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ONE

 


As I sit reflecting upon a recent case
of mine, I take comfort realizing I have finally come to terms with
what I am; an enigma personified, a fitting title I should think,
and a distinction intrinsically qualified for also defining who I
am. That is no small revelation for a man who has walked this earth
for sixty-odd years, the last of which especially proposed
challenges of some magnitude.

For the vast majority of my
adult life, I considered detective work my reason for being.
However, after Lilith involved me in her witch’s rite of passage
ceremony, returning me to my physical prime and endowing me with
powers of witchcraft, I have struggled with my new identity. I have
also harbored an overwhelming sense that obligatory reparations of
existential proportions are due Lilith in the worst way. Worse
still, I feel that Lilith expects nothing less. With that, I can
now say, though I shall forever remain in Lilith’s debt for
breathing a second life into my tired old bones, that witchcraft
will always take a back seat to my paramount calling as Detective,
1st class, N.C.P.D. 2nd
precinct, New Castle, Massachusetts.

The recent case in point, itself not
overly sensational, but pivotally significant, started on the heels
of an argument I had with Lilith. Although it centered on our
sleeping arrangements at the apartment since Ursula arrived, I see
now that other mounting frustrations may have contributed to its
ferocity, the details of which I shall spare, as the account I
aspire to communicate requires no such condition for sufficient
conveyance. I suppose it does bear mentioning, however, that Ursula
is a witch, too, but with a very different past, or more precisely,
a very distant past.

Lilith, in her ever-astounding
repertoire of spells, recently managed to resurrect Ursula from a
pile of seventeenth-century bones. Because Ursula is Lilith’s Great
Aunt (though the two are about the same age) and a woman truly out
of her element, she has moved in with us, and the two have made it
their mission in life to make my life miserable. Never in all my
years have I felt so much the outsider in my own home, as when they
conspire behind my back, cackling like hens, giggling like
schoolgirls (at my expense, I am certain) and upsetting the balance
of nature by trashing the only bathroom in the apartment. Every
morning I find bras and panties strewn over the back of the toilet
and across the shower rod, makeup bottles and powder compacts
litter the vanity top; and do not get me started on the lumpy couch
I have had to sleep on since Lilith insisted Ursula take my bed.
Such a digression might hijack this narrative
completely.

Let me instead return to conveying the
events to which I have earlier alluded, events that have
inexplicably renewed my confidence, secured my destiny and
fortified my convictions toward a higher purpose. Should I live
another hundred plus years, and I might, I fear I shall never enjoy
working a case as much as I have enjoyed working this
one.

It began on a Tuesday, early. I would
like to say it was a typical morning, but it was not. I had just
fumed out of the apartment after having, as I have mentioned, the
worst argument with Lilith that I have ever had. I should have
known then that something was out of alignment, the stars, her
hormones—hell my hormones; I don’t know, but it was a
screamer.

I stood out on the front porch under
the overhang, my collar pulled up against the chill of a rainy mist
that seemed to float right up under my skin. Everything looked
gray; the sky, streets, sidewalks, even the trees, whose autumn
leaves had long since fallen and rotted to a soggy gray matter
resembling sewer sludge; all of it reflecting my disposition
precisely. I have to say, it made me yearn for my old condominium
down in Florida. I still had the keys to the place. I don’t know
why; call it a safety net. Maybe deep inside I felt that a second
go in life, even as a witch, would not make me any better a
detective now than when it all seemed so new and
exciting.

I don’t suppose I stood there brooding
more than a few minutes before my partner, Carlos Rodriquez, pulled
the car up to the curb, and not a moment too soon.

“Nice timing,” I told him, hopping in
while ducking raindrops, as if that were possible. “I was just
about to walk down to the corner for a coffee and a pack of
smokes.”

He looked at me with that know-it-all
smirk of his. I never noticed it much when Carlos was my junior,
but the return to prime event that Lilith included me in on,
returned me to the ripe old age of twenty-five or six, and now when
he smiles, he looks as old as dirt to me. I want to tell him not to
do it, that the lines around his eyes seem to wrap all the way
around his head when he does that. But I won’t. It wouldn’t be
fair. It’s bad enough that he is ten years younger than my real
years and he will probably die fifty years sooner. I remember
thinking that only a year or two earlier I thought his smile boyish
and charming. Of course, that was the old me. Was it just the gloom
of Lilith’s parting words driving me down? I did hope
so.

“You don’t smoke,” he said. I think he
saw my stare fixed on his smile. He dropped it in a single wiper
blade sweep.

“I was thinking of starting,” I told
him.

“Ah, I see. Trouble in
paradise?”

“Paradise? Ha!”

“Come on, Tony.” He reached out and
slapped my knee. “Put it in prospective. Look at you. You look like
a million bucks. You have got the hottest girlfriend this side of
the Mystic River, and the second hottest girl living under the same
roof with you. That’s not paradise?”

I turned my gaze out the side window
and watched my breath steam a patch of fog on the glass. “Sure,
when you put it that way, but let’s see you try to get a good
night’s sleep on the sofa.”

“What? Are you still sleeping out
there?”

“Yes.”

“Tony, what’s wrong with Lilith’s
bed?”

“Lilith sleeps in Lilith’s
bed.”

“But aren’t you two still—”

“Yes, we’re still…but she won’t let me
sleep with her. She says I’m all over the place.”

“Are you?”

“No! She’s the one who’s all over the
place. Sleeping with her is like sleeping with a barracuda, only
not as much fun.”

“Well, do you want to hear what I
think?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him
that I did not want to hear what he thought. Fortunately, I didn’t
have to. A call came over the radio and ended that conversation. It
was 10-54D, possible dead body. The dispatcher routed us to the
parking lot behind Pete’s Place, a bar down on
Jefferson.

As soon as we got there, I could see
that there was nothing “possible” about it. The victim lay face up
on the ground by the edge of a chain-link fence at the back of the
property. He wore a simple blazer, flared open, his arms splayed
out crucifix-like, revealing a large washed out bloodstain over his
heart. Two black and whites were already on the scene with yellow
crime tape cordoning off three-fourths of the lot. I checked my
watch. It was 8:20.

I turned to Carlos. “Got an extra
umbrella?”

“Got two,” he said, hiking his thumb
up over his shoulder. “On the back seat.”

I glanced there and a nod followed.
“Well?”

“Oh, right.” He reached back and
grabbed the two, one a full-sized cane-handled job with a pointed
tip the size of a javelin, the other a smaller pop-up telescoping
type that looked like he could have stowed in the ashtray. He
offered up both, holding the smaller one closest to my reach,
clearly favoring the larger one for himself.

I took the larger one.

“Thank you,” I said, smiling for the
first time all morning. “You ready now?”

Police Sergeant Powell greeted us at
the perimeter of the yellow tape and started us toward the vic. He
had no umbrella, but like the other officers sweeping the site for
evidence, he did have on a standard issue raincoat and a clear
plastic wrap fashioned with a stretch band over his hat. I didn’t
envy him for being there in the rain, but I did envy his rain
gear.

Although I have known
Ronald Powell since graduating the academy with him over forty
years ago, we have never been on a first name basis. He is what
some call a whiff, which is really a twisted acronym for
what’s in it for me. He
thinks whiff is a complimentary term reflecting his ability to
sniff out bad guys. Internal Affairs Division investigated him
three times over the years for questionable conduct, yet all three
times, he emerged unscathed, earning him another dubious nickname,
Teflon Ron. Not addressing him by his first name used to make me
come off a bit snobbish. Now that he thinks I am Tony Marcella
Junior, he does not seem to mind, and in fact expects the
formality.

“Sergeant Powell, good morning,” I
said. “Keeping dry?”

“Hardly.” He snorted like a bull and
swallowed back whatever it was that had come up in his throat. “I
worked the graveyard last night,” he said, “and should be home by
now. I was just heading in when I got the call to assist another
unit on this 10-54.”

“How long have you been
here?”

He peeled back the sleeve of his
raincoat to reveal a bare wrist. “Hell, I forgot my watch. Guess
about an hour. It took the damn coroner almost that long to arrive.
Me and Smithy here,” he gestured toward the young officer standing
over the body with a large umbrella, protecting what evidence he
could from washing away in the rain. “We’ve been standin` out here
like a couple of water-soaked rats, while these guys,” he nodded
toward the waiting ambulance and the two paramedics inside, “sip
hot coffee in their cozy caboose. It ain’t right.”

What ain’t right, I thought, was why
old Teflon Ron had not retired already. Clearly, he no longer
enjoyed his job. I glanced sideways at Carlos and smiled thinly. He
gave me that smirk again, the one I thought I disliked earlier.
Somehow, it seemed like a fresh breath of air to me now.

“Anyone see anything?” I
asked.

He pointed to a doorway niche at a
warehouse some thirty yards away. “Just him, only he didn’t witness
anything. Said he found the body around daybreak and flagged down
the first black and white he saw.”

“Did he touch anything?”

“He told me he didn’t, but he wanted
to know if he gets a reward.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him sure; his reward is I
won’t haul him in for vagrancy.”

“Wow, you’re such a
humanitarian.”

“I know,” he said, and he gave me a
look as though he believed me. I remembered then why it was that
Powell never made detective. The man simply lacks the capacity for
grasping the obvious.

Jack Cruz is New Castle’s coroner, and
a damn good one. He is well into his sixties and still works the
field harder than most men half his age. I thought I might sneak up
on him and catch him by surprise, but he spotted us coming though
his periphery and stood to face us upon our approach.

“Jack,” I said, “look at you, not
enough sense to come in out of the rain.”

“Tony,” he said, and when he smiled, I
almost believed he recognized me for who I was, and not who I
pretend to be. Jack Cruz and I go back nearly as far as Carlos and
me. Moreover, I have always felt a sort of kinship toward Jack that
transcends mere friendship. I once mentioned this to Lilith, who
told me that Jack and I were probably brothers in another life.
Souls reconstitute close to their departure points upon
reincarnation, she told me. This is why we so often sense a feeling
of déjà vu when we meet total strangers. When related souls
reunite, the feeling is strongest and everlasting. Such was the
case with Jack and me. I reached my hand out and Jack shook
it.

“So, how are my two favorite
detectives?” he said. “Carlos, are you eating well?”

Carlos patted his stomach, which, for
a man his age, still looked impressively flat to me. “Are you
kidding?” he said. “Does it look like I miss many
meals?”

I think Jack was about to challenge
that, when I interrupted. “He doesn’t. Trust me, though sometimes I
do wonder where he puts it all.”

Jack let it go at that. He reached out
and tapped my arm, gently. “Tony, how’s your father? Is he still
down in Florida?”

“My father?” Funny how that caught me
off guard. My first thoughts were images of a man I briefly knew
and thought was my dad. They called him Pops, and he had only
recently passed away at a hospice downtown. I think Jack saw the
unexpected hurt on my face, perhaps even misinterpreted my blank
stare as a cause for condolences. Then I realized he meant me, the
old Tony Marcella who retired to Florida. “Yes!” I said, snapping
out of a self-imposed emotional exile. I smiled, as if recalling
happier times. “He’s doing great. I talked to him just last night.
He hasn’t changed a bit. I’ll tell him you said hi.”

“Do that,” said Jack. “Better yet, let
me have his number. I would love to call him and pick his brain.
You know, I’m thinking of retiring soon, maybe to
Florida.”

“Are you? All right.” I nodded and
kept smiling, although that was getting harder to maintain. “I’ll
definitely get that to you.”

“Okay, can we get this thing wrapped
up?” This from Sergeant Powell, whose mood was decaying faster than
our vic’s corpse. “I’m on overtime, if you don’t mind.”

I looked at Powell, wanting so much to
hit him. I guess it’s an inherent condition in young men. I don’t
remember being so impatient and impetuous the last time I was
young. Maybe it’s because I know now what I didn’t know then; that
life is to too short to put up with bullshit from assholes like
Powell. I bit my lip and pressed forward.

“So, Jack, what do we
have?”

He took a deep breath and let it out
with a sigh. Funny how even after all these years, he still feels a
sense of loss for the human condition every time he pronounces
another death. I watched him cast an empathic eye down on the
victim. “Well, we have a white male here, obviously, late forties,
early fifties. He’s got a single gunshot wound to the chest. It
looks like it went through the heart. It’s a large caliber,
probably a .38 or .357. I’ll know for sure after I get him on the
table.”

“What’s that mark below his
eye?”

Jack shook his head. “A nick,
something hit him. Was long before he died, though. It’s got some
scabbing to it.”

I pointed. “Did you see his
wrist?”

“Yeah, it’s all inked up. Looks like a
prison tattoo.”

“It is,” said Carlos. “It’s the Flying
Pegasus gang tattoo out of Walpole. He probably has a couple more,
one on his back and another over his heart.” Instinctively, we all
looked down at the gunshot wound that likely tore right through
Pegasus’ wings. “Once you’re in that club, you’re protected for
life.”

“Sure,” I said, “maybe on the
inside.”

“I guess folks on the outside have no
respect for institutional traditions.”

I said to Jack, “Got a
T.O.D.?”

He crossed his arms at his chest and
gave a little sigh. “It’s hard to pin it down, what with the cold
and rain, but I would say somewhere between one and three o’clock
this morning.”

I saw Carlos check his watch. “That’s
a long time in the rain. Probably not much in the way of evidence
left now.”

I looked to Powell. “Have you picked
up anything?”

“What, like shell casings?”

“Yes.”

