggression radiated
from him, sour and hot. And some god-awful smelling breath. So bad,
I’d’ve gagged if I weren’t being choked to death.

I thrashed around, wanting to get my loose
hand inside my coat pocket. I kicked out, trying to push off the
wall. Hopeless efforts.

Parks laughed at me.

I wheezed like a tire losing air.

I grew lightheaded. I was running out of
oxygen and time. I tried to ignore the pain, the pressure against
my chest, his smell, all of it, while I worked on getting my hand
into my jacket pocket. I missed.

Fear seized me, as tightly as Parks’
grip.

“We’s gonna have some real fun now, bitch.”
His face came in close to mine. I had no doubt about what he
intended. Thoroughly disgusted, I turned my head. His mouth mashed
wetly across my lips. His tongue raked my cheek. I vowed it
wouldn’t happen. I’d kill him first. Somehow.

I got my hand inside my pocket.

“Fine. No foreplay.” He reached between our
compressed bodies, began fumbling with his belt buckle. “We’s just
go right to the main event then.”

“I don’t think so.”

My words were raspy but I didn’t care. I had
the stun gun in my hand.

He got his belt unbuckled.

I jabbed the stun gun into his side. It
crackled, and his body convulsed. He stumbled back, shuddering like
a short-circuiting robot. I dropped to the floor—incredibly, he
didn’t. Though his eyes were wide and his teeth clattered like
those joke dentures you see in novelty stores, he managed somehow
to stay on his feet.

Angry and scared, and thinking about what
almost happened to me, I charged him. A second jolt from the stun
gun dropped him to his knees. Spittle drooled out of his mouth as
he sputtered while his body continued to quiver. Incapacitated now,
still he didn’t go down.

I zapped him a third time, panting and aiming
to light up his nuts. I missed, hitting his rock-hard thigh
instead. Too bad, but the jolt was enough to get the job done.

His eyeballs rolled up into his head. He
gurgled. Then he crashed to the floor. Down and out, but
incredibly, still conscious.

Face down and twitching, he murmured
something unintelligible.

I cuffed him behind his back, retrieved my
.45, and coughing gave myself a minute to catch my breath before I
hauled him up on his feet. After I did, I said, “You good to
walk?”

He muttered something and nodded.

“Good.” His skin was slick with sweat and his
knotted muscles still trembled. “You mess with me,” I went on, “and
I’ll Taser you all the way down to the van. Understand?” His head
lolled as if it was too heavy for his neck. I shook his arm.
“Understand?”

“Yeah…yeah.”

“Good.”

I led him into the hall, but stopped
short.

A dozen shadowy figures lined the gloom of
the hallway. Strung-out hopheads. Emaciated drug-zombies. They wore
soiled clothes that hung off them like rags on a scarecrow. Stringy
hair curtained their skull-like faces in greasy, limp ropes. Dark
circles rimmed their lifeless eyes. They truly were the living
dead.

“Ain’t got no beef with none of y’all,” I
shouted. Talking street, sounding tough I hoped. “Just Tyrell here.
Don’t give a rat’s ass ‘bout the rest of you.” To me the trash talk
sounded foolish, but I kept it up as I pulled Parks along. “Y’all
mess with me,” I warned. “Then we throw down. You don’t want that,
so y’all just stay fly.”

They did, and Parks and I made it downstairs
and out to the street without incident. The dopers followed at a
distance, gathering around the sagging porch. I yanked open the
back doors of the van and pushed Parks toward it. “Get in.”

I’d stripped bare the interior except for a
black-iron security fence welded between the cargo space and the
front seats. It was covered with a scratched-up, laminated sheet of
Plexiglas. I’d been spit on enough times to have learned. Welded to
the ribbed floor and along the van walls were several iron tie-down
rings.

At the sight, Parks hesitated. The effect of
the stun gun was wearing off. I waved it in his face and squeezed
the trigger. White-blue electricity crackled between the metal
prongs.

“I feel you,” he said, climbing in. Knowing
the drill, he knelt near the rear doors. “Where’s you taking
me?”

“Jail.” I cuffed him to a short length of
chain then to the iron ring welded into the floor.

“Ya know, bitch…” He rattled the chain for
effect. “Da bruthers on them slave ships was treated better than
this. Ain’t no way for a sista to treat a bruther, you feel
me?”

“Oh, shut up.” I slammed the back doors
shut.

I took Northwest Boulevard and headed
downtown. Driving from the crack house, I tried to relax. But I was
sore and cranky, and no amount of rolling my neck and shoulders did
anything to relieve my aches or improve my mood. Excess adrenaline
surged through my body, making me jittery. Fear made me shake. I
tried not to think about what would have happened if I hadn’t
reached my stun gun in time—it had taken three zaps to put the huge
bastard down. I shuddered, unable to chase the dark thoughts
away.

Neither could I force away the image of those
gaunt, washed-out faces I’d left behind. The drug zombies who
stared at me from the front porch with their empty expressions:
lost, helpless, wasted kids with nothing to live for beyond their
next fix…and the sure promise of an early grave.

As I drove south on Neil, passing Nationwide
Arena on my left, my cell phone rang.

The caller ID read LOUIE. The readout also
read 6:53 a.m.

Large Louie Gravelle is a bail bondsman, one
of several I freelance for. For Louie to be calling me at anywhere
near this time of the morning could mean only one thing, and that
was trouble. I flipped open the cell: “deHaviland.”


Chapter Two




 


I dropped Tyrell Parks off with the front
desk sergeant at the Columbus Police Division headquarters
promising to be back soon to process the paperwork. Then I drove to
where Louie Gravelle operated as a bail bondsman out of an old
storefront on Broad Street in West Columbus. The sign overhead,
raised black letters on a once-white background now faded to gray,
was streaked with pigeon poo. The plate glass windows—unwashed
except by rain—were fogged with a milky film. I felt scummy as
usual just walking into the place.

Hung over the door, a bell jangled.

Despair fouled the hot air inside. Like the
stains on the battleship gray walls and absorbed into the dirty,
brown carpet, it was part of the place, hard to ignore, impossible
to remove.

The entrance portion of the storefront served
as a waiting area filled with two large, round tables, scarred and
tagged, and surrounded by metal folding chairs. More chairs were
pushed up against the perimeter walls. The carpet was
indoor/outdoor, threadbare and squishy. The service counter at one
time had been beige, nicely milled and trimmed in turquoise. Now it
was gouged and discolored and sticky from a multitude of grubby
handprints.

I called out, “Louie! Where the hell are
you?”

“Back here,” his voice bellowed from behind
the service counter. “Where’d you think I’d be?”

I opened the hinged counter shelf and crossed
into his inner sanctum without being invited. “What’s the idea
calling me at this hour? You knew I was out working the Parks
thing. Right?”

“Good to see you too, Grace,” he said, all
sarcasm. “You think I like being here this early, huh?”

He sat at a cheap metal desk in the middle of
the space. From there, he lorded over his peculiar little fiefdom,
keeping a hawk-like eye on his minions, when he had minions there
to lord it over. The courts didn’t open until nine, so Louie’s
business didn’t start rolling in until late morning, early
afternoon. We were alone.

Around the back half of the room, metal file
cabinets lined the walls. Black ones and gray ones and beige ones:
all different sizes, all different heights, scarred and mismatched
and with half-peeled-off decals because he’d bought them secondhand
and over time at going-out-of-business or backyard garage sales.
Cheap bastard. Overhead, the florescent lights cast a harsh white
glare down on it all, buzzing like insects trapped in a jar.

I dropped the Parks’ folder on a teetering
pile of similar folders on his desk. “Here.”

He tore his eyes from his computer screen
long enough to catch the name on the file tab. He arched an
eyebrow. “You got him?”

“You had a doubt?” I pulled a chair over to
the side of his desk and dropped into it while I waved a hand at
his computer. “You’re going to go blind looking at that stuff all
day.”

“People look at computer screens all the
time. They don’t go blind.”

“They’re not staring at Internet porn all
day.”

His face flushed red. He hit a key, the
computer beeped and he leaned back in his plush office chair. It
squawked in protest. For a minute I thought he’d go ass over
teakettle, but the chair stabilized. He laced his sausage-like
fingers and placed them across the blubber bulge that was his
belly.

To call Large Louie fat would be like saying
rain is wet. He resembled a melting wedding cake, layer after layer
of pasty-white flesh sliding down in dripping, widening folds from
his bald, shiny pate to where a belt would be if he ever found one
large enough to wear. The only thing thin about Louis was his pink,
effeminate lips and the generosity he felt toward his fellow
man.

“I don’t knock your extracurricular
activities,” he said. “Don’t knock mine.”

“I don’t have any extracurricular
activities.”

“Oh, so who’s worse off, huh?”

Tired and not in the mood, I said, “What do
you want, Louie?”

The act of pulling himself back up to his
desk brought with it a belch of effort and a screech of protest
from his chair. His puffy hands pawed through file folders stacked
on his desk. He found the one he wanted, tugged it out and sent the
rest of the pile spilling to the floor. I started to reach down to
collect them but Louie waved me off with a fat hand.

“Leave’em. Ginny’ll get ‘em when she comes
in.”

I leaned back in my chair, shaking my head.
How’d the guy get out of bed and get himself dressed in the
morning? Maybe his office manager, Ginny, helped with that too. I
shook the disturbing image from my head and I took the offered
folder. “What’s this?”

“You heard of Morgan-Wainwright
Pharmaceuticals?”

