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“Darkness dwells within even the best of us. In the worst of us, darkness not only dwells but reigns.”

Dean Koontz, Strange Highways
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Chapter One
 
The cinder block walls were painted a glossy dark grey to a height of about five feet, then painted a lighter grey from there up to the bare concrete ceiling. The only light came from the dusty, flickering fluorescent fixture hanging at an odd angle and about a foot off-center on the ceiling. It was a sunny, spring day outside, not that you’d have any idea sitting in the damp, windowless interrogation room.
The uncomfortable chair Bobby Custer was sitting in was bolted to the floor. The thing positioned just far enough away from the steel-topped table so that you couldn’t quite comfortably rest your elbows on the table top.
Bobby glanced at the two federal agents wearing suits who were seated across from him, then glanced down at the file they’d placed on the steel-topped table before looking back up at them.
“Your choice, Bobby. You don’t want to take the offer, that’s fine. You’re more than halfway finished serving your sentence as it is. It’s your life after all, so I’m maybe guessing you’re probably thinking what’s three more years? After all you’re a sharp guy, right?” When he emphasized the word life his partner smiled, like it was a private joke, just between the two federal agents.
“Come on, I never said I didn’t want to take the offer, it’s all just coming at me a little fast. The first I heard of it was when you sat me down in this chair,” he said, then shifted from side to side in an effort to find a more comfortable position.
“That’s right,” the grey-suited agent said. He’d been doing most of the talking, but Bobby couldn’t tell if he was the man in charge or just the messenger.
“Well, so, I mean, you can understand I need a moment or two to collect my thoughts.”
“Sure, go ahead and collect them, but just remember we leave this room without an answer and the deal goes out that door with us. Gone. Forever. We’ll just give it to someone else. I’m thinking there’s a lot of guys who would jump at the chance.”
“But what I don’t understand is how you get them to hire me, to take me on? Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz is a heavy-duty firm. Last time I checked I was still disbarred. The odds of me getting a license back to practice law are just about zero. That is, unless you guys could maybe pull some strings.” He sounded hopeful, then looked from one blank face to the other and all hopeful thought seemed to disappear.
“That’s not gonna happen. Let me make myself clear, again. This would be an entry level position, and it would remain just that, entry level. You are not going to regain your license to practice law. That’s not in our offer. Are we on the same page here?”
“Yeah, okay, I get that, sort of, I mean, yeah. But then, why would they hire me? They’re eventually going to learn all about my past, the disbarment, the conviction and the sentencing sooner or later. Aren’t they?”
“Not only will they find out, we intend to tell them sooner rather than later so there is no question at all. I’m going to say it again, you will not be practicing law.”
“But then….”
“What you will be doing is anything they tell you to do and anything we want you to do. It’s that simple. They want you sweeping floors, emptying wastebaskets, making coffee or putting toilet paper in the rest rooms that’s what you do. And then you report back to us.”
“I don’t know, I....”
“That’s fine,” the pinstriped suit spoke for the first time, then pushed his chair back and stood.  He had a deep, gravelly voice and he cleared his throat before he spoke. “You were just one name on a long list. You’ve grown fond of your routine here, fair enough. At the end of the day it’s your choice after all, so enjoy the next three years, Bobby. By the way, that’s one thousand and ninety-five days plus some change. Okay, Stan let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, then pushed his chair in and made for the door.
The grey suit nodded and closed the manila file that had sat open on the table for the past forty minutes. He stood, didn’t bother to push his chair in and looked down at Bobby. “Nice talking, Custer, enjoy your next three years.”
“Now wait, hold on, can you just hold on a minute? Please?”
“We’re out of time, Bobby. It really just comes down to a simple yes or no from you. No pressure.”
“Okay, okay, Jesus yes, I’ll, I’ll do it. How soon can you get me out of here?”
“We can have you in a halfway house tonight, you’ll do sixty days there, just to get you reintroduced to society and make you look legit. Once you’re out of the halfway house you’ll apply for the job, and they’ll hire you. Yes or no?”
“Yes, yes, for God’s sake, of course. Yes.” Even in the damp musty room he could feel a long trickle of sweat suddenly ran down his spine.
The grey suit tossed the manila file back on the table. “Open it, sign the top page, initial the three lines at the bottom of the next three pages, then sign the last page with today’s date. Not surprisingly, it’s Friday the thirteenth,” he chuckled.
 