He drew a bead on me as if I had stuck
him with my javelin-tipped umbrella. “You’re just like your old
man, Marcella. Do I look like I just stepped off the short bus? Of
course I haven’t picked anything up.” He did that heavy snort again
and swallowed. “Except maybe a cold. Can we hurry this
along?”

I gave my umbrella to Carlos and asked
him to hold it for me while I kneeled down to check our vic’s
pockets. I reached first into his right side pants pocket and
pulled out a few bills and some change. Seeing nothing
extraordinary, I put them back. His left pocket yielded a wad of
lint and a balled up bar napkin. I unfolded the napkin and saw what
looked like a phone number with the initials PTA written above it.
“Take this,” I said, handing it to Carlos. “I want to know whose
number that is.”

“I’ll call it in to Dom,” he said,
slipping it into his overcoat pocket. Dom is Dominic Spinelli.
Carlos handpicked him as my replacement after I retired. He’s
young, eager, bright and in every way the product of a
technologically driven society. In no small way, it’s thanks to
Spinelli that I got my job back as lead detective after I return.
He was able to somehow merge my official entry into the force with
my previous records as a senior detective and have it spit out a
legitimate title for me.

The next pocket I fished through was
on his blazer. There I found a woman’s diamond ring, like an
engagement ring. Carlos whipped out a small plastic evidence bag
and collected it. Someone called out for him to hold it up. I saw a
flash, heard a click and a polite thank you from a police field
photographer standing behind me. He continued snapping pictures
without introducing himself. Powell mumbled something about it
taking long enough for him to get there. Carlos and I let it
slide.

The other pocket on the blazer turned
up nothing, but his wallet yielded plenty. Inside was forty two
dollars in cash, a business card from a local lawyer downtown named
Paul Kemper and a prison ID card. Now our vic had a name: René
Landau.

“Well, Carlos, you were right about
Walpole,” I said. “This guy just got out.”

He nodded at the corpse. “Bet he
didn’t know that getting out was a death sentence.”

I shook my head. “No, I bet he
didn’t.”

The rain had begun to let up, but the
cold that had crept under my skin now worked its way down to my
bones. I handed the wallet to Carlos, who dropped it into a second
evidence bag. I said to Jack, “I’m ready for some coffee. Can I buy
you a cup?”

“Thanks,” he said, waving off the
offer, “but I have to get back and prep Mister Landau. Jeffery, my
assistant, is away on his honeymoon.”

“Is he? How nice for
Jeffery.”

“Yeah, but listen,” he gestured a wave
over the body. “If I find any surprises I’ll let you
know.”

“That’s fine.” I turned to Powell.
“Sergeant, do you know what time the bar opens?”

“Why?” He smiled crudely. “You need a
drink?”

“No, I want to interview the bar
owner.”

“Oh, I don’t know, after one I
guess.”

“All right, then. I trust you’ll let
me know if you find anything interesting.”

He pitched me a look of total apathy.
“Please, Marcella, this isn’t my first homicide.”

“Of course not.” I turned to Carlos.
“You ready?”

“Whenever you are.”

“Jack?” We shook hands. “Always a
pleasure.”

“Same here,” he said, and as we
started away, he called back to me. “Tony!” I glanced over my
shoulder. “Don’t forget, I want your father’s number.”

I waved and smiled at him. “I’ll get
it to you.”

Carlos leaned in under my umbrella and
elbowed me lightly. “How are you going to do that?”

“Forget it,” I said. “Give me the
keys. I’ll drive.”

“Why?”

“I want you to get on your phone and
call Dominic. See what he can dig up on René Landau. If he just got
out of prison, he should have papers. Find out who his P.O. is, or
was. Also, give him that phone number on the bar napkin. See who
owns it.”

“You got it.”

“Oh, and that business
card?”

“The lawyer’s?”

“See what we can find out about him,
too, and tell Dominic to hurry. I don’t want this case growing any
colder than it already is.”

“I’m on it. So, where are you taking
us, the office?”

“No, somewhere dry where I can find a
decent cup of coffee. Now start dialing.”


 


 


TWO

 


I no sooner got back in the car from a
7-11 stop for coffee, than Carlos informed me Spinelli called with
information about our vic, René Landau.

“You were right about the parole
officer,” he said. “Landau got out of prison yesterday and missed
his first appointment with him this morning.”

“He had a good excuse,” I said. “Did
you get the P.O.’s name?”

“Frank Tarkowski. He’s got an office
at the Justice center.”

“Frank? Sure, I know him. So do you.
He’s the guy with the funny toupee. You always see him hanging
around in the courtyard.”

“The smoker guy?”

“Yep, that’s the man.”

“I didn’t know he was a parole
officer. I thought he was maintenance.”

“Maintenance? Carlos, the man carries
a gun.”

“Yeah well, those maintenance people
are tough. Have you ever tried leaving the courtyard without taking
your cafeteria tray?”

“No.”

“Ha! Don’t. That’s all I can say about
that.”

Unfortunately, that was not all Carlos
could say about that. The entire ride out to the Justice Center,
all he did was complain about the Gestapo tactics employed by the
maintenance department to keep the courtyard, cafeteria and
restrooms clean. He even went so far as to accuse them of
installing security cameras in the john to make sure people didn’t
drop paper towels on the floor after using them to open the
restroom doors on their way out.

“Why would someone use paper towels to
open the door?” I foolishly asked.

“Are you kidding?” He seemed to think
I was. “I wouldn’t touch the door handle after washing my hands in
there.”

“Why not?”

“Fecal matter, Tony! That’s why not.
Why can’t they make those doors swing out, anyway?”

“Maybe you should suggest it to
them.”

He looked at me as though I had just
discovered cold fusion in a bottle, and then snapped his fingers.
“Yes! I think I will. That’s a great idea. See, we think alike, you
and me. You know, nobody gets me like you—nobody.”

“As if anyone would want to,” I
said.

He took that as a
compliment.

We had just pulled out onto Jefferson
from the 7-11, when I told Carlos I would get it. He looked at me
as if I was crazy. Two seconds later, my cell phone rang. It was
Lilith. I figured she probably thought of another reason why I was
a selfish, thoughtless, pig-headed, chauvinistic slob and she just
wanted to call to let me know it. I asked Carols to hold my coffee
so that I wouldn’t accidentally pitch it somewhere while I was
driving.

“Hello, Lilith, did you forget
something?”

Her voice came back surprisingly
sweet. “No. I just wanted to call and tell you that Ursula and I
are going out house hunting.”

“House hunting?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, it’s sort of sudden, isn’t
it?”

“Oh, no, I’ve been thinking about it
for a while. I just wanted to let you know that if you come home
for lunch and we’re not here, there are some cold cuts in the
fridge.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, and plenty for Carlos and
Dominic if they’re hungry.”

“Carlos hungry? Do you hear
yourself?”

“Yeah I know, what am I thinking?
Anyway, I’ll see you when I see you.”

“Okay. Thanks for calling.”

I flipped the phone shut, wondering
who the hell I was just talking to. Carlos saw the expression on my
face and snapped his fingers in front of me to make sure I was
watching the road.

“Y`all right?” He asked.

I smiled, as if someone had played the
most awesome practical joke on me. “That was Lilith.”

“Yeah?”

“She and Ursula are going house
hunting.”

“Oh?”

“Weird, isn’t it?”

“Sure is. Does that mean you get to
keep the apartment?”

My smile evaporated. I swear Carlos
can be such a buzz kill sometimes. I took the events of the last
two minutes and stowed them in a corner of my mind so dark and deep
that I might never think of them ever—or at least until Carlos
brought it up again.

Frank Tarkowski saw us in right away.
He seemed genuinely surprised and saddened when I told him about
Landau. I watched him settle into the chair behind his desk with a
blank stare, his mouth opened just enough to see the top row of his
cigarette stained teeth.

“I can’t believe it,” he said. “I just
talked to him.”

Carlos and I took our seats across
from him. “When was that?” I asked.

“Yesterday, not twenty-four hours ago,
as they readied him for release from prison.”

“Did he say anything to you about
being worried or frightened about anything?”

“On the contrary, he was excited. He
was in prison for over seventeen years, you know. That’s an awfully
long time.”

“I’m sure it is. Can you tell us what
sent him there?”

“Armed robbery, resulting in a
death.”

“Whose death?”

“The armored truck driver’s. René and
another man robbed the truck of a small fortune in casino
money.”

“How small?”

“Six million dollars.”

“That’s not small,” said Carlos.
“That’s large.”

Tarkowski agreed “Still, not worth a
man’s life.”

I asked him, “Did Landau kill the
guy?”

“No, René was the get-a-way driver.
His partner pulled the trigger; used a shotgun—nearly blew the
man’s head clean off. What a shame.”

“That is a shame.”

“No, I mean about René. He was going
to get married, you know.”

“Oh? We didn’t know that. Who was the
lucky girl?”

“Her name is Stephanie Stiles. I never
met her, but René talked about her all the time.”

I cast a glance at Carlos and caught
him writing down the woman’s name in his notepad. I said to
Tarkowski, “Guess that explains the diamond ring we found on Landau
this morning.”

“You found the ring? Ooh, that’s not
good.”

“How so?”

“He had already given her that ring.
If he had it on him, then it must mean the wedding was off.
Something must have happened between then and now.”

“I’ll say something happen,” said
Carlos. “The man died.”

I turned to Carlos and gave him the
gathered brow look. It’s not as effective as it was when I was
sixty and my brows were bushier, but he got the message. “Mister
Tarkowski, let me get this straight. As late—”

“Call me Frank,” he said, stopping me
flat.

“Excuse me?”

“Detective, we’re practically
partners. I know you two work in this building. I see you all the
time out in the courtyard, especially you, Detective.” That last
mention for Carlos. “We don’t need to be so formal.”

What could I say? “All right, Frank.
So, you say that as late as yesterday morning the wedding was still
on?”

“As far as I know.”

“Can you think of anyone else Landau
might have had contact with since he got out?”

“His son, maybe.”

“Son?”

“Yes, he is the only living kin René
had left.”

“Does he live around here?”

“I believe so. He made it to the
prison for regular visits, especially toward the end.” He stood and
headed for a file cabinet across the room. “Want me to see if I can
round up his address here?”

I held my hand up. “Thanks, I think we
can get it.”

“Okay then.” He reclaimed his seat.
“Anything else?”

“Yes, just one more thing. Do you know
of any enemies Landau might have had on the outside?”

Tarkowski shook his head, and it was
funny how his toupee didn’t move at all. “Detective, any enemies
René had on the outside were old enemies he had when he went in,
and I suspect there are very few. He was a likeable
guy.”

“Any names come to mind?”

Again, he shook his head. I think I
even heard Carlos force back the urge to laugh this time. “No.
Sorry.”

“Yeah,” I said, “me too. Well, I guess
we have what we need, then. Carlos?” We stood, and I reached my
hand across the desk. “Thank you for your time.”

Tarkowski stood and shook my hand, and
then Carlos’. “You’re welcome, gentlemen, anytime. I mean
it.”

We left Tarkowski’s office on the
first floor and rode the elevator back up to our workstations,
which are virtually side-by-side. Spinelli’s desk is up there, too,
somewhere. You wouldn’t know it, as he’s always hanging around our
stations. But that’s okay, he pulls his weight, and then some.
Lately I’ve been trying not to be so judgmental of him. I have
already admitted to myself that a small part of me (or maybe not so
small) is jealous of his intellect, intuition and ingenuity. He has
everything a good detective needs, except experience, and he’s
picking that up quickly enough. To make matters worse, he can now
add hero to his list of attributes.

Not long ago, Spinelli saved Lilith
and Ursula’s lives. He even took a bullet to the chest for them,
got a medal and everything from the Massachusetts Department of Law
Enforcement. The governor even sent him a letter of
commendation.

So, is it any wonder I’m jealous of
him? I’m not proud of that fact, but I am proud that I can admit
it. If I were still an old man and on the way out, like Carlos,
maybe I could deal with it. There’s no threat of overlooking an old
man for the up and coming superstar, when an old man has not a
chance in hell to begin with. Lilith says I’m paranoid. She says
that’s normal when you go through the witch’s rite of passage. You
regain your youthful strengths but lose some of your wisdom-born
confidence. It’s a trade-off, something along the lines of what
does not kill you makes you stronger. Oh, and have I mentioned how
Carlos wants me to call Spinelli by his first name? It is killing
me. That is all I can say. It is simply killing me.

We found Spinelli, I mean Dominic, at
Carlos’ desk. I must say, the lad had turned up a boatload of
papers, documents and photos of everything we asked for. He sat us
down and started right in with information about our vic, René
Landau. The boy had done his homework.

“His full name is René Laffer La
Fayette Landau,” he said, “first generation French.” There is
something about Spinelli’s presentations. They’re always laid out
so methodically and precise. Like writing a book, he never turns
the page until he has punctuated his last paragraph with the proper
emphasis.

“Landau turned forty-eight
on August 6th,” Spinelli continued. “At the time of his incarceration, he
had a ten-year-old son, Adam, who had since moved from foster home
to foster home until emancipated at age eighteen. He’s now
twenty-seven.”

“What about his mother,” I asked.
“When did she fall out of the picture?”

“Twenty-two years ago. She died of
AIDS.”

“Ooh, tough break.”

“Yes, but Adam did okay. He finished
school and got himself a job as a carpenter’s helper until he
learned the trade well enough to go out on his own.”

“Does he live around here?”

Spinelli gestured out the west window.
“Yeah, just off Lexington by the Stop & Shop. I’ll give you his
address as soon as we finish up here.”

“Nice work. Continue.”

“The crime that earned Landau three
hots and a cot for the last seventeen years was an armored truck
robbery.”