Who hadn’t? Morgan-Wainwright was one of the
largest private employers in Central Ohio; right up there with
JPMorgan Chase, Nationwide Insurance, Ohio Health and Limited
Brands. In the last few years it had become the most notorious of
them all, too. Three years ago the Ohio Office of the Attorney
General, in conjunction with the FBI, the SEC, and the county DA,
initiated a multimillion-dollar securities fraud investigation
against the company. As a result, the embattled CEO, Andrew
Wainwright, and the company’s CFO, Joel Barwick, had been arrested
and indicted. They faced hundreds of embezzlement, fraud and SEC
charges. From what I’d read, after a ton of legal wrangling and
more than its share of sensationalized press coverage, the case was
finally about to go to trial.

If this was going where I thought it was, it
was going to be big. “Don’t tell me. Wainwright and Barwick jumped
bail.”

Louis shook his head. “Their co-defendant,
Barry Keegan.”

“Didn’t know they had a co-defendant.”

Louie snorted. “You kidding me?
Three-quarters of the accounting department’s facing charges. But
Wainwright, Barwick and Keegan, they’re the three amigos. Keegan
is, was, the company’s chief accounting officer.”

I flipped open the file. Paper-clipped to the
inside cover, a three-by-five mug shot stared up at me, a picture
of a white male with dark hair, short and neatly cut. Conservative
looking. He had strong features. Athletic. He’d been photographed
in a business suit, but without a tie, so his collar hung open. I
put the man at forty, forty-two.

“Forty-five,” Louie said, somehow reading my
mind. Which, if he could, was itself a disturbing thought. “Keegan
reported directly to Barwick. They arrested him two days later,
with much less fanfare. It didn’t even make the front page of the
papers.”

“And he jumped?”

Louie nodded. “He skipped a pre-trial hearing
yesterday. The ADA’s all up in my ass, like it’s my fault. Turns
out they called him early this morning, to make sure he’d be ready
after the stunt he’d pulled the day before—”

“Let me guess,” I said. “He was gone like
last night’s pick-up.”

I flipped through the file while Louie
rummaged through a box of doughnuts, seized one and jammed it in
his face. Crumbs and cinnamon powder dusted his shirt like
dandruff. The sugar congealed wetly at the corners of his mouth. I
shifted in my seat and kept my eyes on the file, fighting the urge
to gag.

“What about the rest of the accounting
personnel? Anything hinky there?”

“Naw. The ADA got the judge to severe the
cases. She wants to concentrate on the big fishes first. If she can
secure their conviction, she figures she’ll go after the guppies
later.”

Made sense.

All skip traces start by identifying those
who know the target intimately: boyfriends, girlfriends, spouses,
other family, then friends, business acquaintances—anyone who could
know where the defendant would go, or who might be inclined to help
them hide. “Who’s representing Keegan? Can I get to the wife?”

I’d noticed in the file, Keegan was married
and had a seven-year-old son.

“Shouldn’t be a problem. Yesterday, when the
judge heard no one knew where Keegan was, he had a shit-fit. He
ordered them to produce Keegan, and if they couldn’t, they damn
well better be trying to get him back. His attorneys swear they’re
eager to get Keegan back. He’s critical to their defense, yada,
yada, yada. You’ll see. The outfit’s called Aronson, Smythe &
McCormick. They’re downtown. The card’s in the file. Frank Aronson,
the senior partner, he’s the lead on the case.” Louie shrugged,
sighing from the effort. “You’ll see.”

My eyes were grainy from lack of sleep. I’d
spent most of the night at that crack house waiting for Tyrell
Parks to show up, on the word of his ex-girlfriend, who I’d tracked
down earlier in the day. Found her pissed off at Parks, since he’d
dumped her for some crack-hoe—her words, not mine—so she was more
than happy to dime him out. It made for an easy case—easy, the
smack down and near rape notwithstanding—but for a long night as
well.

Needless to say I was hungry, tired and still
achy. But, I was jazzed up on bad coffee and wired from bringing
Parks in, too. I closed the file and stood up. “All right. I’ll
take a look at it and get started tomorrow.”

Louie launched his squeaky chair forward,
shouting and spitting out a mouthful of doughnut. “Tomorrow? The
leads will grow cold.”

“What leads? There aren’t any leads yet,” I
said. “I’ve been up for over twenty-four hours, Louie. I’m beat.
I’m going to bed.”

“But—”

I cut him off. “Tomorrow.”

“But—”

“Or…” I said from the hinged shelf, holding
the file back out toward him. “You can give it to someone else. I
hear Slow Willie’s looking for work.” I did my best not to
snicker.

“Slow Willie’s always looking for work…‘cause
he sucks.”

The pathetic, puppy-dog look he gave me
almost made me change my mind. Almost. “Maybe later then.” I
dropped the shelf with a bang. “If I have trouble sleeping.”

I never have trouble sleeping, especially
right after a successful takedown.

“But Grace, wait. The judge, he’s saying if
Keegan’s not standing tall in his courtroom by Friday—that’s the
day after tomorrow—he’s calling in the bond.”

“He can’t do that. Louie. By law he’s got to
give you twenty days, minimum. You know that.”

“Yeah. I know that. Tell the judge, and the
ADA who’s screaming at me like she’s my ex-wife. They’re telling me
Keegan or the cash. Friday. You gotta help me, Grace.”

“I go out this tired, Louie, I’m liable to
kill somebody. Someone who maybe doesn’t deserve it.” I wasn’t that
tired really. I could do twenty-four hours standing on my head. But
I did enjoy seeing Louie squirm.

Now, Large Louie was lazy and fat. And he was
anti-social and addicted to Internet porn, but he was also smart, a
shrewd businessman. Before I reached the front door, he called out.
“You check the bail amount?”

I hadn’t. I flipped open the file and
repressed an urge to whistle. He did need this one turned around
fast. Big time. “Yeah.”

“Yeah? Just yeah, Grace? A million-two.”

If Louie hadn’t weighed four-hundred pounds,
he’d have been out of his chair, begging me on bended knees. If he
didn’t produce Barry Keegan, Louie was on the hook for
one-million-two-hundred-thousand dollars, payable to the County
Court of Common Pleas. A debt, according to a rather unreasonable
judge, due in less than thirty-six hours. Already he’d put up a
hundred-twenty grand to secure Keegan’s release. Now to get the
posted bond back, and to not have to pony up the remaining
one-point-two mil, he’d have to shell out ten percent of the bond
to hire someone like me. Obviously, a bargain if I could produce,
which I almost always did.

On the hook, Louie squirmed. He knew me and
knew I didn’t need the money. And, messing with him was just so
much fun. I shook my head, repeating. “Tomorrow.”

But Louie surprised me. “I’ll pay you a
bonus.” His throat must have closed up trying to stop the words
from coming out because his voice squeaked as he spoke.

“How much?”

He thought about it, wiped his fingers across
his thin pressed lips, calculating in his head the minimum he
thought I’d take. His eyes got all watery. “Another five
percent.”

One hundred-and-eighty grand to bring in a
bean counter. I looked at the mug shot once again. Barry Keegan
didn’t look like your typical accountant with his wide shoulders,
strong chiseled features and uber-intense eyes. He certainly wasn’t
hard on the eyes though. A looker.

How tough could this be?

“Oh, all right,” I said, acting real put out.
“I’ll get right on it.”

Louie plopped back in his squeaky chair and
expelled a sigh of relief.

I waited for a thank you. When I didn’t get
one, I left.

Back out on the street, the sun had crested
the flat roofs of the corrugated aluminum and glass storefronts
along Broad Street. Most were abandoned with faded ‘for lease’
signs in smudged, grimy windows. Tough times for a tough
neighborhood. Only the rundown hardware store was actually open,
that and a bar on the corner, operating after hours, illegally. The
windows were blacked out and bass-heavy rap thumped from behind its
closed doors. Had to be a strip club.

I turned the corner and strolled into the lot
where I’d parked my old, battered van. I unlocked the door and
started to climb in, finally letting a smile spread across my
face.

I didn’t need the money.

I didn’t say I didn’t want it.

 



Chapter Three




 


The lot behind Louie’s block looked more like
a junkyard than a parking lot, with its overflowing dumpster, its
hard-packed dirt-and-gavel ground and the burned-out SUV frame I’d
parked next to. Blackened and rusted, what remained of the SUV had
fast-food wrappers littering the bare metal floor and scorched seat
coils, scattered among the glittering crack vials, broken needles
and a used condom. Ugh.

Talk about the glamorous life of a bounty
hunter.

I slipped on my Coach sunglasses and unlocked
the van door. My ride fit right in, in a place like this. About to
haul myself up onto the front seat, I stopped, hearing Katy Perry
singing, accompanied by the crunch of gravel under slowly moving
tires.

Over the singing, I heard, “Hey, girl.”

Recognizing the voice of my dearest friend,
Suzie Jensen, I walked around to the back of the van where she
pulled to a stop in her white Mustang convertible. Incredibly, in
this weather, she had the top down. Lowering Katy Perry, she smiled
from behind a pair of tiny, rectangular, pink granny sunglasses.
Her smile created deep crescent dimples around her mouth and lit up
her face. Her high cheekbones were rosy, and her blonde hair was
windblown, though with her short, spiky locks it was hard to tell.
Although she was an eleven\-year deputy with the county sheriff’s
office, meeting her off duty you’d never guess she was a cop.

From the car stereo, Snoop Dogg had joined
Katy to sing about California ‘gurls’.

“You know it’s like freezing out, right?”