 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
The neighborhood was made up of 1890’s three-story Victorian homes with large front porches. Dutch elm disease had wiped out the massive boulevard trees some forty years ago and the replacements had finally begun to return character along with some shade to the streets. Once defined by the infamous intersection of Selby and Dale the area had rebounded over the past five decades with an influx of “urban pioneers.” Property taxes increased accordingly and the tonier designation of Cathedral Hill had been gradually adopted by developers.
Despite the institutional blinds on the unwashed windows, the three-story brick structure that served as a halfway house looked deceivingly elegant from the outside. Today was day sixty. Moving day for Bobby, he was all packed and staring out the front window while he waited for his younger brother to pull up.
All his worldly possessions were stuffed in a worn black suitcase and three brown paper grocery bags with handles. Everything neatly lined up out in the hall near the front door of the halfway house.
He had filled out and submitted his paperwork at the end of last month. He’d said his goodbyes almost six hours ago at seven-thirty this morning, at his final group counseling session. Now it was just a matter of his brother, Andrew driving the get-away vehicle to deliver him from this hell-hole of positive thought and naïve intentions. Andrew was four and a half hours late and counting.
Everyone is supposed to learn patience in prison. Bobby learned a number of things. Don’t react. Don’t take offense. Be nice to the correction officers. But as for patience, well three out of four ain’t bad.
He had counted the days. Every day, one thousand four hundred and ninety eight of them in the Duluth Federal Prison Camp, FPC for short, just a little over four years, each day about twenty-eight hours long. Then these last sixty days of “reintroduction.” A hell of a price to pay for a minor dalliance with a trust fund. Add to that the heavy fine, loss of all financial support, loss of his license to practice law, his divorce, estrangement from just about everyone he ever knew and last, but not least, his disbarment. It was probably a safe bet the Minnesota Bar and every other state Bar would be in no rush to talk with him anytime soon.
“Everything okay, Bobby?”
He had been focused on the empty street outside and hadn’t heard Baker waddle up behind him. Baker was one of the counselors, not that he was ever much help to anyone. Worthless might be a more accurate description. He slurped from a white coffee mug stolen from a near-by restaurant. The mug seemed to be permanently attached to his right hand. He had at least a half dozen Oreo cookies crammed in his left hand, with another two or three already stuffed in his mouth. He wore his usual sandals, shorts and the black t-shirt emblazoned with the moniker ‘Got Change?’ that served as the staff uniform. He had a gleaming bald head surrounded by a fringe of graying shoulder-length hair all pulled back in a wispy ponytail.
“Think maybe your ride forgot?” Baker actually sounded serious. Then he crammed another Oreo into his mouth.
“No,” Bobby said staring out the window.
“Weren’t they supposed to be here this morning? Early? It’s after lunch,” Baker said, swallowing to make room for another Oreo.
“It’s my brother, he’s got kids, little guys, twins actually so he’s always running a bit late.”
Andrew didn’t have twins. As a matter of fact he didn’t have any children. You’d have to have sex with your wife before you could bring children into the relationship. Bobby didn’t think Andrew’s wife Fern was interested in sex, it might mess her hair.
“All right. ‘Course you know our policy,” Baker droned, then paused to slurp more coffee. “We really can’t release you unless a vetted, qualified individual integrates…”
Bobby tuned him out. Baker quoting chapter and verse policy in between tossing more Oreos into his mouth was not what he needed just now. He checked his watch, Andrew was now four hours and fifty minutes late, but who was counting?
“Think we should make a phone call, maybe reschedule?”
“No, I’m sure he’ll show up in just a couple of minutes.”
“Got your key to the new place?”
“Yeah, I got the key.” He’d been clenching the damn thing in his pocket for the past three hours.
“Any problems, you know we’re always available.”
“I don’t plan on any problems.”
“If you say so,” Baker shrugged, not sounding all that convinced. He tossed the last of the Oreos into his mouth and absently wiped his hand across his beer belly. “Well good luck, man,” he said, spitting bits of Oreo in Bobby’s direction, then slurped some more coffee before he trundled off to the kitchen. No doubt ravenous after the counseling session he’d just provided.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Andrew’s red Subaru pulled to the curb just as Baker pushed through the steel security door into the kitchen. “He’s here, he’s here,” Bobby shouted excitedly, sounding like a six year old waiting for Santa Claus. He quickly gathered his possessions, pulled the front door open and raced out to the street.
Andrew sat behind the wheel looking more grim-faced than usual. He gave the slightest of nods and pushed a button on the dash. There was an audible click as the back hatch unlocked and Andrew nodded again indicating the rear of the car. Bobby placed everything in the rear, then climbed into the back seat directly behind Andrew and as far away as possible from his sister-in-law Fern.
Her hair looked perfect, her face betrayed no emotion. She wore diamond stud earrings about as big around as a nickel and what looked like the latest fashionable top. A fragile silver chain hung around her shapely neck and no doubt some diamond pendant dangled temptingly on her surgically enhanced chest. If he had to guess, Bobby would have said she’d been clenching her jaw for the past week, ever since she learned they were going to serve as his designated driver this morning. Her door was locked and she stared straight ahead, not that you could really tell behind the pair of designer sunglasses.
“Need to sign out or anything? Maybe turn in a key?” Andrew asked. He eyed Bobby cautiously in the rearview mirror.
“No. I’m good to go.”
“You’re sure? We really don’t need you doing something stupid again. Creating some sort of incident this afternoon,” Fern said as she continued to stare straight ahead. “God knows we don’t want to have to come back here.”
 “Thanks for coming to get me. I really appreciate it.”
“We really didn’t have much choice now, did we?” Fern replied.
Andrew exhaled audibly, put the car in drive and pulled away from the curb. Bobby buckled up for safety. No one spoke on the way to the efficiency apartment as Fern silently stared out the window, oozing toxic displeasure.
Bobby felt like telling her he’d been locked up with rapists and murderers for the last four years and if she didn’t put a smile on her Botoxed face he was going to get a couple of them after her. She probably wouldn’t have been intimidated. Besides, he didn’t really know any. The Federal Prison Camp he’d been held in was a minimum security facility, about the worst he’d be able to conjure up would be something like an irate financial adviser with a penchant for spanking.
They sped across town in almost complete silence, the exception being Fern’s occasional sigh reminding everyone she was less than happy. Fourteen very long minutes later Andrew rounded a corner and screeched to a stop a good half-dozen car lengths from the front door of the apartment building. Fern glanced over at her husband and Bobby felt the heat from her glare stab all the way into the back seat.
Andrew pressed a button and unlocked the rear hatch.
Bobby climbed out into the fresh air. Placed his suitcase on the sidewalk, gathered his grocery bags and closed the hatch.
Fern leaned over toward Andrew and said something to him. Her lips curled into a sneer but Bobby couldn’t hear what she was saying. Then Andrew motioned him over and lowered the window.
“Thanks for signing for me, guys. I really appreciate…”
“Bobby, I think it would be best if we didn’t hear from you,” Andrew said.
“Ever again,” Fern added looking over the top of her sunglasses.
Then Andrew raised his window and they quickly drove off.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
At about the same time and no more than six blocks away,
a burgundy Escalade colored pulled alongside Sexton’s, a neighborhood institution known since the dawn of time for cheeseburgers, homemade fries and free-pour drinks. Directly across the street a woman cutting lilacs along her chain link fence gave the vehicle no more than a passing glance.
Later, when interviewed by the police, she could only describe the vehicle as large and guessed the color incorrectly, insisting it was black. She was unable to describe any of the individuals or even tell the police how many there had been.
The driver remained behind the wheel, shielding the three small teardrops tattooed on his left cheek with his hand while he pretended to talk on a cellphone. His two passengers, brothers Dubuque and Mobile, quickly entered by the side door and casually approached the bar.
Mobile was the taller of the two, ginger-haired and neatly dressed in casual clothes. He ordered a couple of tap beers, buying time to get the lay of the place while they waited. Kevin O’Brien, their intended target, sat on his usual stool at the far end of the bar with his back to the door. He was involved in a phone conversation and casually scanned yesterday’s newspaper as he talked.
There was a bartender, which was to be expected, and unfortunately a table with two, thirty-something sisters lingering over a late lunch and a second glass of wine. The brothers couldn’t see any wait staff as they glanced around, and they completely missed Kate Clarken passed out in the corner booth next to the front door.
The bartender placed their beers on two round coasters and slid the frosted pints across the bar. “You fellas interested in some lunch menus?” he asked as he pushed his bifocals back up the bridge of his nose.
The brothers looked at one another for a long moment as if weighing their options, then nodded in unison and pulled out the Glocks. They looked overly large, the Glocks. Of course the four-inch silencers screwed onto the barrels would have that effect. Dubuque, the brother sporting dark, curly hair and a pug nose calmly raised his weapon. Before the bartender could voice an objection Dubuque placed a round into the bartender’s forehead from a distance of no more than two feet. Blood and brain matter sprayed across the bar’s selection of twenty-one different whiskeys as he crumpled to the floor.
At the far end of the bar, O’Brien remained involved in his phone conversation, oblivious. He casually turned on his stool as his ginger-haired assailant leisurely strolled toward him. Mobile’s Glock spit a round through O’Brien’s cellphone ending the conversation before exiting out the far side of his head.
Before they had the chance to scream Dubuque had turned from the bartender and shot both women. The bleached blonde was dead before she hit the floor. Her sister sort of jumped backwards in her chair as a slug slammed into her chest so Dubuque fired a second round into her forehead just to be sure.
Both men quickly walked to the rear of the place, leisurely checked the kitchen area and both restrooms, but didn’t see a soul. They calmly walked to the bar, clicked their frosted mugs together and took a celebratory sip. Dubuque took a couple of French fries from one of the women’s plates, ran them through a puddle of ketchup and tossed them into his mouth before he exited out the same door they’d entered just a few minutes earlier. The brothers climbed into the burgundy Escalade and leisurely drove off down the street.
The woman across the street was just bringing her lilacs in through the back door, lost in their lovely fragrance.
It would be close to twenty minutes before the police were called and another four or five minutes before they actually arrived. Kate Clarken was still passed out in the front 
booth when the cops finally entered the gruesome scene.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
It was probably a good thing his brother Andrew and Fern hadn’t come up to the third-floor efficiency since there wouldn’t have been enough room for the three of them. Fortunately, Bobby didn’t own any furniture so there was some space to move around in.
The efficiency apartment was basically one room, barely three times as large as the cell he’d been confined in for four-plus years. Through a grimy cracked glass window it offered a nice view of the dumpster and three recycling containers. There was a bathroom and a closet in one corner and a kitchen area with a stove, an antique refrigerator and a sink in the opposite corner.
The kitchen counter was a sort of dingy-white Formica with a gray spot worn through on either side of the stainless steel kitchen sink. A protective coating of crumbs that looked like very old burnt bread or maybe chocolate cake were scattered across the counter. Bobby didn’t plan on doing a taste test to find out what the crumbs actually were.
The kitchen faucet had a drip pattern that dinged audibly as the drops hit the aluminum sink. The former tenants were kind enough to leave half a tomato and some milk in the refrigerator for him. At least he thought it was a tomato, the light didn’t work in the fridge so he wasn’t quite sure.
Whoever the last person in the bathroom was, they’d forgotten to flush, maybe because the door didn’t close completely and they were just embarrassed. They’d left an open tube of eyeliner and some lip gloss on the bathroom sink, neither one in Bobby’s color palate.
The linoleum on the bathroom floor was in a paving brick pattern. It almost looked real except where it had curled up and away from the tub. The shower head dripped in time to the kitchen sink and had left a rust-colored stain on the tub that directed ones eye to the drain. Home sweet home.
Still, it was bound to be better than counseling sessions three times a day at the halfway house. He wasn’t going to miss lights out at ten and living with a dozen other men with a recidivism rate hovering right around ninety percent.
It took him just a moment to unpack. He placed the three paper bags side by side, then unzipped his suitcase, pushed it against the wall next to the bags and he was finished. All settled in.
He learned later that night that the large front burner on the gas stove didn’t work so he grilled his dinner over one of the smaller burners. He had snapped a branch off a dead bush back by the dumpster and used it to impale two hot dogs. He slid the gourmet treats onto the buns sitting on the counter, squirted a line of nuclear yellow mustard along the length of the dogs and voila! Dinner was served.
He sat quietly on the floor opposite his suitcase and paper bags with his back against the wall. He slowly ate the hot dogs and tried to tune out the steady drip coming from the kitchen sink. He didn’t have to listen to fantasies about women, talk about basketball, hear complaints about the system or comments about the man. There was no reminder of a group session starting in ten minutes. It seemed like heaven.
As the sun began to set he realized he’d forgotten to buy light bulbs. Shortly after that he was sitting in the dark, alone in his thoughts. No one whistled, made cat calls, sang off-key or shouted “Shut-the-fuck-up.” He sat alone in the dark relishing the peace and quiet.
He woke before sunrise, wide awake on the worn carpet. He felt his way to the bathroom, showered in the dark and dripped dry looking out the window at the dumpster before he got dressed.
After a breakfast of another grilled hot dog, he walked two and a half miles to the Ramsey County Courthouse. Built in the midst of the great depression it served not only as the St. Paul Courthouse, but as the City Hall as well. Although his purpose was to simply apply for a driver’s license he was worried about who he might possibly run into. His apprehension grew as he approached. By the time he could see the twenty-story building just a few blocks away he was seriously considering turning around.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
Meyer’s was a dingy working-class bar known for strong drinks and agreeable women. It served a daily private breakfast to the very limited clientele of one customer and one customer only.
“So let me get this straight,” Morris Montcreff threw the newspaper back on the table and glanced up at the barroom ceiling in an attempt to collect his thoughts. He ran his tongue over his teeth extracting the last of the blueberries and a hint of maple syrup.
“You take out the intended target, O’Brien along with three other individuals and you miss some broad sitting all by herself in a booth next to the front door?”
The brothers, Dubuque and Mobile, glanced quickly at one another, each one silently blaming the other for the error.
“Well?”
“We checked the place out, Mister Montcreff, honest,” Mobile said.
“Checked behind the bar, the kitchen, men’s room, women’s can. We didn’t see shit,” Dubuque added.
“Isn’t that just wonderful. Great job, except you two jackasses just happened to miss this bitch sitting by the front door, no doubt watching everything happen.” 
More worried looks between the brothers.
“Listen here you two morons. You find out who she is and where she is and you take care of her. Jesus Christ, a simple job and you screw the thing up. Headlines for the past two days, now this,” he pointed at the front page of the Pioneer Press. “She was sitting in there apparently watching the whole thing go down and you two just couldn’t be bothered. Honest to God, what the hell am I paying you for?”
“You ain’t got to pay us none, Mr. Montcreff, leastwise till we make this right by you,” Mobile said.
Dubuque shot a quick glance at his brother but didn’t say anything.
“You’re right about that. Let me make you two a little promise. You get this situation taken care of quickly, and need I remind you quietly, or I’ll have someone else tie up all the loose ends. And I mean all the loose ends. Do I make myself clear?”
The brothers nodded in unison.
“Get the hell out of my sight. I don’t want to see or hear from either one of you until this is taken care of, now go, damn it.”
“Yes sir,” the brothers said and then sort of just stood there and stared at their feet.
“Go on, get the hell out of here and make this right while I’m still in a forgiving frame of mind,” Montcreff shouted, and then glared, providing some additional incentive, not that any had been needed.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Bobby took the driver’s license test on a computer and in less than twenty minutes was informed he’d managed to fail. Do you park five, ten or fifteen feet from a fire hydrant? Who the hell cares? He knew enough not to park in front of one, but apparently the Minnesota Licensing Bureau cared a little more than Bobby did. The clerk flashed a quick civil service smile from behind the counter before she handed back his exam.
“Apparently we have some work to do. Here is your exam booklet, you might want to study this. There’s an online site listed on page three of your booklet. This will allow you to take a practice exam. Maybe a couple of them,” she added as an afterthought. “You can sit for your next exam five days from now, that would be on the, let’s see, yes the seventh. Questions?”
He felt like asking why the questions on the exam were so stupid, but instead said, “No, see you in five days, thank you.” Then he folded the exam in a half-hearted attempt to disguise his failure and headed for the door.
The main lobby of the courthouse had floors of polished white marble. Black marble piers rose up three stories to a gold leaf ceiling. Bobby had spent a good part of his previous life in here groveling and working various angles and schemes on behalf of clients.
Back then, he’d known all the nooks and crannies, which restrooms were empty and when. He had developed an internal radar that apprised him of when and where court was in session. He knew which deputies were friendly and which ones to stay clear of. He knew who liked bourbon, who liked beer and who was a teetotaler. He knew a lot of the secrets and made up some of the lies. But that was then. Now, he was an outsider, just another tourist, or even worse, well, best not to go there.
He wandered past some old haunts before he’d taken the elevator up to the third floor, lost in distant vague memories, the hustle, the drama, the pressure, the…
“Bobby? Bobby, is that you?” As he inspected Bobby his flushed face moved up and down, audibly scraping his chins against the heavily starched collar.
“Well hello, Ben, yeah it’s me.”
Bennett Hinz, Esquire. A prick if there ever was one. He’d been ahead of Bobby in law school, light years ahead of him in the scheme of life. On one side a family fortune he had nothing to do with other than inherit, on the other a seemingly bottomless trust fund. The sun seemed to rise and set on Bennett, which probably accounted for the tan face contrasting with his white shirt and the mane of silver hair combed back like some retired rock star. Bennett was the Hinz in Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz the law firm who was going to hire Bobby with the help of some federal persuasion. The firm was known as DASH in hallway parlance.
“When did you get back? It was seven years wasn’t it? God, has it really gone by that quickly?”
“I made it out in a little more than four,” Bobby said almost in a whisper.
“That-a-boy, can do. Fresh start, eh, Bobby,” Ben said, giving a go-for-it sort of nod. It was one of the many negatives with Benny. Always sounding like Mr. Positive although Bobby was pretty certain Ben Hinz never, ever had had to deal with anything remotely resembling adversity.
“Yeah, that’s what I’m doing, Ben starting fresh.”
Ben nodded as if he had some vague notion of what Bobby was talking about. Then he gave the proverbial, “Great chatting, Bobby. I’d better get a move on, things to do, places to be, you probably remember what it’s like.”
“Nice seeing you again, Ben.”
Bobby watched as Ben waddled a few steps toward the bank of elevators. He was just about to give Ben the finger when he turned round and in a booming voice bellowed, “Say, Bobby, momentito. You’re not actually thinking of reapplying after your disbarment, are you?”
Bobby quickly looked around as he thought, thanks for broadcasting that little fact, Ben.
“To the bar? No Ben, I don’t think that would be a wise career move, at least not at this time.”
“Career move,” Ben half laughed and nodded knowingly, he glanced left and right, stepped a little closer and in a conspiratorial tone said, “Just wondering, my friend. Have you given any thought to what you’re going to do? You know, employment, finances, how to get the old jingo?” He rubbed his thumb and forefinger together and raised his bushy eyebrows.
Bobby thought about hitting him in his fat, perfectly tanned face, pushing him over the brass railing and watching him drop down a couple of floors to bounce off the marble floor of the lobby.
“Working on it, but haven’t come up with anything definite yet, Ben. I’m exploring a number of opportunities.” He didn’t feel the need to mention that the feds had arranged a one o’clock appointment with Noah Denton at Ben’s firm.
“Reason I ask is my firm just may have a need for someone like you.”
“Gee thanks, Ben.”
“Now, Bobby, I wasn’t about to suggest you practice. Good Lord, we’re not crazy. They’re hardly about to reinstate you.” He must have seen the humor before Bobby did because he chuckled again and said, “I mean we’re not that stupid.”
Bobby nodded ever so slightly and thought, we’ll see about that.
“But, actually we might be able to use someone of your, oh, ahhh, talents, shall we say.” Ben chuckled again.
Bobby wasn’t sure what the joke was.
“What, exactly, do you have lined up, Bobby?”
“Lined up?”
“For employment.”
“Actually that’s my next stop, start looking. I’ve got a number of people who want me to contact them. I was just planning to sort of catch my breath for a day or two, before I jumped in.”
Ben nodded, but looked like he didn’t believe a word. “I see, I see, well look, when that falls through please consider us, might not hurt to stop by and just chat,” he said, then produced a business card out of thin air and handed it over.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
Ben Hinz was famous for grabbing lunch, a sauna and a massage over at the Capitol City Club from noon until about three on most days. Bobby was standing tall in front of the receptionist counter at Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz just before one, hoping Ben Hinz wouldn’t be returning in the next hour.
“I’m here to see Noah Denton. I have a one o’clock appointment,” he said. He could have been wearing an orange jumpsuit labeled Ramsey County and he didn’t think the receptionist would have blinked.
“May I tell him who’s calling?”
“My name is Bobby Custer,” he said and waited for alarm bells to start blaring throughout the offices.
“Let me just check for you,” she said not bothering to look at him. She had salt and pepper hair in a sort of bouffant hair style that looked like it wouldn’t move in a hurricane-force wind. She wore a headset with a thin white microphone that ran along the right side of her jaw. She quickly clicked a number of keys on her key board and then scanned the screen. “I see he’s got a motion hearing at three this afternoon. But, I can’t seem to find your name, anywhere sir. Are you sure your appointment was for today, this afternoon?”
“Yes, one o’clock,” Bobby said, then felt his face flush and the sweat begin to form on his brow.
“Let’s see what we can do,” she said and clicked a few more keys before she stared off into the distance.
“Yes sir, Mr. Denton, sorry to bother you, this is Marci at the front desk. I have a Mr. Custer out here,” she said as she looked up at Bobby and nodded. “He said he had a one o’clock appointment with you, sir, but I don’t seem to have him on your schedule.”
Whatever the response was she remained stoic. “Mmm-hmmm let me check, sir.” She looked up, “You said Bobby?”
“Yes, Custer,” he nodded.
“Yes, that’s correct. All right sir, very good,” she said, then disconnected. “Would you be able to wait a few minutes, Mr. Custer?”
He glanced at his watch pretending he had somewhere else to be that afternoon. “I think I can wait a few minutes,” he said knowing all he had for the rest of the afternoon was the hour-long walk back to his empty apartment.
Two Sports Illustrated later he heard a beep from the front desk and then the receptionist said, “Yes sir, I’ll send him right back.”
He stopped gazing out the window at the river traffic and looked over at her hopefully.
“Mr. Denton can see you now, sir. If you’ll just follow this hall all the way back he’s the large corner office on your right, his name is on the door.”
“Thank you,” Bobby said and headed back to the corner office.
Noah Denton was waiting, posed with an open file on his neatly arranged, massive mahogany desk, the very picture of professional dedication. Beneath his dyed brown hair he wore a navy blue suit with just the hint of a pin stripe and a flash of bright red silk lining from the inside of his coat. He casually looked up, then jumped to his feet as if Bobby’s appearance in the doorway was some sort of unexpected surprise.
“Robert, come in, come in. Sorry for the delay, I didn’t want to alert our receptionist or anyone else for that matter about our meeting,” he said, charging around his desk with an outstretched hand. He clamped Bobby’s hand in one of those death-defying grips, and proceeded to yank Bobby’s arm off at the elbow, shaking, while all the while muttering, “Robert, yes Robert. Have a seat,” he commanded with a sweeping gesture, then quickly closed the office door and sat down placing his imperial desk between the two of them.
“Robert, Robert, Robert.”
“Nice to meet you, Noah. Please, call me Bobby,” Bobby said, then waited for a very long moment. “I ran into Ben Hinz at the courthouse just this morning.”
It suddenly dawned on Bobby that Ben Hinz was probably just cutting through the courthouse on the way to some social destination, a bookstore, a steam-room or maybe a bar.
Noah Denton nodded, and pretended that seeing Ben at the courthouse made sense. “Oh, so you really did see him? Here I thought you were just, well you know under the circumstances, maybe playing a little coy. Let me get right to the point, you seem to have some rather influential acquaintances,” Denton said, then cleared his throat and glared.
“Well, we’re still in the early stages of our relationship,” Bobby sort of half laughed.
“Just so we understand one another, Custer. Their involvement is really the only reason I ever agreed to talk with you. I find your past conduct nothing short of reprehensible. I’ve been promised there’s not a chance in hell you’ll ever be back practicing. I want to make myself very clear on that point?” he said.
“That’s my understanding, at least at this time.”
Denton ignored that last part and forged ahead. “Let me be completely honest here. I have to say I fought tooth and nail not to have you associated with this firm in any way, shape, or form. You sitting there in that chair, in my office, is not at all what I wanted. I’ve offered my protests and they have apparently fallen on deaf ears. I must say the authorities offered an unfortunately compelling argument or two that forced us into this situation” he said, but didn’t elaborate.
“I appreciate the opportunity.”
“Opportunity? For God’s sake you make it sound like we were given an option. Well, I’ve told you where I stand. The board, in its wisdom voted my suggestions down. What, exactly do you think you might accomplish here?” The implication being since you’re disbarred, can’t practice law and are wasting my time. “What the hell are you going to do?”
“Ben Hinz mentioned something about having a need for my talents.”
“Your talents?” Denton said sounding incredulous.
Bobby nodded.
“I’m not sure what in God’s name he would have meant by that, exactly. Of course you’re no stranger to Bennett Hinz and you know how he operates. I have to say, I’m still inclined to do the right thing and simply send you packing. I have to tell you, Custer I don’t care how long you were in Federal custody. To my mind it wasn’t long enough. You’re a stain on our profession and I, for one, am not the least bit happy with the idea of you having anything to do with this firm.”
Bobby slowly rose to his feet. He was broke, disbarred and sleeping on the floor of an unfurnished efficiency apartment, but the feds and by extension Bobby seemed, for some reason, to have Noah Denton by the short hairs. “If I can be of any help to you please keep me in mind, sir.” He extended his hand, looked Denton in the eye and braced himself for his death squeeze.
Denton remained seated behind his desk and didn’t bother to extend his hand. He fumed for a long moment and waited until Bobby was almost out the door before he said, “You know, there is one thing, possibly.”
Bobby paused at the door.
“We’re involved in the defense of a class action lawsuit. Our client is being sued on some trumped up charges. Anyway, there will be a series of subpoenaed testimonies we’re taking over the next few weeks, not the best class of individuals, in fact some undesirables. Which just might make you the right man for the job, make sure they get here on time, sober and able to respond to questions.” Noah Denton swallowed hard, then spat out the word. “Interested?”
“I just might be.”
“Good, why don’t you leave your phone number at the front desk. If and when this develops we just might call.”
“How about I check in with you instead? I’m having a bit of difficulty with my service provider.” Actually, Bobby didn’t have one, but then again he didn’t have a phone, either.
Noah nodded like he wasn’t fooled and continued on. “You’d have to drive, pick them up, and bring them back to wherever they came from, once they’ve been deposed.”
“I don’t see a problem.”
“You can check with Marci, out at the front desk. She’ll have the information. Of course under these circumstances you’ll only be a contract hire, I want to be very clear on that point. We wouldn’t want you on the firm’s payroll, for obvious reasons. And, it will look more credible if you don’t start immediately.”
“Marci,” Bobby nodded, “I’ll check with her.”
“Please do. In fact, I’d prefer if I didn’t have to see or hear from you, ever. Do I make myself clear?”
“I’ll check with Marci,” Bobby said and closed the door on his way out.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
“They’ll begin in two days. I’ve a list of six individuals along with their addresses and phone numbers. It all seems pretty straight forward,” Marci said over the phone. Bobby had been checking in with her every day for the past week, twice a day. He wedged the receiver on the payphone between his ear and shoulder, then wrote “2 days” on the back of the envelope.
“All you have to do is pick them up. Once they’ve been deposed here you bring them back home. Really not much more to it than that. Each deposition shouldn’t last more than an hour or two. We’re hoping to have everything completed by the end of the day, Friday.”
There was the little matter of no driver’s license and no car, but he didn’t want to cloud the issue of his employment with petty details.
“We’ll need you to fill out our contractor form. Just the standard sort of thing, you know social security, valid insurance, driver’s license, shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”
“Not a problem,” he said, wondering how he was going to pull that off? 
“I could email this list to you?” she suggested.
“That’s okay, Marci. I’ll get it from you when I fill out that contractor form. I’m tied up for the rest of the day, I could be down there tomorrow morning if that works.”
“Yes, it will, Mr. Custer, tomorrow then,” her tone suggested she didn’t quite believe him.
“Tomorrow,” he said and hung up the pay phone. He’d have to get moving if he wanted to walk down to the licensing bureau before they closed.
He was posing for his driver’s license photo an hour later. He had passed the test by two points. A fact some might consider too close for comfort, but at this stage didn’t matter to Bobby in the least.
“Okay, and look this way, sir. That’s it, look into the red light. There, I’ll have an image for you in just a moment so you can make sure it’s okay.”
She was an attractive thing, he guessed maybe thirty-five and probably Hispanic from the dark eyes and hair, well and the nametag that read “L. Montez.”
“Would you please just look at the screen here, sir and let me know if this image is acceptable.”
It looked like someone much older staring back at him on the monitor, thinner, maybe a bit dubious-looking, but in the end still Bobby. “Yeah, that’s me, but can you make me look about ten years younger?” he joked.
“So it’s okay?” she asked not finding any humor in his comment.
“Yes, it is.”
“All right, sir, you’ll see your license in the mail in two to three weeks’ time. This temporary license is good for thirty days. Have it in your possession at all times when you’re driving,” she instructed, then handed him a yellow carbon copy of his license application.
“Thank you.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
He still needed a set of wheels. He made three phone calls from the pay phone in the lower level of the downtown public library. He was calling former acquaintances, hoping they might help. He left messages on all three calls which was stupid because they couldn’t call him back. This wasn’t working.
He walked a mile and a half up West Seventh Street to a used car lot, of sorts. There were nine cars in the lot under a hand-painted sign advertising FAST EDDIE’S AUTO L. The tail end of the sign had been broken off, just after the letter L. Suggesting maybe there had been another word there at one time like, ‘LOT’ or ‘LAND’.
Eight of the vehicles were priced north of fourteen hundred dollars and out of his price range. There was a faded blue Geo Metro in the back corner with a sign on the dash that said ‘Runs Good’ along with a lot of bird droppings on the windshield.
He crossed the street to a McDonald’s and called the number on the ‘Runs Good’ sign from a pay phone. Fast Eddie answered on the third ring.
“Yeah.”
“I’m calling about a car I saw at Fast Eddie’s.
“You looking to buy?”
“Yeah.” Bobby said wondering why else he would be calling?
“You there now?” Fast Eddie sounded hopeful.
“Actually, I’m just across the street, grabbing a bite at McDonald’s.”
“I’ll be at the lot in just a couple of minutes.”
Fast Eddie looked a little larger than some of the cars on his lot. He appeared to weigh in at about three hundred and seventy five pounds and probably rarely got up off the couch. Sizing him up, Bobby had a tough time believing he had ever been fast.
Eddie eyed Bobby the moment he stepped out of the McDonald’s and watched while he crossed the street.
“You the guy that called?” Fast Eddie asked through a mouthful of chocolate doughnut as Bobby stepped up onto the curb. There was no one else in sight of the car lot.
“Yes, I am.”
“Looking at that Ford Ranger? I hate to let it go for that, but I’ve got to move it, make room for a delivery I’ve got coming in. I’m gonna be losing money on it for sure.”
Bobby thought maybe the only delivery Eddie had coming in was from Domino’s. “Actually, I’m interested in that Geo Metro you’ve got tucked away in the back corner there.”
“You’re kidding?” Fast Eddie said and appeared crest fallen.
“You’ve got nine hundred on it. I can give you seven fifty.”
“No can do. She’s got fairly recent tires and I had my team go over her, gave it a tune up, pretty new wiper blades. The radio works.” Then he added, “Sometimes,” just under his breath.
“Those tires look like the tread isn’t much more than a memory. I can give you seven fifty, cash.”
Fast Eddie gave him the once-over and said, “Eight hundred, no questions asked.”
“Seven fifty and you can ask all the questions you want. I got nothing to hide.”
He seemed to think about that, shrugged like he didn’t believe Bobby and said, “What the hell?”
Bobby paid him and then spent fifteen minutes filling out the rudimentary paper work. After some gentle coaxing the thing started and he drove off the lot. He drove back to the public library where he logged onto one of their computers to fabricate his car insurance information.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
“Thank you, Mr. Custer,” Marci said. He had just handed a clipboard back to her with the firm’s contractor form filled out and a copy of the insurance card he’d dummied up on the library computer.
“Please, call me Bobby.”
Marci smiled in a way that suggested she wouldn’t dream of it.
“Is Noah Denton available, I’d like to touch base with him if he has a couple of minutes.”
He sat in the lobby for another twenty minutes rereading the same Sports Illustrated from a week ago before she called him.
“Mr. Custer, Mr. Denton will see you now. I believe you know the way?” Marci said, then smiled as if to suggest she couldn’t wait to get him out of her lobby.
He walked into Denton’s office and greeted him with, “Hi Noah, thanks for taking me on. I appreciate the opportunity.”
Denton looked up from a file and motioned him forward. He laid his pen down, took off his glasses, rubbed the bridge of his nose as he collected his thoughts and waited for a long moment before he spoke.
“Please, don’t bother to sit down. Let’s get something straight. From here on in, I’m Mr. Denton. Not that you have to really remember that, because I can’t foresee the occasion where we would need to interact. You are a contract employee which means you are employed for a very finite amount of time. You’ll fulfill the terms of your specific contract and then vacate our premises. While under contract you’ll receive your marching orders from Marci, at the front desk. I have difficulty envisioning the need for you to venture anywhere beyond Marci’s desk. Should you need a restroom there is one down in the first floor lobby.”
“I just wanted to thank you for the opportunity, Noah. That’s all.”
“So noted, and it’s Mr. Denton.”
Bobby nodded.
“Anything else?”
“No, you’ve made it pretty clear.”
“Then get out of my office,” Denton said and motioned toward the door with his chin dismissing Bobby.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
The following morning Bobby was shuttling individuals to and from the firm’s office for depositions. Two geriatric men were his morning passengers. One of them had a cane he kept pounding on the floor of the back seat just as he reached the punch line in a long list of non-stop jokes.
Bobby was allowed forty-five minutes for lunch so he high-tailed it back to the McDonald’s across from Fast Eddie’s. The oil light came on just as he was leaving the drive-thru and he ended up eating his cheeseburger while he watched two quarts of oil pour into the engine.