“That we know,” I said. “We talked to
his P.O.”

“Did he tell you that a man was killed
during the robbery?”

“He did. Told us the driver of the
armored truck got his head blown off.”

“That’s right, by Landau’s accomplice,
a fellow named Johnny Allis, nicknamed Johnny Buck, because of his
bucked teeth. He and Landau were best friends from high
school.”

“Yeah, well like I said, Landau’s
parole officer mentioned something about that.”

“Did he mention that René Landau
killed Johnny Buck a few days later?”

“What!”

“All right, that part is speculation,
but in most circles it is a given fact. You see, René Landau and
Johnny Buck were hiding out at a lakefront cabin in the hills when
something very wrong went down between them. No one knows what
really happened, but most believe that the two got into an argument
over something, probably the money, and then Landau killed his old
pal, Johnny. Then, to make it look like an accident, he torched the
cabin with Johnny Buck’s body inside.”

“Incredible,” I said.

“Not yet. Incredible happened when
Landau tried to make his escape from the cabin. He hopped into his
car and drove barely a mile down a narrow dirt road when one of New
Castle’s finest stopped him and arrested him.”

Carlos gave a passive shrug. “That’s
not so incredible.”

Spinelli smiled coyly. “Yeah, well
just what do you think that cop found in his trunk?”

“The money,” I guessed.

“Wrong!”

“No?”

“The money was not in the trunk. It
wasn’t in the back seat, the front seat; it wasn’t
anywhere.”

“What happened to it?”

“That’s a debatable question. Landau
swore the money went up in flames with the cabin.”

“Did it?”

Spinelli splayed his palms up empty.
“Again, debatable. Do you trust the word of a robber?”

“No,” said Carlos.

“Well then, you are in good company,
because neither did the F.B.I., the I.R.S., the U.S. Attorneys’
office, the U.S. Marshalls, Secret Service or the Bureau of Indian
Affairs. All had a hand in investigating the money. One thing is
for sure, though, they found no trace of scorched money alongside
Johnny Buck’s charred remains.”

“So where does this leave us?” I
asked.

Carlos guessed, “The money must still
be up at the cabin somewhere, buried.”

“Sure,” said Spinelli, “that’s the
layman’s consensus, except….”

“Except what?”

“Except that those agencies, along
with every Tom Sawyer wannabe with a pick and shovel, all took
turns digging around up there. Nobody has ever found
it.”

“With no evidence, what exactly did
René Landau get sent away for, murder?”

Spinelli shook his head. “No, he went
up for the robbery. The D.A. produced a surprise witness who
testified she saw Landau driving the getaway car.”

“Who was that?”

“Don’t know. The courts blacked out
the records on that. But her testimony was enough to convict him on
the robbery with accessory to murder for killing the armored car
driver.”

I stood up and clapped for Spinelli.
“Bravo, I love a mystery,” I said. “Nicely done.”

“Thanks,” he said, and smiled
modestly.

“Now then, what do you have on that
phone number from the bar napkin?”

His smile fell away.
“Nothing.”

“What?”

“It’s a number to a local movie
directory; you know where you call in and a recorded voice tells
you what’s playing in what theater?”

“A movie hotline?”

“Yes.”

Carlos said, “Maybe he took in a movie
last night.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Carlos, you have the
name of that woman Tarkowski gave us, Landau’s fiancée?”

He pulled out his notepad and flipped
through a few pages. “Stiles, Stephanie Stiles.”

“Right.” I pointed to Spinelli. “Check
her out. See what her story is, and while you are at it, find out
what you can about anyone else involved in the robbery or the
trial. This guy buck-tooth what’s his name—”

“Johnny Buck,” said Carlos, his finger
pressed to his two front teeth. “Johnny Buck Allis.”

I smiled at that. “Johnny Buck. Yes.
See what we know about him, too. Does he have any relatives around
here that maybe wanted to get back at Landau for killing him? Same
goes for the driver of the armored truck. You never know. He might
have a brother, son or whoever that has just been waiting for this
day to come.”

“Got it,” said Spinelli, penciling my
requests onto a tablet. “Anything else?”

“Yeah, find out what cops were
involved in this, too: the first responders, the investigating
officers and the arresting officer. If some of them are still
around, then maybe we can pick their brains a little.”

“Okay.” Spinelli punctuated the last
order with an exclamation point. “You want the kid’s address
now?”

“The kid?”

“Adam Landau?”

“Landau. Yes, of course.”

He flipped through several pages of
his tablet, tore off a sheet and handed it to me. “He’s home now. I
had a black and white do a drive by twenty minutes ago to check for
his truck. It’s in the driveway.”

“Really?”

He gave us a light-hearted shrug. “The
guy’s a carpenter. I figured there was a good chance he got rained
out today.”

I took the address from him. “Nice
work,” I said, and with a look from Carlos to remind me, I added,
“Dominic.”


 


 


THREE

 


In a stroke of pathetic timing, it
seemed the rain began falling hard again just as we stepped foot
out the door of the Justice Center. Because we had returned to the
office after nine o’clock, the only parking spots left were all the
way in the back of the lot. I knew then if I wanted to stay dry
that it was going to cost me. I handed Carlos the car
keys.

“Go on,” I said. “I’ll wait
here.”

He stitched his brows in a permanent
crease. “I think not. You get the car. I’ll wait here.”

“Carlos, it’s your turn.”

“No, it’s your turn.” He tried pushing
the keys into my hand, but I wouldn’t take them. “You’re the one
who parked way the hell out there. I told you to use the
handicapped spot.”

“And you’re the one who left the
umbrella. I told you to take it just in case.”

“Why didn’t you take your
umbrella?”

“Because it wasn’t raining
then.”

“So why would I take mine?”

I could see we were getting nowhere. I
reached for the keys. “All right, fine, but you’re buying
lunch.”

He snatched the keys back before I
could grab them. “Are you saying you’ll buy lunch if I get the
car?”

I knew that would get him.
“Sure.”

“At the Percolator.”

“All right then.” Oh, I thought, if
only life were just that simple.

On the way out to see Adam Landau, I
asked Carlos what he thought about the case so far. He told me I
might be on to something with the vengeful relative theory. More
than money and second to passion, revenge is a most powerful
motive.

“It makes sense,” he said. “The guy’s
not out of prison twenty-four hours and he gets whacked, yet he
still has his wallet, money, a diamond ring; clearly robbery was
not a motive.”

“So, what do you make of the ring?
That he had it would seem to indicate he met with his fiancée.
Something had to go badly there or I should think he would have
spent the night with her.”

“Suppose they had an
argument?”

“Sure. Why else would he be drinking
in a bar? If I just spent seventeen years in prison without female
companionship, I know where I would want to spend my first night of
freedom.”

He agreed, adding, “We have to
consider the fiancée a suspect.”

“Of course. Listen, when you get a
chance, call Spinelli back and ask him to send you a picture of
Stephanie Stiles. We may need to show it around.”

“Good idea.”

“And find out when Pete’s Place opens.
The barkeep there may have been the last person to see René Landau
alive. Maybe he knows something.”

Carlos nodded, as though taking mental
notes. Naturally, I assumed I would have to remind him again later,
but that is the nice thing about Carlos. He may seem preoccupied at
times when really, he does get it. I don’t know why, after all
these years I still don’t give him the credit he has earned. I
suppose that’s why I may never fully recognize Spinelli’s
credentials either.

The slowing of rain made it easy to
hopscotch the puddles out front of Adam Landau’s house until we
made it to his door. The crosswinds kicking up as we waited for him
to answer, however, told me that navigating back to the car
wouldn’t be as uneventful. I looked back at Carlos and noticed he
had remembered his pocket-sized telescoping umbrella. I already
owed him lunch at the Percolator. I wondered what price I would
have to pay to arrive there dry.

The first thing that struck me about
Adam Landau, as he greeted us at the door, was how much he looked
like his father; the second was how he seemed none too surprised to
see us.

“Adam Landau?” I showed him my badge
and ID, and Carlos showed him his. I’m Detective Marcella, N.C.P.D.
This here is Detective Rodriquez. May we come in?”

He stepped away from the door and
presented a path with a sweep of his hand. “Please,” he said. “Make
yourselves comfortable.”

We followed his invite and Carlos shut
the door behind us. It looked like Adam had been working out before
we arrived. His sleeveless tee shirt and shorts were wet with
perspiration, although the house was almost as cold as outdoors.
His hair was wet; beads of sweat ran off his brows and down his
temples, collecting on a towel draped around the back of his neck.
A similar cloth covered the seat and backrest of a Nautilus workout
machine across the room. I waited for him to pat his face dry
before delivering the news.

“We are here about your father,” I
said.

He seemed bothered by that, perhaps
expecting we were there looking for him. “I’m not surprised,” he
told us. “What did he do, go and get himself in trouble already? I
told him last night not to go—”

“He’s dead.”

The abrupt silence drew my attention
to the start of raindrops tapping on the window outside. We had
barely made it in before the skies opened up again. I looked at
Carlos and noticed him clutching his umbrella just a bit
tighter.

“What?”

I knew Adam heard me, and that his
blinking was merely an involuntary motor function tied to the
psychological defense mechanism of denial. “I’m sorry. We found him
this morning in an alley behind a bar on Jefferson.”

“Dead?”

“Murdered.”

“No….” He turned away, numb to the
cold that was my news and sat upon the sofa. “I don’t understand.”
His voice cracked just above a whisper. “I just saw him
yesterday.”

I moved in closer to hear him better,
hoping he would not have to repeat himself. “When was that,
Adam?”

He shook his head lightly. “I don’t
know, noon, maybe. He had just gotten out of prison.” Adam looked
up at me. His gaze glossed over, but tears had not yet broken.
“This was supposed to be a new beginning for us. Do you know how
long I’ve been waiting for him to get out?”

“I do.” I sat down beside him. Carlos
moved in closer. I suspected so that he could hear better, too.
“Were you and your father close?” I asked.

He laughed. “We were, if you can
believe it. I wrote to him in prison all the time. You know, when I
was a kid, even as I bounced from one foster home to another, I
always felt that one day I’d be with him. And now….”

He trailed off without needing to
finish. I looked up at Carlos and caught him checking his watch. It
seemed rude, but I’m sure Adam didn’t notice. Outside, the rain
began hitting the window in squall-like intervals. I imagined it
would keep us there longer than any of us wanted. There had been no
thunder accompanying the weather system that week; not unusual I
suppose. I have seen it rain sometimes for days without a break in
clouds or a pause for thunder. A steady rain can grow on you
sometimes, its rhythmic pulse both seductive and hypnotic. It’s all
right, even therapeutic, if you fall into a daydream listening to
its charms in peaceful confines, but to wallow in grief while in
its trance can easily push a man over the edge of
depression.

“Adam,” I said. “Do you have someone
you can be with now, a friend maybe, to help you in your
grief?”

“I have Trish.”

“Who is that?”

“Trish Rosado, my girlfriend.” He
leaned back on the sofa, gesturing with a nod toward a framed photo
on the end table. Carlos and I followed his gesture. In the
picture, we saw Adam, his arm around an attractive young woman,
blond hair, curls to her shoulders, a movie star smile and azure
eyes like ocean jewels. “I was going to ask her to marry me,” said
Adam, “now that my dad was out of prison.”

“Oh? Why the wait?”

“He was going to get a ring for me to
give to her. That’s where he was going when he left
here.”

“Where was that?”

He rolled his eyes over to me without
moving his head. “He went to break up with his slut bag fiancée and
get back the ring he gave her.”

“Stephanie Stiles?”

“That’s her,” he said, now giving me
his full attention.

“You don’t like her, I take
it.”

“That would be an
understatement.”

“Why is that?”

“Because, the bitch hops. She’s a
pigeon.”

“A pigeon?”

“What? You don’t know what that
is?”

“Well, it’s just that I….”

“You know, maybe you should leave now.
I want to be alone.”

In that instant, I felt the reins of
the interview slipping from my hands. I think Carlos sensed it,
too. He stepped in and asked Adam, “What’s her bad,
man?”

He looked up at him curiously. “You
wanna know?”

“Yeah, why you all salty on
her?”

“I’ll tell you why. While my dad’s
cribbin` up at Walpole, she’s out cup-cakin` in all that, jockin`
her monkey for drinks and smack and kickin` boots with any L7
lookin` her way.”

“Whale-tailin` that badunk-a-dunk,
eh?”

“Yeah, and her bobo tatas,
shit.”

“She ain’t the lick.”

“Damn straight she ain’t!”

“I’m down with that, man. I feel
it.”

He smiled up at Carlos. “Man, for
Five-O, you ain’t bad. You know that?”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

They laughed at that and finished off
by bumping fists. I admit I had no idea what they were talking
about, except to surmise that Adam thought lowly of Stephanie
Stiles and he probably let his father know his feelings in terms
equally certain. I cleared my throat and asked Adam, “Can you tell
me where Stiles lives?”

He shook his head. “Not exactly. I
know she has an apartment out by the river district. I heard my dad
tell the guy on the phone where he was going when he called for the
taxi. I don’t know how she affords it, though. Probably mackin`
some poor schmuck.”

“I see.” I glanced back at Carlos.
Once again, he was taking notes of the particulars. “So your father
went to see her straight from here?”

“That’s what he said. Now, if he got
in the taxi and changed his mind from there….”

“Did you see him after
that?”

“After he left here? No, he never came
back. For all I know, he made up with the bitch. I couldn’t call
him. He had no phone.”

“I understand. Let me ask you, do you
happen to have Stiles’ phone number?”