She laughed. Suzie was the most upbeat,
bubbly, irreverent person I’d ever known. “The top don’t go up till
the sun goes down. You know that.”

A cold breeze whistled across the parking
lot. I shook my head. “You don’t have the sense God gave a goat,
Suzie Jensen.”

“And you look like you walked through a
thunderstorm of hellfire. What happened to your coat?”

My coat? Shit, I forgot. I took it
off, held it up and ran a hand over the buttery black leather.
Dozens of small holes punctured the fine, soft, Italian jacket.
Ruined. Fucking Parks. I balled the thing up and slammed it into a
wire trash can chained to a rusted railing. “That’s a
thousand-dollar coat.”

Enjoying my misfortune, Suzie slipped her
glasses down past the bend in her nose, broken courtesy of a
dope-peddler named Ishmael a few years back. He came away from the
encounter with his own permanent disfigurement, and one a lot worse
than a crooked nose. Her diamond stud sparkled, as did the row of
earrings rimming her ears.

“Heard you brought Parks in. The guys over at
SOFAST are so pissed.”

SOFAST was the oh-so-clever acronym for
Southern Ohio Fugitive Apprehension Strike Team, a task force
formed a few years ago by the U.S. Marshals Service that included
agents, officers and deputies from the attorney general’s office,
the Columbus Division of Police, several other local police
departments, two county sheriffs’ departments and a few other
agencies I couldn’t recall off the top of my head. We’d already
found ourselves in competition over the same fugitives a time or
two in the past. I’m not saying I’m better than they are: they’re
good, but—okay, hell, I’ll say it—I’m better.

I shrugged. “Parks was no big deal.”

Suzie accepted my nonchalance with amused
indifference. She’d known me long enough to know my spiel.
Annually, bounty hunters bring in ninety percent of their skips.
Police, sheriffs’ department, other law-enforcement agencies, they
barely manage a thirty percent recovery rate. I know that how? I
belong to a bounty hunters’ association and they say so.

Suzie said, “How about breakfast? To
celebrate.”

“What’d you do, win the pool?” I knew there
was a pool, because there’s always a pool. Cops will bet on
anything.

“No.”

I feigned horror. “You bet against me?”

“No.” She picked up three dollars and some
change from her console. “The payout was for shit. No one gives any
decent odds against you anymore.”

“Sorry I’m too good.”

“So then,” Suzie asked, “breakfast at your
place?”

Unable to hold a straight face, I laughed.
“Sure, come on.”

“I’ll follow you. I’m not leaving my ‘stang
in this shithole of a neighborhood.” She dropped her Mustang into
gear and gunned the throaty engine with a smile.

My place is a three-story, city-block-wide,
brick factory building in the northeast part of town. From the
outside, my Fortress of Solitude appears abandoned. Like my
van, that’s completely by design. Only my closest friends, and
there are few of them, know the old typewriter manufacturing plant
in the shadows of the 270 access ramp is my home and business
office.

The place is surrounded by a black,
wrought-iron fence. I pulled up to the gate with Suzie right behind
me and passed a card key over the reader. The gate rolled back on
small rubber wheels along an iron track. I drove in and Suzie
followed. Once we were both inside, the gate closed smoothly behind
us. Designed to accommodate a hundred cars in its day, the parking
lot had become a sea of ruptured asphalt, overgrown weeds and
out-of-control crab grass now that it was left mostly unused.

Around by the old loading dock, I backed in
between my restored 1978 black Firebird and my Harley-Davidson
Night Rod motorcycle. Suzie swung around the rest of the vehicles I
had lined up facing the three overhead garage doors, including my
white Wrangler Jeep and my red F-150 pickup truck.

Suzie parked, facing out, on the far side of
the Firebird—her favorite.

I own the building outright: lock, stock and
barrel. It’s the only thing I ever got from my father, Brian
deHaviland, besides my last name and an insane Irish temper. Part
of his asset portfolio at the time of his disappearance, the
building was awarded to me when he was declared legally dead and I
turned eighteen, eleven years after he abandoned Mom and me. I
always thought it fitting I should get an abandoned building from
the man who’d abandoned us. Too bad Mom didn’t live long enough to
see the irony of that.

The building was originally built to house a
newspaper printing press operation, over a hundred years before.
Since then it had closed and re-opened as a weapons manufacturer, a
tool and dye shop, a sewing machine factory and finally a
typewriter manufacturer. It closed for good in the late eighties,
unable to compete against those new fangled PCs. How Dad came to
own it remained a mystery.

Since I had no idea how to go about selling
the place, and since, at age eighteen with Mom dead, I had no place
else to live, I moved in and began to slowly convert the top floor
into living space, modeling it after the lofts I so admired in New
York and other big cities.

I had a master bedroom suite as well as two
guest bedrooms with their own full baths, partitioned off as
separate rooms on the east end behind the freight elevator shaft.
The rest of the open space was made up of a large living area, a
dining room, an entertainment area, a sitting room and a large
industrial-grade kitchen built on a pine floor platform.

The kitchen took up the entire west end of
the building. I’ve installed a walk-in refrigerator and freezer;
two industrial-sized stainless steel ovens and a cast-iron,
six-burner, gas stovetop, all built around a large, central
butcher-block island and opposite three walk-in pantries large
enough to get lost in. My ambition exceeds my ability, but yes, I
like to cook.

We rode up to the top floor in the large,
clunky freight elevator. It lugged to a heart-skipping, abrupt
stop, and before I could get the interior mesh cage and heavy outer
doors completely open, I was met by Trouble.

Trouble in this case was my pet capuchin
monkey. Dark brown with a white face, neck and chest, he had a
brown cap of fur on top of his head. His species was most commonly
seen in captivity working as organ grinder monkeys.

Trouble scampered under the gate and leapt,
landing in my arms with an ear-splitting screech. His long limbs
wrapped around my neck and waist like vises and his long tail
flicked as he nuzzled his face into the hollow of my neck. He hated
being left him alone for so long. I patted his back, and he cooed
contently. Having him was like having a musky, smelly, little kid
to come home to. Not that I would know something like that.

“That monkey hates me,” Suzie complained
giving him a contemptuous glance as we walked toward the kitchen.
She shook off her tan hoodie and hung it on the coat rack by the
emergency exit door. Stylish in a short denim skirt, black leggings
and tan fur-lined Uggs, she wore a white tee shirt—form fitting
over her petite body, of course—that contained a warning in black,
chalk-style letters across her chest: Don’t Piss Me Off!

Returning to the topic of Trouble, I asked
Suzie, “He hasn’t scratched your eyes out or ripped your throat
open yet, has he?”

She made a face. “No. He just hisses and
spits.”

“He’s saying hi.”

“My ass.”

Trouble gave her a reproachful look, and in
response, Suzie stuck her tongue out at him. He screeched. Suzie
jumped, giving him an even wider berth. “Crazy frigging
animal.”

I laughed.

As familiar with my home as I am, Suzie set
about making coffee and generally puttering around in the kitchen.
I played with Trouble for a few minutes while I sorted through
yesterday’s mail. Done with that and feeling sweaty and gross, I
said, “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

“Eggs, bacon, bagels and coffee,” Suzie told
me, already firing up the range and putting the ingredients on the
counter. “It’s on me.”

“Oh, big spender,” I said, laughing. “But I’m
coffee'd out. I’ll take a beer instead.”

Sitting on the kitchen counter and picking
something from his fur, Trouble popped his head up at the word
beer. He leapt off the countertop, scurried across the
kitchen, pulled open the refrigerator door, snagged a beer bottle
and ran back to me, twisting the top off before handing it to me. I
read somewhere they teach capuchin monkeys to help paralyzed and
paraplegic folks do things like open jars, manipulate remote
controls—things like that. I’d taught mine to fetch beer.

“Thanks, Trouble,” I said. To Suzie, I added,
“I won’t be long.”

In the bathroom I stripped, gingerly removing
my black turtleneck then peeling off the layer of silk-like
thinsulate I wore. My side ached. My gray-black jeans were stained
with something wet and smelled like I didn’t know what. And I
really didn’t want to know. I chucked them into the garbage.

At the mirror I unwound the elastic band
holding my thick, black hair in a tight, long ponytail. I shook it
out, liking the way the strands felt falling over my bare
shoulders. Leaning close to the reflective glass, I tugged at the
tender bruise forming under my right eye. Parks must’ve elbowed me
when I dragged him out of the window. Against my tawny Latina skin,
inherited from my mother, the bruise was barely noticeable. At
least that’s what I tried to tell myself.

The shower then felt like heaven. Steam
swirled around me and the needles of hot water pelted my sore
muscles, massaging them, relaxing me. I could have stayed in there
forever, but I knew Suzie would have breakfast ready soon.

Back in front of the mirror, I toweled off,
then blow-dried and brushed my hair. My ribs ached and I rubbed my
sore arm, tender from shouldering open that damn door, but
otherwise I was in one piece and feeling almost human.

From the doorway Suzie cleared her
throat.

I spun, naked, catching Suzie’s mischievous
grin. I snatched a towel from the rack and wrapped it around me,
somewhat embarrassed.

Suzie, who didn’t have an inhibited bone in
her body, laughed.

“Were you checking me out?” I asked.

Her smile widened, and she popped a perfectly
shaped eyebrow. “No. But could you blame a girl?”

My skin glowed hot. “You’re all talk.”

“Am I?” She let loose a tiger growl.

“Yes, you are. Now get out of here,” I said.
“Before I snap you with my towel.”