He picked up a woman named Maxine at one-fifteen. She looked twenty years older than he suspected she actually was. Her skin seemed weathered, maybe too much time laying in the sun or working outdoors. Her hair had been dyed a sort of dishwater blonde sometime back and now sported a good inch of substantially darker roots. Her clothing, a pants suit even Bobby realized had been out of style for a few years, was tight, but not in an attractive way. He guessed she had possibly grown two or three sizes larger since she’d purchased the outfit.
She didn’t ask to smoke. She just lit up and then fired up another four successive cigarettes after that from the butt of the previous one as he made his way down to the law office. Along the way she barked a phlegmy smoker’s hack about every three blocks.
He pulled in front of the building, turned and peered at her through the cloud of smoke.
“Just inside, take any elevator up to the twelfth floor. I’ll be waiting for you in the lobby when you’re finished.”
“You ain’t taking me up there? You telling me I have to find my own damn way?” she said, then sucked about a half inch off her current cigarette.
“You can see the elevators right there, through the lobby window. Just get on one and press twelve. The elevator opens right into the office. I’ve got to park this and then walk all the way back here.”
The threat of a possible walk seemed to halt any further discussion. “I suppose,” she groaned, then slowly slid across the back seat and climbed out onto the curb.
He found himself wishing he’d dropped her off at the wrong building. She fired up another cigarette on the curb, rubbed the old butt out against the side of his car and headed toward the building. He could only hope she’d be in with Noah Denton.
“Oh dear,” Marci said as he cooled his heels up in the twelfth floor lobby. “I’m afraid our last deposition of the day, this Kate Clarken may have forgotten. I’m not getting an answer when I call. I had a feeling she might be a problem from day one,” she said more to herself than anyone else.
Maxine suddenly came into view. Actually the phlegmy cough announced her approach before she came around the corner. She moved like a two-ton truck toward Marci seated behind the receptionist counter. You could hear her thighs swishing against one another with each step.
“When do I get paid?” she half shouted, then wheezed and coughed.
“We’ll be issuing checks on Tuesday, you should see your payment forty-eight hours after that,” Marci said leaning back as far as possible while still remaining in her chair.
“You’re shitting me, that’ll make it next Thursday before I can cash the check,” Maxine groaned, then reached in her purse and fired up a cigarette.
“That was the original agreement, ma’am. And, I’m sorry ma’am, this is a no smoking area. Actually, the entire building is smoke free.” Marci smiled and looked happy to suggest this might be good news to Maxine.
“Not now, it ain’t,” Maxine growled back and barked her cough a couple of times. “That damn check better not be any later than Thursday or I’m gonna come back here and kick your uptight ass, bitch. You,” she pointed her cigarette in Bobby’s direction. “Get me the hell out of here.”
She walked to the bank of elevators and pushed the down button. Just before the door opened she sucked her cigarette, exhaled a massive blue cloud back into the office lobby, then stepped onto the elevator barking her cough.
Bobby followed politely behind.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
He parked across the street from the address on his list. Kate Clarken’s residence was in the four hundred block of Thomas Ave. in the middle of Frog Town. It had never been the best area in the city, but debatably was no longer the worst. That didn’t suggest things had begun to improve in Frog Town, it merely meant another part of town had fallen on even harder times.
Frog Town was an area Bobby had never had a reason to be in until now. Kate Clarken’s residence seemed to symbolize many of the reasons why. The building was a peeling white clapboard structure that had been unattractive since the day it was built over a century ago. It had originally been erected as a single family home although for the past fifty years it had sported a half-dozen cheap mail boxes haphazardly hung to the right of the front door.
Leaded glass panels on either side of the front door had long ago been replaced by sections of plywood clumsily nailed in place. The address was 411, although the middle “one” was missing so it read 4 1. Two large, unwashed picture windows were on either side of the front of the house with the front door positioned in the middle. The stained glass window that would normally rest above the picture windows had been removed or stolen at some point in the distant past.
A chain link fence surrounded the front yard and served to collect a fair amount of the shopping circulars and plastic bags blowing up and down the street. The pounded dirt area enclosed by the cyclone fence theoretically once supported a lawn. The front gate hung askew, wedged against the edge of the sidewalk and looking like it hadn’t been closed in years.
Bobby climbed the three wooden steps onto the porch that ran across the front of the house. The broken bits of turned porch railing seemed reminiscent of the toothless grin on a Halloween pumpkin. A worn, overstuffed couch sat beneath one of the picture windows and from a distance of ten feet he could smell the mold on the fabric and stuffing. Empty beer cans and an empty half-pint of vodka were scattered around the couch. There was a hole in the trim around the front door where the doorbell used to be with two cloth-covered copper wires hanging out. The front door was unlocked so he turned the knob and stepped inside.
Kate resided in unit 5, up three flights of stairs to what was originally an attic. Bobby had to stoop slightly due to the roof line ceiling when he knocked on her door.
He knocked a second time and waited. A quick examination suggested the door had been kicked in more than once. The trim around the door was broken and had been half-heartedly repositioned. There were a couple of large footprints on the door just next to the wobbly knob. Each footprint sported a different tread mark. Bobby unconsciously wiped his hands clean on the back of his trousers.
A low voice from behind the door growled, “What you want?”
“I’m here for Kate Clarken.”
“She ain’t here.”
“I was supposed to pick her up.”
“What did she do now?”
“She has an appointment that she’ll get paid for. She’s not in any trouble.”
What sounded like two locks unsnapped and the door opened partway until the chain on the inside stretched taut. A flushed face peeked out, though Bobby couldn’t determine if the individual was male or female. Hard to say how old, but if he had to guess he would have pegged the creature at maybe fifty.
The face was bleary-eyed with a red nose heading toward purple. The hair was short, unkempt and looked like it was trimmed by someone wearing a blindfold. Sporadic facial hair coated the upper lip and chins.
“She’ll get paid?” the voice growled still partially hiding behind the door. The individual was barefoot and wore faded jeans without a belt and a too-small grey T-shirt that partially covered a beer belly with stretch marks. The shirt was soiled with the remnants of various meals, although it was difficult to tell if they’d been on the way in or back out.
“Yes. I’m supposed to pick her up and then give her a ride back. Do you know where I can find her?”
“What are they gonna pay her for?”
“I don’t know, exactly, it’s for some legal stuff. Look, I need to get her downtown so she can be interviewed. If I can’t find her she won’t get paid. Simple as that.”
“She’s either drunk at Moonies, drunk at Foxies or drunk at Sexton’s, except Sexton’s is still closed on account of that trouble a while back.”
“So, Moonies or Foxies?”
“Maybe.”
“I’ll check there. If I can’t find her I’ll come back here, if she shows up please have her stay put.”
“Yeah, sure, that’ll work,” the creature gave a hoarse laugh, then apparently couldn’t be bothered anymore and closed the door.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Bobby knew of both places though he’d never been in either one. Moonies sat on a corner, it was probably a typical local neighborhood bar seventy years ago although he wasn’t sure what you’d call it now. Rough and shitty were two words that sprang to mind, parking was on the street.
The place was dark. It was a sunny mid-afternoon outside but you’d never know it from inside Moonies. It took Bobby a moment or two before his eyes adjusted and he could make his way to the bar. He appeared to be one of three guys in the place including the bartender. The two guys on the paying side of the bar sat a half dozen stools apart staring at empty shot glasses and half-finished beers. Neither one bothered to look as Bobby approached the bar.
The bartender walked down the length of the bar and gave him a look like Bobby was interrupting something important. He didn’t say anything and didn’t look too excited about new business.
“I’m looking for a woman, Kate Clarken. I was told she might be here.”
“You see her?” the bartender snorted.
Bobby held his gaze for a moment. He looked around the place. The four booths on the far wall were empty and no one sat at the tables. Unless she was passed out on the floor, she wasn’t here.
“Has she been in?”
“What’s she done now?” he asked.
“Nothing, I’m just giving her a lift downtown.”
The bartender shook his head like he didn’t believe him, then walked back down the length of the bar bringing an end to the conversation.
He headed three blocks west to Foxies. At least it had a parking lot, although he still parked on the street and went in the front door. It was a step up from Moonies, but not much of one. A little more crowded, maybe a half dozen guys none of whom were talking to one another, but then the business at Foxies was drinking and they were all attending to business as he approached the bar.
“What’ll it be?” The bartender barked. She was a heavy-set woman, maybe late sixties. A sort of swirled hairstyle left over from the Kennedy administration and pink frame glasses with little rhinestones in the upper ends where the frame came to a point. He could smell the cigarette smoke coming off her from across the bar.
“I’m looking for someone named Kate Clarken.”
“Kate? Thank God, would you mind getting her out of here? She’s been here for a couple of hours. I got the day shift crowd due in here shortly and I don’t need any problems, not tonight anyway.”
“Where is she?”
“Her usual booth, back there by the juke box,” she directed.
Two more customers had entered, but she didn’t pay any attention to them as they settled in on a couple of stools.
“You’ll take her out of here, right?” She sounded hopeful as she came around the bar and headed toward the juke box. Bobby followed her to a corner booth.
There in the darkest corner of the darkest booth sat Kate Clarken. Her eyes were half open, but she appeared comatose and looked to be drooling. There were three empty shot glasses on the table and a small glass with beer. The beer looked like it was warm and had gone flat.
“Kate, time to go,” the bartender said.
“Miss Clarken, I’m supposed to give you a ride downtown, for a deposition. They’re going to pay you.” Bobby added thinking that might instill some movement. It didn’t. He reached over to shake her shoulder.
“Careful,” the bartender cautioned.
“Kate, Miss Clarken?”
She slapped his hand away and attempted to focus on him. “Who the hell are you? I ain’t bothering anyone.”
“I know. I’m here to give you a ride, downtown.”
“You a cop?”
“No. You’re supposed to give a deposition, they’ll pay you, but I have to get you down there pretty soon, we’re already late.”
This seemed to register.
“And you’ll give me a ride?”
“Yeah, and a ride back home.”
“Give me a ride back here?”
“No,” the bartender said under her breath, then retreated to her new customers.
“Anywhere you want, but we have to leave now.”
“Let me pee first,” she said and began to slowly slide out of the booth. She got to her feet although she seemed a bit unsteady.
Bobby looked around for the restroom and saw the lighted sign that said ‘toilets’ just above a doorway.
“Come on Kate, let me give you a hand.” he said and helped to walk her back to the ladies room. What little conversation there was slowed, and some guy at the bar mumbled, “Jesus.” A number of people laughed.
“I’ll wait out here for you,” he said and pushed the door labeled LADIES open.
Kate sort of gave a half wave over her shoulder and staggered inside. He heard what sounded like a stall door creaking. A while after that the unmistakable sound of someone vomiting. Better here than in my car, he thought.
A few minutes later a guy walked past. He looked to be mid-twenties, dark curly hair. If Bobby had to guess he’d say a construction worker’s build, solid, thick and strong. He stepped around Bobby and was about to enter the ladies room.
“Wrong one,” Bobby said and pointed to the door labeled MEN.
He looked like he might argue the point. Some loud laughter drifted in from the barroom and he eventually nodded and said, “Yeah, thanks.”
Bobby waited, standing against the hallway wall for another five minutes. He was about to poke his head in and check when he heard what sounded like a stall door opening. A moment later he heard water running in a sink, then the towel dispenser being pulled. A minute or two after that the door finally opened and a pale-faced Kate Clarken shuffled out.
He took her by the arm and led her into the barroom headed for the front door. All conversation stopped. A couple of guys snickered. 
“Thanks,” the swirl-haired bartender called.
“Lots a luck, don’t forget to wear protection,” some guy yelled and everyone laughed.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Once they were outside, Kate took two steps and threw up on the sidewalk. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand like it was an everyday occurrence, which maybe it was. Bobby directed her into the back seat and rolled down the window in case she got sick again. He walked around to the driver’s side and rolled down the back window just to play it safe. Kate was already stretched out on the back seat with her eyes closed.
He climbed behind the wheel, and then cautiously backed up to within an inch of the burgundy Escalade parked behind him. Two guys stepped out of Foxies and looked frantically up and down the street. He recognized one as the curly haired guy who almost walked into the ladies room. He waited for a couple of cars to shoot past before he pulled the Geo into traffic.
They were headed downtown. Bobby was aware his passenger was in no condition to give a deposition. In her current state he’d be lucky if he could get her into the building let alone past polite Marci at the front desk. As if to confirm his thoughts she suddenly bolted upright in the back seat and thrust her head out the window, gasping. She made all the right sounds, but nothing came up. After a long minute and some very surprised glances from other motorists she sat back and wiped her hand across her mouth.
“Where the hell are we going?” she asked and looked out either side of the Geo in an effort to try and get her bearings.
“You were scheduled to give a deposition this afternoon at Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz, that’s a law office,” he said, then glanced at her in the rear view mirror. His answer didn’t seem to register with her.
“Do you remember? They had you scheduled for four this afternoon.” It was almost four-twenty at this point and obviously a stupid question.
“Whatever.”
A moment later she thrust her head back out the window and her hair blew across her face. She gathered up a fistful and yanked it behind her head just as she lurched forward, mouth open, eyes bulging. Not what you’d call attractive. Nothing came up. She lurched forward a few more times, then settled back in against the seat and closed her eyes.
“Can we stop and get something to eat? I’m starving and I need to calm my stomach.”
“I’m really sorry, Kate. You mind if I call you Kate? We’re going to be close to a half-hour late by the time we get down there. To tell you the truth I don’t think they’re going to allow you to give a deposition today. It’s fairly obvious you’ve been drinking. If you can hang on I’ll stop on the way back and you can get something. That sound okay?”
As he spoke he glanced in the side mirror, there were three cars passing him. There was a space he could pull into after the third car and hopefully speed up and cut a couple of minutes off their arrival time.
“Come on, come on, pass damn it,” he said, waiting for the third car, a black Prius. The woman seemed to hold a position just off his rear wheel, like she was keeping pace. He took his foot off the accelerator and waited for her to pass. Once she drifted past him she did the same thing with the car in front of him, keeping pace just off the rear wheel and blocking Bobby.
He honked a couple of times, then put his blinker on hoping she’d pick up on the fact he wanted to get in her lane. It seemed to make her grip the wheel even tighter and slow down. She remained focused straight ahead not looking left or right.
“Damn it,” he said, then saw his opportunity completely evaporate as a burgundy Escalade raced up behind the Prius eliminating any chance to change lanes.
He glanced over at the SUV just as the tinted window was lowered. There was something about it. It probably registered in a nanosecond although it seemed like it took a long time. Everything was suddenly in slow motion. He recognized the young face, the same curly haired guy he’d seen at Foxies. Then he recognized the burgundy Escalade from in front of Foxies. And then there was that large pistol suddenly pointing out the window.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Bobby couldn’t tell if the curly haired guy looked deadly serious or had he just gathered that from the fact a very large pistol was pointed at him. He jumped the curb and slammed on the brakes just as the guy with the gun leaned out the window. The windshield on the Geo’s passenger side suddenly sported two spider web patterns. Bobby swerved around a boulevard tree and onto the sidewalk, taking out a portion of a white picket fence in the process.
“Shit,” Kate screamed as she slammed into the back of the front seat, then dropped to the floor when he hit the brakes. He heard her gasp and maybe vomit down there in the back seat, but he had more pressing issues to deal with at the moment.
The Escalade fish-tailed back and forth, then hit the brakes and was immediately slammed in the rear by a white delivery van that pushed it into the oncoming traffic lane. There was another screech, then a loud bang and the Escalade spun around facing the opposite direction just two lanes over. The hood was buckled and steam rose from the engine. Tires screeched in all directions. Bobby continued down the sidewalk took a sharp right into an alley and floored it.
He heard Kate coughing down on the floor.
“Jesus Christ. You all right?” he asked, picking up speed as he rocketed down the narrow alley slamming into two ill-placed plastic trash bins along the way.
She coughed a couple of times before she screamed, “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you crazy? Let me get my ass out of here, you’re nuts.”
“Just stay back there, damn it and shut up,” he screamed back.
“Oh, Jesus, look at this I’m a mess. I’ve got puke all over me. You dumb shit. Just let me out, please.” She placed her hands on the back of his seat and pulled herself up. He looked at her in the rear view mirror and realized she was right, she was a mess.
“I don’t know who those guys were. They were at Foxies, did you know them?”
“What guys?”
“The ones shooting at us.”
“Huh.”
“The guys in the Escalade, they were shooting at us. Didn’t you see?”
“What the hell are you talking about? God, I could sure use a drink.”
“Look at my damn windshield. They tried to kill me.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Just,” he let the rest of it go. “Do you have a phone, a cell?” he asked.
“Why?”
“I was thinking of calling the police. You know since there was a maniac on the road shooting at people. I thought it might be…do you have a cell?”
“Quit yelling, for Christ sake. Oh, God, look at this, you made me puke all over my cigarettes,” she said, then held up the dripping package of cigarettes to prove her point.
He felt his stomach begin to lurch, but swallowed it back down. He wasn’t going downtown and as he thought about it, maybe a little more than a week out of the halfway house wasn’t the best time to call the police about a shooting. He sure as hell wasn’t going back anywhere near Foxies.
“I’ll take you to my place. You can get cleaned up there.”
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
“Hey, you got a towel?” Kate called through the bathroom door.
Bobby had been dividing his time between standing guard at the bathroom door and running to the window to see if there was a burgundy Escalade parked out by the dumpster.
“I just moved in and they’re all still packed away. Hang on, just a minute,” he said, then ran and grabbed two T-shirts from one of his paper bags. He knocked on the bathroom door, then pushed it partially open and stuck his hand in with the T-shirts. “Here, I’m afraid you’ll have to use these. You can dry off with one and slip the other on until your clothes come out of the laundry downstairs.”
He caught her reflection in the bathroom mirror as she took the T-shirts from his hand. She was shaking her head like she couldn’t believe what he’d just told her. Her hair was wet and hung down over her shoulders. A series of black and blue bruises ran up and down her side, more from falls than any beating he guessed.
Even just out of the shower and still looking like a mess there was a sense that she might have been attractive at one time in the distant past, but it would have been a very long time ago. He guessed she was somewhere in her fifties. Her figure had fallen prey to the lifestyle. It had been over four years since he had seen a woman naked, let alone been this close to one. It would be a while longer before he touched one and it certainly wasn’t going to be this woman. He pulled the door closed until it wedged against the door frame and wouldn’t close any further.
“I’ll go check on your clothes,” he said.
He had the dryer cranked on high and he put another buck-and-a-half worth of quarters in the slot, he pushed the coins in and hoped the dryer wouldn’t stop. He wanted her dressed as soon as possible.
He heard her rummaging in the kitchen area when he stepped back into the apartment. She was standing on her tip-toes peering into the small cabinet above the stove. The rest of the cabinet doors were half open. The T-shirt had risen over her rear and exposed a new set of black-and-blue bruises. Red blotches appeared on the back of her thighs.
“This place is empty and you don’t have shit to drink around here. I really need a drink.”
“My name’s Bobby. I guess we weren’t exactly introduced.”
She ignored the hand he extended and bent down in a very unladylike pose to look under the kitchen sink. “Where the hell do you keep it? I told you, I need a goddamn drink.”
“Hey look, Kate, like I said I just moved in. Everything is still packed away, in the delivery van. I don’t have any alcohol here.”
She looked up at him from the empty cabinet. “Any blow? Crank? Come on, you gotta have something?”
“No, nothing, honest.”
She stood up and faced him. The T-shirt barely reached her hip bones leaving her exposed. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “I really need a drink, Mr. Bobby. I’ll make it worth your while, let you do anything you want. Anything. I just need a little drink is all.”
“I don’t have anything to drink here, Kate.”
“Well then go fucking get something,” she shrieked. “Jesus Christ. You’re making it sound like it’s such a big deal. Just go get me something. Now, damn it.”
“We just had some asshole shooting at us, Kate. I don’t know why, I think it might have something to do with you. But I honestly don’t know. I’ve been out of town for more than four years so I’m pretty sure it’s not me. Maybe now just isn’t the best time to go traipsing over to some liquor store.”
“Well he missed, didn’t he? So we should be celebrating. Now either go get me something to drink or get me my clothes so I can get the hell out of here.”
“Let’s just calm…”
“I want my clothes,” she yelled. Then she suddenly began to shake and slowly slid down on the floor, sobbing. “Please, just get me a drink and I’ll do anything you want, anything. Please, please.”
If this wasn’t her rock bottom she had to be within sight of it. There was a liquor store about four blocks away. If he left now he could be there and back in twenty minutes.
“If I go get you something, a bottle, you’ll be here when I get back?”
She smeared the tears to either side of her blotchy face, sniffled and looked up at him. “I promise. I will, I’ll be here for you, really.”
“Okay, I’m going to walk. It’ll take me about twenty minutes. You’ll stay here, promise?”
She nodded from the floor, then leaned over and hugged his leg. “Thank you. I promise I’ll be here, just hurry.”
As he passed the dumpster in the parking lot he glanced up at his window. He could see her standing there watching him through the grimy glass. She gave him a half-hearted wave or was she just egging him on to move faster.
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
The two guys ahead of him at the liquor store were buying wine. The first guy dropped fifty-six bucks on two bottles of Chateauneuf du Pape. The second guy bought a bottle of Pinot Noir for nineteen bucks. Bobby had a plastic fifth of Cosmonaut Vodka that went for eight dollars and change.
The kid behind the register looked at him for a moment but didn’t say anything.
“I know, it’s a joke,” Bobby said by way of explanation and handed him a ten.
The kid smiled and nodded like it suddenly all made sense.
“Have a nice night,” Bobby said, then picked up his paper bag and hurried out the door.
He spotted her a half block away. Oblivious to the fact his T-shirt wasn’t covering her as she stood in the window with her arms folded across her chest. Waiting. He looked up at the window once he’d passed the dumpster, ready to give her a friendly wave, but she was gone.
She met him in the stairwell on the second floor.
“Come on, Kate, you’re not even dressed.”
She grabbed the bag out of his hand, then marched back up the stairs. She dropped the paper bag near the top of the stairs and screwed the bottle cap off in the hall. Just before the door she tilted her head back and put the bottle to her lips.
Bobby picked up the paper bag and screw cap, squeezed past her, then took hold of her arm and guided her in so he could close his apartment door. He heard her gulp and swallow as he watched the bubbles rising in the upturned bottle.
“Ahhh-hhhh,” she finally gasped, coming up for air. She’d knocked close to a good two inches off the contents.
“You want a glass?”
“Forget it I already checked, you ain’t got any,” she said, then took another long swig. Her faced seemed to grow a little crimson and she belched. She held the bottle tightly, leaned against the wall, then slid down to the worn carpet.
He folded the paper bag and placed it in the trash under the sink.
“Soon as it gets dark I’ll take you back home. I just don’t want to risk those guys seeing me, seeing us. You got any idea what that was about?”
She shrugged, took another sip, seemed to relax a little more and ignored his question altogether. “I ain’t got no reason to go home. Drop my ass at Moonies.”
“I can do that. Let me ask you again. Do you have any idea what that was about this afternoon? Those guys shooting at us.”
She shook her head and took another healthy sip, then closed her eyes. “Maybe you just pissed them off, you got that way about you, acting high and mighty like.”
“No, they came into that bar, Foxies. They were looking for you. One of them tried to go into the ladies room while you were in there. They left the same time we did, they just didn’t see us until we pulled away. I didn’t put it together until I was walking back here. It all seems to fit. I just don’t get why they were willing to do me in, just to get to you.”
She kept her eyes closed, took another very healthy swig and half snorted. “Me? Shit no one wants anything to do with me.”
He couldn’t argue that point. “Why were they going to depose you this afternoon?”
“Do what?” She opened her eyes and attempted to focus on him. Her glassy stare had begun to return.
“Why were they going to take your deposition, talk to you? They were going to pay you for your time. The lawyers. Downtown.”
“Bankers and lawyers, bankers and lawyers. They’re just out to screw all of us one way or the other. Just grab your ankles Mr. Bobby, you’ll get yours soon enough,” she said, then took a couple more gulps and smiled.
“But what were they going to ask you about?”
“Well, I guess I don’t really know since you never got my ass down there. I ‘spose now I ain’t gonna get paid.”
“I’ll call them in the morning, get them to reschedule you.”
She snorted. “Shit. Don’t waste your time, I’ll probably be gone by then.” She laughed, put the bottle to her lips and started swallowing. When she put the bottle back down it was almost half empty.
“Maybe you should back off on some of that, Kate. Give it a rest for a few minutes.”
“Maybe you should just shut the hell up,” she said and raised the bottle to her lips again to emphasize her point.
“I’ll go see if your clothes are dry.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Mercifully her clothes were dry and he tossed them on the carpet next to where she was sitting. Even though they were just out of the dryer they still looked dirty. Jeans, socks and a T-shirt. No underwear.
She’d already made it past the halfway point in the plastic bottle. As she looked up at him with glassy eyes she bounced her head off the wall with a thump, then put a half-hearted grin on her face.
“Hey, I got it, you want to do me?”
“What?”
She spread her legs apart on the carpet. “Come on, I’ll give ya a deal, just a couple of bucks.”
“No thanks.”
“Suit yourself, high and mighty. Probably couldn’t get it up anyway. Besides, I can get better than you anytime I want. You hear? Any damn time I want,” she said, then took another gulp.
“Come on, why don’t you get dressed and I’ll drive you over to Moonies.”
“Good idea,” she said, then sat there with a half smile on her face.
He pulled her jeans on her legs, then helped her to stand up. She leaned against the wall and giggled, never letting go of the vodka bottle. She seemed oblivious to his T-shirt so he just left it on her and pulled hers over on top. She slipped into one of her shoes unaided but couldn’t get the other one on so he helped her. He tied both of her shoes as she leaned against the wall, then walked her down to the car holding her arm and poured her into the back seat.
She curled up with the vodka bottle, closed her eyes and smiled.
He pulled around the corner at Moonies and parked. As he got out he looked cautiously around before he opened the back door to let her out. She’d been asleep or just passed out since she’d lain down in the back seat.
“Kate.” He shook her gently.
“Don’t touch me,” she snapped, then snuggled the bottle closer to her.
“We’re at Moonies, time to get out.”
The mention of Moonies seemed to awaken something. She slowly sat up and looked around although he was convinced she couldn’t see six inches past her nose.
“Come on.” He tugged on her arm expecting another outburst. But to his surprise she got out of the car, steadied herself by leaning against the vehicle and said, “Get your damn hands off me. I can make it just fine from here.” She staggered to the side for a step or two, then turned and looked at him. “Looking to party mister? Give you a deal, just ten bucks.” 
“No thanks, I’m going home.”
“Your loss then,” she said and headed for Moonies front door.
That was all the encouragement Bobby needed. He quickly got back in his car and drove home.
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
“I really wish you would have called. Your oversight inconvenienced a number of very busy people,” Marci said.
Bobby was almost standing at attention in front of the receptionist counter. It was barely eight-thirty the following morning.
“I suppose we’ll have to reschedule Ms Clarken,” she said oblivious to the fact that the woman would be unfit regardless of the time or the day.
“They wouldn’t have been able to depose her,” Bobby said not for the first time.
“That’s the sort of determination a qualified individual will have to make,” she snapped back implying Bobby was anything but qualified.
“She couldn’t stand, she’d thrown up a number of times. It didn’t take a qualified individual to determine she was intoxicated and couldn’t be deposed.”
“The flu?” Marci asked still not catching on.
“Bottle flu, maybe. No Marci, she was drunk, so drunk she was throwing up.”
“Are you sure? How could that be? It was barely four in the afternoon.”
“I think she inhabits a little different world than you, or even me for that matter. My advice is to strike her from your list and…”
“As I said before, that’s a decision for a qualified individual to make.”
“How qualified do you have to be to determine someone is so intoxicated that they can’t stand and they’ve thrown up on themselves.”
“Nevertheless.”
“Okay, next time I’ll bring her down here for a qualified individual to judge her condition.”
That seemed to please Marci.
“Here are the four individuals you’ll be delivering today. Please have them here on time. You’ve no idea the havoc caused when schedules aren’t adhered to.”
As he took the list he wondered if Marci was aware of the havoc caused when some idiot tried to ruin your day by shooting at you from a moving vehicle? He determined the wiser decision would be to just shut up.
“Any special needs here?” he asked, trying to be overly solicitous. “Walkers, oxygen tanks or maybe just an escort? Two of the folks yesterday seemed pretty elderly.”
Marci nodded. “And the third downright unpleasant.”
“Maxine.”
“Exactly.”
They were friends again.
“No, I don’t believe we’ll have any special needs today. Let’s just hope everyone arrives on time,” she said and stared at him over the top of her glasses.
“I’ll do my best.”
“Very well,” she said and dismissed him.
The day was uneventful. Everyone was ready and waiting at the appropriate time. No one smoked. No one had been drinking, at least that Bobby could tell. Everyone asked about the windshield and accepted his errant softball as an explanation. It was all wonderfully dull.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
He was driving back to his apartment dialing in the news on the radio and caught just the tale end of the news story.
‘Police have identified the victim as thirty-eight year old Katherine Clarken, a St. Paul resident. Anyone with any information is asked to contact authorities. In other news today the St. Paul City Council voted to oppose…’
Since none of the buttons worked on the Geo’s radio he attempted to adjust the tuning by hand and couldn’t land on a station broadcasting news to save his soul. Every station was playing music the one time he didn’t want any.
He parked next to the dumpster, then climbed out of the Geo and looked around cautiously. There was no reason to believe he should be a target, but he wasn’t taking any chances. As far as that went there was no reason to believe Kate Clarken had been a target, either. Well, except for the fact that two guys had chased them and attempted to murder them. It seemed more likely she died from alcohol poisoning, or maybe in a drunken stupor she simply staggered into an oncoming car. Still, he walked the four blocks up to the retail corner and purchased a newspaper and some light bulbs. He noticed laundry hanging on a clothesline on the way home.
He sat on the carpet and read the paper. There’d been a shooting outside Moonies the previous evening, just after midnight. At the time the paper had gone to press the victim remained unidentified. The article listed the victim as a Caucasian female and he figured it was a sure bet at that location it had to have been Kate Clarken.
He thought it was a pretty safe assumption it wasn’t accidental or even a case of mistaken identity. Which left only one question in my mind, was he safe?
At a little after midnight he cut across the parking lot, past the dumpster and made his way up the street. After two blocks he took a right at the corner and then a left down the alley. About a half-dozen houses in, he spotted the clothes line. Mercifully the laundry was still hanging. Two minutes later he was walking home at a brisk clip. He had six towels and a set of sheets. Now he just needed a bed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Bobby was driving a woman named Ardis Dempsey downtown for her deposition. Based on the fumes wafting from the backseat making his eyes water she must have cornered the market on cheap perfume. She apparently rolled her face in a tin of pancake makeup, then applied a slightly off-center layer of fire engine red lipstick just before he picked her up.
“… so Donny, that’s Carol’s third, is in the Navy. He’s on an aircraft carrier in the gulf. God, the worry. I say a rosary for that boy every night.”
“We never stop worrying,” Bobby said trying to give her a chance to take a breath.
“Isn’t it the truth. My oldest, James, fortunately he missed all that nonsense in Viet Nam. He was with the Marines in Korea, brought home a lovely girl. Now they’ve got two daughters, one just finishing med school, the other teaching. That little Kim, she’s the mother, she runs a very tight ship. Course with Jim she might just have to. You know, I can’t seem to remember if I locked that darn back door. Honest to God, there are some days I’m not sure I could remember my own name. Fortunately it’s on my driver’s license,” she said and laughed.
“Here we are Mrs. Dempsey. I can escort you in if you’d like or you can just walk through those doors, onto the elevators and press twelve. The doors will open right into the lobby of the law firm. Marci is the name of the receptionist.”
“I’m quite capable of making my own way, thank you.”
“That’s what I thought, I’ll just let you out and watch you to make sure. Then I’ll park this car and be waiting for you in the lobby when you’re finished. Most of the other depositions seem to be taking right around ninety minutes.”
“Drive carefully. I don’t know how you can even see out of that windshield,” she warned as she got out, then walked, cane in hand into the lobby.
He sped off, figuring if he hurried and made all three lights he could be on her back steps in about ten minutes.
He made it in eight minutes and she was right, she had left the back door unlocked.
“Hello,” he called as he entered, called again from her dining room and once again at the base of the staircase. He didn’t get a response and hurried back into the kitchen. He doubled up a couple of trash bags, then placed four plates, four sets of silverware, four glasses and two coffee mugs inside.
He doubled up two more trash bags, stuffed some wash cloths, a pillow and a blanket in there along with some cans of soup and a bag of Doritos, then made his way out the door. He was sitting in the lobby waiting for Ardis when she finished her deposition.
“Aren’t you just the prompt person,” she said coming around the corner.
He glanced toward battle ax Marci and smiled, but didn’t respond.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
He walked up to the grocery store a few nights later. He still looked around suspiciously whenever he came out of his building, or any building for that matter, but he never saw anything suggesting he was being watched or followed. Still he’d waited until dark, which meant he had to hurry since the grocery store closed at nine.
He was literally the only person in the checkout lane and he thought he was probably the last customer in the store. As he grabbed his bag and made his way toward the door the checkout girl was already busy closing down her register, probably hurrying to make a hot date. All he knew was she didn’t have time to pay attention to him. He stole a newspaper off the rack. Big deal, they’d be sent back first thing in the morning with tomorrow’s deliveries anyway, so it wasn’t like the grocery store was really losing anything.
He was sitting on the floor, nibbling on some of the Doritos he’d taken from Ardis Dempsey a few days back while he read his stolen copy of the paper. He’d made his way through the news, such as it was, and began working his way through the obituaries.
There it was, “Katherine ‘Kate’ Clarken. Died unexpectedly. Visitation between six and eight. Thursday evening. Private internment.”
That was tomorrow night. It struck him that the visitation service was short, just two hours, with no funeral service or survivors mentioned. Given the few hours of Kate’s life he’d been exposed to, Bobby didn’t find it surprising there wasn’t a throng of people lined up to bid a tearful good-bye. Still, in a way he felt sorry for her.
 