That earned me a look similar to what
I get from Carlos when I ask him if he wants to stop to get
something to eat. “Please, why would I have her digits?”

“All right, we’ll drop it, but if you
think that Stephanie’s relationship with your father might have
contributed to what happened to him, I would—”

“I know. You would appreciate it if I
let you know.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t worry, Detective. If I find out
that bitch capped my dad, you will be the first to
know.”

I looked to Carlos and got a high brow
from him that almost made me laugh. He can do that sometimes when
we’re interviewing people, and I will laugh, but he doesn’t always
know when to apply restraint for respondents that are more victim
than suspect. I drew a bead across my lips and aimed to change the
direction of the interview slightly.

“Adam, you say that you and your
father kept close ties while he was in prison?”

“Yeah, we wrote each other all the
time, especially these last few months when it looked like he was
going to get his papers.”

“Did he mention anything about anyone
being out to get him? Was he worried about someone maybe looking
for him when he got out?”

“No.”

“Do you know of any contacts he might
have had with anyone else while he was in jail?”

“I don’t. I’m sorry. Is this about the
money from the armored truck hold up?”

“You know about that?”

“Of course. I may have only been a kid
when he robbed that truck, but I wasn’t stupid.”

“So, what do you think happened to the
money?”

He leaned back again and laced his
fingers over his stomach. “There is no money, Detective. It burned
up in the fire.”

“Along with Johnny Buck?”

“Yeah.” He unstitched his fingers and
went back to folded arms. “Along with Johnny Buck.”

“Is that what your father told
you?”

“Yes. He thought it was funny how
everyone went looking for the money. All these years and nobody
found it. You would think they might have figured it
out.”

“So, you believe it’s
gone.”

He looked at me, and this time turning
his head to assure eye contact. “Yes, Detective, if my dad said
it’s gone. It’s gone.”

“Do you still have any of his
letters?”

He blinked a few times before
answering, which made me think he was considering denying if he had
them. Then he turned and looked toward the Nautilus workout
machine, and the desk beside it. “Over there,” he said. “Help
yourself.”

I got up and crossed the room,
stopping at the old secretary-desk littered with bills, papers and
letters of all sorts. The correspondences from René Landau were
easy to single out. Those were the ones on prison stationary neatly
refolded and tucked back into their original envelopes. I removed
one letter from the top envelope; the one dated latest, and read
it. There seemed nothing curious in its contents, and indeed, it
seemed to convey an expatiation of a joyful reunion. I was still
reading when I heard Adam clear his throat.

“Find anything of interest,
Detective?”

I folded the letter and stuffed it
back into its envelope. “No,” I said, “except that I see your
father and I had something in common.”

He smiled curiously. “Oh?”

“Yes, we’re both just a bit
dyslexic. I see he wrote; till next
time, only he spelled time,
tmie.”

He laughed. “I do that, too. It’s
about the only thing he ever gave me, that and his French nose. He
had the same problem with numbers. Half his letters never made it
to my door without first getting rerouted through someone else’s
mailbox.”

“I see in this letter that he also
mentions the cabin.”

“Yeah, he wanted to go fishing up
there as soon as he got out. It’s something we used to do all the
time when I was a kid.”

“He knows of a sweet hole, does
he?”

“What?”

“He makes reference to a fishing spot
with GPS coordinates.”

“Oh, that.” He seemed to pass it off
with a shrug. “The lake’s fed by hot springs. It’s got lots of hot
spots where the fish gather. He was always mapping them out for
future visits.”

“Adam,” I held the letter up for his
inspection. “Would you mind if I borrowed this? I’m hoping there
might be something in here that may lend a clue into your father’s
death.”

He dismissed it with a wave. “Sure, if
you think it’ll help.”

“Thank you.” I pitched an ear toward
the window and listened for the rain. It had let up significantly,
though I didn’t expect that to last long. “I suppose we should be
getting on now.” I glanced at Carlos. He couldn’t have looked more
relieved. Adam got up and met me halfway across the
room.

“Detective?” he offered his handshake.
I took it. “If you find out anything about my father’s killer,
you’ll—”

“I will let you know. I promise. In
the meantime,” I gave him my card, “call if you need us or want to
talk.”

“I will.”

“Oh, and one more thing. I have to ask
you this. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Right here, Detective.”

“Excuse me?”

“That is what you were going to ask
me, isn’t it? You want to know where I was last night.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I was here the entire
night.”

“You can substantiate
that?”

“You can ask my girlfriend. We were
together.”

“That’s Trish.”

“Yes.”

“Where’s Trish now?”

“Working.”

“Where?” I saw Carlos reach for his
notepad.

“Down at the Percolator. She’s a
waitress there.”

“I see.” Carlos slipped his notepad
back into his pocket. “Just for the record, do you own a
gun?”

That seemed to catch him by surprise.
“I hate guns, Detective, even more so now.”

“Then you don’t own one.”

“No.”

“All right then, I guess that’s
it.”

Adam Landau walked us to the door and
saw us out. As I suspected, the rain came in on a swell of cold air
pushing in from the Atlantic, soaking us to the bone on our run to
the car. I asked Carlos why it is that murderers cannot wait until
calmer weather to commit their crimes. He reasoned that crimes
usually take only an instant to commit, whereas solving one takes
the passage of time in which no weather can wait. I swear,
sometimes he is a philosophical whale in an ocean of
minnows.

“What do you think of Adam?” I
asked.

Carlos gave me a lazy shrug. “He seems
all right. What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“What? You don’t think he’s
mournful enough. It’s not like he was that close to his father.”

“No, that’s not it.”

“What then?”

“It’s probably nothing, but did you
notice when we first got to the house, he asked if his father had
gotten into trouble already?”

“I remember.”

“And then he said, ‘I told him last
night not to….’, but I interrupted him, telling him his father was
dead.”

Carlos started the car and backed it
out of the drive. “I don’t get it. What’s so suspicious about
that?”

“Nothing, by itself. It is just that
later when I asked him when he last saw his father, he said noon
yesterday. Then he said after his dad called the taxi and left for
Stephanie’s, he never came back and they never spoke again.
Therefore, he couldn’t have told him anything last
night.”

“So, he said last night when he meant
yesterday.” Carlos dropped the car into gear and headed east.
“What’s the difference?”

“Okay, how `bout just before we left?
In talking about Stephanie Stiles, he said that if he found out she
capped his dad, he’d let us know.”

“You don’t think he would?”

“Oh, I’m sure he would. What I want to
know is how he knew someone capped his dad. I didn’t say he was
shot.”

“I think capped can be used
generically when talking about someone getting
murdered.”

“Really?”

“Tony, come on, the kid just found out
someone killed his father. Cut him some slack. You really do get
too analytical sometimes, you know that?”

“Yeah,” I said, and I thought he was
right. Sometimes I do get too analytical over things. I know it can
bog down an investigation if you let it, but it can also place the
proverbial nail in the coffin if it’s sharp enough. The trick is
learning how to chew it up and spit it out without losing the
taste. “You’re probably right,” I told him. “That’s why I keep you
around, to keep me grounded.”

“And to remind you when it’s time to
eat.”

I looked at my watch. “It’s barely
eleven-thirty.”

“I know,” he said, as if that were
late. “Aren’t you glad I reminded you?”

“All right, fine.” I gestured a
forward course with the flip of my wrist. “I see you are already
heading to the Percolator anyway. Maybe we can interview Trish
Rosado while we’re there.”

“Hey….” He turned his head to me.
“That’s good thinking. Then you could write lunch off as a business
expense.”

“No, Carlos, it doesn’t work that
way.”

“Why not? You’ll be paying for two
lunches. Who would know?”

“Are you kidding?” I didn’t think he
was, but I thought I’d give him the benefit of the doubt. “You know
what? I am going to pretend I did not hear that. I hope that’s not
what you’re teaching Spinelli.”

I watched his lips draw together
tightly to the point where lines gathered on his chin. He kept his
focus straight ahead, but from the way they narrowed, I could tell
he wanted desperately to say something about it. He waited until I
turned my head again before mumbling just loud enough for me to
hear. “Was only tryin` to help.”

I couldn’t help smiling. I know he saw
me through the corner of his eye, and I think it pissed him off.
Not that pissing off Carlos is such a bad thing. It has its
rewards. For one, Carlos gets extremely quiet when he’s pissed.
That leaves me with peace of mind to digest newly acquired
information. In this case, information that just did not sit right
with me. Something Adam said about Stephanie Stiles. He made no
bones about his feelings for her, calling her a slut bag. Clearly,
he knew something about her that René Landau did not know on the
morning of his release. At the risk of forfeiting what little quiet
time I had for the duration of the ride to the Percolator, I turned
and asked Carlos about her.

“Stiles?” he said, seemingly snapping
out of a distant train of thought. Although with Carlos, he may
have only been debating over what to eat for lunch: meatball sub or
chicken parmesan over linguini.

“Stephanie Stiles,” I repeated. “Did
you call Spinelli like I asked you to and request he send you her
picture?”

“Oh, yeah, I sent him a text form
Landau’s place while you were questioning him.”

“And?”

“He sent this.” Carlos pulled his
phone from his top pocket, thumbed the screen a few times and then
handed it to me. “It’s a picture from her driver’s license. Quite
the chassis, eh?”

“Chassis?”

“Sure, look at her.”

“Carlos, how do you know these
things?”

“What things?”

“This lingo crap, like back there at
Landau’s. I thought I lost that interview and you stepped in with
your whale-tail badunk-a-dunk whatever and saved it.”

“Yeah? You think I saved the
interview?”

“You know it. What is a badunk-a-dunk,
anyway?”

“Oh, that’s a….you know, a fine
booty.”

“You mean like Lilith’s?”

He laughed. “No. hers is a
badink-a-dink, more petite.”

“You’re making that up.”

“Seriously! I wouldn’t punk you.
You’re my peeps.”

“Your peeps?” I shook my head. “Never
mind. Drive.”


 


 


FOUR

 


Carlos and I have been going to the
Percolator since long before we were detectives. It is the
quintessential diner for cops, offering free coffee and two-for-one
donuts for anyone in law enforcement. Besides that, they have one
hell of a lunch menu. Carlos knows it by heart; the weekly
specials, the killer combos, the mix and match seafood ferry and
the never advertised but always available potluck power plate,
which is actually a ridiculously large plate of random leftovers
from the Saturday afternoon buffet. Frankly, I think they made it
up just for Carlos, as I mentioned, they never advertise
it.

A small bell over the door chimes
softly when you enter the place. It’s a subtle precursor to the
harsh, sometimes dirty sounds that bleed in off the street for the
few moments the door is open. Over the years, I have learned to use
that bell as a trigger to shut out those sounds and embrace the
cacophony of a working diner, its dishes clanging, glasses and
silverware pinging and the murmur of blurred conversations peppered
with laughter, chirping from booth-to-booth like so many crickets
in a field. Combine that with the smell of bacon, coffee and a hint
of Pine Sol disinfectant, and you have the makings of heaven on
earth, especially on a cold, rainy day.

Mary Higgins, perhaps the oldest still
working the diner from those early days, met Carlos and me at the
door and offered to seat us. I asked her if we could sit in Trish’s
section, and she looked at me strangely.

“Trish?” She gave Carlos a similar
look. “We don’t have a Trish working here.”

“You don’t?”

She shook her head, and I watched her
scan the floor briskly as if dredging up all the girls that she had
ever worked with through the years. When she looked up at us again,
I concluded that nary one could she recalled. “No,” she said
flatly.

I gave Carlos a bump to the arm. “Adam
lied to us. I don’t believe it.” I said to Mary, “He told us his
girlfriend worked here.”

“Wait,” she said. “Adam
Landau?”

“Yes.”

A smile came to her slowly. “Oh,” and
she laughed lightly. “You’re talking about Pat.”

“Who?”

“Patricia.” I must admit, I
still didn’t get it. She slowed it down for me.
“Pa-trich-a?”

“Oh, Patricia, of course.”

“Yes, around here she goes by
Pat.”

“I see.” I turned to Carlos. “I should
have mentioned her last name.”

He pulled back a cocky grin. “It’s all
in the details.”

To Mary I said, “Is Pat working
today?”

She pointed toward the back of the
diner. “Pat’s got section four today. Come on, I’ll seat
you.”

We followed her to a booth in the back
of section four. I slid into the seat facing the front door,
sticking Carlos in the one with a rip in the upholstery. I scarcely
had the menu open when he said, “I know who she is now.”

I peered up over the top of the
sandwich page. “What?”

“Trish, or Pat, or whatever she calls
herself. I remember her now. She’s the cute blond from
Ipswich.”

“The one with the dimples,” I
said.

“Yeah, that’s her. You said she
reminded you of Shirley Temple.”

“Sure, I remember. She’s a nice
kid.”

“I think so. She—oops, forget it. Here
she comes.”

Trish Rosado came to our table without
the usual dimpled smile by which Carlos and I remembered her. She
seemed not exactly nervous, but definitely tentative. I suspected
that Adam had called her shortly after we left his house and told
her we were coming. “Gentlemen?” She forced that smile I mentioned
earlier. I noticed the nametag on her uniform said Pat, as Mary
Higgins had pointed out. “How are we this morning?”

I checked my watch. It was still
morning, barely. “We’re good, and you?”

“Fine.” She turned to Carlos.
“Detective, have you had time to look at the menu?”

“Don’t need to,” he said. “I’ll have
the special and a large iced tea, no ice.”

“Okay, and you, Detective?”

“Toast and coffee, please.”

“Is that it?”