“Oh, you tease.” Leaning against the door
frame she straightened up, giving me another impish smile. “Anyway,
breakfast is ready and on the table. Come get it before it gets
cold.”

She left, and I dressed, selecting a pair of
aquamarine, velour warm-up pants and v-neck tank top with matching
sweat-suit jacket. The velour was soft and warm, cozy against the
unusually chilly day.

By the time I finished getting dressed, the
aroma of bacon, fired eggs and coffee filled the loft. Soft rock
music played, piped in from a dozen hidden speakers placed around
the room for maximum acoustical effect. The dining room table was
all set. Two apple-cinnamon scented candles had been lit and placed
in the center. Sun from the skylights warmed the room, bathing the
table in bright, warm natural light.

“This is nice,” I said.

Suzie sat and spread a napkin over her lap.
“I didn’t know if you wanted another beer or were ready now to
switch to coffee.”

A bottle sat near the plate at the head of
the table. Droplets of water tracked down the brown glass. I picked
it up and drank. “This is fine, thanks.”

As Suzie ate, she paged through the Keegan
file I’d left on the table. She tapped the photo of Barry Keegan.
“This dude’s a hottie, Grace. What’d he do?”

“He’s an accountant mixed up in the
Wainwright Pharmaceutical deal. He missed a court-ordered hearing
yesterday. Hoping something had just happened, they called him
early this morning, to make sure he’d be ready for court—found out
he’s gone.”

“No shit.” Between forkfuls of egg, she said,
“The district attorney’s freaking out about that case. He’s been
driving the chief deputy in charge of Corrections crazy for weeks,
riding her about the courthouse security, containing the media, the
arrangements for sequestering the jury if it becomes necessary.
It’s been like a zoo over there.”

“Won’t have to worry about it now,” I said.
“With Keegan a runner, everything’s on hold until someone brings
him back.”

“The biggest white collar case in the history
of Central Ohio. Sure glad I’m not involved.” Suzie worked patrol,
had for eleven years and loved every minute of it.

She and I joined the sheriff’s office a few
years out of high school. We’d roomed together at the academy and
even got assigned to Patrol together after we graduated. I loved it
at first too, until…things happened. It took me almost two years,
but I managed to get myself booted out of the department. Just as
well. By then I hated it; now I have few regrets.

Interrupting my foray into the past, Suzie
asked, “You're going after him?”

I nodded. “Sure. Bails a million-two.” Suzie
knew what that meant to me in terms of dollars. “And Louie’s
kicking in another five percent.”

She whistled.

“And on top of that, Louie’s sweating
bullets. You should’ve seen him.”

Suzie checked her watch and jumped up. “Shit.
I’ve got to go.”

She scooped up her plate, starting to clear
the table though her breakfast was only half-eaten. “Would do that
fat slob good. He might even shed a few hundred pounds.” Louie
wasn’t one of her favorite people. I quickly forked up the last of
my eggs and grabbed my toast before she snatched my plate and took
it over to the sink. “But seriously, Grace, you know what you’re
getting involved in here? It’s a big case.”

I came up behind her with the remaining
dishes. “What? He’s a bean counter. You think I can’t find
him?”

“No, of course not.” She turned from the sink
drying her hands on a dishtowel. “It’s just that it’s headline
stuff. The media’s all over it. The attorney general and the DA are
using it to launch their next year’s campaigns. Even the governor’s
been down at the hall stumping his tough-on-crime stance. With all
that nonsense…”

“What are you saying, Suzie?”

She brushed a kiss across my cheek. “Got to
run. I’m on the four to twelve tonight, but I’ve got court this
morning, some idiot kid fighting me on a stop sign and speed
violation. Can you believe that?”

“Sucks to be him,” I said. “But, what are you
trying to say, Suzie? I should back off?”

She grabbed her hoodie and gave me a look,
heading for the freight elevator.

I called out. “Hey, no fair. You don’t get to
leave with that hanging out there.”

At the elevator, she turned. “Gracie, I’m not
saying you can’t find this guy, bring him in. That’s no problem for
you. We both know that. I’m talking about the rest of it. It’s very
high-profile. Besides the AG and the DA, the feds are in on this
case too. The FBI. SEC. Who knows who else? Your guy taking a
powder can’t be making any of them look very good. And you know
better than anyone what happens when they all start their
finger-pointing. They start looking for scapegoats. You don’t want
it to be you.”

It’s been known to happen, I thought,
having another flashback of my police career going up in flames at
the same time it was going down the drain.

“Besides, sweetie,” Suzie said with a
sardonic smile. “You’re not one to play well with others.”

She blew me a kiss and pulled the elevator
door down.

You’re not one to play well with other.

Now wasn’t that the understatement of the
day.


Chapter Four




 


An hour after leaving Grace’s loft, Suzie
Jensen circled a tree-lined cul-de-sac and pulled her patrol car
nose first to the curb, parking between a sheriff’s cruiser already
on scene and a New Albany police car. Both vehicle light bars were
on.

The village of New Albany was located fifteen
minutes northeast of downtown Columbus. Built around a country club
and with its half-a-million-dollar homes and its
one-hundred-and-twenty-grand average annual family income, to call
New Albany an upscale community was hardly a stretch. The township
even had its own local police department: seventeen sworn
officers.

Little more than glorified crossing guards,
Suzie groused, stepping from her patrol car already anticipating a
jurisdictional dust-up with the Leave it to Beaver police
officers on the scene. These small town departments, all they were
good for was directing traffic, taking burglary reports and
teaching the DARE, drug abuse resistance education, to
middle-school hoodlums. That was until something big happened in
their town, then these local yokels thought they were investigative
wunderkinds. To real cops, like Suzie, they were one big pain in
the ass.

Sheriff’s Deputy Gordon Claiborne, a
fresh-faced kid with about three years under his belt, stood
waiting for her at the front door of a large Georgian brick
colonial. The house was set back from the street behind a low brick
wall topped with wrought iron, which surrounded a well-manicured,
green lawn. The walkway up to the house was brick. The front steps
were brick. The wide squat pillars with potted plants on them
standing sentry were brick. A lot of brick.

Worth a million dollars if it’s worth a
penny, Suzie thought, considering the house and property as she
trotted up the front steps. A short fifteen-minute drive from
Columbus, but in reality, a world away.

“Hey,” she said to Claiborne, reaching the
top of the wide brick steps. He’d been leaning against the
wrought-iron rail. He straightened. Two almost bare trees with
spindly branches scratched against the window panes on either side
of the front door when a bracing breeze swept on through. Suzie
shivered, cursing the cold and the spring-weight uniform jacket she
wore.

Why hadn’t they authorized switching over to
the wool-lined bomber jackets yet, damn it.

They entered the house. Suzie slipped on
paper booties and snapped on latex gloves as Claiborne read from
his notebook. “The deceased was discovered about an hour ago by the
wife. She found him in the study, dead. It’s this way, off the
gathering room.”

He pointed and Suzie veered in that direction
without asking what the hell a gathering room was. “An hour ago?
What took so long?”

The 911 call had come in about twenty minutes
before. Suzie had been at her desk going over her testimony for
court when James Tolman, chief deputy of Patrol, had called. He was
short a couple of men because of a pile-up on 270 and asked her to
run out and give Claiborne a hand.

To her question, Claiborne shrugged. “Talk to
the New Albany cop. He was first on scene.”

The front hallway was all white parquet tile
floor and soft two-tone painted walls. A sweeping stairway rose to
her left. Hardwood floors, scattered oriental carpets and gold
paisley furniture that would have put Suzie back two years’ pay
filled the gathering room, which turned out to be an area beside
the kitchen with a raised brick-and-granite faced fireplace and a
huge bank of dark, wood-framed, floor-to-ceiling windows
overlooking a yard large enough to house Suzie’s entire apartment
complex.

A New Albany cop stood at a granite-top
counter separating the kitchen from the gathering room. He had his
head down, making notes in his notebook. Hearing Suzie and
Claiborne come in, he looked up, tucked the pen behind his ear and
pushed off the counter. His nametag said Ryan.

“He’s in the study,” he said to Suzie, no
preamble, no introduction. No territorial
you-can’t-go-in-there. He pointed across the room to an open
set of French doors. “Victim’s a white male, mid-to-late sixties.
Gunshot wound to the back of his head.”

The cop was young and scarecrow thin. His
ruddy face appeared drained of color.

Suzie suspected she knew why. “You okay?”

His large Adam’s apple bobbed. “Yes,” he
said, too quick. “Why?”

“No reason.” Suzie kept her amusement to
herself. She would have no jurisdictional dust-up with this kid. He
appeared more than happy to hand the whole case over to the
sheriff’s office. That suited her just fine.

To Claiborne, she said, “Gordon, head out
front and set up a perimeter. Strict crime scene protocols on this
one. Keep the lookie-loos and the media corralled in the
cul-de-sac. The chief’s trying to free up Waverley and Torres from
a fatality up on 270. When they arrive, have them start canvassing
the neighbors.” She glanced at Ryan. “You’ve got other units on the
way?”

“My chief’s on the way.”

Suzie refrained from saying, that’s
it? She nodded. Great. “Appreciate the help.”

Returning her attention to Claiborne, she
said, “The brick wall around the property will help keep the
curious at bay. The reporters…” She shrugged. They were another
matter. “Do your best. If the canvas turns up anything interesting,
let me know.”

“You got it.” Claiborne jammed his notebook
into his back pocket and left.