* * *
 
He parked on the street about half-past seven hoping to avoid any crowd. He needn’t have worried. The Geo Metro was the only car parked on the street for a block in either direction.
The Capitol City funeral home had been in business for close to a century. When Capitol City first started out, this section of town must have been some kind of neighborhood. Bobby guessed the area had fallen on hard times during the Great Depression and then life just sort of skidded downhill from there. Now, the place was a jumble of nondescript two-story brick warehouses, the odd little ugly frame house, a few small salvage yards and a sleazy bar named Harold’s that advertized Happy Hour All Day Long directly across the street.
He grabbed his four-dollar bouquet of grocery store flowers from the passenger seat and headed inside the Capitol City funeral home. The lobby was small and nondescript. Off to the right was a small office illuminated by the glare coming off an old television sitting on a desk.
“Can I help you?” a man asked from about a foot behind the television and flicked on a light. He was dressed in an out-of-date dark suit, a white shirt yellowed around the collar with age and a dark tie. He didn’t bother to get up. For that matter he didn’t really bother to look at Bobby. He just quickly glanced in the general direction and then returned to the television.
“Katherine Clarken,” Bobby said.
That seemed to get the attendant’s attention. He studied Bobby for a long moment, glanced at the bouquet of flowers in his hand. “Straight ahead, second door on the left.” Sounding like he couldn’t quite believe someone had even asked for her.
“Thanks.”
The hallway wasn’t all that long and sported trim and ceiling molding that looked like it came out of a 1940’s movie. The ceiling had grayed over time and both the walls and trim were painted the same sort of icy pale green color. There was a definite grime pattern on either side of the hallway from seven or eight decades worth of hands running along the walls. The carpeting looked to have once been a burgundy sort of affair with a floral motif but was now in desperate need of a good cleaning or maybe it should just be hauled outside and burned.
The second door on the left led into a small, claustrophobic room in need of ventilation. The room was poorly lit with a dreadful dirge droning in the background over a crackling speaker. There was a grey vinyl partition hung from the ceiling that had been pulled across the rear of the room to accommodate smaller affairs. At the front of the small room a dozen brownish metal folding chairs were lined up in three rows of four, two chairs on either side forming a sort of pretend center aisle. At the very front of the room, past the folding chairs a small card table stood draped with a white table cloth. Placed in the middle of the card table was a very plain wooden urn. In case there were any doubts, a 4 x 5 card lay in front of the urn with the handwritten name in black marker, Katherine Clarken. The stuffy room was empty except for one young guy sitting off to the right in the rear row of folding chairs.
Bobby walked up to the front of the room, past the chairs and stood in front of the card table. He didn’t know what to do, but felt it would be rude to just turn and leave. So he stood there and pretended to say a prayer. Then he placed the flowers on the card table next to the urn, careful to lay the $3.99 price tag face down. He bowed his head then as he turned to leave he nodded at the young man in the chair.
The young man gave a curt nod in response, then his eyes narrowed and he growled in a deep voice, “Who the hell are you?”
“My name’s Bobby,” he said and extended his hand.
The young man brought a massive paw over and wrapped it around Bobby’s hand. He squeezed gently, but left him with the sense it would have been no problem to simply crush Bobby’s hand. He was solidly built, with a weightlifters chest and a very thick neck. He wore a black short sleeved shirt, just three buttons, all undone. The sleeves were stretched around large biceps tattooed in some blue Celtic-looking pattern. His hair was clipped short, almost but not quite shaven, and his eyes looked red and puffy. He’d been crying.
“Thanks for coming. You’re the only one. She would have liked those.” He lifted his square chin in the direction of Bobby’s grocery store bouquet.
Bobby smiled and nodded. “I only met Katherine, Kate, a few days ago, really just a simple business arrangement. I was supposed to pick her up and, well…”
“Pick her up? Business arrangement?” There was suddenly an edge in his voice.
“I was hired by a firm, a law firm downtown to drive people so they could give depositions. Katherine, Kate was one of the people I drove.”
“You brought her downtown?”
“Actually no, see, we ran into some difficulty and we weren’t able to get there in time, get to the attorney’s office. I ended up driving her back. She wanted me to drop her off at Moonies that night and well…” He thought it best not to go on from there and stared at the floor. He was beginning to feel very uncomfortable.
“So you’re the one who brought her to Moonies?”
“Only because that’s where she told me she wanted to go. I picked her up at Foxies, that’s where they followed us from,” Bobby said.
“Followed you?”
“I really don’t want to get into it. She couldn’t tell who they were, she didn’t know. At the end, she just told me to drop her at Moonies so that’s what I did. Then I heard about this awful…” He stopped there, ready to give another nod and leave.
“Sit down,” the young man said. Not so much an invitation as a command.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
Bobby ended up telling him the story. He told him the entire story, almost. About going to Kate’s apartment, Moonies, Foxies, those idiots shooting at them and how he took off down the alley to get away. That was the point where the young man told him he was Kate’s son and Bobby made the decision to leave out the part about buying her the cheapest bottle of vodka he could find, dressing her and dumping her in front of Moonies in a quasi-comatose state so he could flee the scene.
“So Bobby, what you’re telling me is you saved her life.” The young man’s eyes watered up as he gazed at the wooden urn.
“Anyone would have done the same thing.”
The young man scoffed, “Don’t bet on it.”
“I just wish I could have prevented what happened later. We talked about her going there, I suggested she go home or I was even willing to get her a hotel room. She just wanted to go to Moonies and begged me not to call the police. She was fairly insistent so in the end I went along and did what she wanted. I wish I could change all that now,” Bobby said and sort of let that hang out there for a moment hoping the opportunity would present itself so he could get up and leave.
“You did your best, man,” he said, then sort of came back to reality and focused on Bobby. “You need a ride or anything?”
“Me? No, thanks, I’m parked right out front. Kind of you to offer, but its not necessary.”
“Come on, we’ll walk out together, the three of us,” the young man said, then went over to the card table, picked up the urn and tucked it under his arm. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
They walked down the dimly lit hallway together, past the small office and out the front door.
“Thank you, gentlemen.” A voice called from the office, but never left the glare from the TV to see them out.
They stood out on the street, Bobby’s car sat at the curb, wheezing.
“That yours?” the young man asked.
“Yeah, that’s me. Look I…”
“What happened to it?”
“I told you, someone pulled along side of us, a burgundy Escalade. They lowered the window, stuck a cannon out, I slammed into the side of the Escalade a couple of times, but they still got two rounds off before I pushed them into some oncoming traffic. I just wanted to make sure Kate, I mean your mom was safe so I hit the brakes and drove onto the sidewalk then took off down an alley. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t follow.”
“You really did save her, man,” he said looking at Bobby’s windshield.
Bobby nodded.
“They were aiming for her, weren’t they? She was sitting right there in your passenger seat. You didn’t have those quick reactions they would have shot her, right then.”
There seemed to be no advantage to telling him Kate was passed out in the back seat having just finished throwing up.
“Yeah, they stuck that pistol out the window I knew they were aiming for her so I slammed into them, figured it would be the one thing they wouldn’t be expecting.”
“And that’s your car?”
“Yep, one of a kind. I get some money saved up, I’m gonna get that windshield replaced.”
“Better do it sooner rather than later, cops take a dim view of that sort of thing.”
“Yeah, things are just a little tight right now. But it’s first on the list.”
“Say Bobby, I wonder if I can ask a small favor of you.” He said it in a way that eliminated the response “No” right off the bat.
“Possibly, what is it you need?”
“I’ve actually got an appointment in a bit. I wonder if you wouldn’t mind taking my Mom home with you, just for tonight, keep her safe. I’ll come by later and pick her up. That sound okay with you?” Again with that tome of voice that said “No” was not an option.
“It would be my pleasure, be happy to help.”
He handed Bobby the urn, then pulled his phone out, swiped his finger across the face, pushed the screen twice and asked, “What’s your number?”
“To tell you the truth, I’m just switching cellphone carriers so I’m sort of between numbers,” Bobby lied.
“You got an address?”
Bobby told him.
“Great, got it. I’ll be in touch, Bobby,” he said, then shut the phone off, nodded and crossed the street.
Bobby placed Kate’s ashes on the floor of the passenger seat, then watched in his side mirror as her son stepped inside Harold’s, “Home of the all day happy hour”. Bobby climbed behind the wheel and drove Kate back to his place.
He set her urn on the kitchen counter and put a pizza in the oven. He was a little curious and opened the lid on the urn, it looked like it had been filled with cat litter. Maybe it had and Capitol City just dumped folks in a large hole somewhere. He decided it might be better to just focus on the pizza.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
He’d been moved up a notch in the pecking order of Marci’s roster. Violet Oxley had been subpoenaed to testify in a court case. He was to drive her down to the Courthouse. Then sit with her in the hallway outside courtroom ‘2’ cooling his heels until she was called to testify. His guess was, at three-thirty-five in the afternoon that it had grown too late in the day for Violet to be called. Unless, of course, there happened to be a real jerk on the bench presiding, which there was as a matter of fact, her honor, Judge Susan Eckersbe, a decidedly unhappy individual. Back when he had been practicing he’d had the distinct displeasure of finding himself in her courtroom on a couple of occasions. Those appearances had never seemed to go his way.
“Goodness, I almost hope they don’t call me, now,” Violet said at three-forty.
“I’m pretty sure they won’t, this time of day they usually like to wind up around four. Gives the attorneys time to file motions, get things lined up for tomorrow. The judge will be able to beat the traffic home.” He raised his eyebrows to emphasize the joke which seemed to bring a smile to Violet’s face.
“I hope you’re right.”
“Trust me, I’ve been around this particular block more than a few times”
At four-ten the bailiff stuck her head out the door and called, “Violet Oxley?”
“Dreadful,” Violet said an hour and a half later and not for the first time. “Just positively dreadful. Where do I send my complaint? Because believe me I’m going to write one. That woman could do with a good thumping,” she said, then stared out the window of Bobby’s back seat.
It was almost six and they were still inching along in rush hour traffic. They weren’t being helped by the construction lane closures that had this section of Snelling Ave. going from three lanes down to one. There wasn’t a construction crew within sight to save Bobby’s soul.
“Yeah, that’s Judge Eckersbe. Not a very happy person.”
“I should say not. She practically shouted at me while I sat in that chair out in front of everyone trying to gather my thoughts.”
“The witness stand.”
“It was worse than being on stage. For pity’s sake, I thought it just might be important to give correct information. She apparently couldn’t be bothered to grant me the second or two I needed to gather my thoughts before I began. Dreadful, absolutely dreadful.”
“No argument from me, Ms Oxley,” Bobby said then turned off Snelling and headed West on Larpenteur. He turned right two blocks down and then pulled into a toney cul-de-sac a few moments later.
“Just pull up in front if you would. I don’t want you dripping oil on my driveway.”
“Yes ma’am,” he said and pulled up next to her mailbox.
“Thank you, Bobby. You’ll be here at eight-thirty tomorrow morning?”
“I will,” he said and climbed out to open the rear door for her.
“Try not to be late. I’ll be waiting,” she said, then stepped out and walked up the driveway to her front door. She unlocked the door and stepped inside without looking back.
He gave her the finger from behind the passenger door and drove off.
Bobby was just tidying up the kitchen area after dinner when someone knocked on his door. Since he didn’t have a peep hole to look through he had to ask, “Who is it?”
“Kate’s son. Here to get my mom.”
He glanced over at the kitchen counter. Fortunately, he had just removed the plate he’d washed and leaned against the urn to dry along with the fork he’d set on top of it. He opened the door.
“How’s it going, Bobby?” The young man smiled and walked in. He was dressed in a nondescript T-Shirt and jeans, the T-shirt stretched taught over his muscular chest. The fabric around his large biceps looked like it was about to rip. A black guy about the same age and size followed in behind him. The guy had a toothpick hanging out of the corner of his mouth. Neither one bothered with any form of introduction.
“I set the urn right over here, on the kitchen counter,” Bobby said making a beeline for the urn. He kept talking as he grabbed a dish towel and wiped a few drops of water from the fork he’d left on top. “Lovely little bit of wood, I’m sure she would be pleased,” he smiled and pretended to polish the top and sides.
“Not sure she’d even know,” her son said looking around the sparse surroundings before he asked, “Exactly how long you been living here?”
“Me?”
The two visitors both looked at Bobby like he was nuts.
“Just a couple, well maybe four weeks. I’m sort of getting resettled.”
Kate’s son nodded and smiled. “You just got out, didn’t you?”
Bobby nodded.
His visitors grinned.
“I knew it. Picked up on it the other night, you had that sense about you. A fella can tell, just a certain way about you.” He flashed a quick smile, then got serious, very serious. “So maybe those two you mentioned, driving the Escalade, maybe they were looking for you all along.”
“The shooters? Not likely.”
“You locked up with some bad asses, you give ‘em some of that privileged boy attitude? A lot of folks don’t like that shit.”
“I wasn’t locked up with real criminals, I was with bankers, lawyers, and accountants.”
“Not real criminals? Shit, now that’s funny. You think that’s funny Arundel?” he said to his sidekick.
“Shit.”
“Listen, they weren’t after me. Just for starters they were looking for your mom at Foxies. I’d never even been there before, Foxies. I told you one of them tried to go in the ladies room after her and I had to stop him. Told him to get the hell out of there, he backed off, went away, once he realized he’d have to deal with the likes of me. Then they were out on the street looking for her. Hey, they would have got her right then and there if I hadn’t pulled into traffic the way I did. I tried to lose ‘em in traffic, but the bastards found us, somehow. They would have had her for sure if I hadn’t reacted when they shoved that pistol out the window, it looked like a .45 or maybe a .357, big damn thing. Most guys would have frozen under fire. I didn’t have that luxury. I slammed into them a couple of times, then jumped the curb, raced down the sidewalk and blasted down that alley so I could get her the hell out of danger. I lost count of how many rounds they got off. Of course, I was more than a little preoccupied at the time.”
“You knew they were following you?”
“Following me? You think if they were trying to kill me I would have shown up at the funeral home? Hell, I’d be halfway across the country by now. Instead I brought her ashes home and …”
“Okay, I get it. You can’t take a little joke, Bobby, sorry. I didn’t think you’d get that upset.”
“I’m not upset,” Bobby half yelled.
“Good, glad to hear it. So, like, what are you going to do about furniture? I mean, this is more than a little pathetic.” He glanced over at the stolen blanket and pillow lying on the floor next to the suitcase and the three brown paper grocery bags holding clothes.
“I like to live simple,” Bobby said.
They both nodded, but didn’t say anything.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
“And you were what, a banker?” Arundel asked and glared.
“Actually a lawyer, with an accounting background, a CPA.”
“But not a criminal,” Arundel said. He smiled coldly and moved the toothpick with his tongue from the left to the right side of his mouth.
“I never shot anyone, never meant to harm anyone.”
“Right, leave that to us folks without them fancy college degrees,” Arundel said. “You just left them penniless. Left ‘em to fend for themselves in a world where your kind make all the rules. ‘Course, if they needed any help it would just be cash up front. Kinda like them insurance types. You know, you pay year after year, then when you finally file a claim they don’t pay it and then they raise your rates just cause you tried to get what was owed you in the first place.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Oh really, then just what the hell was it like, Mr. Lawyer, accountant?” Arundel moved a half step toward Bobby.
“All right now, Bobby you’ll just have to excuse Arundel, here. He holds some points of view ain’t all that popular with certain folks. But he don’t mean no harm, now. Do you Arundel?”
“Just making a point,” Arundel said and gave Bobby a hard look.
“Tell me again about these two looking to go after my mom.”
“In the Escalade?”
Her son nodded.
“Well, like I said, they were driving a burgundy Escalade. I think it got pretty smashed up, maybe even totaled, but I wasn’t going to keep your mom there while I checked it out.”
“What’d they look like?”
“Can’t tell you too much. Both white. Younger, maybe mid-twenties, the one I stopped from going after her in the ladies room at Foxies, he was the same one put the window down when they drove alongside and then shot at us. He had dark curly hair, sort of a pug nose. They were both big, maybe not the size of you two, but not little. I’d say they were in pretty good shape.”
“And the other one?” 
“The other one, the driver. I only caught him for a few seconds. Not dark hair, but not blond either, brown maybe heading toward red. Some might call it ginger colored.”
Arundel gave a quick glance, just a flash of his eyes, but Bobby couldn’t determine what, if anything had been communicated.
Arundel asked, “The one in the ladies room…”
“He never got in there, I stopped him and wouldn’t let him in.”
“…he have an accent?”
“Not that I recall, he might have said just two or three words. I don’t remember an accent, but like I said, I can’t be sure.”
Arundel nodded and rolled his toothpick over to the other side.
“You guys think you know who it is?”
They both shook their heads no, but in a rather unconvincing manner.
“Why would someone want to hurt your mom?”
“That shooting a while back,” Kate’s son said to Arundel.
“Sexton’s,” Arundel replied, then nodded like it all made sense.
“Thanks for keeping an eye on my Mom.”
“Not a problem, you want to put her in a paper bag, I think I’ve got a spare around here,” Bobby said opening the cabinet below the sink.
“No, you hang onto her. I’ll grab her a little later on. We’re out of here, take care of yourself, Bobby.”
“You’re not taking the urn?”
“I just told you, I’ll get it a little later,” he said and they walked out the door.
From where he stood Bobby watched them head down the stairs then he walked over, closed his apartment door once they were out of sight and made sure it was locked.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
He wasn’t due to pick up Violet Oxley for an hour. After which, he could look forward to an entire day of sitting and cooling his feet in the hallway outside Courtroom 2 while Violet gave her testimony. There was a newspaper delivered every morning at the front of his building by the mail boxes. If he hurried down there he could steal the thing for a half hour and return it on his way out the door without anyone being the wiser.
He opened the apartment door and two wooden chairs fell onto the floor. Two more were stacked out in the hallway along with a card table, a chest of drawers, a box spring, mattress and a bed frame. They all carried a tell-tale smoker’s smell.
The hallway was unoccupied and Bobby couldn’t hear anyone on the staircase. Beggars can’t be choosers. He hauled everything in as fast as possible and locked the door. He pulled the drawers out and stood them on end in front of the open window to air them. He looked at his watch and decided he would have to deal with all this at the end of the day. Right now it made more sense to arrive early and pick up Violet Oxley.
 
* * *
 
“Well, Bobby. I hadn’t figured you for the early sort. Let me just set the alarm,” she said. A moment later he held the screen door open as she closed and locked her front door. He followed her down the driveway and opened the rear door to the Geo Metro.
“You really must do something about that windshield, Bobby. Is it even legal?”
“My insurance company is sorting it out as we speak.”
“Good luck with that. Say, Bobby, are you a smoker?” She gave an audible sniff to the air.
“No ma’am, fortunately a vice I’ve never had.”
“God, I think I can, well now I can’t really tell if I can smell cigarette smoke or not.”
“If you would prefer I could lower a window?”
“No, I’ll be fine, thank you. Let’s just hope things move a bit faster today,” she said and settled back for the drive.
They didn’t. Move faster that is, at least not for Bobby. It was almost two when Violet stepped back out of the courtroom and into the hallway. He laid the copy of yesterday’s paper on the marble bench where he’d found it and stood as she approached.
“All finished?”
“Yes, and not a moment too soon. Do you happen to know where the restrooms are located?”
“I do, come on I’ll show you and then we’ll get you home.”
The drive back to Violet’s home was completely uneventful and made even more boring by her diatribe of family history beginning with the 1870 immigration from Germany to Canada.
“Oh wow, fascinating, I’d love to hear more, but we’re already at your home,” he said and pulled in front of her driveway. He jumped out of the car and ran around to the passenger side unable to wait another moment to be free of the history lesson.
“Thank you Bobby, now here, your lucky day, I don’t have any change so I’m giving you this,” she said and handed him a dollar.
“Oh, that’s really not necessary, Ms Oxley,” he said taking the dollar.
She’d already started up the driveway toward her front door. “Nonsense, now I insist. You should do some research, the town of New Berlin, Ontario they changed the name to Kitchener at the outbreak of the First World War. Now my grandfather…”
He was already behind the wheel trying to figure out where the closest drugstore was located. He felt in desperate need of some aspirin.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
So much for airing out the new furniture. As soon as he opened the door to the apartment it smelled like some three-pack-a-day guy had been living in there with all the windows closed for the better part of a year. He went to the kitchen sink, took two aspirin for his Violet Oxley headache, then headed out on foot to the grocery store.
He spotted it on the way back, parked on the street across from his building. He didn’t know a lot about cars, but this was big and black. An SUV with forty inch chrome wheel rims and windows tinted so dark they had to be in violation of some sort of state law.
He immediately thought the shooters. He was armed with a grocery bag full of air freshener, a package of chocolate chip cookies and wondering which way to run when he heard his name called.
“Bobby. Hey, Bobby, get your ass up here.”
Kate Clarken’s son was standing in his apartment, yelling out the window waving from behind a pair of dark sunglasses. Bobby still wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t think of any other option so he went inside. He knew he’d locked the door before he left, but it was half open as he climbed the final flight of stairs to the third floor.
Kate’s son smiled as Bobby stepped inside. He was sipping what Bobby presumed was one of the two cans of coke he’d had in the refrigerator. What looked like the other can rested on the window sill, half crushed and apparently empty.
“Been looking for you, Bobby.”
“Just walked to the grocery store to get some air freshener and cleaning supplies. I had the windows open to air all this stuff out, it smelled like cigarette smoke and I was hoping to get rid of the smell. I think all it did was stink up the entire apartment. You wouldn’t happen to have any idea where this stuff came from, would you?”
He smiled and held out the palms of his hands in mock surrender. “Just a friendly little way of saying thanks and helping you out at the same time, man.”
“Thanks? For what?”
“For trying to help my mom, dumb shit. Not like she had a lot of friends. Tell you the truth she didn’t have any, unless you were buying. I mean she was my mom and all, but I’d be the first to tell you she could be awfully mean and she was pretty much totally worthless, and those were her good points,” he joked.
“Where did you get all this?”
“Like it,” again with the smile.
Bobby dodged the direct answer. “Well, it’s certainly better than the stuff I didn’t have. But you must have brought it up here in the middle of the night. I mean, it was all piled up against the door first thing this morning.”
“Arundel and me, it all belonged to my mom. Pretty obvious, she’s got no use for this shit now,” he laughed.
“Did you get it from her apartment? That little third floor place over in Frog Town?”
He pulled off the sunglasses and eyed Bobby suspiciously. “You been there?”
“Never inside. I just knocked on the door once. Whoever answered told me to look for Kate, your mom, at Moonies or Foxies. That’s how I knew to go to those places. Otherwise I never would have found her. To tell you the truth, I couldn’t determine if it was a man or a woman who answered that door.”
He nodded. “That would have been Cookie.”
“Cookie?”
“Yeah, hard to believe, but I guess she was something in her day, used to dance all over the state.”
“Dance?”
He nodded. “You know, among other things. Used to be able to name her price from what I hear.”
Bobby shook his head. “You’re right, it is hard to believe.”
“She crashes there sometimes. I guess she wasn’t there when we grabbed this stuff, at least I didn’t see here. Suppose she could have been passed out in a closet or out in the hallway.” He said it absently as if it was a logical possibility. “But this stuff is gonna work out for you, right? Like you said, better than what you didn’t have.”
“No, I mean, yeah, I appreciate it. I’m sorry things are kind of tight on my end. I really can’t pay you for all this right now.”
 “What the hell you talking about? You don’t have to pay me, man. I owed you. Course, now we’re even,” he said and fixed Bobby with a quick stare. “I hope you don’t mind, but I put the bed together for you. God the stories that thing could tell.” He took two steps over to the bed, placed his hand on the headboard and rocked it back and forth causing the frame to squeak. “Yeah, that brings back memories.”
“God, I wish I had something else to offer you. I got a half eaten bag of Doritos?” 
“No thanks.”
Bobby sort of half laughed and thought, since we’re pals now it might be nice to know your name. “One thing, I don’t think you ever told me your name?”
“You’re right, I didn’t,” he said.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
Despite the tales the bed could tell it was a lot better than sleeping on the floor and Bobby slept wonderfully. An uneventful day followed, most of which was spent in the hallway on the fifth floor of the courthouse, waiting while individuals gave their testimony. The case was some sort of class action suit brought against a company theoretically providing flood insurance.
Like so many cases the devil was in the details. He was delivering people to and from the courthouse who lived along sections of the Mississippi river. Judging from the homes, all very nice, he would guess the places used to flood or were in danger of flooding maybe once every fifty years. Beginning in 2008 they’d flooded six out of the last eight years and the term “flood of the century” had been relegated to the dust bin. This past spring’s flooding had been particularly bad.
It was a no-win deal for everyone involved, home owners, municipalities, even the insurance companies who Bobby usually had no patience with. He was glad to get home and spray another heavy dose of air freshener and rub furniture polish on his recent acquisitions.
He parked the Geo in the back of the building and then, as had become his routine, he walked the four blocks up to the retail corner and did some shopping. He had written a grocery list, consisting of six basic items on the back of a Courthouse tourist brochure.
He was almost home, squeezing between his Geo and the dumpster when he caught sight of an SUV with forty-inch chrome wheel rims and dark tinted windows parked across the street and down maybe half a block. He was not in the mood for company tonight.
Resigned to his fate he climbed the stairs, unlocked the apartment door and walked in. No one was there to welcome him. Thank God. It’s not like there were a lot of places to hide, but just to be sure he checked the bathroom, the closet and looked under the bed. Nothing. Kate’s ashes still sat on a corner of the kitchen counter.
It took him no more than half a minute to put the groceries away. He put the TV dinner in the oven and glanced out the window. Everything looked okay. He ate his dinner, read the grocery circular he’d found in the bag and then sat in the dark looking out the window and waiting for the expected visitor that never showed up.
He went to bed about eleven, sleeping fitfully and waking a half dozen times to get up and look out the window. The SUV remained parked across the street with not so much as an inkling of activity. He heard someone walking down the outside hallway a little after four in the morning, but the footsteps were followed by a lock snapping open and an apartment door slamming closed. Most likely one of the neighbors he’d never met coming home after a late night.
He stared out the window onto an empty street while he ate a bowl of oatmeal. Then he dressed and got ready for another day of watching the second hand on the clock take its own sweet time while he cooled his heels in the courthouse hallway.
He was back home by four that afternoon and couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he had the sense someone had been in his apartment. Not that there was anything worth stealing unless you counted one of the four beers on the bottom shelf of his refrigerator.
He made his evening pilgrimage up to the retail area where he purchased a roll of scotch tape and for some unknown reason decided to pocket a Milky Way candy bar. He kept his eyes peeled but didn’t spot the black SUV anywhere on the street. He sat with the lights off in the apartment and ate a chicken sandwich looking out the window as night fell then finally turned in a little before midnight.
He was up at two to use the bathroom. He left the lights off and walked to the window. There it was, the SUV, parked across the street, almost where it had been the night before. He was tempted to go out there and ask Kate Clarken’s son what he thought he was up to. Upon brief reflection he decided that wouldn’t be the best idea and went back to bed. When he checked an hour later the SUV still hadn’t moved.
It dawned on Bobby that maybe the vehicle was just parked there and the occupant was either in one of the apartments in the building or one of the homes up the street. Between the tinted windows and the dark of night he couldn’t tell if the thing was occupied.
He left to make his first pick-up at eight forty-five the following morning. Once he locked the door he attached a length of scotch tape to the frame and then to the door itself, just opposite the lower hinge. If someone opened the door in his absence they’d pull the tape off and he’d know he had been visited.
 