“Yes. That’s all.”

She scribbled the order down on her
pad. “All right, I’ll get your orders in immediately.”

She started away, and I called her
back. “Excuse me.” She returned, and I almost thought I saw a
surprised look on her face, but I knew better. “Do you have a
moment?”

She tucked her pad and pencil into her
apron. “Sure.”

“Can I ask you a few
questions?”

That forced smile returned. “Of
course.”

“We were just up to see your
boyfriend, Adam.”

“Ah-huh.”

“You know about his
father?”

I watched her lips thin to pale white
lines. “Yes, I heard,” she said. “Adam called me. He said someone
killed his dad?”

“That’s right. Someone shot him
outside a bar down on Jefferson last night.”

She shook her head. “That’s awful. I
know that has Adam very upset. He sounded on the verge of tears
over the phone.”

“I’m not surprised, but I am surprised
you are not leaving work to be with him.”

“I will later.” She hiked her thumb up
over her shoulder toward the kitchen. “We’re short-staffed right
now. Two girls called out sick and we’re coming into the lunch
rush. I can’t leave just yet.”

“I understand. I will make this quick.
Let me ask you, have you ever met Adam’s father?”

“Yes…I mean, no.”

I looked across the table at Carlos.
He seemed as curious about that answer as I was. “Which is
it?”

“No,” she said, more convincingly this
time. “I never met him.”



“Has Adam ever said anything to you
about his father getting out of prison and maybe coming into a lot
of money?”

That made her laugh. “Are you talking
about the money from the robbery?”

“Why, did you hear something like
that?”

“No.” She shook her head faintly. “All
Adam wanted to do was reunite with his father, maybe do some
fishing up at the lake and make up for a whole lot of lost
time.”

“So, he never mentioned the
money?”

“Oh sure, he mentioned the money, but
only to the extent of what a shame it was that it all got burnt up
in the fire. He was just a kid at the time, you know. If the money
was out there somewhere, I’m sure someone would have found it by
now.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re
right.”

“Well, if you’ll excuse me, we’re
getting busy.”

I let her take only a step or two away
before calling her back once more, only now that she had cleared
the air; her attitude seemed less tolerant of my distractions. She
returned to the booth, striking the same pose that Lilith assumes
when she’s fed up with my bullshit. “Yes, Detective?” Even sounded
like Lilith.

I smiled up at her. “Sorry, I forgot
to ask; can you tell me where Adam was between, say, one and three
this morning?”

She hesitated only slightly, perhaps
wondering if we already knew the answer. “Adam was home last night
with me.”

“All night?”

“Yes.” She shied away some, her face
turning a bashful shade of pink. “I sleep over sometimes,” she
said, her ridged stance softening by degrees. “I think he’s going
to ask me to marry him.”

“Really? Congratulations, I hope.” She
smiled again, and nothing about it this time seemed forced to me at
all. “Thanks for your time.”

She turned and walked away. I watched
her until she had turned the corner by the cash register and
disappeared into the kitchen. When I looked at Carlos, I realized
he had been watching me watching her. He smiled teasingly. “You old
dog, you.”

My face grew flush. “What?”

“You know what. You were watching her
ass.”

I pulled back in mock disgust at his
accusation. “I most certainly was not.”

“Yes you were. I watched
you.”

“I was thinking.”

“`Bout what, how to get into her…” he
did the cutesy finger quotation marks in the air, “good
graces?”

“No, I don’t want to get into her good
graces.”

“You don’t?”

“No!”

He leaned in across the table some.
“Ahem, you do know that by good graces, I mean her
pants.”

“Yes, Carlos. I know that.”

“Oh.” He looked back over his
shoulder, I assumed to make sure Trish was not standing there.
“Because I wouldn’t mind getting into her—”

“Drop it, Carlos. She’s a subject in
an ongoing investigation.”

“What, you think she’s lying to
you?”

“No, I happen to believe she is
telling the truth, but this is an ongoing investigation and she may
still have information pertinent to the case.”

“Do you think when Adam called, he
told her to provide him with an alibi?”

“No,” I said, giving it more thought
than it probably deserved. “I suppose if he needed her as his alibi
he’d have talked to her about it before now.”

“But?”

“But what?”

“I don’t know. I thought I heard a but
coming.”

“Did you, now?”

“Yes.”

I smiled at that. Carlos really knows
me better than anyone else does. I only wish that Lilith knew me
half as well. “It’s the money,” I said. “I can’t shake the feeling
that it is still out there somewhere and that Adam knows it. I
think he and his father were planning to dig it up
together.”

“If that’s the case then maybe
somebody else thought the same thing; only something went wrong
last night and so that someone killed Landau.”

“Yes, but what someone?”

“I don’t know, a silent partner maybe,
an accomplice that had been waiting for him to get out of prison
all these years.”

I was about to challenge that notion
on the grounds that Landau would have been worth more alive than
dead to anyone like that, when Carlos got the call from Spinelli
that we were waiting for.

“You got it?” he said, after listening
to Spinelli’s opening sentence. “Great.” I could tell from his end
of the conversation they were talking about Stephanie Stiles.
Carlos pulled out his notepad and started writing. “What is it
again? Ah-huh, yes, okay. Thanks.”

I waved to get his attention. “Ask him
about the lawyer.”

He held his finger up to stop me.
“Okay, good. Got anything on the lawyer?” A short pause followed.
“Yeah? Oh?” Another pause. “Really? I’ll tell him.”

He hung up, and without looking at me,
scratched something down on his notepad. “Well?” I said.

“This is interesting.” He punctuated
the last of his notes with a dart-like jab to the paper. “Paul
Kemper was Landau’s attorney at his trial.”

“What’s so interesting about
that?”

“Nothing, except that the court
considered Landau a non-violent offender, since he only drove the
get-a-way car and was unarmed when apprehended. The eyewitness that
put him at the scene of the crime also identified Johnny Buck Allis
as the man who pulled the trigger on the armored truck driver,
although she said that the driver shot first.”

“That may be, however it is still
murder when committed in the act of a felony.”

“I know that. My point is this; even
though the court did not consider Landau a violent criminal, it
sentenced him to twenty years in Walpole, a level six super max
facility typically reserved for the hardest of hardcore prisoners
like Richard Reid, the so called Shoe-Bomber.”

“And Albert DeSalvo.”

“Yeah, the Boston
Strangler.”

“But just as strange, is why didn’t
Kemper, a highly regarded up and coming hot-shot lawyer, object to
the Walpole sentencing? He should’ve pushed for incarceration at a
level four facility like Bay State Correctional.”

“Or a level three like South
Middlesex.”

“I think it’s something we should ask
him. Did Spinelli get you Stephanie Stiles’ address?”

“He did, but don’t you want to hear
the other interesting tidbit he had for us?”

“There’s more?”

Carlos held his notepad close to his
chest as if guarding a killer poker hand. He stole a glimpse at it
and then came up smiling. “Guess who the arresting officer was that
caught Landau leaving the burning cabin that day.”

I shook my head. “I give
up.”

“Ronald Powell.”

“Sergeant Powell?”

“Yeah, only he wasn’t a sergeant back
then.”

“We just saw him this
morning.”

“I know.”

“Do you think he knew who Landau
was?”

“I don’t see how he couldn’t. He was
right there when you found his prison ID card.”

“He didn’t say anything.”

“Well,” Carlos slipped his notepad
back into his jacket pocket, “I told you it was an interesting
tidbit.”

“Yes you did. I am beginning to think
there are many interesting tidbits to this case. I only hope they
begin adding up soon.”

“Coffee?” Trish came back to the table
with my coffee and toast and a large tea for Carlos, no ice. “Yours
will be up in a minute,” she said to Carlos.

I thought she’d turn and skedaddle as
quickly as possible, but she didn’t. When it became obvious that
she wanted to say something, only she didn’t know where to start, I
asked her, “Is there something else?”

She kept her head down, her chin
nearly to her chest. I could see there was something. She took a
shallow breath and said, “Detective, I….”

“Yes?”

“I want to tell you that I lied to you
earlier.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. I told you earlier that I never
met Adam’s father. The truth is I did. I met him yesterday when he
came to the house to see Adam.”

I looked at Carlos. His brows were
fish-hooked, and I imagined if I looked into a mirror, I would have
seen a similar expression on my face. I made it a point to scowl in
an attempt to display my disapproval, and maybe convey a sense that
I knew she was lying all along. “All right then,” I said, “why
don’t you tell me about that?”

I watched her eyes carry off on an
invisible thread to the corner of the room before snapping back to
mine. “He was already agitated about something,” she said of
Landau. “I walked in on him and Adam while Mister Landau was on the
phone. He was yelling at the man, calling him a swine and a
crook.”

“Do you know who he was talking
to?”

Trish shook her head. “No, but I heard
him say to whoever it was, ‘I’ll see you at the bar tonight’, and
then he slammed the phone down.”

“I’ll see you at the bar
tonight?”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t know who it was, a man
or a woman?”

“No.”

“Does Adam know?”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I asked him. After Mister Landau
left, I asked Adam who that was on the phone, and he said he didn’t
know. He told me that his father came in, said hello, they hugged
and then he went right over to the phone and made the
call.”

“So, Mister Landau placed the
call?”

“Yes.”

“Trish, why didn’t you tell us this
earlier?”

“I wanted to,” she said, “but when
Adam called here, he told me not to mention that. He said we didn’t
need to get mixed up in it, and that whoever killed his father
might want to come back and hurt him or me.”

“I see, but you know it is against the
law to obstruct or mislead an active criminal investigation. You
and Adam can find yourselves in serious trouble for holding back
information.”

“I know. That’s why I am telling you
this now. All I ask is that you don’t tell Adam I spoke to you
about it. I don’t want him to be upset with me.”

I took her hand and gave it a gentle
squeeze. “Don’t worry. We won’t tell. Just make sure you keep us
informed if anything new develops, or if anyone suspicious tries to
contact Adam. Okay?”

“I will, Detective. Thank
you.”

She walked away, and this time I made
it a point not to watch her, so that Carlos could not accuse me of
lusting after women one-third my age, even though I am her age now.
It is not so much that I dread dealing with Carlos and his
adolescent teasing; I don’t. It’s Lilith, should she ever catch
wind of it. The everyday girlfriend may show mercy for such trivial
infractions, but never the witch. The witch will make your life a
living hell just for looking. Sometimes I think she knows when such
fears have me thinking of her, as was the case then when she called
me on the phone, even before I took my first sip of coffee. I shook
a stern finger at Carlos and warned him, “Don’t you say a
word.”

“About what?”

Only then did I realize that my phone
did not yet ring. When it did, I pulled it out of my pocket,
flipped it open and said, “Yes, Lilith.”

“Tony, you will never guess what.
Ursula and I were just….” She paused.

“Just what?” I said.

“Are you with a woman?”

“I’m with Carlos. Does that
count?”

“Hmm, listen. Ursula and I were just
looking at a house across town.”

“Oh?” I covered the mouthpiece and
whispered to Carlos that the girls found a house. “That’s nice,
Lilith, but I really can’t talk about buying a house right now.
We’re in the middle of an investigation and—”

“It’s haunted.”

“Come again.”

“It’s haunted, really. As soon as we
walked in, we got this cold chill and a vibe like there was
something paranormal afoot.”

“A paranormal foot?”

“No, Tony, something afoot—in the
house, there is something paranormal taking place. You should see
it. The minute you walk into a room, the mirrors and windows fog
up, the temperature drops. The floor shakes. We didn’t even see any
rodent or bug droppings lying around, and the house has been empty
for years.”

“So, you’re saying it’s
clean?”

“I am saying we think there is a
restless spirit living there and we want to investigate further.
Ursula and I are going back later. We want to do a
séance.”

“Is the realtor going to mind you
conducting a séance in the house?”

She laughed at that. “Tony, trust me.
The realtor won’t mind. She’s too afraid to go inside again, but
that’s all right. The locks don’t work. Honestly, you have to see
this place. It’s a riot. There’s this one room where you turn the
light on and it shuts itself off, but if you turn it on and off
real quick, it will turn itself on again. It’s a hoot, I swear,
whoever this ghost is, he’s not that bright.”

“That’s great, Lilith.” At this point
in the conversation, I had turned the phone on speaker so that
Carlos could hear, too. “Just remember we don’t buy anything until
a home inspector checks it out.”

“Inspector? You kidding? This place
doesn’t need an inspector. It needs a ghost buster.”

“Lilith, please don’t make any
irrational decisions without me. You promise?”

“What does that mean? You want to help
me make irrational decisions?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Tony, it’s just a séance. Chill.
Here, say hello to Ursula.”

“No, Lilith, I don’t want to
say—”

“Greetings, Master Tony!”

“Hello, Ursula. Listen, don’t let
Lilith get you—”

“Oh, Lilith speaks of going now. I
must say fare thee well.”

“Goodbye, Ursula.”

I flipped the phone shut. “You see
this? See what I have to put up with every day?”

Carlos only smiled and sipped his tea.
I know he must think I am a total bore. He has let me know
countless times how lucky I am to have Lilith, and even more so to
have a second chance at life. But it has taken me considerable time
to adjust to my new life, which seems funny, as I have walked in
these shoes once already. I guess the thing is, the first time I
took that walk, everything seemed so new and wonderful. Now
everything still seems new and wonderful, only in an old déjà vu
sort of way. I guess I’m afraid of stepping on life’s little land
mines a second time around—one being Lilith, a powder keg with a
short fuse. If flirting with fire is living on the edge, then I am
on the rim of the volcano, sliding down its throat.