Ryan leaned once more against the counter and
returned his attention to his notebook. He crossed his legs at the
ankle and tipped his hat back on his head, putting too much effort
into appearing casual.

Suzie half-expected him to start whistling.
She cleared her throat to get his attention. “I’m going to check
out the crime scene.”

“Have at it,” he said without looking up.

She nodded her head, fine, and headed for the
study.

Lined with rich, oak bookshelves on three
walls, the study’s fourth wall was another full bank of windows
providing yet a further spectacular view of the large backyard. An
ornate mahogany desk filled the room, centered on a dark oriental
rug with gold tasseled trim. A widescreen TV occupied the center
bookcase shelf facing the desk. The rest of the shelves were filled
with business books, biographies, a smattering of titles promising
the secrets of success, along with other inspirational and
motivational books. Suzie recognized many of the popular titles and
authors.

They won’t be of much help to you now,
she thought, looking down at the dead body on the floor.

The vic lay prone, face down in front of the
desk, on the dark, Oriental rug. He was a whale of a man in a silk,
paisley bathrobe, striped pajama pants and slippers. Well, one
slipper. A quick look around and Suzie found the other one. It had
been kicked under the desk. The man was bald except for a halo of
thinning white hair around the back of his head. Behind his left
ear the hair was matted with dark, drying blood where a bullet had
pierced his wrinkled neck. Blood trailed from the wound down the
folds of his neck and had formed a dark, wet splotch where it was
soaking into the carpet. The vic’s fleshy skin had turned a waxy
gray.

Suzie had responded to dozens of murders over
the years, not to mention hundreds of fatal traffic accidents. She
had seen death enough to know it when she saw it. Yet she followed
procedure and knelt down beside the deceased to feel for a pulse.
There wasn’t one.

Sensing someone at the door, Suzie glanced
up. Ryan stood there, watching her. He looked even paler, if that
was possible. He had his hands in his pants pockets. She wondered
if they shook.

“You okay?” she asked.

He swallowed. Nodded.

“How long you on the job?”

“Four-and-a-half years.”

“First dead body?”

He shook his head. “First homicide.”

Suzie nodded. “They suck. Who called in the
911?”

“The wife. She’s upstairs. In her
bedroom.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah. The lawyer told me I couldn’t talk to
her…”

Suzie stood up. “Her lawyer was here?”

“When I arrived. Yeah. He’s gone now. Told me
to let her be.”

So that explained the delay in calling the
cops. The wife had called her damned lawyer first. Suzie glanced
around the office, then out through the gathering room and into the
large kitchen. Then she peered back out the bank of windows
overlooking the well-manicured back lawn that went on forever. The
rich did things differently.

“You call for a CSU team yet?”

He stiffened. “Of course. BCI’s sending down
a team, should be here in…” He checked his cell phone for the time.
“…soon.” Impressed with himself, he added, “I also called the
coroner. But, he’s at a fatality up on 270, the one delaying your
people, too.”

An unnecessary dig, but Suzie allowed it. He
looked like he was having enough trouble just keeping down his
breakfast. She didn’t feel like adding to his misery.

“Be an hour or more ‘fore he’s freed up.”

“Fine.” Suzie hoped she’d be able to release
the scene to the responding crime scene unit from BCI long before
the coroner showed up. She did still have a court appearance.

BCI, the Bureau of Criminal Identification
and Investigation, was a function of the Ohio Attorney General’s
Office. They operated the state crime lab and provided local law
enforcement with forensic and crime scene collection support.
Besides the crime lab, BCI also had an identification division that
maintained the state’s AFIS—automated fingerprint ID system—and sex
offender’s registry, and operated investigative units tasked with
handling major and statewide crimes: financial, computer, bribery,
organized business and political or terrorism—or anything else the
attorney general wanted them to investigate. These resources were
available to municipal police departments and all of the state’s
eighty-eight county sheriffs for the asking. And sometimes even
when they weren’t requested.

“You might want to see if you can’t speed
them up,” Suzie said. “This body’s going to start to reek soon.”
Ryan turned a sicker shade of green. “It’ll be better to get them
in here before the press shows up, too. After that, all hell’s
going to break loose.”

Suzie didn’t really care how long the body
would sit there, or how ripe it would get. That was the coroner’s
problem. She wanted to get Officer Ryan out of that room. He hadn’t
told her who the vic was, but one look when she knelt to check his
pulse and she knew.

Ryan stepped away, into the other room,
clearly deciding to make his calls from the kitchen. Suzie stood up
and pulled her own cell from her back pocket and hit speed dial.
Waiting for it to connect, she rested her forearm on the butt of
her gun. The leather gun belt squeaked.

Grace answered on the third ring.

“Hey. You still going after that guy
Keegan?”

“Yes.” Grace drew it out, wary. “Why?”

“Girl, you are not going to believe where I
am. Right now.” Suzie ran a hand through her spiky hair. She’d left
her hat in the cruiser. “I wasn’t at work an hour when the call
came in. A 911 from a woman in New Albany, reporting her husband
shot, killed. Claiborne caught the call. I rolled as backup. Guess
who it is?”

“Suzie, I’ve had a long night. Tell me who’s
dead or I’m hanging up.”

“Grace, its Andrew Wainwright. Your guy’s
co-defendant. He’s dead, girlfriend. Shot in the back of the head,
execution style.”

“I’m on my way.” The phone went dead.


Chapter Five




 


Suzie’s call caught me in my Japanese soaking
tub up to my chin in fragrant bubbles. I’d settled in with the
Keegan case file, another cold beer and a tub full of rose and
sandalwood aromatic bath beads. I had the water so hot, steam
plumed around me, warming the black and white bathroom, fogging the
mirrors and chrome fixtures. Calming Celtic seascape sounds drifted
from my hidden speakers and apple-cinnamon incense scented the
air.

I hung up the phone, wondering; Why’d I
bring in it in with me?

Twenty minutes later, I was shivering again,
stopping my jeep behind Suzie’s patrol car at the Wainwright home.
Parked around the cul-de-sac were two other sheriff’s cars and a
New Albany cruiser, all angled in at the curb, all with their blue
emergency lights pulsing.

On the way I’d picked up four coffees at
Starbucks. A little bribe can go a long way.

I found Gordon Claiborne at the control point
chatting up a young New Albany cop named Ryan. From the absence of
vehicles, I could tell neither the medical examiner nor the crime
scene team was on site yet.

There was, however, a small knot of curious
spectators milling around in the cul-de-sac.

Neighbors, no doubt. Interspersed within the
crowd were two more deputies. I recognized both, former co-workers
of mine, Waverley and Torres. With them was another local cop. They
were talking with the crowd, taking notes as they listened and
nodded their heads. One old woman stood clutching her bathrobe
around her throat and holding a snarling little toy-sized dog by a
straining leash, its vicious white teeth at odds with the pink
ribbon tied on the top of its head.

“Hey, Claiborne.” I handed him a capped cup
of hot Starbucks coffee. I offered one to the officer named Ryan
too. He declined. I shrugged. Ask me, you can’t trust a cop who
doesn’t drink coffee. I put the tray with the remaining coffees on
the brick wall behind them. “For the others,” I said.

Claiborne hoisted his cup in thanks and
peeled off the lid to take a grateful sip. “Suzie’s inside.
Straight back, hang a left. You’ll see it. But don’t be long.
Bigwigs are rolling.”

Ryan cocked a questioning eyebrow as
Claiborne waved me through without asking me to sign the crime
scene log.

“It’s okay,” he told the cop after I passed.
“She and Jensen go back. Worked together in the day. Besides, if I
don’t, she’ll just sneak in on her own anyway.”

Claiborne knew me well. If there was a rule
to break, I’d go out of my way to splinter it. I went up the wide
brick steps and stepped out of the cold into a well-appointed
foyer. I welcomed the warmth inside the large house. Having dressed
in haste, I wore a red Ohio State hoodie under my burnt caramel
Roberto Cavalli leather jacket and over a pair of black True
Religion jeans—yet I was still cold. I’d pulled my hair up, quickly
tying it into a sloppy ponytail to keep it off my face and neck.
Already several loose locks hung damp on my neck, and I
shivered.

I found a box of booties and rubber gloves,
pulled out a set and put them on. “Suzie?” I called.

“In here,” she answered from in front of a
dark wood-trimmed study. She waved me over while she cradled her
cell phone between her shoulder and cheek. I gave her a low wolf
whistle, teasing her. She hated being in the bag—cop jargon for
being in uniform: forest green jacket and shirt over light green
pants with piping down the legs. She wore a spit-shine black gun
belt, a radio strapped over her shoulder and an honest-to-goodness
five-pointed gold star pinned above her left breast pocket. She
gave me the finger.

No one liked to cut loose and have fun more
than Suzie Jensen. She was the life of the party. But on the job,
she was all business, all the time. And there wasn’t anyone better
at it.

She snapped her phone shut, blocking my way
into the study. “You got anything on Keegan yet?”

“No. I was taking a bath.” I tried to look
over her shoulder.

“Margaret Wainwright discovered the body of
her husband, Andrew, shot to death on the floor of his study.” She
consulted her phone for the time. “Almost two hours ago. Her first
call was to her lawyer. The second one was to 911. After the
lawyers arrived.”

Lawyers. I said, “With Keegan in the
wind, they must have freaked finding Wainwright like this.”

“Enough that it took them nearly an hour to
call us. Damn lawyers.”

“You talked to the wife?”