Chapter Thirty
 
 
It was the fourth day twiddling his thumbs in the same hallway of the courthouse. The retired school teacher he’d brought in for testimony in a reckless driving case was fascinated with the whole legal process and had reentered the courtroom, pen in hand, to observe and record.
He was left to his own devices out in the hallway, slogging through the historical romance novel he’d pocketed in the basement coffee shop. Love’s Dark Fury had the same woman involved in an affair with Confederate and Union commanders on the eve of the Battle at Gettysburg. Just in case the previous days weren’t long enough this tale made the clock come to a complete stop. He made a mental note to get a library card and a decent book as he turned to the next page.
“Mr. Custer, Bobby, is that really you?”
He looked up and although it had been almost five years since the one time they’d met he recognized Everett Zeller. Of course it hadn’t been everyday he’d been arrested and hauled out of his office in handcuffs so, given the circumstances it had been difficult for Bobby to forget.
“Sergeant Everett Zeller,” Bobby said, drawing out each word. For a moment he debated pushing the man over the railing, but there were too many potential witnesses to get away with it.
“What are you doing here, Bobby? It’s gone that fast, six, or was it seven years?” Zeller seemed to be taking great joy in suggesting to anyone within earshot that Bobby should still be behind bars. Thankfully, they were the only two out in the hallway waiting for the world to pass them by.
“Sorry to disappoint, Sergeant, but I was out in just four plus. Good behavior.”
“Amazing,” Zeller said shaking his head like he really couldn’t believe it.
Bobby wasn’t sure if the amazing part was just the four plus years of his life that had apparently passed so quickly for Zeller, or the idea that Bobby would have been released early due to good behavior.
“Still keeping the world safe?” Bobby asked.
“We try. Of course there’s always someone who thinks they’re a lot more clever than we are.” He nodded ever so slightly indicating Bobby. Then shook his head some more. “Humpf, amazing, just four years. Simply amazing.”
Bobby smiled.
“You’re not thinking of practicing again, are you?”
“Just helping out these days, Sergeant. Like you, I’m just doing my best to see that justice is served and trying to be a responsible citizen.”
Zeller nodded and began to leave, then turned and said, “You know, I wonder if I did hear something. Your name wouldn’t have come up in connection with some gangland slaying, now would it?”
“My name?” Bobby gave him a look suggesting he had lost his mind. “Sorry to disappoint, but not very likely.”
“Hmmm-mmm, just wondering is all. You know the, how shall we say, liaisons one might make behind bars.”
“Based on the sort of individuals I was with, I think about the only information I’d have would be a list of beaches in the Caribbean.”
Zeller looked at Bobby like he wasn’t following.
“Off-shore accounts, Sergeant.” Bobby said, then watched the light flash across Zeller’s face.
“Ev, you ready? Let’s go.” A voice called from behind. A lean guy with coke-bottle glasses, a dark suit and matching briefcase walked up from the direction of the rest rooms. He slowed but didn’t stop as he gave Bobby a nod and continued making his way toward the elevator.
“I’m sure we’ll be in touch. Enjoy that romance book,” Zeller chuckled and began to follow.
“Thanks for the warning, Sergeant,” Bobby replied, then watched the two of them as they disappeared around the corner toward the elevators. Mercifully the retired school teacher emerged ten minutes later ready to go home.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
 
The ride back to her building was quiet. She sat in the back seat oblivious to everything around her while she studied her notes from the day’s proceedings.
“Here we are, back in the same day,” Bobby said and quickly pulled to the curb in front of the old Commodore Hotel. The place had been converted to exclusive condominiums a good thirty plus years ago, but the conversion construction still seemed to be on going.
“What, here already?” she asked looking up.
“Goes quickly, doesn’t it?” Bobby said, wishing she would make it that much faster by just getting out of his car.
“Do you think I could go back down there tomorrow?”
He half turned to face her in the backseat. “Tomorrow? Didn’t you finish your testimony today? I didn’t think they were planning to call you back on the stand tomorrow.”
“Oh, no I’ve finished with my testimony. But, I was just so fascinated I thought it would be fun to go down and watch. Well, maybe not just tomorrow, but the entire process until it’s conclusion for that matter. Who knows where all this could lead,” she said, then waved her notebook in the air.
“It’s open. I mean anyone can go in there and watch. Unfortunately, much as I would like, I wouldn’t be able to give you a ride downtown.”
“Oh, I wasn’t expecting you to,” she said, then seemed to give an involuntary shudder as she quickly glanced around the interior of the car. “I’ll just drive myself.”
“Well, if you do that make sure you park in one of the ramps. They’ll ticket you on the street if you run a minute over and I think there’s a maximum two hour limit on parking with those new meters.” He waited a long moment for some sort of response, but didn’t get one.
“Thank you, enjoy your evening,” she said eventually, then quickly got out and walked briskly toward the door.
He drove back downtown to the main public library and got a library card. He took out a couple of books and left Love’s Dark Fury on a table in one of the reading rooms as a civic contribution before he drove home.
He climbed the stairs to his apartment and had the key in the lock when he remembered the scotch tape. He glanced down and sure enough the tape had been pulled loose from the door. Someone had gone inside. 
He unlocked the door and stepped into his unit. It seemed quiet. He walked through the place checking the bathroom and the small closet. That took all of about fifteen seconds. No one was there and after a cursory glance nothing seemed to be out of place. Kate Clarken remained untouched on the kitchen counter.
About an hour after nightfall he glanced out of the window and there was the SUV, parked out on the street. He was tempted to go knock on the window, but then what? He sat in the dark and stared at the SUV until close to midnight, then went to bed.
He read his borrowed newspaper the following morning. On the way out he attached another piece of scotch tape to the door, then returned the newspaper to the front entry. The SUV was nowhere to be seen.
His day was spent delivering almost a dozen subpoenas around town. He had to have a signed receipt on each one so in four instances he delivered the things to people at their work place. Fortunately none of it came as a surprise and there were no incidents. Two of the subpoenas went undelivered because the individuals weren’t home. He returned them to Marci at the end of the day. She looked up at him as he handed the undelivered notices to her across the receptionist counter.
“On these two no one was home,” he said.
“Did you even go back and try a second time?”
“Actually, I went back twice for a total of three times,” he lied. She’d have no way of verifying.
“And they didn’t answer the door?”
“There didn’t seem to be anyone home. I even went around to the backyard, you know in case they were gardening. That was at the Mendel place, the other one, who is it, Johnson?”
“Johansson.” She read off the envelope.
“That’s a security building, so all I could do was call them on the security phone from downstairs. No one ever answered. They could have just been out shopping or on a week-long jaunt out to Las Vegas.” He shrugged.
“Unimpressive,” she mumbled.
“Tomorrow?”
“Well, I suppose we’ll have to attempt to deliver these again. I’ll have someone reach these individuals by phone first. Plan on calling in first thing tomorrow instead of just showing up, no sense racking up your hours if it’s unnecessary.” She squinted and flashed a toothy grin that struck him as more like baring her teeth than a smile.
“I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Marci.”
She didn’t bother to look up, which meant he’d apparently been dismissed.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
 
The piece of tape had been pulled from the door, again. He’d placed it in a slightly different spot this morning just in case there was something on the door that had caused it to release. He was convinced someone was going through his apartment every day but he couldn’t figure out why. There was nothing to see or find for that matter and once through the place you wouldn’t think of returning a second time. Was it whoever had murdered Kate? Kate’s son? The feds? It didn’t seem to make any sense.
He walked up to the retail area and noticed on the way that he hadn’t seen anything hanging from that particular clothesline since the night he’d stolen the bath towels. He bought a four-pack of skinless chicken breasts listed as a manager’s special. On the way home he searched up and down the street and on the side streets. If the SUV was lurking somewhere he was unable to see it.
He applied another coat of furniture polish and sprayed more air freshener while the chicken baked. He glanced out the window halfway through his chicken sandwich and saw the SUV parked up the block. It was dark outside and with the tinted windows it was impossible to tell if the thing was occupied. Once again he decided against walking up to the vehicle and knocking on the window. He kept the apartment light off, grabbed his book and read in the bathroom behind the closed door.
He got ready for bed a little after midnight, the procedure amounted to draping his clothes over the back of a chair and climbing into the creaking bed. The SUV was still out on the street although he could swear it had moved about thirty feet. Then again, maybe he was just remembering where it had been parked last night or the night before. He thought about the SUV until he eventually dozed off.
It was the flashing lights bouncing off the ceiling and walls that woke him. He couldn’t recall hearing any sirens although when he looked out the window three squad cars were out on the street with their roof lights flashing. What looked like two more cars, unmarked, sat in the parking lot just below his window with lights flashing on their dashboards.
There was a paramedic unit out on the street with flashing red and white lights that seemed to bounce left to right. The rear doors were pulled open on the paramedic unit and a number of people were standing around an empty gurney, all looking pretty official. Bobby stood in the dark and looked down on all of it for the better part of two hours and learned absolutely nothing. The SUV was nowhere to be seen.
The following morning the activity from the middle of the night had ceased. There were still two squad cars out there, but they appeared to be empty and were parked along the curb with their lights off.
Bobby was reading his stolen copy of the newspaper and sipping from his second cup of coffee when there was a knock on the door. It wasn’t quite seven-thirty.
“Who is it?”
“Police officers, we’ve just a couple of questions.”
Perhaps he should have asked for some sort of identification, a badge number or even exactly what they wanted. Instead, he just opened the door. There were two of them, in uniform, a man and woman.
“Good morning, sir, sorry to bother you so early,” the male officer said.
“We’re wondering if you were aware of any sort of disturbance around your building last night?” the woman asked.
“Disturbance? No, did something happen?” He tried not to sound insincere.
“You weren’t aware of anything happening last night, say around two-thirty, maybe three o’clock?” she asked.
“No, nothing. I’m a pretty sound sleeper to tell you the truth. I’ve got some coffee on, would you like to come in for a cup?” That seemed to smooth over any potential problem.
“No, thank you, we have a number of doors to knock on. If something does jog your memory or if you hear or maybe notice something, anything, please give us a call. No matter how insignificant it might seem,” she said and handed him a card.
“Thank you, I’ll be sure to do that,” he said looking briefly at the card. “What happened anyway?”
“That’s what we’re trying to determine. Sorry to interrupt your morning, sir,” the male officer said. They gave him a curt nod in unison and walked down to knock on the next door. He watched them for a moment until the ‘We’re on business here, please move along’ sort of look drove Bobby back into his apartment.
They had worked their way down to the first floor by the time he dropped the newspaper back at the front entry and went out the door. He put ten bucks worth of gas in the Geo at Super America and called Marci from the pay phone mounted on the side of the store to see if she wanted him to attempt to redeliver her subpoenas.
“We contacted both parties, they insisted they were home yesterday, all day,” she said, raising her voice at the end and then letting the silence just hang out there, suggesting he had maybe been trying to pull a fast one, and clever Marci had caught him.
“Then why didn’t they answer? I rang the doorbell and knocked at the one place, called on the lobby phone at the other. Are they elderly?”
Marci ignored the question. “They’ll both be home this morning. The sooner you come in and deliver these, the better.”
“I’ll be there shortly,” he said, then listened as Marci hung up.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 
“Once you have these properly signed I won’t have need of your services for the rest of the day. Maybe just phone in tomorrow and I’ll see if there’s anything we need.” Marci flashed another one of those teeth-baring grins and squinted her eyes for a second or two then returned to her blank face.
Bobby saw no point in trying to explain he’d done his utmost to deliver the things yesterday. Instead he half-whispered a meek, “Thank you,” and departed.
Twenty minutes later he stood on the front stoop and rang the doorbell three times before the door finally opened an inch.
“What is it?” a woman’s voice creaked out from behind the door.
“Hi, just making a delivery, I’m afraid I need a signature.”
There was a pause before the door swung open and a woman stood there, not elderly, but maybe mid-sixties. She had a metal crutch tucked against her right arm with a metal brace around her forearm.
“You were here yesterday. They phoned me earlier this morning.” She spoke in an unpleasant tone like she was accusing him of spray painting the front of her house.
“Yes, ma’am, I stopped by a couple of times yesterday, but…”
“Probably these darn meds I’m on. The fools have me sleeping almost sixteen hours a day, don’t hear a damn thing. Give me that,” she said and snatched the envelope from Bobby’s hand.
“If I can just get you to sign here,” he said and held out the clipboard with the attached pen.
“An awful lot of bother if you ask me,” she replied, then half balanced on the crutch as she dashed off a scrawl three lines high.
“Yes ma’am,” he said and smiled.
“There. Satisfied?” She thrust the clipboard at him in an almost stabbing motion.
“Thank you,” he said and quickly fled her front door.
He was outside the lobby of a senior high-rise waiting for the phone to ring on the other end. He was getting the once-over from two women with matching walkers who had stopped and were staring.
“Hello?” a voice answered just after the second ring.
“Mrs. Johansson, I’ve a notification for you down here in the lobby. I’m afraid I need a signature.”
“Not a problem, they called earlier and said you’d be by. I’ll buzz you in. I’m in seven-twenty, come on up.”
He hung up. The two women followed him over their shoulders as he went through the security door and onto the elevator. Seven-twenty was halfway down the hall on the left-hand side. The door opened as he approached.
“Wonderful, thank you for being so prompt,” the woman said. She smiled a nice smile, signed his clipboard, handed it back to him, took the envelope and closed her door. The entire exchange took less than ten seconds.
He stopped for coffee on the way back, lingered over a second cup and assessed the people around him. The coffee shop seemed to be full of an awful lot of people with very little to do on a workday morning in the middle of the week.
He was standing tall in front of Marci’s receptionist counter before eleven.
“Any problems?” she asked looking halfway surprised.
“No, everything went just fine. The one woman was on a crutch and mentioned her medications so I figure she must have been asleep and unable to hear me yesterday. The other woman, Johansson, couldn’t get rid of me fast enough.”
That last bit seemed to make perfect sense to Marci. “Very well, tomorrow I want you to call first. We’ll see if we have need of your services.” Fortunately she didn’t flash her grin, instead she simply stared at Bobby as if to ask, “Anything else.”
“I’ll be sure to check in tomorrow,” he said and walked onto the elevator just as a couple of suits walked off.
He returned home in the early afternoon. The squad cars were gone and the scotch tape on the apartment door was still attached. He spent the afternoon reading and occasionally looking out the window. He never saw the SUV. He made dinner, finished the book later in the evening and went to bed around eleven. He was up once in the middle of the night but still was unable to spot a trace of the SUV.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
 
Bobby phoned Marci the following morning to
see about working. 
“Hi Marci, how are you this morning?”
“Fine, thank you.” He could feel the chill coming from the other end of the phone.
“This is Bobby, calling to see if you have anything for me today.”
“Yes, I recognized your voice. No, everything is quite in order. We certainly won’t be needing your services today. Perhaps try again tomorrow. Anything else?” 
“No, I guess not.”
“Thank you,” she said attempting to sound cheerful before she abruptly hung up.
He wasn’t all that disappointed.
He received the same response from Marci the following morning and was only too glad to get off the line. The newspaper had a sketchy, vague article about an “incident” at his address but not much else in the way of information.
Wild and crazy guy that he was, he went to the library and picked up another book. He logged onto the library computer to see if he could learn anything else about the incident, but all he found online was a copy of the newspaper article. On the way home he stopped at the grocery store and picked up a few items. The SUV was parked on the street when he turned into his parking lot.
He parked in his usual spot next to the dumpster and quickly entered the building. He noticed the tape detached from the door before he took the key out of his pocket. He cautiously turned the knob and the door swung open.
“Bobby, ‘bout time. What’d you bring us for dinner?”
Kate’s son smiled as he sat in the chair he had pulled away from the window. The chair was angled in such a way that he could keep an eye on the street without really being seen. He watched as Bobby closed the door, then glanced back out onto the street.
“How’d you get in here?”
“What? Didn’t you miss me?”
“I haven’t seen you around the last couple of days, ever since that excitement the other night.”
“What excitement?” he asked, then stared back out the window. Bobby noticed the bulge against his back and assumed he was carrying a gun of some sort.
“Yeah right. Who was it?” Bobby asked.
“Why would you think I know anything about that?”
“The act is getting pretty old. Either you’re a bad liar or you’re too dumb to know. I don’t happen to think you’re too dumb.”
“Arundel.” He answered nonchalantly, like he was listing off which day of the week it was or what he’d eaten for breakfast. He returned to staring out the window.
“Is he going to be okay?”
He turned slowly and looked in Bobby’s direction, but he wasn’t focused, at least not on Bobby. The cockiness left him for a brief moment and he shook his head ever so slightly. “He’s dead.”
“Dead?”
“I think that’s what I just said. The man’s dead. Someone took him out, killed him.”
“Who? I mean, why was he…”
“You think I’d be sitting on my ass in this dump if I knew the answer to any of that shit?”
“What was he doing here? In this building?”
“He wasn’t in your building, Bobby.”
“But he was here, in the middle of the night. Right?”
He nodded and went back to looking out the window.
“So what was he doing here? Does he know someone here? Have a girlfriend? What?”
“You.”
“Me?”
“That’s what I just said.”
“What did I do? I’ve been gone for four-plus years. Except for my ex-wife, who would probably still like to kill me, I’m off everyone’s radar.”
“’Cept those two fucks that murdered my mom.”
“Kate?” Bobby nodded toward the urn on his kitchen counter. “This doesn’t make any sense. I can’t identify anyone. I don’t know who killed her. No one knows for sure if it was even the same two guys who chased us. I never talked to the police, never told anyone about any of that.”
“Well, they came here looking for you,” he said almost in a whisper.
“The killers? But, how would they even know who I was? How would they know anything about me, let alone where to find me? Like I said, I’m not on anyone’s radar.”
“We might have put the word out, sort of, maybe.”
“You what?”
“Well, yeah. See we knew who it was soon as you described them, one’s got reddish hair, the other’s is dark and curly with that pig nose.”
“Pug,” Bobby corrected.
“Whatever. We let the word out, Arundel and me. Figured they might come looking for you. Guessed they wouldn’t expect to find us, well except they did. They caught Arundel out back in the parking lot. Spotted him standing by that piece of shit you’re driving. Just sort of came outta nowhere, like.”
“But the cops, they knocked on my door the other morning. I told them I didn’t hear anything, no shots, nothing.”
“They slit his throat, then left him by the back door. Make it look like he was maybe trying to get in here. ‘Course it don’t really make no difference now, does it?”
“Did you tell the police? I got a number here you should call. They’ll want to talk to you. In fact, they’ll need to talk to you and find out what the hell you know. I’m sure they’ve got an ongoing investigation….”
“Shut the hell up, will you? Not you, not me, no one is gonna be calling the cops, Bobby. That ain’t happening. Understand?”
“This isn’t some game you’re playing, here. This is the real deal. Now a man’s lost his life. A man has been murdered and he was your friend. You’ve got information that….”
“Shut up, damn it. Jesus Christ, I gotta tell you? For someone who’s supposed to have pulled four years you sure as hell didn’t learn much in there.”
“Didn’t learn much? Listen here you swaggering little street thug. Let me tell you what I learned. I don’t know what exactly happened to your mother over there on my kitchen counter, but the bottom line is she was murdered. Based on what you just told me I’m guessing the same two guys who took her life murdered your pal Arundel the other night. They murdered him out there in the parking lot because you two dipshits were using me as bait. Weren’t you?”
His look gave him away and suddenly Bobby knew all he needed to know.
“Yeah, perfect. You two were going to surprise them, right? Extract your own warped little version of vengeance, like this is some sort of B-grade movie. Of course you happened to be parked out on the street in that one of a kind pimped-out ride of yours that can be spotted from a hundred yards off.”
He stared back out the window and didn’t say anything.
“Perfect, how very professional. I suppose the two of you planned to settle this in your own little tough guy hoodlum way. Sneak up behind them and shoot them a half-dozen times in the back. Let me take a wild guess, the dome light goes on inside the car when you open the door. Right? So you can announce to everyone when you’re going to begin sneaking around. God, other than shooting them and then doing your celebration dance, did you even have a plan? And thanks, by the way for using me as bait. You know maybe if you’d kept me informed, told me your name or some of the other secret shit that seems to not be going your way, maybe things could have worked out differently. At least they may have worked out differently for your hapless dead pal, Arundel.”
“Precious.”
“What?”
“Precious. My name, you’re standing there bitching that you wanted to know, so I’m telling you. It’s Precious.”
“Precious?”
“You got a problem with that?”
“No, no problem. That’s what everyone calls you? Precious?”
He looked back out the window. “They call me Prez.”
“Precious, Prez?”
“It’s what they call me, man.”
“Okay, I’m cool with that, I get it. So, what do you plan to do, Prez? I’m guessing what happened to Arundel just made whoever slit his throat that much bolder. And you think it might be the two guys who killed Kate?”
“There’s no think about it.”
“Well no offense, but I’d like to have a little stronger confirmation than your hunch that the same….”
“Dubuque and Mobile,” he said staring out the window.
“What?”
“Dubuque and Mobile, that’s their names. They’re brothers. The ones that killed Kate and then they killed Arundel the other night.”
“It sounds like something off a rightwing propaganda sheet. Dubuque and Mobile, like the towns? And you know this how?”
“I know it. You described them. We knew who they were right away. They killed some guy a few weeks back, name of O’Brien. Contract sort of thing. Arundel was going to wait for them inside, except they jumped…”
“You saw this happen, didn’t you? You actually saw them murder Arundel. Have you told any of this to the cops? Oh, God, why do I even bother to ask? Of course you haven’t. Because you have some master plan, right? A master plan which so far seems to be that first Kate and now Arundel get murdered by these two assholes.”
Prez gave a small shrug and continued to stare out the window.
“So, I’m guessing you’re between a rock and a hard place here. You know who did this, but if you go to the police that opens the door to all sorts of other activity, correct?”
He gave the slightest of shrugs in response.
“And they’re going to be out there, somewhere, looking for me because you put the word out that I know who they are. Didn’t you?”
He nodded slightly, but kept staring out the window.
“Jesus Christ. Okay, look, you’re staying for dinner. I hope you like chicken thighs and roasted potatoes. You want some Doritos?”
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
 
“I still don’t get why you won’t go to the police,” Bobby said. He’d left the lights off in the apartment and they had finished their dinner in the dark.
Bobby was leaning against the kitchen counter while Prez sat looking out the window. Although night had fallen outside he could still make his figure out in the chair silhouetted against the window.
“What part aren’t you picking up? Having the cops come in just opens me up to all sorts of problems. They’ll do a search of my place. Next, they’ll want to know everything from who I’m sleeping with to where do I get my money. I really don’t need any of their bullshit investigation coming down on top of me. Okay? God, they’ve already been through Arundel’s place, carried out bags of evidence including close to thirty grand in cash, thirty grand that by rights belongs to me.”
“You two were keeping that much on hand, just lying around, thirty grand? Planning to invest it somewhere?”
“Lying around? No, not really. How dumb do I look? We had it hidden. Arundel kept it in a shoe box in a space under the floor.”
“Gee, amazing they found it?”
“You’re being a wise ass, right?”
“I’m going to guess it was in his bedroom. Just for the record, most people hide their valuables in the bedroom. So a shoe box under the bedroom floor isn’t really rocket science.”
“So where would you hide it?”
“I wouldn’t, at least not in a shoe box under the floor.”
“What?”
“You start to lose money the moment you decide to hide it like that. You need to launder that stuff, get it invested and producing a revenue stream for you. It’s what you guys never understand. Cash in hand does not make you wealthy.”
“Invested, you mean like stocks and that sort of shit? Talk about stealing, Jesus Christ, talk about crime.”
“No, not stocks, at least not right now. But there are a lot of opportunities that can present themselves. A small investment in a business, a bar, certain types of real estate. Places where you can write off losses and gradually show a gain, maybe an increase in property value. A taxi business could be a great revenue stream for you or maybe even a bar.”
“Taxi. You think I want to drive a taxi around town? Just for starters, it’s dangerous,” he laughed.
“You don’t actually have to drive a taxi. Maybe a limo would be a better option. The key is it’s basically a cash business, same with a bar.”
“That how you got nailed?”
“Me? No, I got nailed just like everyone else. I was stupid, well, and impatient. I’ve maybe learned a thing or two since.”
Prez nodded, but Bobby couldn’t determine if he really understood.
“You stockpile cash, I don’t care how much, you’re just never really going to get ahead. If you do some research you’ll find there are tons of guys who are sitting on a pile of cash one day and the next day they’re broke again. Why? Cause they didn’t have a plan. Or they had half a plan. They got the cash, but then what? You have to plan carefully and keep a low profile, always.”
“That what you’re doing? Keeping a low profile by driving that piece of shit out there with the windshield all shot up. That’s your plan?”
“No. I’m just starting over, but this time I plan on doing it right.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
 
Bobby went to bed a little after midnight. He presumed Prez slept, but he didn’t know for sure. He did know Prez was staring out the window when Bobby fell asleep and he was staring out the same window when he woke up at six the following morning. Bobby had also come to a decision.
“How about some coffee?” he asked coming out of the bathroom.
“Yeah,” Prez grunted.
“You see anything last night?”
“Actually, I been doing some thinking, ‘bout what you said. Working smart and all.”
“Get your money working for you. It takes time, just like anything else, but it can be done. Just think what it would be like to wake up on the first of every month and you know all your bills are paid. That can start to make for a very happy life.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
“Maybe? Look, without giving me specifics I’m guessing your pal Arundel isn’t the first guy you know who checked out of here that way. Right?”
Prez just stared at Bobby.
“I’m also guessing, just by its nature, whatever business you’re in, there will always be some guy who is faster, more violent, has more people, better contacts or is just plain luckier. I don’t even know exactly what you do. But I can tell you there probably aren’t a lot of old guys who have been doing the same thing. Don’t you ever get tired of always looking over your shoulder? Looking out the window of a dumpy apartment waiting for a couple of guys to show up who want to kill you.”
“They’ll be showing up to kill you, not me.”
“We’re going to deal with that, too. But we’re going to do it with a plan in place, not some knee jerk reaction that ends up getting you thrown in jail for the next fifteen years or God forbid, ending up like Arundel. By the way, just to keep you interested, these two guys, what’s their name? Dubuque and Moline?”
“Mobile. Dubuque and Mobile, I guess it’s a town, Mobile.”
Bobby let that go. “Those two idiots most likely have a list. I might be at the top, but you better believe your name is probably number two, right behind me.”
“So then what’s your great idea?”
“We make some coffee, then pick your brain on those two and we go after them. Get to them before they get to me and then you.”
Over a breakfast of
oatmeal with bananas and a second pot of coffee they formulated their plan.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
 
“This is it here,” Prez said as they pulled up in front of Arundel’s residence. A little wood frame two-story house with peeling paint and what looked like a converted attic bedroom.
“And he owned this place?”
“Free and clear, man.”
“You sure? It wouldn’t be the first time someone lied to a friend about owning a home.”
“Yeah, it was his mom’s. She died four, maybe five years ago. Far as I know it’s the only place he ever lived. I got the keys, man.”
“Any other family?”
“Just a sister, not sure if she’s still alive or not. Most times she was too far gone to even know her own name. You shouldn’t have to worry ‘bout her.”
“Prez, I can’t move in here,” Bobby said.
“What? You gonna just let it go. It’s a house man, like I said, free and clear. The damn place is paid for.”
“I don’t know, just a wild guess, Arundel is murdered outside my building and then I, just out of prison and with no apparent history or connection move into his house. You think the authorities might have some questions about that?”
“So what? I’m ‘sposed to just walk away from it?”
“No. We use our heads. First thing we do is get a power of attorney filed.”
“A what?”
“Power of attorney. It’s a legal document that says should anything ever happen to Arundel, if he’s sick or injured in a car crash or he’s hit by lightning it allows you to sign legal documents on his behalf.”
“But he’s already dead.”
“Yeah, well. I’ll draw it up, backdate the thing, and get it filed. We’ll do up a will, too and now that I think of it maybe put everything in a trust for you. Get the same documents for you leaving everything to Arundel.”
“Why the hell would I do that, the poor bastard’s already dead?”
“It makes everything look legit, like the two of you did it as a favor to one another. It could eliminate some questions down the road and folks poking their nose in where you don’t want them.”
It was clear Prez was in unchartered territory. “Uh-huh.”
“I might still have a contact at County who can help us out. It’s gonna cost you a couple of grand, but look at it this way, you’re getting this house almost for free and it’ll be legal, more or less. God, I hope she’s still working there.”
“I don’t want to live here. I already got a place.”
Bobby looked at him for a long moment. “You aren’t going to live here, Prez. You’re going to do some modest repairs and then rent the place out. I’ll draw up a limited partnership listing you as the principle. Once we’ve established this as a business enterprise, and that’s going to take at least a year, we’ll move on to acquire other properties.”
“Huh. So why you doing this?” he asked, eyeing Bobby suspiciously.
“Well, just for starters I’ve still got your friends Dubuque and Mobile looking for me. Now let’s go inside and check this place out. Never know what we’ll find.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
 