 


 


FIVE

 


The clouds were beginning to break when
we arrived at Stephanie Stiles’ apartment. A good sign, I thought,
anticipating a break in the case as well. Her simple one bedroom
flat on the third floor of a low-rise condominium overlooked the
river along Edgewater Boulevard. She didn’t seem too surprised to
see us, although if she knew we were coming, I would have thought
she would have put on a robe. She answered the door in a sheer
nightgown, unbuttoned to her navel and cropped just above the
knees. Her hair looked like a rat’s nest, her makeup smudged as
though she had slept without trying to remove any of it first. She
probably had. Earlier, Carlos had shown me her photo and said she
looked chassis. I wondered if he still thought so now.

Stiles invited us in, lit up a smoke
and offered us a seat on the sofa. On her walk to another chair
across the room, she passed in front of a glass slider leading to
the back balcony. Only then, with the sun silhouetting her figure,
could I say without reservations that her gown was indeed
see-through. I looked at Carlos and caught him in a flinch, as
though he had just suffered a carpet shock. In a way, I suppose he
had.

“Ms. Stiles,” I said, “we are sorry to
barge in on you like this without calling, but we have come to ask
you a few questions, if we may.”

“About René, I suppose.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

She took a long, slow drag on her
cigarette and let it out her nose, allowing a plume of blue-white
smoke to wrap her face in a ghostly shroud. Then she pitched her
head back toward the ceiling and watched the cloud evaporate around
her. “Detective, as far as I’m concerned, René is dead to
me.”

That caught my attention, and Carlos’,
too. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I don’t care if I ever
see him again. You can tell him that next time you see
him.”

“Won’t do any good,” said
Carlos.

“What?”

I reached over and slapped his knee.
“Ms. Stiles, when was the last time you saw René
Landau?”

She stole another drag of her
cigarette. “Yesterday,” she said. “He came here in a taxi, all bent
out of shape, yelling and screaming.”

“About what?”

She hesitated, took an abbreviated
drag and then blew it out sharply. “He accused me of seeing other
men while he was in prison.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I denied it, of course.”

I gave Carlos a subtle look to gauge
his expression. Surprisingly, his poker face kept me guessing. I
said to Stiles, “What happened then?”

She pointed with her cigarette into
the bedroom. “That’s when René found the watch on the night
stand.”

“Watch?”

“A man’s watch.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Yes, and apparently, so did he. He
threw the watch at me, cut me here.” She held her arm up in a
defensive posture and showed me a mark on the back of her wrist.
“Then he told me the wedding was off and that he wanted his ring
back.”

“So, you gave it to him.”

“I did. Threw that damn watch at him,
too. Hit him just below the eye with it. Sorry he didn’t lose
it.”

“The watch?”

“The eye! It bounced off his face and
landed in the toilet. Probably a good thing, or the son-of-a-bitch
would have stolen it from me.”

I looked at Carlos again. He still
wore his poker face, but I knew what he was thinking. I turned
again to Ms. Stiles. “Where’s the watch now?”

“My boyfriend has it. I fished it out
of the toilet and gave it back to him this morning.”

“What time was that?”

“I don’t know, ten o’clock? What time
is it now?”

I checked my watch. “It’s almost
one.”

“Then yes, ten o’clock.”

“I see. Ma'am, I understand you met
René Landau while he was in prison. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“How did that come about?”

“We met through his
attorney.”

“Paul Kemper?”

“That’s right.”

“How do you know Mister
Kemper?”

“I don’t know, met him in a bar, I
guess.”

“You guess?”

I hadn’t noticed when, but at some
point along the interview, the curtain of smoke around her had
stopped lifting, but for what it was worth, she seemed more at ease
in its embrace. “Yes, it was in a bar,” she said, “a little
hole-in-the-wall on Jefferson. He bought me a few drinks, we had a
few laughs, and then he said he thought I should meet a friend of
his, who just landed a guest room at MCI up at Cedar
Junction.”

“You knew he meant Walpole,” I
said.

She expelled a cloud like Mount St.
Helen. “Yeah.”

“Did you get the impression that
Mister Kemper and Mister Landau were good friends?”

“No.”

“Did Mister Kemper tell you why René
Landau was in prison?”

“He did.” She waved her hand to
dismiss the reason and a large cigarette ash fell to the floor.
“But I thought René was cute, and I figured if I made him my
boyfriend, he couldn’t cheat on me so long as he was in
prison.”

“With another woman,” said Carlos. I
knew what he meant.

“Of course,” she said, perhaps not
catching his drift. “Men are such flirts. I liked the idea of
having a man on a short leash. It was my idea to get married while
he was still in prison.”

“But you didn’t marry.”

“No.” She crushed her smoke out in the
ashtray and settled in to her chair, crossing her legs and letting
her gown ride up her thigh until nothing remained for the
imagination. “He didn’t want to marry me until he got out. I don’t
think he trusted me.”

“Did he ever say anything to you about
the money from the armored car robbery?”

“Money?”

“From the robbery.”

She seemed to dwell on that curiously
long before answering. “No.” She shook her head. “He never
mentioned anything about money.”

“Did you know about the
money?”

“I don’t know, maybe Kemper mentioned
it.”

“What did he say about it?”

She shrugged uneasily, and I got the
sense she wished she had not said anything. “I don’t remember.” She
uncrossed her legs and edged forward in her seat, eyeing her smokes
on the coffee table. Carlos met her halfway and knocked the pack to
within her reach, saving her from having to stand and lean over the
table to get them. “That was seventeen years ago, Detective,” she
said, easing back in her chair. “Who remembers details like that
from so long ago?”

“Indeed,” I said, “Who?” I waited
until she lit her cigarette. “Ms. Stiles, I am afraid I have
something to tell you that I probably should have told you sooner.
It’s about René.”

“Oh?”

“I am sorry to have to tell you this,
but René is dead; someone murdered him last night.”

This is the part where I expected one
of two things: both textbook reactions from a potential suspect in
a murder when she learns of the victim’s demise. Either she breaks
down to some degree in mock disbelief, perhaps crying, perhaps not,
but usually after staring into an imaginary black hole at a
distance just beyond reach; or the same occurs out of genuine
disbelief. The latter assuming she is entirely innocent. However,
that wasn’t the case with Stephanie Stiles. Her reaction puzzled
me, and Carlos, too, if I read him correctly. Instead of the
visible signs of a woman brokenhearted by the loss of her fiancée,
Stiles appeared perplexed, as if contemplating alternate routes for
a journey she had already taken.

“Excuse me, Ms. Stiles?” I said, after
realizing she had no comment about it. “Did you hear
me?”

“Yes, of course,” she said. “René is
dead.”

“Are you not shocked by that
news?”

“Shocked? Hardly, Detective.” She drew
on her cigarette and blew smoke directly at me, her eyes and mine
locking in a sort of showdown to see who might blink
first.

“Do you have any knowledge as to who’d
want your fiancée dead?”

“Are you asking me if I killed
him?”

“No, I wasn’t, but since you
ask?”

She blinked. “My, you don’t beat
around the bush.”

I heard Carlos laugh at that, but he
managed to turn it into a convincing cough, complete with
aggressive hand fanning of the smoke enveloping us like a fog. I
noticed then that Ms. Stiles had opened her legs just enough that
Carlos, if not careful, might have caught an accidental glimpse of
something he did not want to see.

“You haven’t answered my
question.”

“No,” she said. “I did not kill René.
If I had, I would have kept his ring. It is the least he could give
me after all the years I waited for him.”

“Do you know anyone else that might
have held a grudge against him?”

“Not really, unless you consider that
Indian chief down at the casino. He was mighty pissed at
René.”

“The Wampanoag Indian
Casino?”

“Yes, it was the casino’s money he
stole. René told me several times over the years that someone from
the reservation tried to kill him in prison.”

“Is that right?”

“Check it out for
yourself.”

“I’ll do that.”

She hit her cigarette one last time
and crushed it out in the ashtray. “Is that all,
Detective?”

“Almost. I have just one more
question. Can you tell me where you were between one and three this
morning?

“Is that when he died?”

“Yes.”

“I was here with a gentleman
friend.”

“Can you give me his name?”

She shook her head. “I prefer
not.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s married. I don’t think
he’d appreciate his name coming out in association with a homicide
investigation.”

“I can subpoena you.”

“Then do it.” She smiled
coldly.

I looked to Carlos. He had nothing
else. “All right, I guess we will go,” I said. I stood and offered
her my card. “If you change your mind, call me.”

She took the card and tossed it onto
the coffee table. “Don’t hold your breath.”

I pointed toward the door. “We’ll see
ourselves out.”

Back in the car, Carlos and I
discussed our thoughts on the colorful Ms. Stephanie Stiles. We had
seen her kind before. Women like that usually try to put up a front
for such interviews, but this woman would have none of that. Her
transparency served well to feed two schools of thought. Either she
had nothing to hide and let us see the disaffection in her
relationship with Landau, or she simply did not care, implying her
involvement in his death through her callas reaction to the news.
Carlos was of mind that she positioned herself as Landau’s fiancée
so that she might gain knowledge of the money’s whereabouts and
recover it for herself. I agreed, further suggesting that her
lawyer friend, Paul Kemper, arranged for the two to meet with just
that plan in mind.

“Why else would he introduce a woman
of her questionable scruples to a man in prison?” I
asked.

Carlos said, “Maybe he’s the mystery
man who left his watch on the nightstand.”

“Could be. I suppose it’s possible
Kemper met Stiles in the bar that night with one thing in
mind.”

“Sleazy sex?”

“No, Carlos! He needed a soft
intervention.”

He shook his head. “I’m losing
you.”

“Look, this is purely hypothetical,
but what if Kemper used his attorney client privilege to gain
critical knowledge about the robbery, convincing Landau to admit
that the money was still in play.”

“Oh, I see where you are going. The
problem came when Landau wouldn’t commit to its location. So,
that’s when Kemper worked Stiles into the equation, hoping she
might coax it out of him.”

“Exactly.”

“So, what do we do now?”

“Simple.” I smiled at the thought of
the chase finally getting under way. “Now we go see Mister Paul
Kemper and ask him a few questions.”


 


 


SIX

 


Paul Kemper hung his shingle upstairs
from a bail bondsman’s office in the downtown red light district.
No small coincidence, I imagined, as the proximity to each other
likely worked well for reciprocal referrals. Still, I found it
strange that he chose to set up shop in this manner. Dominic
Spinelli said that Kemper was once a highly regarded up and coming
defense attorney. I would have thought he had made a name for
himself by now, eliminating the need to represent low-life thugs
and dregs from the hood.

Carlos and I walked into Kemper’s
office, and right away noticed the distinct smell of nail polish
and a severe lack of cross-ventilation. A young woman doing her
nails at the reception counter looked up at us and smiled
nervously. She invited us in, frantically raking a field of
cosmetics off her blotter and into the top drawer of her desk. I
got the impression she didn’t get many visitors, as she seemed
completely taken aback by our presence, and maybe frightened, too.
I pegged her at around twenty-one years of age. I don’t know, maybe
her makeup made her look older. Carlos put her closer to eighteen.
I asked later why he thought so, and he said because he noticed
only three other cars in the parking lot out front. One was a BMW
750i, which he assumed Kemper drove, and the late model Hummer H3T
seemed like the kind of car a bail bondsman might own, leaving the
Chevy Metro with its student parking permit on the windshield for
our young receptionist. I told him that was brilliant detective
work. He told me it was a trick Spinelli taught him.

“We’re here to see Paul Kemper,” I
told the receptionist. “Is he in?”

Her smile never waned. “Is he
expecting you?”

“If he’s smart,” said
Carlos.

That drew her down. “I’m
sorry?”

“He’s not,” I said, flashing my badge
and I.D. “I’m Detective Marcella, N.C.P.D. This is Detective
Rodriquez. Would you see if he has a few minutes for us,
please?”

“Of course.”

I thought the young woman would pick
up the phone and inform Kemper over the intercom. Instead, she got
up, walked to the door separating us from the adjacent room, opened
it and poked her head inside. I heard her announce us in a hush,
and a man’s voice not so hushed saying, “Who? Here? Now?” It
dropped considerably lower, however, for the next word that began
with an F. The receptionist asked what she should do and he
answered, “Well hell, Shannon, you have to show them in now, don’t
you?”

She turned to us, embarrassed, and
pushed the door open fully. “Please go in.”

I smiled politely and brushed past
her. Carlos followed. She shut the door behind us and Paul Kemper,
who was sitting at his desk, stood and offered his hand.
“Gentlemen, please,” he pointed to two chairs opposite his desk,
“make yourselves comfortable.” We sat, and then he sat, edging his
seat and folding his hands neatly on top of the desk. “So tell me,
what can I do for you?”

“Mister Kemper,” I said, “I don’t know
if the young woman told you, but I am—”

“Detectives Marcella and Rodriquez,
N.C.P.D. I know, she told me. How can I help you?”

“We are investigating a homicide,
Mister Kemper, and we would like to ask you a few questions, if we
may.”

Right away, he grew noticeably
uncomfortable. Though his fingers remained clasped, his thumbs
began spooling in fidgety circles. “A homicide?”

“Yes. Do you know whose?”

His eyes darted between Carlos, the
clock, the door and me. “No.”

“No?” I knew he was lying. “Are you
sure?”

“Of course.”

Behind me, the door opened. It was
Shannon again. I could see her reflection in the window behind
Kemper, as she held her finger up in interruption and said, “Sorry,
Mister K. It’s Stephanie Stiles again. Should I tell her you’re
busy?”