Suzie shook her head. “Lawyers told the
locals she evoked counsel. They sequestered her in her room
upstairs. Then they got a doc out here to dope her up with
sedatives. They put her back to bed. Any questions we’ve got, we go
through the lawyers. An outfit called—”

“Aronson, Smythe & McCormick.”

Having caught me up, Suzie stepped back and
allowed me to move into the study.

Andrew Wainwright was a big man, in life and
in size. I’d read that much about the dead man. You couldn’t pick
up a copy of Columbus Monthly, our glossy city magazine,
without a picture of him on the cover, or at least an article
inside about him or his company. On that rare occasion no
Wainwright coverage appeared, you could always find a blurb and a
candid photo of him on the society page, at one charity event or
another.

The wound that’d killed him was a single shot
behind his left ear. It was small and ragged, more black than red
where the blood had started to congeal. Thin, wispy white hairs
curled around his ear, matted with blood spatter, gummy and
speckled with gunpowder residue.

“A small caliber,” I said. “Close range.”

“Too small to be a .38,” Suzie guessed. “I’m
betting .22.”

“Shell casing?”

“Nope. A revolver, or a pro who collects his
brass.”

I agreed. Your garden variety street
criminals favored automatics, and they didn’t care about shell
casings and ballistics. Home invasions or burglaries gone bad are
sloppy, panicky. They don’t take the time to collect their spent
brass. The placement of the wound, the use of a single shot, a
small caliber bullet and no casings all indicated an assassination:
a hit. But who would want to kill a disgraced CEO?

Wainwright wore a robe, pajama bottoms and
one slipper. The other one had fallen off—I spotted it under the
desk. Blood soaked a spot in the silk collar of the robe. He’d
either been shot before going to bed the night before or early this
morning while getting ready for his day. I looked at the desk. No
coffee cup or after-dinner drink left behind to help narrow down a
time of death.

“You know if the wife heard anything?”

Suzie shook her head. “Out cold on sleeping
pills. Prescription stuff. Been that way since the scandal broke,
according to the lawyers who were here.”

“So let’s walk through it,” I suggested. Back
in the day, Suzie and I had occasion to work a few homicides
together even though we were patrol. Being first on the scene could
be a benefit, let us see things fresh before a scene got
contaminated. Even when we weren’t part of the later investigation,
Suzie and I used to make a game of working the crime scene. We got
pretty good at it too, hoping it would improve our chances of
promotion to detective. Things didn’t work out like that…for me,
anyway. There was still hope for Suzie, though. If she still wanted
it.

“Acquaintance or stranger?” I asked.

“Hard to say. But whichever, he had complete
control of the situation. It wasn’t a sloppy kill. Not a panicked
home invader.”

I circled the body. “Right. He was told to
turn around, probably at gunpoint.”

“Or there were two assailants. Wainwright’s
talking with one, arguing maybe, while the other comes up behind
and pops him.” Suzie stood with her arm out, her finger pointing,
forming a gun.

From the body I moved over to the large
leather office chair pushed back, away from the desk. “He was here
when whoever came in. See how the chair’s pushed back? Wainwright
came out from behind his desk. He either knew his attackers or they
came in brandishing weapons, made him get up and come around the
desk without fuss.”

“How did you come up with that?”

Several stacks of papers sat neatly piled on
a black blotter, a pen lying across them. Undisturbed. I pointed.
“If there’d been a struggle, these things would have gone flying.
The chair’s not turned over, not pushed all that far away from the
desk. Just enough to give a large man like Wainwright room to get
out.” I pointed to where he lay on the floor. “He came out to here.
Stood, then turned.”

“Complacent when he’s got a gun pointed at
him.”

I shrugged. “Or he doesn’t feel threatened.
It’s someone he knows. Someone he isn’t afraid to turn his back on.
Then maybe he turns to reach for the phone. Tells him—”

“Or them.”

“—to leave or he’ll call the cops.”

I looked back at the body, at where
Wainwright had to have stood when he was shot, at how the body
fell. I saw powder burns around the wound. A contact wound. My
thoughts running along one track, I said, “Only someone he knew
could get that close.”

But Suzie countered, trying out her theory.
“A gun’s incentive enough to get him to cooperate. Could still be a
burglary gone wrong.”

We didn’t have enough evidence to support
either argument conclusively. Even so, I shook my head. It didn’t
feel like a burglary gone wrong.

Still, Suzie continued to conjecture. “Maybe
robbery’s not the motive. But I bet there’s a lot of Wainwright
employees pissed at this guy. Pissed enough to kill him.”

“Including his co-defendants,” I said
circling right back to my missing skip: Barry Keegan. “My guy goes
missing, and less than twenty-four hours later…” I pointed at
Wainwright. “This.”

No cop worth his or her salt would believe in
that kind of coincidence, but Suzie wasn’t ready to concede just
yet. And she was right not to. Though Keegan as the killer felt
right to me, with so little evidence even I had to admit it was too
early to rule out any possibilities. A random burglary fit the bill
as well as a disgruntled worker, whether Keegan or someone else.
Besides, a guy like Wainwright—who knew what other dealings, shady
or otherwise, he had going on. As unlikely as a professional hit
sounded based on what we did know, it wasn’t entirely out of the
question either.

Giving the room another glance, I asked, “So
what else can we establish?”

“We know the alarm system’s off, but
according to the monitoring company that wasn’t unusual. Margaret
Wainwright found it too confusing to operate. The New Albany cop
discovered a ground-floor patio door forced open. Tool marks
between the door and frame. He said they looked fresh to him. The
crime scene techs will have a clearer idea. BCI’s sending a team
down.”

So a burglar breaks in downstairs and walks
up to the main floor. Wainwright comes out from behind the desk,
maybe sees something or hears a noise, runs back for the phone. The
burglar stops him with a single shot to the back of the head. As a
working theory, it held water—except the absence of spent brass
still bothered me. A revolver’s not a burglars’ gun of choice.
These days everybody carried automatics—even the cops. And
searching for hot brass in a robbery-homicide didn’t make
sense.

I took in the room. Everything was
meticulously arranged, in exactly its right place. All the books
were neatly set by height, the spines lined up precisely with the
shelf edges. Two straight-back chairs with padded gold seats faced
the mahogany desk at forty-five degree angles. A winged reading
chair was set off to one side of the double doors. Beside it stood
a floor lamp and a rich, dark wood side table with a decorative
candle and lace coaster perfectly arranged on it. Yet I saw no
personal mementos anywhere. No family pictures, no child’s
cherished artwork, no art-class paperweights, no cluttered
newspapers or magazines—or even a book left out, open and turned
over, its spine cracking where had been laid down.

The room was like stage setting, cut from a
decorating magazine. Beautiful and pristine, but cold and
empty.

Afraid I’d overstay my welcome, and thinking
I’d learned all I could from the crime scene, I told Suzie I was
going to run. I turned to leave, but too late.

A short, rotund figure wearing a tan trench
coat stood blocking the doorway. His hands buried deep in his
pockets, he said, “Grace deHaviland. What the hell are you doing
here?”


Chapter Six




 


“Samuel T. Robinson,” I said. “And here I
thought my day couldn’t get any better.”

Sheriff’s Deputy Detective Sam Robinson
stepped slowly into the room, reminding me of that black cop on
Law & Order, the fat one. As he walked, the twisted,
soiled trench coat belt hung limp from the coat’s loops, swinging
like a flat, dead snake. His gut strained the limits of both his
shirt and his sport coat and bulged from the open flaps of his
coat. His badge, strung from a chain around his neck, dangled in
front of a food-stained tie, its ill-gained gold winking in the
sunlight shafting through the study windows.

“What are you doing here, deHaviland?” he
repeated, looking past me to Suzie. “Not that I’ve gotta ask.” To
Suzie, he said, “You know better then let a civilian into a crime
scene, deputy.”

Suzie stuck her tongue out at him.

“Oh, mature.”

“You’re catching this one, Sam?” I wanted his
attention back on me. Suzie had gone out on a limb to give me a
heads up and I didn’t want her catching flack for it. Maybe if I
made nice…

“Last time. What’s this got to do with you,
Grace?”

Robinson had eighteen years in. He’d made
detective the year I got fired. His opinion of me was colored by
the events surrounding my termination: the rumors and the gossip,
the unsubstantiated, and eventually dropped, charges. His
negativity towards me wasn’t his fault really. Few people knew the
whole story, the truth, behind my career self-destruction. And to
be fair, Robinson wasn’t a terrible cop, he just lacked
imagination, and initiative. Okay, he was lazy. And he strenuously
avoided anything that resembled work. To make matters worse, with
less than two years left between him and his twenty-year retirement
pension, he’d recently discovered he hated doing police work.

“I’m working a bail jumper. Barry Keegan. He
went missing this morning.”

“And?” Robinson snapped on a pair of latex
gloves. And I mean snapped. He already had the blue paper booties
over his shoes. “What’s that got to do with this?”

“This is Andrew Wainwright,” Suzie said,
pointing to the body on the floor.

“I know who he is,” Robinson said.
“Thanks.”

“My bail jumper is Wainwright’s
co-defendant.”

“And Wainwright’s dead,” Suzie added. “So, we
thought, duh, there might be a connection.”

He grunted and Suzie and I gave him what
little information we had, feeding him our theories on the murder.
When we were done, as if he hadn’t heard a word, he said to me,
“I’ll need your files.”

“All I’ve got is the bail papers and a copy
of the DA’s file. You can get all that from them.”

“You haven’t started?” He sounded
skeptical.