What they found was pretty much what Bobby had expected. Home decorating that screamed 1980, a Foosball table in the dining area and undergarments from at least a half-dozen different women. The place had clearly been searched, but it hadn’t been trashed.
They were standing in Arundel’s bedroom. Bobby guessed the bed hadn’t been made in weeks and the sheets probably hadn’t been changed in months. The closet door was wide open and crammed with close to a hundred T-shirts on hangers. A variety of running shoes, red, bright green, and glow-in-the-dark orange were scattered around the room.
A couple of drawers of an old wooden dresser were pulled halfway out. The two smaller top drawers had been dumped onto the bed, which accounted for the pile of gloves, loose change and cords to charge various devices. It was still impossible to tell if the mess was the result of an extensive search or if Arundel simply lived like a slob.
A corner of the bedroom carpet had been pulled back and a table lamp was set on top of the carpet to keep it from flopping down. They stared at the not-so-fantastic hiding place where the thirty thousand dollars in a shoe box had supposedly been so well concealed.
“I still don’t get how they knew ‘bout that,” Prez said shaking his head.
“After they looked under the bed the next thing they probably did was to see if the carpet came up. Pull the carpet back and you’re looking at floor boards, they’re seventy years old, but they’ve got fresh cuts. See here, this unstained area, where the wood has been freshly cut.” Bobby was down on his knees pointing at the end of the floor board. 
Prez grunted.
“You might as well have had a light on down there advertising the fact. Cops probably checked under this carpet before they even pulled a dresser drawer open. That’s what happened to all your cash, you two hid it in the first place anyone with brains would look. And guess what? They found it.”
Bobby could see the wheels turning as Prez nodded.
“Yeah, better get it changed at your place, too, Prez.”
He shrugged in response.
They walked through the rest of the house, but nothing really jumped out that a good cleaning wouldn’t solve. At this point they were standing in the basement looking around like a couple of prospective buyers.
“That furnace is ancient and is going to need replacing. I’m guessing the hot water heater is on its last legs, too. Wiring could use some updating,” Bobby said looking up between the floor joists.
Prez was on the far side of the room crouched down going through boxes and things stored on the bottom shelf of the workbench, ignoring his comments. He pulled two large tool boxes off the bottom shelf and placed them on the basement floor.
“Hey, are you listening? You’re the guy who’s going to have to pick up the tab on all this.”
Prez was giggling, pulling lengths of cast iron pipe from the bottom shelf and piling them onto the top of the workbench.
“Prez, what the hell are you doing? You can recycle that stuff some other time.”
“Maybe Arundel and me aren’t as dumb as you thought,” he said as he placed another length of cast iron pipe on top of the workbench.
Bobby walked over to him. There were five lengths of silver pipe, each about a foot long. Both ends of the pipe were threaded and had heavy metal caps screwed on to seal them.
“Damn things look like pipe bombs. Please tell me I’m wrong,” Bobby said.
“Even better than that.”
“What?”
Prez smiled and began to unscrew one of the capped ends. Bobby half expected the thing to explode and take both of them out. Once Prez unscrewed the cap he tossed it onto the workbench.
“Check it out, man,” he said, then turned the pipe upside down and shook it hard a couple of times. Eventually a rolled up wad of bills stuck halfway out of the pipe.
“Holy shit,” Bobby said.
Prez chuckled and said, “That bastard Arundel just left a taste in that box under the floor in the bedroom. Let them think they were getting away with the haul. Most of it was just sitting down here, out in the open like.” He pulled the wad of cash loose from the open end of the pipe and tossed it onto the workbench, then began to unscrew the next length of pipe.
“You knew that shit was down here?”
“I had an idea, should be close to ten in each one of these.”
“Ten grand?”
“That’s what I just got done saying. Not too bad for a couple of dumb shits now, is it, Bobby?”
Bobby grabbed the first roll of cash just as Prez tossed another roll on the workbench, then began to unscrew the cap from another length of pipe. Bobby fanned the wad, all hundreds, and then started counting.
“What? You don’t believe me?” Prez asked shaking the pipe and forcing the next wad out.
“Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty. Not that I don’t believe you, Prez. I’m just more than a little surprised. I’m not sure which is more amazing, that you two had the foresight to hide this in those pipes or that the cops completely missed them.” He said, then returned to counting the wad of bills in his hand.
“You know what they say, the best place to hide something is in plain sight.”
“Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, Ten. Ten grand, cash.”
“I told you. There’s that much in each one of these. Here, make yourself useful and unscrew that last one.” Prez nodded at the final pipe lying on the workbench.
When they were finished there were five wads of cash, all hundreds, each ten grand strong. Just like Prez said there would be.
In short order they were back in the car and pulling away from Arundel’s house. “I’m guessing we could have one hell of a party with some of this,” Prez said and slapped his bulging pockets. 
“You could, and then what? You’d still have those two guys looking to kill you, Dubuque and Mobile. That cash might be one of the reasons they’re after you, besides putting the word out about me, of course.”
“What’s the problem with having a little fun?”
“I don’t have any problem with having fun. But let me just lay out the scenario. You’ll load up on a bunch of booze and drugs, probably get in touch with some party sluts maybe call some good-time pals. Right?”
Prez shrugged, then put on his blinker to turn.
“You’ll end up either passed out or so drug-addled you won’t know which end is up. For about twenty bucks and an eight-ball one of the sluts or your good-time-Charlie pals will put the word out on you. The next thing you know your two buddies….”
“Dubuque and Mobile?”
“…will show up without an invitation and you won’t be able to stop them. So yeah, that’s kind of my problem with having a little fun.”
“None of the folks I was thinking about would do that, I don’t think.”
“You don’t think, or you know for absolute sure? Not going to be any second chance on this thing. But you go ahead, do it your way. I’m just suggesting that’s the way you would normally play it, and there’s a real good chance that you would end up dead. At least that’s how things would normally work out.”
“I suppose you got a better idea.”
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
 
The following morning Bobby phoned Marci just to check in. She couldn’t get him off the line fast enough. He walked up to the retail area, picked up milk, two rolls of toilet paper, some coffee and an on-sale bag of small candy bars. He paid cash for the items and left the store.
“Bobby, hey Bobby,” a voice called.
He turned and looked at a nondescript car with an unsmiling face behind the steering wheel waving him over. The guy looked to be wearing the same grey suit as the last time Bobby had seen him back in the interrogation room in the Federal Prison Camp up in Duluth, the room with the steel-topped table and the chair bolted to the floor.
“Bobby, long time no see, buddy, relax it’s okay, come on over for a minute,” he called, then waved Bobby over again. Bobby glanced around, not that it would make a difference, he really had no other option, and so he crossed the street over to the car.
“Get in the back,” the suit said, then pushed a button and the locks popped up.
Bobby opened the rear door, set his grocery bag on the seat, then slid in next to it and pulled the door closed.
“How’s it going pal, you adjusting?” the suit said not bothering to turn around, he just eyed Bobby in the rear view mirror.
“I’m making progress.”
“You’re not working today?”
“I phone in every morning and they tell me if they need me.”
“Really? You talking with the main man, Noah Denton?”
“You kidding, Noah Denton told me he didn’t want to see or hear from me ever again. Said he wasn’t happy with me being associated with his firm and that if it were up to him he’d have locked me up forever.”
Grey suit studied Bobby in his rearview mirror for a moment, then asked, “When was the last time you spoke with him?”
“Denton? I just told you, the first and only time I spoke with him he said never to contact him, that I was a contract employee and that from then on I should deal with the receptionist, some witch named Marci.”
Grey suit glared in the rearview mirror. “The receptionist? That’s who you’re dealing with?”
“Yeah, Marci. In fact Denton told me to use the restrooms down in the lobby, and said he couldn’t foresee a reason I would ever have to go past the receptionist desk.”
“Okay, expect a change in venue pretty goddamned fast. Now get out.”
“Nice talking with you,” Bobby said, then opened the door, climbed out and pulled his groceries off the seat.
“What you got in the bag?”
“Toilet paper.”
“Let me see,” he said, then thrust his arm out the window and opened the bag Bobby was holding. He reached in, rummaged around, then pulled the bag of candy bars out and looked at Bobby. “These any good?”
“They’re okay.”
“I’m think I’m gonna need some sweetening later today,” he said as he tore the bag open. He dumped a number of the small bars on the passenger seat, then tossed the bag back into Bobby’s grocery bag. He smiled, raised the window, and gave a quick look over his shoulder before he drove off down the street.
Bobby had learned not to react, but he filed the experience away for future reference.
 



Chapter Forty
 
 
Prez’s celebration was on the second floor of a ratty duplex over on the East side. The neighborhood had been on the decline since Pearl Harbor and the structure sat in the middle of a block of former single-family homes that had been converted to rental units seventy-five years ago. The woman who had rented this particular second-floor unit was being evicted at the end of the month and was more than happy to leave early and trade the keys to her apartment for a plane ticket back to Chicago and a couple hundred dollars.
They put the word out on the street that it was going to be a quiet affair. Prez picked up three street-tricks to join him. The girls called two more girlfriends bringing the total to five. Bobby was there, too, but no one paid any attention to him so he really didn’t count. As long as Prez continued to supply them with drugs and liquor the girls really didn’t care who was with them or what they wanted to do.
The party started a little after eleven on Wednesday night. A thong and a smile seemed to be the late-night dress code. They partied with a purpose until they passed out, then started right back at it after regaining consciousness. Cheap vodka and rum were the beverages of choice and Prez had plenty on hand, along with a virtual smorgasbord of drugs. Collectively, the attendees seemed to possess the maturity of twelve year-olds.
The guests of honor didn’t make an appearance until close to four on Friday morning. Two of the girls were still partying. Two were passed out and one had simply disappeared. Bobby was watching the street out the front window when he heard a noise out on the back stairs.
The stairs were wooden and attached to the exterior of the house. They rose up half a story, then made a ninety-degree turn around the back corner of the house climbing toward a large bay window that had been converted to the back door. Prez had loosened one of the stair treads as an early warning system. The stumbling on the tread, along with the accompanying cursing, was what Bobby had heard.
Prez was stretched out on a recliner when Bobby shook him awake. The two women still conscious remained kneeling at the coffee table completely focused on the glass pipe they’d been passing back and forth and ignored Bobby.
“Back door,” Bobby said as he shook Prez lightly on the shoulder.
“Now?” Prez whispered as he came awake.
Bobby nodded, then said “Come on, just like we practiced.”
Prez floated silently into the small, darkened kitchen. The refrigerator stood next to the back door and he took up his position along the far side.
One of the street-tricks was seated on an old wooden chair in front of the kitchen sink, passed out cold. She could have been a young-looking thirty or an old-looking sixteen. Her head was tilted back and rested on the edge of the kitchen counter. Her mouth was open wide and she was snoring loudly.
She had an unbuttoned short sleeve blouse partially draped over her shoulders but was otherwise naked. From where she sat she was plainly visible in the moonlight shining through the window.
Bobby waited back in the small pantry that led to the front room. He held one of Prez’s pistols in his shaking hand.
It seemed like hours before the backdoor knob began to quietly turn. The door opened no more than a half-inch and remained that way for a minute or two. Then, ever so slowly, the door swung open. Any noise it may have made was masked by the snores coming from the comatose female on the chair.
As the door opened Bobby could just make out a shadowy, crouched figure. It remained very still and the head seemed to be cocked, listening. Over Bobby’s pounding heartbeat the occasional laugh or drunken screech drifted in from the two party animals out in the front room.
The shadow suddenly rose and cautiously tip-toed across the kitchen. He stopped to look at the woman snoring in the chair and pulled the blouse off her shoulder as a second shadow appeared behind him and gave a quiet chuckle. Bobby detected curly hair. Dubuque and Mobile.
The first figure placed the barrel of a gun against the woman’s head and waved his free hand over her face. The gun appeared exceptionally large in the moonlight. Her snoring continued uninterrupted, regular and deep and he reached over and tugged on her right nipple.
There was a sudden, audible thunk and the rear shadow collapsed onto the floor. As the first figure began to spin around Prez quickly yanked him back by the collar. Bobby heard a “spiff” sound come from the pistol the figure held followed by two rapid thunks and the figure dropped to his knees. Prez hung onto his collar and slowly lowered him to the ground.
“Turn the light on and get them cuffed,” he said in a half whisper, then set a baseball bat on the ground.
Bobby was already flicking the light on. He pulled the arms of the curly haired figure behind his back and wrapped a plastic band tightly around his wrists. The man’s head moved slowly from side to side as he seemed to begin to regain consciousness.
“Which one is this?”
“That’s your pal, Dubuque. Dubuque, meet Bobby, Bobby, Dubuque,” Prez said, then snickered.
Prez tore off a length of duct tape and wrapped it over Mobile’s mouth, then around his ginger haired head. He quickly checked the pockets and pulled a wallet out from a back pocket. He and Bobby switched places. Bobby had to step over Mobile’s body and partially roll him over to secure his hands behind his back.
Mobile was completely limp and as Bobby rolled the body over a noticeable dent was apparent at the top of his skull reminding Bobby of a rotten cantaloupe. Blood trickled out of both ears and over the duct tape as Bobby wound it around the head. Drops of blood began to splatter onto the kitchen floor.
“There’s some severe trauma here,” Bobby said.
“I don’t think that’s going to make much difference. Check him for a gun, he’s got one somewhere,” Prez said, then opened the wallet from Dubuque’s back pocket and picked up the pistol he had been carrying.
The pistol was a large black affair with an attachment on the front of the barrel Bobby took to be a silencer which accounted for the noise he’d heard when Prez struck him. He glanced up toward the ceiling. Off to the right he saw a hole that must have been from the round that was fired.
Prez patted Mobile down on the floor but didn’t find anything. Then he saw a gun, halfway hidden alongside the refrigerator. Mobile must have dropped it there when he fell and Prez picked it up and handed the weapon to Bobby. Then Prez opened up a kitchen cabinet and walked into the front room with a fresh plastic fifth of vodka. Bobby couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the squeals of delight suggested it made the recipients happy.
“Help me get him up,” Prez said coming back into the kitchen and grabbing Dubuque’s arm. Together they pulled him to his feet, but he seemed to be unable to stand on his own. Prez checked his pockets again and came up with a set of car keys. “Let me go find their car, we’ll use it to haul them out of here.”
They leaned Dubuque against the wall and Prez went out the back door and thumped down the back steps sounding like he was taking them two at a time. He was back in just a couple of minutes.
“Must not have been too worried, they were parked just around the corner.”
“How did you know what they were driving?”
“Jesus. Just click the little button here until a set of lights flash on, pretty simple.”
It may have been simple, but in his naiveté it had never occurred to Bobby.
They dragged Dubuque down the steps. Just as they got to the landing where the steps made that ninety degree turn he began to put up a half-hearted struggle. Prez grabbed him by the belt and hair and half threw him down the steps. With his hands secured behind his back he landed face first, bounced a couple of times, then skidded down the final four or five wooden steps until his forehead came to rest against the concrete pad at the bottom where he remained very still.
“What the....”
“Oh yeah, I forgot, be careful,” Prez said. “Come on, let’s get him into the back of the car.”
The rear hatch was up and they dragged Dubuque toward the vehicle. He was either dead or completely unconscious. His feet left a trail as they dragged him across the dewy grass. They hoisted him unceremoniously into the rear of the vehicle and then went back upstairs to fetch his brother.
The woman on the chair in the kitchen was still snoring. Mobile remained on the floor in exactly the same position they’d left him in, but a small pool of blood had begun to spread across the floor outlining his skull.
The two women out in the front room sounded like they were arguing.
Bobby gave Prez a look. “Is that going to be a problem?”
“About to deal with it right now. I’ll be back.”
“You’re not going to.…”
“No, relax. Think I’m stupid?”
He walked out to the front room, more excited squeals a moment later and then he was back.
Bobby had a questioning look on his face.
“Just a little party treat, they’ll be going for hours after we leave and won’t be able to remember anything about it. Pick him up and let’s get this finished,” he said.
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
 
Prez drove the brother’s car through an empty downtown, took the Wabasha Bridge across the Mississippi river and headed toward the Lilydale flats. Bobby followed in Prez’s car. They passed two other vehicles on the road, but it was still before sunrise and things were otherwise quiet. They stayed on the deserted Lilydale road, heading upriver for maybe a mile along an undeveloped stretch before Prez pulled off into a small gravel area along the shore. He made a U-turn then stopped and backed up so the rear end of the car was just a couple of feet from the water’s edge. By the time Bobby pulled alongside Prez was already out of the car and had the rear hatch open.
Bobby climbed out from behind the wheel and walked toward Prez. Even in the predawn darkness Mobile looked very dead. He didn’t appear to have moved and Bobby couldn’t tell if he was breathing. Prez took hold of him by the ankles and before Bobby could grab onto the body Prez dragged him out of the rear of the car. Mobile’s head dropped three feet and bounced across the gravel a couple of times as Prez took a couple of steps backwards and then dropped him at the river’s edge. Mobile’s feet splashed and the water flowed over his legs to about mid-calf.
Prez caught Bobby’s look. “Relax, not like it matters. They’re going to … Oh Jesus, damn it,” he said, then slowly reached into the small of his back and pulled out the large pistol with the silencer attached.
“Move out of the way, Bobby,” he said calmly, then chambered a round, raised the weapon and fired.
Bobby turned just in time to see Dubuque stumble forward and collapse on the ground with his legs twitching. Prez calmly walked toward him stuffing the pistol back into the small of his back, all the while shaking his head.
“You dumb shit. You always have to do things the hard way. Okay, suit yourself, but just remember, this wasn’t my idea,” he said, then laughed. He grabbed Dubuque by the ankles and dragged him face down across the gravel to the river’s edge where Mobile’s body lay.
“Bobby, check the back of my car. There should be a towing chain back there, get it for me,” he said.
“A chain?”
“Just get it, will you? Come on, we’re wasting time and this is probably not the best place to be hanging around.” He indicated Dubuque and Mobile with a glance.
Bobby opened the rear hatch of Prez’s car and looked around.
“There’s a chain in back here,” he called.
“That’s it, bring it over.”
Bobby gathered up the chain, galvanized links and lots of them, close to fifteen feet, very long and fairly heavy.
“What are you going to do with this?” Bobby asked.
“Here hold these,” Prez said and handed Bobby his wallet and cell phone.
Bobby dropped the galvanized chain on the river shore and took the items with a questioning look on his face.
“Apparently, you don’t watch enough movies,” Prez replied then began to wrap the chain around the brothers’ ankles. He had arranged them so they were lying back-to-back in the mud along the shore. In the graying light just prior to sunrise they both appeared awfully dead. Once he had finished wrapping the chain around the two of them he stood and flipped open a rather large knife. The blade seemed to sparkle in the dusky predawn and looked very sharp.
“What the hell are…”
“We can’t have them coming to the surface, at least not for a while,” Prez said casually. Then he pulled Dubuque’s T-shirt up like he was going to tickle him. He clenched the knife in his fist and in one fell motion jammed it up beneath Dubuque’s rib cage. He quickly began working a sawing motion across the stomach as the internal organs began spilling out into the river.
“Oh, God,” Bobby said and began to retch.
“Can’t risk someone finding them, least not for a while,” Prez said, then moved to the other side and repeated the same procedure on Mobile’s body. Once he was finished he kicked and half rolled the brothers further out into the water. He slit both their throats standing waste deep in the river before dragging the chained bodies deeper out into the river channel. He continued to wade away from shore, pulling the bodies behind him until eventually the water was up around his shoulders.
Dubuque and Mobile remained somewhere beneath the surface. Prez appeared to slide them past him and then push them further out toward the middle of the channel.
He remained out there with just his head and neck exposed as the current flowed over his shoulders. He continued to scan down river for a few minutes, staring at the circling eddies before he finally waded back onto shore.
“You gonna live?” he asked looking down at Bobby still on all fours. Prez half chuckled and shook his head.
Bobby was still swallowing his stomach back down in between taking deep breaths and trying to erase the vision. “Where do you think they’ll finally end up?”
“Probably no more than fifty feet from here. But if and when someone ever finds them there won’t be enough left to tell a story. The carp, catfish, all the other bottom feeders will nibble away at them till there’s nothing left.”
“What about their car?”
“We’re about to deal with that. You just follow me, then I’ll give you a lift back to your place.”
With that he pulled off his shoes, poured out some water and slipped them back on. “A hundred and twenty bucks a pair and these bastards are already shot,” he said and shook his head.
Bobby followed behind as Prez drove the brothers’ car up along the bluffs of Highway 13, then onto 35E heading back into town. It was a few minutes after sunrise and traffic was just beginning to pick up. It was nowhere near rush hour, but definitely busier than when they’d left the East Side with Dubuque and Mobile piled on top of one another.
Prez pulled onto a quiet side street along the edge of downtown and parked the car. He waited until Bobby pulled alongside of him, then he waved Bobby into the passenger seat and quickly slipped behind the wheel. “Okay, man, let’s roll.”
“You’re just leaving their car? Someone will spot it just sitting there for sure.”
“That’s the whole idea, sooner rather than later, with any luck. It’s unlocked with the keys in it. Best thing that could happen would be some high school kids get hold of it and take it for a spin for the next two or three months. By the time the cops find it, there’ll be so many kids in and out of the thing they won’t have a clue. Believe me, this works much better than burning it, hoping to hide it in some derelict garage or driving it out of state.”
“What if no one takes it?”
“You kidding? We’re two blocks from a McDonald’s, three blocks from a high school and Catholic Charities does their free meals around the corner. We couldn’t find a better spot if we tried. That thing will be gone before nine this morning. Now, I’m wet and I smell like river shit so maybe I can take us to that dump you live in and then I can get my ass home, shower and burn these damn clothes.”
 