His thumbs stopped spooling, reverse
for a single rotation, and then started in the other direction
again. “Yes, please, Shannon. Get a number. I’ll call her
back.”

“But you have her number,” she said.
“It’s in your Rolodex. Remember?”

“Thank you, Shannon! Now shut the door
and do not disturb us again, please.”

I waited until he looked at me again.
“Do you know René Landau, Mister Kemper?”

He pushed back with his hands and
settled into the folds of his crushed leather chair. “You know I
do, Detective, or else you wouldn’t be here. I take it that his is
the homicide you are investigating?”

“So you know about it?”

“Yes, I saw it on the news this
morning.”

“I see. What can you tell me about
your relationship with René Landau?”

He splayed his palms up empty. “What’s
there to tell? He robbed an armored truck. I represented him in
court. He went to jail. End of story.”

“Is it?”

“What does that mean?”

“I am sure you know about the six
million dollars.”

“Yes, I know that it was destroyed in
the cabin fire on the day of his arrest.”

“Is that what Mister Landau told
you.”

“Yes.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

I cleared my throat and decided to
work him from another angle. “Why didn’t you appeal the sentencing
rule that Landau serve his time at M.C.I. Cedar Junction? You knew
that was a level six facility.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Excuse me?”

“Just so you know, Walpole was
recently downgraded to a minimum security facility. It’s an
overcrowding issue. That’s one reason they released René early. At
his last parole hearing he was not even close to getting
out.”

“Oh, so you’ve kept in touch with him
over the years.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Wouldn’t you? When was the last time
you saw him?”

His eyes began dancing again. He made
a great effort at appearing to think hard about the question before
answering, and making his answer sound damn convincing when he
replied, “October, 2005.”

I regarded him with some skepticism.
“October 05? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a long time ago. How can you
be so certain?”

“Because that was the year his son got
arrested for armed robbery. René wanted me to defend
him.”

“And did you?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because he couldn’t pay me; that and
the fact he stilled owed me for defending him at his trial. I have
a business to run. I don’t do pro-bono.”

“So, why did you represent René
Landau? Did you think he could pay you then?”

“He said he could.”

“Where did you expect he would get the
money?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t
ask.”

“Did you believe the money from the
robbery was still at his disposal?”

Kemper’s face grew flush. What else
could he tell me, except the truth, that he did think the money was
still within Landau’s reach? I saw his gaze drift out the window as
if tethered to spider silk. He blinked through the glare of
sunlight reflecting off the wet sill. It didn’t matter what he
thought now of the money. If the cabin fire had not destroyed it,
then Landau’s death most certainly made it as worthless as the dirt
he buried it under. I waited until his eyes came back to mine. They
seemed empty somehow, as if bleached in the tide on which they
returned. I raised my brows in anticipation. He smiled thinly and
said, “Yeah, I guess I thought he could still get his hands on
it.”

“But you lost the case,” I said. “The
D.A. produced a surprise witness that sealed Landau’s fate, so he
wouldn’t, or couldn’t pay you.”

Kemper shook his head. “That’s all
attorney client privilege. I cannot talk about it.”

“I see. All right then, let me ask you
again. Why didn’t you object to Landau’s sentencing at Walpole when
there were at least two more desirable locations for him to serve
out his time? He had no priors; the court considered him
non-violent.”

To that, Kemper answered, “It’s what
he wanted.”

“Who, the Judge?”

“No, René. He said Walpole was a
closer drive for his wife and son to come visit him.”

I looked to Carlos and made sure he
was writing that one down. “So, you haven’t seen Landau since
05?”

“That’s correct.”

“Talk to him since then?”

He shook his head. “Not since
05.”

“Tell me how he came across one of
your business cards?”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Landau, he had one of your cards on
him when he died. Any idea how he got it?”

Kemper shook his head. “He must have
had one of my old cards. I probably gave it to him at that parole
hearing I mentioned.”

“It had this address on it. Have you
been here that long?”

“Sure. If you don’t believe me, look
it up.”

“I just might do that.”

“Great. Then I guess we’re done
here.”

“Not quite.”

“What now?”

“Stephanie Stiles?”

I could see him sinking into his
chair. “What about her?”

“We know you know her, and you don’t
have to blame Shannon for that. We talked to Ms. Stiles already
this morning.”

“So what?”

“She told us that you introduced her
to René while he was in prison.”

“Yeah? Is that a crime?”

“No, I’m simply curious why you hooked
the two of them up?”

He laughed. “Call it a humanitarian
gesture.”

“I’m sorry?”

He leaned forward and propped his
elbows on the desk. “Look, René’s wife passed away shortly after he
went to prison. I just thought it would be nice to introduce him to
a member of the female persuasion to help him in his
grief.”

“Did you ever tell Stephanie about the
money?”

“From the robbery?”

“Of course.”

“No! Why would I?
There was no
money; there is no
money.”

“What is your relationship with Ms.
Stiles now?”

“There is no relationship.”

“Then why do you suppose she’s calling
you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve not spoken with
her yet. Maybe she found out about René and wants to know what I
know about it.”

“What do you know about
it?”

“Nothing. Like I said, I just heard
about it on the news. It is a shame, really, but not my
problem.”

I looked at his wrist, and his five
thousand dollar Rolex. “Is that new,” I asked, pointing, “your
watch?”

He framed the crystal between his
finger and thumb and angled it to the light to read it. “This old
thing? Nah, I’ve had this forever. I never take it off, even when I
sleep.”

“What about when you shower?” Carlos
asked. I knew where he was going with it, but I suspected Kemper
would have an answer for that, too. He turned his wrist toward us
to display the watch.

“It’s waterproof.”

I smiled at that. “Okay, Mister
Kemper, I guess we have used up enough of your time.”

He smiled back. “Yes, you
have.”

“Oh, just one more thing, though.” We
had already stood and were reaching across the desk for
handshakes.

“Yes?”

“Do you own a gun?”

He hesitated just long enough to
figure out why I asked. “I do,” he said, adding, “it is registered
with the state, in case you are wondering.”

“What is it, if you don’t
mind?”

“Not at all. It’s a Glock 9
semi-auto.”

We finished shaking hands. “Thank
you.”

Outside in the parking lot, Carlos had
plenty to say about Paul Kemper. He made no bones about his disdain
for lawyers, singling out Kemper as the reason you cannot trust any
of them. “It’s so obvious he’s lying,” said Carlos, working himself
up about it. “Only, he lies with a straight face. How does he do
that?”

“What’s he lying about?”

“His relationship with Stiles, for
one. And don’t tell me he hasn’t talked or met with Landau since he
got out of prison. You heard him say that Landau still owed him big
time for defending him in court.”

“Some defense,” I said. “Landau got
twenty-five to thirty for the robbery. I don’t suppose he felt he
owed Kemper any money for that.”

“Well, they remained
friends, you can bet. If they weren’t, Kemper wouldn’t refer to him
as René; instead he’d call him Landau or Mister
Landau.”

“Hmm, you noticed that,
too.”

“Yes and I noticed that expensive
watch you mentioned. I bet if we get a warrant to check it out,
we’ll find traces of Landau’s DNA on it from where it scratched his
face.”

“You think that’s the watch Landau
found on Stile’s nightstand?”

“Of course it is. Tony, come on, you
heard him say it’s waterproof. You could almost smell the toilet
water dripping off it.”

I laughed at that. “You ought not jump
to conclusions, Carlos. It might cloud your objectivity. We still
have some digging to do you know.”

“Digging? Yeah, for the money, because
if you ask me, that’s the only mystery left unsolved in this
case.”

“Oh?”

He shook his finger at me. “Mark my
words.”

“Sure,” I said, and after checking my
watch, I gestured toward the car. “In the meantime, let’s take a
ride out to Pete’s Place. I want to know what the last person to
see Landau alive has to say about things.”

“You want me to drive?”

“No, I’ll drive. I want you to call
Spinelli and see if he can dig up anything else on Kemper and
Stiles. I don’t know if they’re guilty of murder, but both are
hiding something from us, and I want to know what.”

“Do you want him to plant a little
birdie outside her condo to see who comes and goes from
there?”

I shook my head. “A spotter? No, I
don’t think our level of suspicion is high enough to warrant
putting a man full time outside her apartment.”

“Not a man,” he said, “a
birdie.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“Dominic has this tiny remote camera
thing that can send wireless signals to his laptop. He just sets it
up in a tree or on a telephone pole and it transmits a live video
stream twenty-four-seven.”

“Are you kidding?”

“No, he calls it a birdie. We use it
all time.”

“Why am I just finding out about
this?”

He winced a bit. “We don’t usually
mention stuff like that to you, `cause you don’t get
it—electronics, I mean.”

I planted a playful slap on the side
of his head, but hard enough that I suspected it hurt. “Get this,”
I said, “and stop keeping stuff from me.”


 


 


SEVEN

 


I have been to Pete’s Place a number of
times, though mostly in my younger days. I used to think that loose
women and cheap whiskey were legitimate distractions for a cop with
better sense than to settle down with a wife and kids. I know
that’s cliché, and I totally disagree with that philosophy now, but
it’s easier on the nervous system when emotional attachments
outside the work place are disposable. It’s a high price to pay for
longevity in the field, one Carlos and I have both realized, if
only too late. But for the love of the job, I suspect we would do
it again, a thought I fear most.

Dealt with a new beginning and the
benefit of hindsight, I pray I will see that Lilith is the only
distraction I need for consoling wounds previously un-reconciled. I
may love detective work almost more than life itself, but this time
around, I hope to love another more.

Pete recognized Carlos as soon as we
walked in the door. Of course, he did not recognize me, as I had
not been there since my return to prime. He looked up at us and
smiled before going back to swabbing the bar with a still steaming
dishrag. We crossed before him and took the last two stools at the
bar closest to the back door. Except for an old man sipping suds at
the opposite end, we had the place to ourselves. Carlos snagged a
bowl of shelled peanuts from the drip ledge and reeled it in,
tipping it toward me for first offer. I declined.

“So, Pete,” he said, “I see you’re
still tappin` them kegs, eh?”

Pete wadded up the dishrag and tossed
it into the sink. “Yeah, Rodriquez, and I see you’re still
flat-footin` it in the rain. A little early for a beer, ain’t
it?”

He shoveled up a fistful of peanuts
and popped them in his mouth. “No beer,” he said, still chewing,
“we’re working—”

I reached up and touched him on the
arm to stop him. “We’ll have a couple of Cokes, Pete,” I said,
“thanks.”

Carlos finished chewing and swallowed
hard. “Oh, hey Pete, this here is Tony’s kid, Tony Jr. I don’t
think you two met.”

Almost immediately, Pete gave me that
same look that Jack Cruz gave me earlier, the one where I thought
he recognized me, but I knew he couldn’t have. He smiled a curious
grin, wiped his hand on his apron and offered to shake. “Tony’s
kid?” His smile grew much wider now. “Sure, I see it. I didn’t know
Tony had a kid. How are ya?”

We shook. “I’m good. You?”

“All right, I guess. How’s your dad?
He still down in Florida?”

“Yes, he is. He’s doing well. I’ll
tell him you were asking.”

“So, you’re a cop, too?”

“He’s a detective,
1st class,” said Carlos, “just like his old man.”

“Is that right?” Pete grabbed a couple
of tall glasses off a rubber mat by the sink and plunged them into
the ice pit. “Well, I guess the apple don’t fall far from the tree,
huh?”

“Guess not,” I said, guarding a veiled
smile. “Folks have always said I was my father’s son.”

“Yeah, you sure look it.” He gave me a
wink that once more made me think he was on to me somehow. “You
know, I’ve known your old man since he was about your age.” He
lifted one of the glasses to me and pointed. “You are his spitting
image.”

I smiled again, this time not so
veiled. “I get that a lot,” I told him, and I couldn’t resist
adding, “in many ways, he and I are like one and the
same.”

He filled the glasses from a jet spray
nozzle and walked them to us. By then, Carlos had scoffed down
several fistfuls of salted peanuts and was eyeing the drinks like a
desert oasis. He snatched the first Coke before it had a chance to
leave a water ring on the napkin, and began guzzling it down. I
watched the ice cubes dam against his nose, as he emptied the
glass, tipping it back until every drop had drained. He set the
glass back on the bar and then trained his sights on mine. I gave
him the nod, and just as quickly, my Coke was gone.

I said to Pete, “I suppose you know
why we’re here.”

He grabbed the glasses and topped them
off. “You’re here about the guy that got whacked last
night.”

“That’s right. We were hoping you
could tell us something we don’t already know.”

He walked the drinks back and set them
down in front of us. This time Carlos merely positioned his at the
ready, pending his decision regarding the rest of the peanuts, I
supposed. “Cops were here already,” said Pete. “I gave them a full
statement.”

“I know, but we’ve been out making the
rounds, talking to a couple of people. We have just a few questions
that maybe no one thought of asking. I hope you don’t
mind.”

He looked back over his shoulder at
the old man sipping suds. “Sure, what do you want to
know?”

“The man killed last night; his name
was René Landau. Did you know him?”

He shook his head. “Not before he
walked into this place. I did talk to him a bit,
though.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, it wasn’t real busy then. He
came in around ten. Sat right there where you are. I asked if he
was new in town, and he told me he had just gotten out of the
pen.”

“He volunteered that?”

“Yeah, you’d be surprised what people
tell their bartenders, especially when they’re in the mood to talk,
and this guy was in the mood.”

“Did he seem troubled to
you?”