That’s what a ‘go-get ‘em’ rep will get you.
Everyone’s expectations are so high. “Keegan blew off a court
appointment yesterday. I just got it this morning.”

“How’d Jensen know about it already
then?”

“We talked about it this morning at my
place.”

Robinson arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Don’t be a sleaze,” Suzie said.

Around his salacious smirk, he said, “Ace
like you should’ve had this guy by now, Grace. I heard you picked
up Tyrell Parks in what, like two days?”

“One actually, so yeah, I’m over my quota. A
civil servant like you should know all about that,
right?”

Sam worked his lower jaw as though he had a
gummy worm caught in his back teeth, probably trying to come up
with a snappy retort. His chance passed when a petite, young Asian
woman strolled through the door wearing a blue windbreaker and
carrying what looked like a large plastic fishing tackle box. With
her was a crime scene photographer who went right to work snapping
overview shots.

“Eva Sudeki, BCI Crime Scene Unit.” She set
the box down next to Wainwright’s head, put on latex gloves. “Do we
need to have all of you in here traipsing through my crime
scene?”

“Small caliber,” I said, pointing at the
single wound behind his ear and taking her attention off us. “We
guess a .22.”

“Probably,” she agreed, leaning in to examine
the wound, twisting the head first one way then the other. “There’s
no exit wound. We’ll have to wait for the ME to pull the slug, to
know for sure.”

“No brass either,” Suzie interjected. “We
figure a revolver.”

“And a .22 wouldn’t wake the wife,” I added.
“Even if she weren’t zonked on sleeping pills.”

Robinson puffed with indignation. “Wait. You
spoke to the wife?”

“No.” I remained civil. “That came from the
New Albany cop, Ryan. He was first on the scene. He got it from the
lawyer.”

“Aw, Jesus. Locals.” Robinson said it like he
hadn’t noticed them when he came in. “And lawyers.” Then his gaze
settled on me. “So, you think the doer’s your guy, what’s his name,
Keegan?”

I shrugged. “No clue at this point. But it
makes sense he’s involved somehow. The coincidence doesn’t sit well
with me.”

“Could be random,” Suzie offered. “Publicity
about the case might have caught the attention of local kids,
hooligans who thought there might be something worth stealing
here.”

“Is anything missing?” Sam folded his arms
over his chest and looked around. “Doesn’t look like any burglary
scene I’ve ever seen. What about the rest of the house?”

“Ask the locals, Sam,” Suzie said. “I’m
patrol. I’m just here to secure the crime scene.”

“Maybe you should have.” He stared hard at
her but the inference was to me.

Suzie’s blue eyes flared with anger.

I stepped in between, playing peacemaker. Not
one of my strong suits, but I didn’t want Suzie in any more trouble
than she was now. “Look, Sam,” I said. “We’re just speculating. We
can’t rule anything in or out. It could be Keegan. Could be random
kids got scared, popped the guy and took off. Could be a
professional hit.”

Robinson sputtered. “A professional hit?
Where the hell’d that coming from?”

“Could be the wife,” Eva Sudeki said sharply.
We all stared at her slack jawed. She shrugged playfully. “I’m just
saying.”

“What?” Sam wanted to know. “You’re saying
what?”

Sudeki came slowly to her feet. “I’m saying
while you three are snipping at each other, you’re all arguing over
nothing. We don’t have any evidence—yet—to make any kind of
reasonable assumptions. The guy on the floor is dead. It appears he
died from a gunshot wound to the back of the head. That’s all we
know for now. When I know more, I’ll let you know. Until then go
investigate.” She shooed us to the door. “But do it somewhere other
than my crime scene. Now scram.”

I scooped a fallen lock of hair behind my
ear, trying not to smile, and stepped out into the gathering room
beyond the study.

“We need to search the house,” Sam said. “See
if there’s a safe or something. See if stuff is missing. TV,
DVRs—”

“Have fun with that,” I told the group and
headed for the door, whistling as I winked at Suzie, saying both
thank you and good luck. I hoped she hadn’t put herself into too
much of a jam on my behalf, but she was a big girl. She had enough
juice to keep a jerk like Robinson in check.

“Hold it a minute.”

I turned back to Robinson. “What?”

“Serious. You got a line on Keegan yet or
what?”

In another words, have you done my job for me
yet. “Nope,” I said. “Not a clue.”

“Yeah. Right.”

“Sam, what part isn’t getting through your
thick skull? I got this a few hours ago. I haven’t done anything
with this case. I’ve barely even read the file through.” I raised
my right hand. “Scout’s honor.”

“We’ll subpoena your records.”

I shook my head. Stubborn idiot. “Subpoena
away, Sam, but take my advice. Don’t waste your time. I’ve got the
court records, the bail piece, and a copy of the bond. That’s it.
Same as the DA, same as Wainwright’s attorneys, same as the courts.
Nothing more, nothing less. I promise you.”

He took a moment to size me up, seeing if he
could somehow tell if I was lying. Meanwhile the gears inside his
head had ground to a halt, leaving him unsure what to do about me
and what to do next. If I had a lead, he desperately wanted to
pilfer it. If I didn’t, then he was stuck doing his own work.

“Fine. I’ll take your word for it, for now.
But you listen to me. This is a police investigation. And a
high-profile one at that. Ain’t no room for your type of
grandstanding on this one.”

Suzie gave me her best please don’t rip
his face off look.

I restrained myself, but just barely.
“Grandstanding? Since when is doing good police work
grandstanding?”

“Since you’re not a cop, Grace. Not
anymore.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying this is a murder investigation.
There’s no play for you on this. So drop it.”

I bit back my anger, playing my money card
instead. Something I was sure Robinson would appreciate. “Sam, the
bounty on this is a hundred-eighty K.”

“Tough shit. The sheriff will fry you if you
don’t drop it. I’ll make sure of it.”

My eyes went wide then I fisted my hands.
“You’re serious? Man, have you got balls. You don’t even know
Keegan’s involved. You wouldn’t even know about him if it wasn’t
for me.”

Robinson gave me a weary look. “Yeah, well, I
do now.”

“A murder investigation trumps a bail jump.
Is that it?”

“Pretty much.”

Furious, I said, “And I’m supposed to what,
just walk away from a hundred-and-eighty grand?”

“Deputy Jensen will show you out.” He turned
his back on me and went back into the study to watch Eva poking
around the dead body, taking measurements and making notes in a
small wire-bound notebook. The photographer’s flash popped like
lightening. Robinson was careful to stay on his side of the
doors.

“Come on,” Suzie said, looking as unhappy as
I was angry.

“Fine.” We headed for the front door.

Behind me, Robinson called out, “Stay away
from it, Grace. For your own good.”

Like hell I would. Keegan’s mine.

“And deHaviland…where’d you get that shiner?
Looks like it hurt.”

I fingered the bruise under my eye. So much
for no one noticing it.

 



Chapter Seven




 


Outside the Wainwright home, Suzie and I
stood on the stoop. The bricks were dark red, uniquely textured.
The windows were white trimmed, freshly painted. A black rubber mat
lay under our feet. It read: WELCOME. I felt anything but. A cold
wind whistled across the yard. I jammed my hands into my too-thin
jacket, angry at myself for refusing to accept winter was on its
way.

“Sorry about all that,” Suzie said.

“Hey, not your fault Robinson’s an ass.”

The crowd of neighbors milling in the
cul-de-sac beyond the brick wall and the yellow police tape had
swelled. Word had spread: We’ve had a murder on the block. Let’s
go see. Another New Albany cop car had arrived. Probably their
chief from the way Ryan and the other local cops were now actively
working the crowd, taking notes.

“What are you going to do?” Suzie asked.

“I don’t know.” My competitive streak was
itching to go out and find Keegan, bring him in and rub it in
Robinson’s pudgy face. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve beaten the
cops in locating a fugitive. And Keegan was worth a
hundred-and-eighty grand to me. Could I really consider walking
away from that? I shook my head. Not likely.

“Robinson’s right about one thing,” Suzie
said, interrupting my thoughts. “This case will be under tight
scrutiny. One wrong move and the shit’ll hit the fan.”

Translation; Don’t be stupid, Grace. Think
before you go out of your way to piss off all these
movers-and-shakers. Who knows what the fallout could be.

“You better get some more people here,” I
said, changing the subject. “Won’t be long before the press gets
wind of what’s going on.”

“Yeah.” Suzie frowned, not a big fan of the
press. She slipped on a pair of dark aviator sunglasses. Her
little, pink granny ones didn’t cut it with the uniform. Gone too
were the nose stud and all but one earring from each ear. All
business now, she keyed her shoulder mike and started issuing
orders.

I went down the steps and made it as far as
the front gate before I stopped.

Claiborne stood manning the control point,
log-in clipboard in his hand. The other deputies and the local cops
were busy canvassing, moving slowly through the crowd. Ryan stood
by a police car, updating the New Albany police chief.

I was still inside the perimeter. They didn’t
know Robinson had rescinded my invitation to the party. Suzie had
gone back inside.

Damn my inquisitive mind. I darted off the
brick walkway, double-timing it through the wet, manicured lawn,
heading around to the back of the house before anyone noticed me.
The property sloped downward in back. From the front, the house
appeared to be three stories, but around back it towered four
floors above a mowed lawn, sculpted topiary, gardens and trees—both
evergreen and near leafless this late in the season.

I put my hands inside my jacket pockets and
carefully scooted down the grassy incline, wet from the melting,
early morning frost, careful to look for—and avoid—any footprints
or other potential evidence.