Chapter Forty-Two
 
 
He phoned Marci once he put the coffee on.
“Hi Marci, Bobby here. Just calling to…”
“No need for you today. Everything is taken care of.”
It sounded as though there was more than just a hint of pleasure in her being able to tell him he wasn’t needed. Bobby, for one, could not have been happier. He was thinking breakfast and then bed. It had been a long couple of days.
“Any idea about tomorrow? I was thinking…”
“I really won’t know anything until tomorrow. With so many people and everyone here accomplishing things, well, I just never know. Best to phone tomorrow morning and I’ll be able to tell you at that time,” she said sounding contentedly smug.
“Okay, guess I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Thank you for.…” But she’d already hung up.
He ate another piece of toast slathered with a half-inch of cherry jelly. Then he snuggled down into bed and brought the pillow over his head to hide from the daylight. He drifted off a moment later and began to replay in his mind Prez dragging Dubuque face-down across the gravel. Then he replayed Prez throwing Dubuque down the flight of stairs at the duplex. Next it was Prez crushing Mobile’s skull with a baseball bat, the blood dripping out his ears and pooling on the floor. That morphed into Prez calmly taking the pistol from the small of his back and shooting Dubuque. He drifted through a fitful sleep and heard the sound of the river current washing over Dubuque and Mobile while Prez gutted them like a couple of hogs at slaughter.
He woke in a sweat around two that afternoon, exhausted. He had a late lunch of corn flakes, then coaxed the Geo to life and drove back to the edge of downtown to see if the car was still there. It wasn’t.
Prez had been right, the thing was nowhere to be seen. He drove up and down the street twice just to be sure, but the car was definitely gone. He could only hope someone had stolen it and was driving to Alaska this very minute.
Against his better judgment he took the Wabasha Bridge across the river and drove up along the Lilydale flats. He held his speed at five miles below the posted limit so he wouldn’t have to slow and gawk when he came to the patch of gravel.
He half expected to see the two of them, Dubuque and Mobile washed up on shore and surrounded by detectives in grey suits wearing fedoras and carrying cameras with flash bulbs. But nothing like that happened.
In fact, he drove right past the turn missing it completely. He was tempted to drive back and check but thought better of it and just kept on going until he returned home.
He climbed the steps to his apartment and slipped the key in the lock.
“Door’s open, come on in,” a voice called.
He opened the door and there was Prez. He was sipping from a can of beer, one of four that had been in Bobby’s refrigerator, no doubt. His feet rested on the windowsill and he was tilted back in a chair. He looked completely relaxed.
Bobby stepped into his apartment and closed the door.
“Digging your choice of beer, man.” Prez grinned.
“What are you doing here? After the last two days don’t you think it might make sense if we weren’t seen together?”
“Is that anyway to treat a friend bearing gifts? What are you all of a sudden so worked up about?”
“Look Prez, just in case you’ve forgotten, let me remind you. Our activities over the past forty-eight hours haven’t really been all that legal. We could work backwards, starting with the murder of those two thugs.”
“Look man, ain’t no one’s going to be missing those…”
“To the illegal drugs you provided in vacated premises where you had no right to be in the first place. Don’t forget at least one of those females appeared to be underage.”
Prez took another healthy sip, continued to appear completely disinterested and glanced out the window.
“Oh what? God, don’t tell me you’re in here hiding again,” Bobby said.
“You finished with your downer lecture, man. Just thought you might like to see the little gift I got for you.” He indicated the street with a nod of his head.
“What?” Bobby looked out the window.
“Right there, on the street, just before that tree. See?”
Bobby didn’t know cars very well, but he could tell it was a Mercedes of some sort. He knew that because he could make out the logo on the trunk. The car was white, shiny and had fancy chrome wheel rims.
“Tell me you didn’t go out and buy that thing. Where did it…”
“Buy it? For you? You gotta be kidding me. Spend my hard-earned money and then I get to listen to you lecture about leaving a paper trail and the authorities and shit. I don’t think so. No, I didn’t buy it. It was Arundel’s.” He flashed a big grin.
“Arundel’s?”
“Yeah, I don’t think he’s gonna be using it much, anymore.”
Bobby shook his head. “That’s not going to work. I can’t be associated with anything that was Arundel’s. Not his house, not his car. I thought I’d made that clear. I’ll be under investigation before dinnertime this evening. Absolutely not, so thanks, but no thanks.”
“Are you finished pissing on the parade?”
“Prez, I thought I made myself clear. Have you been listening? I can’t afford to be linked in any way to Arundel or anything else we were recently involved in. Hello.”
“That’s what’s so great about the ride, man. It ain’t linked to Arundel. Least not the way you’re thinking. No paperwork or any of that shit. It’s a service.”
“A service?”
“Look at it, see the plates on the thing? Come on, take a look, see?”
Bobby glanced out the window, the license plates definitely weren’t from Minnesota, but he couldn’t tell much else. “I can’t see from up here.”
“New Mexico, Bobby. Cool, right?”
“Yeah, cool, you’re still not making sense.”
“It’s so simple. A dude down in New Mexico, he owes me a favor. This car comes up here, along with a clean license plate. Cost me a grand and that’s it. You like it, she’s all yours to drive. Come next year, I think it’s April or May actually you pay the grand. See, my gift to you for helping me out, giving me the advice on Arundel’s house and all.”
“But it has to have a license and registration, Prez. I would have to get insurance.”
“It’s got all that shit. The papers are in the glove compartment. See, you’re just borrowing it for a bit. Even comes with a phone number someone can call. The man will answer it down there, New Mexico way. Tell whoever’s calling it’s the mayor’s or some damn thing and he’s letting you use it. It’s cool, man. I’m telling you.”
Bobby had to admit even from this distance and seeing just the rear of the vehicle it was a definite improvement over what he was currently driving. He was lucky he hadn’t been stopped driving around town with the damage to the windshield. He glanced over in the direction of the Geo Metro, alone and wheezing next to the dumpster. Someone had written Fix Me in the dust on the hood.
“I suppose I could take a look at it.”
Prez bolted upright and set his beer down. “First decent thought you’ve had all day, man. Come on, let’s go check it out,” he said and tossed Bobby a set of keys.
They walked downstairs and out the back door. As they passed by Bobby ignored the forlorn Geo Metro, faded blue and next to the dumpster still sporting the two distinct spider web patterns on the windshield from the errant rounds Dubuque had shot at him.
Bobby saw his reflection in the Mercedes from fifteen feet away. It seemed to glow along the side of the curb.
“Come on, man. Get in, take us for a spin,” Prez laughed.
“You think?”
“I know.”
Bobby clicked the button on the key ring. The lights flashed once and the horn made a discreet little beep at the same time the doors unlocked. He climbed in behind the wheel and felt like he was sinking into a plush leather chair.
“Nice, ain’t it?” Prez was all smiles.
“Yeah, I have to say it’s pretty nice.”
“Pretty nice? Shit this thing is royal, man. It was made for some brainy dude like you, Bobby. Just wait till you see what it does with the ladies.”
“I don’t think so,” Bobby said and glanced over at him.
“Suit yourself, you’ll see soon enough. Come on, take us for a spin, man.”
Bobby sat there staring at the dashboard for a minute. It looked like the cockpit on an airliner.
What’s the problem?” Prez finally asked.
“Where the hell is the ignition on this thing? Where do I put the key in?”
Prez shook his head like he couldn’t believe the question, then pointed to a button. “Push that little thing, there,” he said.
Bobby lightly touched the button labeled Start on the dash and the engine purred. “Little different from the Geo, I have to admit.”
“Shit, that thing even start?”
Bobby checked the mirrors and then cautiously pulled away from the curb. Every time the wheels turned he drifted just a little further from reality. It was a gorgeous, wonderfully smooth ride. There were so many controls and lights on the dash he didn’t know where to begin.
“It’s gonna take me a while to get used to this thing.” he said after a few minutes, then put the blinker on and started to head back to his place.
“Tell you what just drop me off at Moonies.”
Bobby shot a quick glance in his direction. “Moonies? What are you going into that dive for?”
“Just a little business meeting. Relax, nothing you have to worry about. Besides, knowing how you operate, you’ll want to pull all that paperwork out of the glove compartment and check it out. Which reminds me, I left a little surprise in there for you.”
“What is it?”
“If I told you it wouldn’t be a surprise now would it?”
“Is it legal?”
“Yes, it’s legal. Will you relax on that shit. Besides I’m going to need a favor from you.”
“A favor?”
“What we talked about the other day.”
“The other day?”
“Yeah, Arundel’s house. What you told me you could set up. That attorney power and all that shit.”
“Power of attorney, along with a revocable trust and a will for both of you.”
“Yeah, all that shit. Get that rolling so I can have that place on the up-and-up. I’ll be following your advice, turn that baby into a money machine. All nice and legal, of course, just like you told me.”
“I didn’t think you were even listening. Good. Okay, let me get in touch with my contact. Hopefully, we’ll get the ball rolling with her and be good to go.”
They drove on in silence toward Moonies. Bobby had the sudden feeling that something had changed between them, something verging on the positive. He pulled up in front of Moonies and stopped. The place looked just as awful as he remembered.
“Enjoy the ride, man.” Prez smiled and opened the door.
“You sure you’re going to be all right in there?”
“Just a little chat with friends. Besides, if it ain’t safe what the hell were you planning on doing?”
Bobby didn’t have a response to that.
“Yeah, see you, man,” Prez said, then slid out, closed the door and walked inside.
He was right. There was nothing Bobby could do so he drove off.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 
 
Bobby parked on the street in exactly the same spot Prez had parked the Mercedes earlier. He stared at the dashboard for a good while, flicking switches and pushing buttons. Most of his actions only served to confuse him a little more. Although Prez had been beyond gracious he still wasn’t going to take any chances. He climbed out and checked beneath the front seats. He checked the back seat. He opened the trunk to make sure Prez didn’t have him hauling some sort of contraband. He lifted the carpet and checked beneath the spare tire. The vehicle appeared to be clean.
He opened the passenger door and then looked in the glove compartment. There was a black leather folder with a business card and papers, an owner’s manual and then resting beneath and sort of in the back of the glove compartment a small gift-wrapped package. He took everything out, locked the car and carried the items up to his apartment.
He set everything on the wobbly card table, then cautiously began to open the package. He recognized the logo on the box as he pulled off the gift wrap. A cellphone.
There was a handwritten note attached to the box that read simply, “Paid a year in advance,” which didn’t sound like any calling plan he was aware of.
Maybe it was the mark of having been incarcerated over four years. Maybe it was the result of practicing law. Maybe he was just a jerk. Regardless, he was beginning to grow even more suspicious. He stared at the phone for a long while, and then looked out the window at the shiny white Mercedes parked on the street. Why?
He turned the phone on and checked the contact list. There was one number. He pushed the button and waited.
“St. Paul Homicide,” a deep voice said, then paused before the laughter began.
Bobby’s heart was still in his throat.
“You still there, man? Got you on that one, didn’t I?”
“Goddamnit, Prez. Don’t do that, Jesus Christ you scared me half to death.”
“My pleasure.”
“Listen, I just wanted to say thanks. None of this was necessary, I mean I....”
“Hey, I already told you it was for helping me out and all. I think I know how you operate so look at the paperwork on that large white object, if it meets with your approval good, if not, no pressure.”
“I don’t know what to say?”
“Good, then maybe just shut up.”
“You still at Moonies?”
“No.”
Bobby waited a long moment for something else to follow. When nothing else came across he said, “Well, just wanted to say thanks.”
“We’ll be in touch,” Prez said and hung up.
Be in touch. Maybe that was what worried him.
He placed the phone on the card table and opened the black leather folder. There was a white business card with the name Joseph Morales, a phone number and an email address. He punched in the phone number and waited three rings.
“Morales,” a voice said. He didn’t sound sinister, suspicious or apprehensive. “Hello, hello. Who’s calling? May I help you.”
“Joseph Morales?”
“Yes, who’s calling please?”
“I’m calling regarding a vehicle.”
“Could you give me the license number and your name, please, sir”
He didn’t want to give his name and he couldn’t read the license number from the third floor so instead of explaining the situation, like any rational adult he simply hung up.
He reviewed the paperwork in the folder. There was a title, insurance papers and the yellow copy of an invoice for a second set of laser-cut keys. All the paperwork was in the name of Joseph Morales and it all appeared to be in order. So what was the problem?
He returned to the cell phone, got the manual out on that thing and went through it. Same story, everything appeared to be in order and it left him with the same question. So what was the problem?
In the end, he did what any sensible adult would do. He went to the grocery store to pick up some dinner. He was beginning to feel in a celebratory mood and the idea of a steak seemed promising. He decided not to walk.
Instead, he climbed behind the wheel of the white Mercedes and drove the few blocks to the store. Along the way he was aware of a couple heads turning. He parked at the far end of the small lot, as far away as possible from the other cars.
A young woman unstrapping two little kids from car seats appraised the Mercedes and then gave him a decent once-over from the side door of her late model van.
“You wouldn’t want two kids who like to color on walls would you?” She smiled.
“Gee, thanks, but no thanks,” he said.
Other than Karen Clarken, who was too drunk, Marci, who was too bitchy and the women he’d driven to the law office or Courthouse, she was the first woman he had spoken to in the past month. He decided to keep the Mercedes.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
 
 
“Well, I suppose I could have you deliver this package of documents, Bobby. We’ll need signatures so I’ll expect you to wait and then return, as quickly as possible. I’ll go over details with you once you arrive,” Marci said.
He felt like telling Marci he was phoning her from the driver’s seat of his new car that was probably worth about three years of her salary. Instead, he said, “Thank you, I’ll be down there in the next thirty minutes.”
She hung up rather than give a response.
“We’ll need Mr. Zimmerman’s signatures, here, here and here.” Marci instructed a half hour later. She looked up to see if he was paying attention. “I’ve noted the places for signatures with these red flags. I’ll need initials in these areas - there are a total of five. I’ve marked the areas to be initialed with green flags.” Marci looked up again, perhaps wondering if dealing with different colors might make things too complicated. She followed up with another one of her fake smiles.
“Shouldn’t these signatures be notarized?” Bobby asked.
“This is Mr. Denton’s client,” she said, suggesting that ended any further questions.
“I gathered that from the letterhead, but I think these signatures should probably be notarized, and that means Noah should be present when they’re signed. It’s pretty standard…”
“I believe we’re all quite aware of proper standard procedure. Mr. Zimmerman has been a long-time client of this firm. I think Mr. Denton is more than capable of handling this in an appropriate manner without interference from one of our drivers.” She flashed that smile again, like a shark circling with bared teeth.
Bobby figured he knew what going on and so he shut up. He just stood there and watched as Marci stuffed the documents into a manila envelope. She moistened the flap and ran her hand across to seal it. Then she pulled a length of two-inch wide clear tape, shot Bobby a quick glance before she pressed the tape along the flap to seal the envelope, ensuring no morally decadent low life like Bobby would be able to open the thing.
“The sooner you can return with this the better,” she said, then picked up her phone, pushed a couple of buttons signaling she was finished and gave him a dismissive nod and a wave of her hand.
He was trying to conjure up a picture of Lowell Zimmerman as he drove across town toward his home. The address on the envelope was in Minnetonka, a far west suburb with expensive homes and a very large lake. He’d never heard of this person before and he pictured a hard-charging, forty-something guy, tanned, without an ounce of fat and a crush-your-hand grip. Whatever he did, it would probably appear he was doing it right.
Still, the paper work he’d caught sight of required a notary and you’d think Noah Denton would be enough on the ball to realize that and overcharge for the privilege. Then again, disbarred attorneys like Bobby were in no position to give advice.
There was a large circular drive laid out behind a red brick wall and two black wrought iron gates that had been pulled open. As he drove in through the gates he caught sight of what was probably a boathouse and a quick flash of the lake. The circular drive ran around a manicured lawn with neatly trimmed shrubs and a brick pathway cutting across the center.
The house was a three-story red brick affair with white trim. The structure was sort of U shaped with large white pillars and a second story veranda across the better part of the front. Bobby parked opposite double front doors painted a glossy black and climbed out. The doors shone like they were polished and had shiny brass handles and a large brass knocker. Just beneath the knocker was a brass plaque that read, Lowell Zimmerman, Esq. Bobby reached over and rang the doorbell.
The door was answered in under a minute, just after the chimes stopped. An elderly, bald little man in a red and grey paisley print silk jacket pulled the door open. He wore a starched white shirt with an open collar, black trousers and shiny black shoes. The butler, Bobby presumed.
“Yes.”
“Hello, I have a document for Mr. Lowell Zimmerman. Noah Denton’s office sent it over for signatures.”
Bobby expected to be told to wait where he was while the butler checked with the lord of the manor, Lowell Zimmerman, Esquire. Instead, his face brightened and he said, “You’re finally here, come on into my office.”
Bobby followed him across a large circular foyer with black and white marble tiles and a winding staircase off to the side leading up to the second floor. They passed beneath a large chandelier surrounded by elegant plaster trim, through a leaded glass door and into a room with dark green walls, deep rich wood and a desk the size of a pool table.
“I’ll take that envelope,” Zimmerman said stepping behind the large desk and holding his hand out.
Bobby handed the envelope to him. He picked up some sort of razor affair and ran it along the edge of the envelope, neatly slicing it open. He pulled out the documents and set them on his desk. Then he tapped the sides of the documents with his hands so they appeared perfectly lined up.
“I’m guessing that … yes indeed, this will need a notary,” he said turning pages. He picked a cell phone up off the desk, pushed a button and gave Bobby a blank stare while he waited.
“I need you to notarize something for me. No. No, now, in my office,” he commanded, then put the phone back down on the desk. “Shouldn’t be too long.”
He picked up the phone again, pushed the button and waited. “Bring coffee when you come. No,” he said and laid the phone back down on the desk. “Take a seat,” he instructed and indicated a leather couch.
Bobby took a seat and looked out the window behind him. A manicured lawn extended out a good half-acre before it sloped down toward the lake shore. A large dock and the boat house he’d caught a glimpse of earlier were off to the left.
There was a gardener out there, apparently clipping flowers that didn’t live up to their resume and occasionally pulling the odd weed. Bobby watched the gardener while Zimmerman skimmed the documents and turned pages. He worked his way through the pages, then drummed his fingers on the desk for a bit before he snatched up the phone.
“What’s taking you?” he growled. He listened for a moment, then tossed the phone back onto his desk.
A moment later the leaded glass door opened and a woman entered carrying a tray with a silver coffee pot, a cup, a saucer and what looked like a chilled, stemmed crystal glass. She looked to be substantially younger than Zimmerman. Her hair was peroxided blonde with sky blue roots and casually pulled toward the back of her head. She wore a small, two-piece swim suit, and over that a long sleeved white lace affair that dropped down to her ankles. The two-piece wasn’t quite a bikini and looked to be uncomfortably tight. Bobby suspected a diet of martinis for lunch might have a way of doing that.
“Just a half cup,” Zimmerman said to the woman indicating the silver coffee pot with a wave of his hand. He ignored Bobby and remained focused on the documents, skimming and turning pages. “I’ll need you to notarize these in a couple of places,” he said to the woman.
He picked up a pen from a holder off to the side of the desk, gave a disgusted glance at the woman as she slurped noisily from the crystal glass, then wrote his signature and pushed the sheaf of documents across the desk to her. She produced a notary stamp from a lacy pocket, pressed it next to his signature, then signed and dated the stamp. They followed this procedure two more times.
As she signed Bobby couldn’t help but notice two large diamond rings, one on each hand and a bracelet sparkling around her right wrist, strange attire to wear with a swim suit. The lace sleeves of her robe disguised the particular tattoo designs covering both arms from the shoulders down to her wrists.
“Thank you,” Zimmerman said by way of dismissal.
She didn’t respond other than to give a noisy slurp from her stemmed glass and study Bobby briefly over the rim.
“Go” Zimmerman commanded, then watched as she departed the room sipping noisily. He continued to shake his head disgustedly until she closed the door behind her.
“Very well, then, pass on my best to Noah,” he said, apparently putting thoughts of the notary behind him. He stuffed the sheaf of documents back into the envelope, took a sip of coffee and flashed a smile for just a nano-second before he pushed the envelope across the desk.
Bobby stood and said, “Thank you, sir.” Thinking, ‘What a prick’.
“You can find your way out?”
“Yes, I can.”
Bobby left the office, walked across the foyer and out the front door. He was tempted to leave the front door open, but thought better and pulled the thing closed without slamming it. He turned to face his Mercedes and there she was, leaning against the passenger door, sipping from her stemmed glass.
“Isn’t he just a total pompous asshole?” she asked, then sort of thrust back her lacy robe to reveal her figure. There was a red line across both her hips from where she had apparently just rolled the waist band down a couple of inches. Her stomach hung over the waist band and for the first time he noticed reddish stretch marks along her thigh and midsection. Little cellulite indentations ran over her upper thighs and across her stomach.
“I’m just here to get a signature. I wouldn’t know much about that.”
“This your boss’s car?” she asked, then stroked the side of the car with her free hand as she took another sip.
“No, it’s mine. In fact I should probably get in it and go, they’re waiting for this,” Bobby said and indicated the envelope.
“Or, maybe you’d like to see the boathouse?” She drained her glass, looked down and sort of examined her front, then flared her nostrils at Bobby and raised her eyebrows.
“Maybe some other time, it was nice to meet you,” he said.
He walked around the front of the car, climbed in the driver’s side, then quickly locked the doors and pushed the start button. The engine purred awake causing her to step away from the car. As he drove off toward the front gates he caught her in the mirror giving him the finger and yelling something unintelligible as he made his way around the circular drive. Just as he slowed to turn out through the gates she suddenly wound up and fired the stemmed crystal glass in his direction. It fell far short and shattered on the brick pathway.
Bobby gave a little wave, a quick honk and drove out the front gate.
He stopped at home for lunch, half expecting Prez to be drinking what was left of his beer and looking out the window. Thankfully he wasn’t there. He ate a chicken sandwich while he scanned Lowell Zimmerman’s paperwork.
The documents appeared to complete the forming of an LLC, a Limited Liability Company between Lowell Zimmerman and someone named Morris Montcreff. From what Bobby knew of LLCs the paperwork seemed to be on the excessive side. Then again, attorneys like Noah Denton didn’t become successful by taking the discount route. He made a mental note to Google the two of them, Zimmerman and Montcreff, once he dropped the documents off. An appendix to the paperwork contained a laundry list of properties Morris Montcreff was involved in and apparently had pledged as financial security while Zimmerman didn’t appear to be on the hook for all that much. The woman who had notarized the document was named Gina Gravatto. On the way back to the law firm Bobby stopped and for a little under two dollars copied the entire document.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 
 
“You left Mr. Zimmerman’s over two hours ago. Where have you been?” Marci barked before Bobby had taken no more than two steps off the elevator.
His first thought was, how in the hell could she know that?
“I stopped for a quick lunch.”
“I hope you’re not expecting to be paid for that time,” she said, then held her hand out for the documents.
Bobby set the envelope down on the counter.
“This transaction required the utmost care, it involves two of our most important clients. Under the circumstances I think your lunch could have waited just a few more minutes.”
She reached for the envelope, noticed it was unsealed and shot him a look of disbelief. She recovered quickly and said, “We won’t be in need of your services for the rest of the day.” Then she flashed her stupid grin in Bobby’s direction.
Bobby knew any reaction on his part would only serve to please her. He tried to sound as nonchalant as possible while he made his way to the elevator. “Okay, thanks Marci, I’ll check in tomorrow.”
“See that you do,” she muttered.
He didn’t give her the satisfaction of turning to face her.
He sat behind the wheel of the Mercedes debating before he finally made the call. It was actually a woman’s voice who giggled and said “Yeah,” before a male voice said “Hello.”
“Prez?”
“Bobby? What’s up?”
“Sorry to interrupt, but I was wondering if your pal Arundel owned a computer?”
“A computer?”
“Yeah, I’d like to check on some things, it would help me filing the paperwork I’ve been working on for you. I can always go down to the library and do it, I suppose. Course there’s the danger someone who shouldn’t see it just might and then…”
“Yeah, I can get you his computer. I’m sort of busy right now.”
“Let me meet you at Arundel’s later,” Bobby said.
“Why there?”
“Because I think you’ve been over here at my place too often. I don’t want some nosy neighbor being able to identify you or linking the two of us together.”
Prez was quiet for a long moment, then said, “Give me a little time. I’ll meet you over there at five.”
“Tonight.”
“Yes tonight. Shit, you think I want to be wandering around Arundel’s at five in the damn morning?”
“See you there,” Bobby said, but Prez had already hung up.
 



Chapter Forty-Six
 
 
He phoned Prez at five thirty. He’d been parked in front of Arundel’s for the past thirty-five minutes, sweating in the late afternoon heat and starting to feel more than a little conspicuous. He’d gone up to the front door and knocked on it when he first arrived just in case Prez had been waiting inside. He wasn’t.
“Yeah.”
“Prez, I’m sitting out here in front of Arundel’s. Did you forget?”
“Bobby?” He sounded distant, not in miles, but in terms of comprehension.
“Yeah, we were going to meet over here a half hour ago and get Arundel’s computer. Remember?”
“Not really, I’m sort of busy right now, maybe call me tomorrow, bro.”
He could hear at least one female voice in the background and knew there wasn’t any point in arguing. Besides, Prez had already hung up.
He got out of the car and walked along the side of the house to the back. He searched under the back steps, around the door and in what had once probably been a nice little garden. He was looking for a spare key and coming up empty-handed. He checked under a dried up bird bath in the yard, around an old charcoal grill that looked like it hadn’t been used in the past year and all around the garage door. Nothing.
In desperation he climbed the wooden stoop to the back door ready to break one of the four glass panels so he could just reach in and turn the lock. Just on the odd chance, he tried the doorknob. It turned out to be unlocked.
He opened the door, stepped inside and listened. Images of the other night with Dubuque and Mobile sneaking around in the dark flooded his mind. He was standing in Arundel’s kitchen and he quickly examined either side of the refrigerator. It was wedged between a wall and the end of a grimy countertop. There wasn’t the slightest chance anyone could hide alongside it.
The place was the same disaster he and Prez had viewed earlier in the week. Grease covered pans sat on top of all four burners. The sink was piled high with dirty dishes. A number of beer bottles, glasses, some coffee cups and a plastic bag containing one crust of bread were scattered across the kitchen counter. Pizza delivery boxes were tossed on the floor next to an overflowing wastebasket and there was the definite smell of rotting garbage in the air.
He walked through the kitchen into the former dining area where the Foosball table sat. The smell of stale cigarette smoke disguised the garbage smell wafting from the kitchen. A couple of overflowing ashtrays sat on the edge of the Foosball table. A number of cigarette butts were scattered around the base of the table. They looked like they had been dropped there and then just stepped on to extinguish them leaving scorch marks in the oak flooring. More half-empty glasses, beer bottles with cigarette butts and what looked like chicken bones were scattered around the room, remnants of some recent event.
He stepped into the small living room. What looked like an old bed sheet was hung over the front window. The sheet had been nailed to the window trim and didn’t quite cover, leaving maybe four inches of window exposed on either end. There was a large flat-screen TV sitting on what had probably served as the dining room table at one stage. The table was pushed up against the front window and the flat-screen displayed a frozen, blurred pornographic image with red letters across the top of the screen that read Press to Play. At the far end of the table, beneath two half-filled glasses and an empty plastic gin bottle was what looked like a laptop computer. The logo COMPAQ was scrolled across the top of the thing in silver letters.
Bobby set the bottle and glasses to the side, pulled the plug out of the wall, then set a pair of headphones and what he figured was a cordless mouse on the laptop. He was about to put it all under his arm and walk out when he saw the pair of legs.
They were on the floor, between a coffee table and the ratty couch, woman’s legs. She looked to be morbidly obese and clearly in need of an industrial cleaning. She was dressed in a T-shirt and possibly the largest pair of sensible pink cotton panties he’d ever seen. She seemed to be breathing but was comatose and had apparently been sick at some point. Arundel’s sister?
Bobby didn’t think there was anything positive he could add so he tip-toed out with the laptop under his arm. He glanced in what had been Arundel’s bedroom. The grimy carpet was still pulled back in the far corner, the table lamp still held the corner of the carpet folded back, but the lamp was now on its side and the shade looked like it had been stepped on. The closet had been looted of most of the T-shirts that had once hung in there and two of the legs on the bed had been broken causing it to lean to the left at about a forty-five degree angle.
The sooner he got out of here the better. He made his way out the back door, put the laptop in the trunk and drove off.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
 