“Troubled? Detective, a guy walks into
a bar and starts slamming down drinks, I gotta believe he’s got
something on his mind. Sometimes they want to keep it to
themselves; sometimes they don’t. If they got troubles, though, you
can bet I don’t want to hear them. I’ll talk if it keeps them
drinking, but I keep the subject light, sports, weather, cars,
movies—anything but what’s troubling them.”

“I see.” I turned to Carlos and gave
him the look. He understood that meant it was his turn to
fish.

“Pete,” said Carlos, “did you say René
Landau came here alone?”

“I didn’t, but yeah, he came
alone.”

“Did he talk to anyone else while he
was here, meet with anyone?”

Pete laughed. “You know it’s funny you
should ask. For a guy fresh outta prison, he sure seemed
popular.”

“How so?”

“Well, about an hour after he got
here, business began picking up some. We often get a wave like that
after the movie theater lets out. I hadn’t noticed at first, but at
some point….” Pete directed our attention to the corner of the bar
by the jukebox. “Your man picked up his drink and moved to that
table over there. A while later several men joined him, although I
don’t think they were invited.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because it looked like he was trying
to get away from them.”

“What did they look like?”

“Hispanic, I think. Big, like
bouncers. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but their voices
were loud. Then one of them grabbed your boy by the collar and
dragged him outside. The others followed.”

“There you have it,” said Carlos.
“They killed him.”

Pete shook his head. “No, they didn’t
kill him. He came back. He looked roughed up some, and a lot
pissed, but he wasn’t dead.”

“Did you think of calling the cops?” I
asked.

“Didn’t need to. He returned alone. I
figured the three amigos went adios.”

“Did they come back later?”

“Not that I know, but about an hour
after that, another man came in looking for him.”

“Another Hispanic?”

“No, this guy was white,
late-middle-aged, tall, military looking crew-cut; he seemed to
know right where to look for your boy. He came in, scanned the room
and made a beeline straight for his table. Right away they start in
arguing, and I thought to myself, oh boy, not again. Then old crew
cut slams his fist on the table, stands up and storms out of the
bar. I never saw him again.”

“Wow,” said Carlos. “Sounds like
Landau couldn’t catch a break from the minute he walked out of
prison.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Pete,
smiling and nodding, “until your boy got lucky and hooked up with
some hottie with an ass like a snare drum.”

“Wide?”

“Tight.”

Carlos and I both turned to look at
the table, as though her residue image might still be lingering.
“Did you recognize her?” I asked.

Pete shook his head. “I wish; a beauty
like that.”

Carlos pulled out his phone, thumbed
up the photo ID he had of Stephanie Stiles and showed it to Pete.
“Is that her?”

“Hardly,” he scoffed. “I said hot, as
in beautiful. I mean it. This babe was half his age.”

“A hooker?”

He gave that more serious
consideration. “Maybe, but…I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“She gave him her phone
number.”

“You sure?”

That brought on another shrug.
“Reasonably. I mean I was standing right here when your boy came to
me asking for a pen and a napkin to write on. His exact words were,
‘You got a pen and something I can write a phone number on’. I
remember clear as day, because I watched him return to the girl
with the pen and write the number down.”

I looked to Carlos. “What do you make
of that?”

He looked at Pete. “You say the movie
house just got out about an hour before?”

“Yes.”

“That’s it, then. She must work at the
movie house. You remember Dominic told us that’s where the number
on the napkin rang.”

“I guess we shouldn’t have written
that clue off so quickly,” I said.

“Yeah, but it could be just an
innocent association, the last contact a doomed man had with a
pretty girl.”

“Or the last contact a doomed man had
with the pretty girlfriend of a jealous man.”

Carlos’ eyes lit up. “Right. I see
what you mean. It looks like our list of suspects is
growing.”

“It always is, Carlos. The sad thing
is that the killer is probably still not anyone on the
list.”

“But probably right out your back
door,” Pete added.

I looked at him curiously. “How’s
that?”

He jacked his thumb up over his
shoulder. “It happens now and then. The restrooms are in the back
there. Sometimes when we’re busy and the men’s room is occupied, a
guy will step outside and use the back alley to relieve
himself.”

“That’s disgusting,” said
Carlos.

Pete agreed, adding, “Yeah, but when
you gotta go, you gotta go.”

I asked, “What does that have to do
with it?”

“Maybe nothing,” he said, “though I
should point out that I share my parking lot with the manufacturing
warehouse behind me. The warehouse backs up to the liquor store on
Madison, where almost every night a small troop of winos gathers
and drinks all night.”

“You think a wino may have killed
Landau?”

“I’m saying it’s possible. I’ve seen
instances where these winos have accosted some of my male patrons
out back and robbed them.”

“Have they ever shot anyone
before?”

“Not before now.”

I looked to Carlos. He seemed
agreeable to a working theory along those lines. “Might just be a
crime of opportunity,” he said, “wrong place, wrong
time.”

“He wasn’t robbed,” I said.

“A botched robbery then, victim
accosted, victim stands his ground, suspect panics, shoots, runs.
It’s a classic tragedy.”

“I didn’t see anyone out there this
morning.”

“Of course not, with all the heat we
had out there this morning, would you stick around if you knew
something?”

“Good point.” I reached into my
pocket, grabbed a five spot and laid it on the bar. “Pete, it was
good seeing you again. Thanks for your help.”

“Again?” said Pete, and I knew right
away the mistake I had made.

“No, I mean, it’s good meeting you.” I
looked to Carlos and saw him grinning like a fool. “Wasn’t it,
Carlos? Good, because I just met Pete and he never…we
never—”

“Whatever.” He grabbed a handful of
peanuts and spilled them into the pocket of his overcoat. “Thanks,
Pete. We’ll catch you later.”

Outside, I told Carlos I wanted to
slip around back to see if any of the winos had taken up residence
under the overhang of the warehouse loading docks. The rain that
had been sometimes torrential in the morning and intermittent at
best in the early afternoon spared us for the moment. We walked
across the parking lot of the two businesses, stopping at a chain
linked fence bordering the warehouse loading docks. As near as we
could tell, workers were in the building, but nothing was moving on
or off the platform. Carlos elbowed me gently and nodded toward the
docket hut by the main gates. “Look there,” he said.

The hut, barely a shack with windows
on three sides, normally posts a shipping supervisor monitoring
truck traffic on and off the property. At first glance, the hut
appeared empty, not surprising since the closed gates eliminated
the need for a shipping supervisor. Carlos, however, has a keen eye
for visual details. He sees things that others see as so common
that they inevitably go unnoticed. It’s a forest for the trees
thing, I suppose.

After observing the hut and seeing
nothing unusual, I said to him, “Look at what?”

“The docket hut.”

“Yes, I see the docket hut. What about
it?”

“There’s someone inside.”

I looked again. Still I saw no one,
but this time I did see what Carlos saw. A slight haze fogged the
glass along the bottoms of the windows, with the steamy build-up
dissipating gradually higher up on the glass. “I see it,” I said.
“Come on, let’s check it out.”

We came up alongside the hut and
peeked inside. There on the floor with his knees to his chest, sat
an old man sheltered from the cold; his clothes ragged and
disheveled, his unkempt hair and beard gray and matted, making him
look more beast than man. His hands, streaked with road tar and
caked in mud, clutched a bottle in a paper sack between his knees.
Carlos thought he was dead; I thought he was sleeping, but neither
expected to jump as high as we did when the man, perhaps startled
by the scuff of my shoe on some gravel, sprang to life in a howling
fit. Good God, you would have thought someone let the dogs out on
his ass, the way he kicked and screamed, especially after seeing us
flanking the doorway, preventing his escape.

“Easy there!” said Carlos, his hands
out, fingers splayed to show the old timer he posed no threat. I
did the same with my left hand, as I fished my badge out with my
right.

“We’re not here to hurt you,” I said.
“Please, calm down.”

The excitement died almost as quickly
as it began, as the old man seemed to realize that the nightmare he
awoke from was not the reality to which he returned. He dropped his
bottle and clasped his hands together below his chin. I believe he
thought we were there to drag him out and evict him from the
premises. The look on his face told me they had done it to him
before, and maybe not so gently.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He blinked. “Eh?”

“We’re not here to throw you out. We
don’t work for the warehouse. You can stay here, as far as we’re
concerned.”

That seemed to calm him greatly.
Carlos reached into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of salted
peanuts. “You want these? They’re good.”

The old man cupped his hands and
Carlos spilled the peanuts into his dirty palms. He looked at them
in wonder. I’m sure he knew what they were, yet he seemed not to
know what to do with them. I waited until he looked up at us again
and I said, “It’s okay.”

He smiled at us, a toothless grin so
wide it damn near melted my heart. I reached down, removed the
bottle from the paper bag and held the bag out. He looked at it,
and then at me. “Go on,” I said. “Dump them in there. You can suck
on them later.”

The look Carlos gave me then made me
sorry I said anything. “Listen, we want to ask you a few questions.
If you tell us the truth, there’s a hot meal in it for you down at
the Perc. You know where that is, don’t you: the
Percolator?”

He grimaced as though he had just
swallowed a sour grape. “`Course I know where it is,” he said. “I
was livin` in this town since `fore you was born.”

I started to dispute that, but then
remembered how old I looked to him. “Okay, I am not going to ask
your name. I don’t need—”

“Bart,” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“That’s my name, Bart.”

Carlos smiled at that. I positioned
myself more in front of the door and squatted down on one knee.
“Nice to meet you, Bart. I’m Tony, and this here is Carlos. We’re
here because of something that happened in the parking lot early
this morning. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

He shook his head. “No, I can’t think
of nothing, less you mean that skinny fella that got popped behind
Pete’s Place.”

“Yes, Bart. That’s what I’m talking
about. Did you see it happen?”

“Nah, I didn’t see it. Word is that it
happened late, around two in the morning. I was out by then. I
can’t stay up no longer like them young guys. Once me and Captain
Morgan hook up, it’s lights out for me.”

“Captain Morgan?”

Carlos cleared his throat to gain my
attention. I looked up to see him looking down, his foot toeing the
empty bottle of rum on the ground. I smiled back, feeling stupid.
To Bart I said, “So, you didn’t see anything suspicious all
night?”

“No,” he said, coarsely. “I didn’t say
that.”

“What did you see?”

“I saw ole skinny gettin` roughed up
by a couple of serious thugs.”

That got my attention, and Carlos’,
too. “What did they look like? Where they Hispanic?”

“Hard to say, could a been. Was too
dark. A third man stood by and watched. Looked to me like a
shakedown.”

“Could you hear what they were talking
about?”

“I heard the word, money.”

“Money?”

“Yeah, the big guys were askin` `bout
it. Skinny said he didn’t have it. That’s when the one fella that
was watchin`, told him he better get it, and he punched the shit
out of him.”

“What then?”

“They done left.”

I looked at Carlos. “You thinking what
I’m thinking?”

“Yeah,” he said, but then shook his
head. “No, what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking the thugs weren’t
Hispanic. They were Indians.”

“Dot heads?”

“No! Tribal Wampanoag—from the
casino.”

“Oh, Indian Indians.”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

I said to the old man, “Did you hear
any names thrown around.”

“Sure,” he said. “I heard cock-sucker,
mother f—”

“No, I mean names: Tom, Dick or
Harry?”

That seemed to amuse him. “I heard
dick, but I don’t think that was any of them’s names.”

“Right. Forget it.” I stood up and
backed away from the door, not wanting to let the old man know that
his stench was beginning to nauseate me. “Carlos, are you ready for
a drive?”

“Where to?”

“The Wampanoag Indian Reservation.
It’s time we saw the chief.”

The old man reached up for me, but by
then I was several steps back. “What about my hot meal?” he
said.

“I haven’t forgotten,” I told him.
“How soon can you get to the Perc?”

“Thirty minutes if I walk, five if you
drive me.”

I could see the dread on Carlos’ face.
I thought I might play it up and pretend to give it serious
consideration. In the end, I just couldn’t do it. I said to Bart,
“Thirty minutes it is. Go to the take-out window. They’ll have some
hot oatmeal, toast and coffee waiting there. Will that work for
you?”

“Indeed, that’s mighty kind,” he said,
and he offered up a toothless grin. Later, I wondered if he washed
his hands before eating. Just the thought that he might not have
was enough to sour my appetite for the rest of the day. Of course,
I couldn’t say the same for Carlos. When we stopped at the Perc to
prepay for Bart’s meal, Carlos made good on the opportunity to
order up a slice of hot apple pie to go.

“Dessert,” he said, when I asked him
about it, though in fairness, it had been several hours since we
last ate. “I figured this will hold me over until my mid-afternoon
snack.”

“Your mid-afternoon….” I checked my
watch to confirm my suspicion. “Carlos, it is
mid-afternoon.”

“Yeah?” He gave me a look as though I
needed to finish that thought. In hindsight, I realized I should
never have formed it to begin with. I paid the tab and we headed
out for the casino.


 


 


EIGHT

 


While Carlos and I were driving out to
the Wampanoag Indian Reservation to interview Daniel Mochohyett,
a.k.a., Chief Running Bear, Lilith and Ursula were busy conducting
a séance at an old farmhouse they found earlier that
morning.

I suppose you can argue that they
“stumbled” upon the old house in their realty quest while new home
shopping, but with those two, one never knows. Lilith is as fond of
haunted house hopping as some women are of garage sales. She
targets them like a heat-seeking missile. I should point out,
however, that her fascination with spirits hardly supersedes her
obsession for witchcraft, the two nearly diametrically opposed, as
they are. Yet when she encounters forces of paranormal origin, she
embraces it with every curious fiber of her body.
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