Hard as it might be to imagine, I found the
back of the Wainwright house even more spectacularly breathtaking
than the front. The brick wall surrounding the property disappeared
and reappeared as it cut through several stands of large evergreen
trees and in sections was covered by draping ivy or hidden by
gardens with large evergreen topiary. Fronting the lower level
walkway was a large slate patio with a small wrought-iron table and
four matching chairs: a large, oversized black umbrella tied down
for the winter: a rolling wet bar also covered and closed for the
season and a stainless steel outdoor grill large enough to cook for
an army regiment.

I saw no footprints or any obvious evidence
of foul play until I examined the white French doors next to the
bowed, white-trimmed windows. I cupped my hands over my eyes and
peered through the window inside the house. A family room. Nothing
appeared disturbed inside, but the gouges in the wood between the
two doors did look fresh. The break-in was crude. A crowbar or tire
iron had been jammed between the doors, above the deadbolt. Applied
pressure spread the doors apart until the deadbolt popped out of
its receptacle. Voila. Felony B&E.

But why would Keegan need to break in? He and
Wainwright were co-workers. Co-defendants. He’d ring the doorbell.
They’d just talk, right? Could they have had words, fought. What if
Wainwright refused to let him inside? Angry, would Keegan break
in?

But why kill him?

And what had driven Keegan to jump bail?
Fear? Anger? Embarrassment? Could a disgruntled bean counter even
be capable of that kind of violence?

In my head I heard Suzie’s voice; don’t
jump to conclusions. Keep an open mind.

She was right. The perps could still be
neighborhood kids looking to score, or some local gangbangers—a
home invasion crew, targeting the rich and famous, figuring a crib
like this had to have valuable stuff inside. They break in, big and
bad, and end up in over their heads. Confronted by Wainwright
threatening a call to the police, they panic. The gun goes off.
They run.

“Find anything interesting down there?”

I cupped a hand over my eyes and stepped
back. A scarecrow of a figure stood on the deck above me, two
levels up, forearms leaning on the railing. Since the sun was to
her back, I could see only a blurred silhouette of a woman.

“You a cop?” the woman asked.

I moved to the side, using the house to block
the sun, still low in the sky. The woman coalesced into view. She
was rail thin, and the skin over her face was pulled so taunt she
looked as though she were staring down a wind tunnel. One too many
facelifts, I guessed. She wore a thick robe, fur-trimmed, but
hardly enough to keep her warm outside. An arthritic right hand
clutched a drink. I suspected it contained something stronger than
just orange juice.

“Are you Mrs. Wainwright?”

“I am. Answer my question.”

“No, I’m not a cop.”

She took a slug of her drink. The ice slogged
noisily in the glass. “You find anything interesting?”

“The door down here’s been jimmied. I think
this is where your husband’s killer or killers broke in.”

She straightened up. “If you’re not a cop,
why are you interested?”

I was getting a crick in my neck. “Can I come
up? I’ll explain.”

“I was told not to talk to the police.”

I thought we’d established that. “But I’m not
the police.”

She tossed back the last of her drink, still
scrutinizing me. “Well, come on up then, but stay on the deck.” She
shook her glass. “I need a refill.”

Mrs. Wainwright disappeared through a second
floor door. It was actually the third floor if you counted the
lowest level, each level with its own deck. The decks were
connected by stairs zigzagging up the back of the house. By the
time I reached the top deck, Margaret Wainwright had returned, her
glass full, a lot of drink and only a little ice.

“What’s your name, young lady? I like to know
who I’m speaking with.”

As a bounty hunter I carried a badge. I used
it to identify myself, generally, while I’m busting down somebody’s
door and waving a gun. So I badged her. I also have a PI license. I
showed her that too. “Grace deHaviland, ma’am. I’m a bail
enforcement officer.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “Bail
enforcement?”

“A bounty hunter, ma’am. I’ve been hired to
find Barry Keegan.”

“Really?” Curiosity lifted her painted-on
eyebrow. I hope it wouldn’t cause her tight skin to split. “I
didn’t know bounty hunters really existed, thought they went the
way of wagon trains, Indians and the Old West.”

“No, ma’am. We still exist. Did you know
Keegan jumped bail?”

She stared out over the backyard. When I
prompted her again, she blinked, as if I’d woken her up. “What?
Sorry. I’m a little groggy from the sedatives, dear. Barry? Yes.
Andrew mentioned something about that, last night…before.” She took
a long, deep swallow of her drink. “Frank told me this morning that
he’s still missing.”

“Frank?”

“Frank Aronson. Andrew’s attorney. Barry’s
too, I guess.” She sipped her drink. “What has Barry to do with
Andrew’s death?”

“I don’t know. But I would like to ask you a
few questions. I know this is a difficult time for you, Mrs.
Wainwright.”

“Questions? About Andrew?”

“Yes. And Barry Keegan. How were they getting
along, with the trial and all? It must have been very stressful for
both of them.”

“Oh, yes.” She nodded. “And for Joel
too.”

“Joel Barwick, the CFO.”

“That’s right.”

“Did they argue—over trial strategy or maybe
something else?”

She thought about it for a moment. “I don’t
know really. Isn’t that terrible?” When I didn’t say anything, she
went on. “I don’t get involved in Andrew’s business. Even before
all this horribleness. Not that I don’t have a head for it, you
know. I ran two businesses of my own in my day. Quite successful
too.”

“I’m sure.”

“But Andrew. He kept his business affairs to
himself, kept it out of the house. It was the way we both liked it.
He would tell me not to worry. When this whole stock scandal thing
broke, he said it was all a big misunderstanding. He said he and
Joel and Frank were going to straighten it out. They were going fix
it, he said.”

Tears welled in her eyes. I couldn’t help
wondering if they were for Andrew or for herself, for what was to
become of her and her lifestyle now. I tried to steer her back on
track. “And Barry Keegan?”

“What about Barry? Oh, right, he’s missing
you say?”

“Yes. How well did you know him?”

She looked out into the yard. How she wasn’t
freezing wearing just that robe I didn’t know. She took another sip
of her drink. That was my answer—90 proof antifreeze.

“Not well at all,” she said about Keegan.
“Dinner parties Andrew threw, company functions and the like. Barry
didn’t attend a lot of them. He was a bit of a recluse in that
regard. Sort of odd that way.”

“How do you mean?”

She shook her head, as though she was trying
to grasp a difficult concept. “Most ambitious people in business,
Ms. deHaviland…how do I say this? They’re ass-kissers. They go out
of their way to be seen, to be where the important people are, so
they can get noticed. They fetch drinks and laugh at awful, stupid
jokes. Phonies, most of them. But Barry, he wasn’t like that.

“Every big company function Barry was ever
at, Joel—that would be Joel Barwick—had to drag him to it. The
bigger, the splashier, the less Barry liked being there. He
wouldn’t talk much, kept to himself. A hopeless introvert, I guess.
I found it a bit refreshing, to be honest.” She smiled
mischievously. “And he’s devilishly handsome.”

“He had to get noticed somehow. He was the
company’s chief accounting officer, wasn’t he?”

“Oh, Barry’s gift was his ability. He knew
his way around a balance sheet. He worked very hard. Many times I
heard Joel say he was the first one in the office, the last one out
at night. That he had a talent for numbers. Joel was quite fond of
him, of the work he did for the company.”

I wondered, was Keegan an early-bird and
night owl because he was diligent or because that was when he was
cooking the books? I kept my cynical thoughts to myself. “Do you
think Keegan had a reason to hurt your husband? Something to do
with the trial maybe?”

Margaret shrugged her thin shoulders. “I
haven’t seen Barry since this awfulness started. The board
dismissed them all last summer, you know.” I hadn’t. “They weren’t
friends. They only saw each other in meetings with Frank and the
other attorneys, never here. And not socially. I can hardly
remember the last time I actually saw Barry.”

No surprise there, I thought, watching her
drain her glass. I bet she had trouble remembering last week.
“About the trial. There were no rifts? No differences of opinions?
No arguments about how to proceed?”

“I’m sorry, dear. I really wouldn’t know. As
I said, Andrew didn’t make it my business and neither did I. Have
you talked to Frank or maybe Joel?”

They were on my list: I told her I would. I
thanked her and offered my condolences again.

When I turned to leave, she reached out a
hand and touched the sleeve of my jacket. “Ms. deHaviland?”

“Yes?”

“Molly. How is she?”

I arched an inquisitive eyebrow.

“Barry’s wife. She must be a wreck over all
this.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I haven’t spoken
to her.”

“They live here in New Albany. Only a few
blocks away.” Suddenly she gave me a stricken look. “She’s not gone
too, is she?”

A good question. “I haven’t heard anything to
suggest it.”

“They have a son you know? A little boy.
Sean. I hope they’re okay. If you talk to Molly, tell her I asked
about her, won’t you?”

I said I would.


Chapter Eight




 


After my conversation with Margaret
Wainwright, I drove downtown.

In my continual denial about the fast
approaching winter I’d taken the Jeep to the crime scene. As I
drove home, the plastic widows flapped and leaked cold air. Even
with the heater on full blast, I couldn’t chase away the cold that
had settled deep into my bones. Near freezing weather and spending
time in close quarters with the dead has a way of doing that to
you.

Back home, Trouble landed in my arms, all
snuggles, then ran to the kitchen and fetched me a beer. I rewarded
him with dried dates and more hugs. What woman wouldn’t love such a
thoughtful and attentive companion?
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