At one point last night Bobby had toyed with the idea of knocking on the apartment next door and offering to split the cost of their Wi-Fi service. He stumbled on their password about a half hour later. It was the building address, which is right up there with 12345 as far as security goes and almost too simple. Thankfully, Arundel hadn’t been concerned with security and Bobby could access his laptop. It wasn’t the most recent operating system, but it was better than the one he didn’t have.
Arundel had apparently searched a few hundred porn sites and attempted the occasional music download. Other than that there was nothing to suggest the slightest interest in current events, well, other than one site. Today’s Gang Bang.
More importantly for Bobby’s purposes the laptop worked and once he downloaded his own security he Googled Lowell Zimmerman. That turned out to be disappointing. Zimmerman came out of the insurance industry, was semi-retired and a major investor in a hearing aid franchise. Nothing if not boring. Morris Montcreff, the other signatory on the contract, was a different story, and there were newspaper articles suggesting but never directly linking him to gambling, prostitution and the drug trades. It looked like he’d been questioned repeatedly over the years by the authorities, but never with any real result. Based on a further online search it appeared he’d never been prosecuted. It seemed to beg the question, what was Noah Denton doing representing someone like Morris Montcreff? That led Bobby to think that what Noah was doing was charging, heavily.
There was a stock image of Morris Montcreff in the newspaper articles. He looked overweight and bald with a fringe of white hair running in disarray round the side of his head. He had a reddish complexion, to the point where his cheeks, chin and nose looked to be chapped or possibly wind burned. His nose was bulbous, like a new potato, out of proportion to the rest of his face and even online presented a decidedly veiny, purple cast. Morris Montcreff did not appear to be the sort of person you’d enjoy a quiet moment with.
There was an online image identified as Mr. and Mrs. Lowell Zimmerman. The ‘Mrs.’ was definitely not the woman Bobby had seen that morning. That didn’t mean much. Mrs. could have been on vacation, divorced or even dead. For that matter, the woman he met could have been Zimmerman’s daughter or even the maid.
Bobby Googled Precious Clarken and then Prez Clarken and came up empty. He Googled Kathryn “Kate” Clarken and came up with two arrests for solicitation and a mug shot photo that must have been taken just before she had been deposited in Detox. There was a one-paragraph article covering her unsolved murder and a court post listing her as one of a number of plaintiffs in a class action insurance fraud case.
He Googled himself and found more than he wished, starting with his disbarment, then his trial and sentencing almost five years ago, followed by his divorce. A couple of cases he’d been involved with seven or eight years ago were mentioned. Nothing regarding his recent release and certainly nothing since he left the halfway house was mentioned. He was, thankfully, lying more or less under the radar, at least for the moment. He made a mental note to learn Marci’s last name so he could check her out. He went to bed sometime after one, slept soundly and phoned Marci over his second cup of morning coffee.
“No need for you today,” she said sounding like it was one of the better things that had happened to her in a while.
He was tempted to ask what her last name was, but, thankfully she’d hung up before he had the chance. He wasn’t sure exactly what he was going to do, but he could feel himself gradually taking aim and delivering some sort of petty payback.
He went back to searching Lowell Zimmerman. Along with the LLC paperwork he signed yesterday the file had contained the transfer of a piece of property and what looked like a life insurance benefit. Neither item seemed out of the ordinary. He was a rich guy, retired and he apparently was in a property partnership, nothing unusual. He didn’t find any mention online of Gina Gravatto, the woman who notarized the documents.
His new phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Yeah, Bobby.”
“Prez.”
“Busy day yesterday, I think we talked about getting you a computer, I can’t quite remember.” He sounded like he was in a recovery mode of some sort, but still not completely at a hundred percent.
“We did discuss that.”
“And?”
“And you were going to get me Arundel’s computer. I just think it would be a lot safer when we file that power of attorney, the wills and trusts and have you listed on the deed to that property that we do it as privately as possible. I’m more than a little hesitant about using a public source like the library. The potential for problems down the road far outweighs the….”
“Yeah, okay I get all that. Here’s my problem. Arundel’s sister showed up.”
Bobby shuddered slightly and figured Prez was referring to the obese woman in the pink panties he’d seen passed out on the floor. Prez was going to need a fork lift to get her out of there.
“What do you mean she showed up?”
“I mean just that. She’s there, at the house.”
“So you didn’t get the locks changed like I suggested?”
“I was planning to do that.”
“And now she’s there, did she move in, is she living there?”
“Far as I can tell, yeah. I mean sort of tough to say, she’s already trashed the place.”
“Well, let me know what you decide to do. I can tell you this, it would be a good idea not to get the authorities involved, they’ll ask questions, want to know some things you don’t have the answers to yet. That said, if she’s partying and raising hell in there, you don’t need a pissed off neighbor calling the cops.”
“I don’t know how to get rid of her, I mean hell, she’s Arundel’s sister. She starts raising hell and I could lose that place before I even get it.”
Bobby could see nothing positive being accomplished with his involvement, besides he already had what he needed, Arundel’s computer.
“You’re right, you could lose the place. Let me know how it works out. Then, once she’s out of there, get the locks changed and clean that place up.”
Prez didn’t sound too happy, but he didn’t offer any real argument. They hung up and Bobby decided to go grocery shopping.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
 
Bobby drove to the grocery store and as was becoming his custom parked in the far corner of the lot, away from all the other cars. He picked up some basics and splurged on a bag of bite sized Snickers bars and a tub of ice cream. He carried the groceries out to his car and placed the shopping bag behind the front seat.
A dark shadow suddenly loomed over him and he turned to see who was driving so damn close. He looked up into the face of one of the largest people he’d ever seen, a small pug nose was dwarfed by fat cheeks that rose up to turn the eyes into mere slits.
His jet black hair was curly and pulled behind his head in a sort of ponytail. His jeans, with at least a sixty-inch waist, were partially hidden by a massive, overhanging belly. Not that Bobby had any intention of pointing that out to him. His feet were spread a good yard apart, a necessary stance Bobby guessed based on the massive thighs. He stared at Bobby through the eye slits of his incredibly fat face and growled in a deep voice. “Nice wheels.”
“Thank you, it’s comfortable.” Bobby smiled, then made a move that suggested he wanted to get into the car.
The massive figure held his ground, which was a large section of the planet and just now was planted directly in front of the driver’s door.
“A guy I once knew drove a car just like this.”
“Really,” Bobby tried to reach around him to the door handle, but the massive bulk didn’t move.
“Exactly like this as a matter of fact. He ain’t around anymore. Maybe you knew him?”
“No, can’t say that I know anyone like that.” If his stuttering didn’t give him away Bobby was sure the squeaky little girl voice and the color draining from his face did.
“Same kind of plates like you got here, New Mexico.”
Bobby thought, goddamnit, Prez.
 “That’s seems kind of strange, don’t you think?” He leaned in toward Bobby and close to six hundred pounds of imposing flesh pressed Bobby back against the side of the Mercedes and then held him there.
“Like I said, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Bobby gasped. The massive flesh seemed to envelope him and he could feel hot, garlic scented breath on his forehead.
Another shadow suddenly drifted behind them, a large vehicle. Black with red trim, it looked like some sort of industrial version of a Humvee and appeared smaller than the massive figure which at the moment was crushing Bobby against the side of his car.
“I think it might be a good idea if you came with us and answered some questions.”
“If it’s okay. I think I’d like to just stay here. I’ve got some things to do. Maybe we could schedule an appointment for…”
“Get in the car, asshole.” He shifted his weight a half step and Bobby quickly sucked in a lungful of oxygen. A side door suddenly opened on the Humvee looking like the dark entrance to a forbidding cave.
“Maybe I could just follow you guys in my car.”
“Maybe you could just get your ass in there, under your own power, while you still can. You got about three seconds.”
“What exactly is this all about?”
“Three, two….”
“All right, I’m in there,” Bobby said, then slipped around the giant and headed for the dark opening in the Humvee.
The guy who opened the side door slid across the seat to make room for Bobby. He was lean, muscular and staring with what looked like a permanent frown on his face. As Bobby climbed in his overly large friend blocked the door and any light behind him.
The entire vehicle tilted to the side when the big man climbed in. “Move over some more and give me some room,” he said, then settled onto the seat. The guy who had opened the door for Bobby and slid over hung onto the door handle as the vehicle rocked back and forth. The little space that was left became lost as the massive figure oozed over two seats and the entire vehicle tilted decidedly to the right.
“Buckle up,” the driver chuckled and drove off.
Bobby could barely breathe. He pushed the oozing fat away with both hands and half-angled himself around the side of the massive figure. He had to sit sideways on the front half of the seat. Everyone seemed oblivious to his discomfort and continued to look straight ahead as they drove on in silence.
“Where are we going?” he asked some minutes later.
That got a scowl in reply.
“Can you give me some idea what this is all about?”
“Hey,” the muscular guy wedged against the door behind him said. “Maybe just shut the fuck up. We wanted to do something to you we would have let Hippo just sit on you back in that parking lot. Don’t mean we still can’t change our mind.”
Bobby glanced at him, noticed the three teardrops tattooed down his left cheek and didn’t need any more encouragement. They drove on for another fifteen minutes and Bobby felt the sweat beginning to run down his back. No one in the vehicle said anything. He studied the tattoos on the muscular man’s arms from out of the corner of his eye.
He had a rough idea of where they were. Actually, it wasn’t too far from where Prez and he had nailed Dubuque and Mobile, the East Side. They turned onto Payne Ave., drove past the Music Café, the old Hamm’s brewery, up and over the bridge, then after a few blocks turned down a side street and around the corner into an alley. They pulled in the rear of some non-descript brick building that looked like it was probably a hundred years old.
Hippo opened the door and pried himself out of the vehicle. The car rocked from side to side as he exited and suddenly Bobby felt like he was able to breathe again.
“What the hell are you waiting for, get your ass out there and give me some room,” the voice behind him growled.
“In here,” Hippo grunted as Bobby climbed out of the SUV. He opened a screen door ,then oozed over to one side.
Bobby stepped in and walked down a half dozen steps into a dark hallway. The brown tile on the floor looked like circa 1950. A narrow beige painted hallway lay straight ahead with plumbing pipes running along the length of the ceiling, and a light flickering out of a doorway at the far end. The muscular guy with the teardrops followed down the steps behind him.
“Come on, get your ass in gear,” he said and shoved Bobby forward.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
 
They passed three doors that were all closed and secured with chrome combination locks, black dials with white numbers were on the front. There was a musty smell that grew in intensity as they walked further along the hallway. The last door at the far end of the hall was open and yellow fluorescent light flickered on and off out into the hall.
“In there,” the voice behind Bobby said as he roughly pushed him through the doorway. Bobby stumbled into the room and turned to look at him. He gave a nod indicating a direction. “Just keep moving, dipshit.”
Bobby was suddenly aware of wooden racks, lots of racks, holding lots of bottles, wine bottles. It looked like row after row of racks. A noise drifted toward them from the far end of the dim room and a voice growled, “Up here.”
They continued in the direction of the voice as the room grew darker. A faint light shone down past the length of wine racks. Bobby’s first thought was they were in the lower level of a restaurant, probably a pricy restaurant given all the wine bottles. He walked toward the light and emerged in the corner of a compact room. Its walls were large limestone blocks, the air felt damp and the musty smell seemed stronger. A bare light bulb hung above a small table where an older man was seated.
It took a moment before he recognized him. He’d seen him just last night for the first time, online. He was overweight and bald with a fringe of white hair running in disarray around his head. He had a ruddy complexion, to the point where his cheeks and chin looked to be chapped or maybe wind-burned. His nose was bulbous, like a new potato, and out of proportion to the rest of his face with a decidedly veiny, purple cast. Morris Montcreff.
The little man standing next to him blinked a number of times, nervously licked his lips and shifted his weight from side to side. He held a wine bottle and poured no more than an inch into a glass the moment the flushed head nodded.
Montcreff raised the glass up toward the light bulb and viewed the color while he swirled the contents.
“Did you know, Bobby, that a true connoisseur can tell you not only where the wine is from, the country, province and vineyard, but he can tell you the year as well,” he said. Then he took a loud sip, moved his mouth from side to side before he spit the wine into an ice bucket next to him.
“What a bunch of bullshit. Who the hell cares? Bastards will drink what’s served. I can’t tell. Hell, my old man was a World War II vet, came home after fighting in Europe and he hated De Gaulle so damn much he wouldn’t let French wine in the house. I just use this to keep up appearances you might say.” He indicated the racks and bottles all around him with a slight wave of his arm.
“Now, your appearances, let’s talk about that.”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Don’t play stupid with me, son. You know who I am?”
“No sir.”
Bobby didn’t catch the sign he gave, but the sharp blow to his kidney from behind was expertly placed and he fell to the concrete floor. The pain shot up his back and he gasped for breath.
“By way of introduction, I’m Morris Montcreff. You on the other hand are a piece of shit. Pick him up,” he ordered the man with the teardrop tattoo. He grabbed Bobby by the belt and collar and effortlessly hoisted him back onto his feet.
“Somehow, you seem to fit into a situation I’m interested in. I’m not sure how or why you fit, exactly. But, I can assure you of one thing, I’ll know by the time we’re finished. It’s up to you what direction the conversation will take. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes sir. Only I think there might be some mistake. I’ve been out of town for some time, up in Northern Minnesota, actually.”
“Spare me, Duluth, cooling your heels in the Federal Prison Camp, a goddamned vacation. Right? You drew seven years for being stupid, ended up doing four years, one month and some days. I know all about that so don’t waste my time. My question is really pretty basic. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m not sure I…” was all he got out before a blow to the back of his neck sent stars flashing and he was suddenly down on the concrete floor, again.
“For someone supposedly trained in the finer points of communication you don’t seem to listen all that well. I’m going to ask you nicely one more time. What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
He spoke that last part slowly and very deliberately, then pushed Bobby’s head to the side with the toe of his shoe. A pair of hands grabbed his belt and collar again and hoisted him back up on his feet. This time he came up so quickly he nearly vomited and his eyes must have been swirling around in circles.
“Take a deep breath before you answer, Bobby.”
He coughed and gasped a couple of times in an attempt to get his bearings.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Montcreff, honest. Please, you don’t have to hit me again, but I don’t know what you’re referring to. I’ve only been out of the halfway house a little more than a month. I’m just trying to get back on my feet. I’ve lost everything as a result of my conviction. My wife divorced me and took my house and everything else that wasn’t nailed down. I’m disbarred, can’t practice law. I’m driving around town running errands for a law firm.”
“Errands?” he sounded intrigued.
“Yes sir. I drive people to and from depositions, the courthouse, get signatures, run original documents back and forth, that’s all I do.”
“It must pay rather well, I hear you’re driving a pretty nice car.”
“It’s really not mine. I borrowed it, well I mean it was a gift, sort of.”
“From?”
“I didn’t really know him. I had driven his mother to a deposition, actually she never got there. She was too intoxicated so I brought her home. She was killed a little later and I went to the funeral with some flowers. He, her son, thought it was a nice thing to do, I guess and he gave me that vehicle to drive. There’s contact information in the glove compartment, you can check.”
“So one good deed begets another, that it? You bring flowers to his mother’s funeral, he gives you a Mercedes. I should have seen that right from the start. What the hell is wrong with me?”
Montcreff sounded for a moment like he actually believed what Bobby had said and Bobby thought thank God.
Then Montcreff smiled faintly at the thug behind Bobby and said, “Okay, you can get it.”
The little man holding the wine bottle next to Montcreff looked frightened and seemed to half-whisper something.
Montcreff glanced over at him. “Yeah, get the hell out of here,” he said.
He set the bottle down on the table and quickly left. Bobby could hear his footsteps picking up the pace the moment he was out of sight.
 



Chapter Fifty
 
 
Before he knew what was happening the thug with the teardrop tattoo was back and holding a drill. Bobby had worked in the shop for a time up in Duluth and had learned a little about tools. It was a battery-powered affair with what looked like a quarter-inch bit gleaming out the front end. The thug pulled the trigger a couple of times and the drill gave a high pitched response. “Rrrr-rrrr, rrrr-rrrr.”
Bobby didn’t think he was about to do carpentry work. “Now wait a minute, that won’t be necessary, hold on. I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Just ask me, honest. Don’t do this, please.”
He began to back away and the muscular thug followed. The tattoos on his arms seemed to come alive as he flexed his biceps and moved the drill from side to side. He looked to be enjoying Bobby’s fear and the pleading desperation in his voice. His eyes grew suddenly brighter and he smiled in anticipation as Bobby backed up toward the wine racks.
“Come on, we can talk this over, can’t we?” He glanced from Montcreff to the drill.
“Rrrr-rrrr, rrrr-rrrr.”
Bobby backed up a step or two more, then suddenly found himself up against one of the wine racks unable to get any further away.
“No please, this is crazy, don’t do this, don’t, don’t,” Bobby pleaded and attempted to push the tattooed thug away. He grabbed Bobby’s left wrist, turned and yanked Bobby’s hand out in front of him.
“Rrrr-rrrr, rrrr-rrrr.” The thug seemed focused and in an almost orgasmic state, moaning slightly. He wore a wide grin and revved the drill as he wedged Bobby’s arm between his bulging bicep and his ribs and hung on with a steel grip.
Bobby heard the drill rev again. “Rrrr-rrrr, rrrr-rrrr,” a half-second later the bit began to tear into the back of his hand with an excruciatingly sharp pain. He screamed, reached over, grabbed a wine bottle by the neck and brought it crashing down on the thug’s head. The bottle made a dull thunk and didn’t break, but the drill stopped and fell to the floor. Bobby swung full force a second time and caught him on the side of the head against his temple just as he went down. He knelt twitching on the concrete floor with a dazed look on his face when Bobby hit him a third time as hard as he could just above his left eye. This time he felt some give, the skull seemed to make a sort of crunching sound like an eggshell cracking and the thug fell forward and lay very still.
Montcreff half jumped back in his chair and stared wide-eyed, riveted.
Blood dripped down Bobby’s hand and onto the floor. He held the bottle by the neck and turned on Montcreff. “What in the hell is wrong with you? I told you I would tell you anything you wanted to know. I don’t know what you want. I don’t know what I was supposed to do that warrants this sort of action. Jesus!” Bobby screamed, then shook his left hand as the moment passed and the pain began to register. Drops of blood splattered across Montcreff’s face and down his shirt as Bobby shook his hand back and forth.
Montcreff remained wide-eyed staring at Bobby.
The body on the floor had stopped twitching and remained still. The left eye was half closed and stared out blankly, looking glassy above the three blue teardrops. The room suddenly filled with an odor that suggested the thug had voided himself.
Montcreff picked up his wine glass, took a small sip and regained any composure he may have lost. He seemed oblivious to what had just occurred. Oblivious to the body with the partially crushed skull lying at his feet and now stinking up the room. Oblivious to Bobby waving a wine bottle around by the neck in an agitated state bordering on insanity. He acted like he had presented some reasoned business proposal which had been rejected and now it was time for plan B, whatever that was.
“So what do you intend to do now?” Montcreff asked.
“Do, do you think he’s dead?” Bobby asked, unable to take his eyes off the thug’s body.
“Oh yes, very.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt him, it’s just that.…”
“But now what? You’re an ex-con. You’ve just murdered someone,” he nodded at the body on the floor. “If my friends out there don’t carve you up into little pieces the authorities will surely lock you up for life and this time you won’t end up in a federal resort for lawyers and accountants. Not really the best of options.”
 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
 
Bobby clutched the piece of paper with Montcreff’s phone number written on it like it was a ticket to freedom, which he guessed in a strange way, it was. He was too frightened to speak until
ten minutes after they dropped him back at his car and drove off. From that point on he was just nervous as hell. He drove the four blocks home and spent more time looking in the rear view mirror than watching the road in front of him. If anyone was following he couldn’t spot them.
He parked on the street and pulled the grocery bag out of the back seat. The bag ripped and the contents spilled onto the street, a bottle of olive oil broke when it hit the pavement. Apparently the ice cream container had been placed on its side and when the ice cream melted it soaked through the bag. He gathered up what he could and hurried inside. Thankfully his apartment was empty. He’d forgotten to check the tape he had attached to the door before he left, not that it really mattered. He dumped the armload of groceries on the kitchen counter next to Kate Clarken’s urn.
He could grovel with the best of them and that body lying on the wine cellar floor had certainly served as an added incentive. He thought he had convinced Morris Montcreff that his employment by Noah Denton, his brief meeting with Kate Clarken, his relationship with her son, Prez and his arrival at the Zimmerman household to garner signatures had been nothing more than an unfortunate series of happenstances.
He mentioned to Montcreff that a casual review of the LLC document suggested in Bobby’s mind that he, Morris Montcreff faced a potential liability should things go wrong and Montcreff would be on the hook for a majority of the debt, meanwhile Zimmerman would get off more or less scot-free. Thank God Montcreff appeared to believe him.
He went on to discuss a number of additional items and once Montcreff was satisfied he sent Bobby on his way. “I believe you, Bobby. I think you’re too damned scared at this point to lie, which is a good thing. Very well, we’ll be talking. On your way, then,” he said sounding like they were just two old friends finishing a coffee.
“But, what about that?” Bobby had asked indicating the body on the floor.
“What about him?” Montcreff shrugged.
“You can’t just leave him here in your wine cellar. What if…”
“Your concern is touching, but not to worry,” Montcreff said groaning to his feet. “After all, it’s not my wine cellar.”
Bobby had picked the wine bottle up off the floor and wiped it down with the edge of the table cloth. As Montcreff watched, a smile came across his lips.
“You don’t seem to miss a trick, Bobby.”
“I don’t need any trouble and neither do you. Maybe hand me that glass and I’ll take it with.”
“Why not just wipe it down?”
“You were drinking out of it, DNA for starters.”
“I’ll take the glass. Where can I have the boys drop you?”
“My car, but I can grab a cab, really.”
“Not a problem,” Montcreff said, then gave Bobby a friendly pat on the shoulder and directed him toward the door.
Once he got home Bobby pushed a chair up against the apartment door and then phoned Prez.
“Yeah.”
“Prez, it’s Bobby.”
“I don’t have Arundel’s computer yet, if that’s why you’re calling. Things have gotten a little more complicated so you’ll just have to be patient.”
“I’m not really worried about the computer. I’ve had a couple of complications of my own. We should meet.”
“What for?”
“To talk.”
“About?”
“The name Morris Montcreff mean anything to you?” There was a palpable silence on the other end of the phone. “Prez?”
“Who told you about him?”
“A little more hands-on than that. I met the man.”
“You met him?” Prez half screamed on the other end.
“And some of his associates.”
“You okay?”
“Can we meet?”
“I’ll be right over.”
“No, not here and not Arundel’s, someplace safe. The Courthouse.”
“What?”
“You heard me, the Courthouse. Forty-five minutes, on the fifth floor in the hallway outside the courtrooms. Just remember you’ll have to clear security and metal detectors to get in there.”
“You got Montcreff after you?”
“I didn’t say he was after me. I said I met him. I’ll fill you in when you get down there.” Bobby said and hung up.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
 
 
Bobby’s wine cellar experience with Morris Montcreff apparently got Prez’s attention. Not only was he there, he arrived a good five minutes early. One of the courtrooms had let out just as Bobby saw him coming around the corner, walking upstream against the flow of people making their way toward the bank of elevators. Prez stopped about twenty feet from Bobby and tried to look like a casual tourist when a pair of police officers walked out of the courtroom and stopped in the hall to chat about a softball game.
The hallway traffic thinned out a couple of minutes later and the officers made their way toward the elevators. Prez stopped staring out into space and three stories down to the ground floor, pushed back from the railing and approached Bobby.
“Morris?” he half shouted.
“Montcreff,” Bobby replied.
“How did he even find you?”
“Do the names Dubuque and Mobile mean anything?” Bobby said.
“Oh.”
“Oh yeah, apparently he used their services from time to time.”
“I thought they were freelance, at least they were supposed to be.”
“Thus the term “from time to time”. Look, that maniac was planning to have me killed. I’m sure of it.”
“That what happened to your hand?” He indicated Bobby’s hand with a quick glance and then looked back up and held his gaze.
Bobby had wrapped some gauze around his hand. It looked halfway decent, and the swelling was more or less hidden, although right now it was throbbing like hell.
“Well?”
Bobby ignored his question and gave an abbreviated version of his experience, he left out the part where he hit the thug over the head with the wine bottle and thought about killing Montcreff. He didn’t mention a thing about the ensuing discussion he’d had with Morris Montcreff.
“I still don’t get how he knew about you.”
“Remember when you told me that you and Arundel had put the word out on me?”
“He found out about that?”
Bobby stared at him.
“Yeah, that might not have been the best idea we had.”
“You think?”
Prez shrugged and didn’t say anything.
“Anyway, he wondered what I knew. That, plus the odd coincidence that I’m occasionally working for his attorney.”
“You are?”
“Nothing earth shattering, I just pick up documents and once in a while drive people around. I’m the delivery guy. I told you, it’s how I met your mom.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“By the way, she’s still on my kitchen counter.”
“I know, I know. But Montcreff? Shit.”
“Believe me, I had no idea he was involved until I came across his name on some paperwork.”
“I got something just a little bigger on my plate right now, Arundel’s sister, Caprice.”
Bobby didn’t respond to his description. “Caprice?”
“Yeah, she’s making noise like she’s gonna move in there. She trashed the place in just under forty-eight hours. I was over there last night, you wouldn’t believe it. By the way, no luck on finding his computer and I couldn’t get anything out of Caprice.”
“We got two problems. I’ll handle mine, Morris Montcreff. It’s your job to move Caprice somewhere before she destroys that place and ruins any hope you have of using that property as an investment.”
“What are you going to do about Montcreff?”
“I said I’ll handle it.”
“You don’t handle Morris Montcreff. You stay away from him is what you do.”
“Thanks for the advice. Any idea what you’re going to do with Caprice?”
“I’m not sure, maybe invite her to an all-you-can-eat affair and hope she explodes.”
“We don’t need an incident. We just need her out of there. Can you send her somewhere, maybe a relative’s, preferably out of town?”
“I told you, I’ll take care of it. You just watch yourself with Morris Montcreff, don’t trust him Bobby, he’ll kill you. Maybe get that hand checked out, too,” Prez said, then turned and walked back to the elevators.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
 
 
“Bobby, thank you for calling,” Marci said. She couldn’t seem to hide the delight in her voice. Bobby wondered for a moment if he had misdialed, then waited for whatever she was planning on hitting him over the head with.
“Just checking in, Marci. Will you have any need of my services, today?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. That is, if you can fit us in. I’d like to review some details with you. See if you’re happy with the way things have been working here.”
He wondered what she was referring to. The way things had been working was he called in and Marci was a bitch. “So, you want me down there today?”
“Why yes, certainly. That is, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”
“I can be down in the next hour.”
“Whatever would work best for you,” Marci said.
“I’ll see you in an hour,” he said and hung up.
Marci was up from behind the receptionist counter before the elevator doors closed behind him. “Bobby, thank you for coming in. I hope we didn’t impose on your schedule.”
“No,” he said, confused.
“May I get some coffee for you?”
“No, thanks, I’m okay,” he said, wondering what was up.
“Come on, we’ve got a bit of a surprise for you. Let me just call Denise up front to cover for me.” Marci was all smiles, then half turned and spoke into her headset. “Yes, Denise. Need you up front, pronto. Yes. Just a few minutes. Thank you.”
He guessed it was Denise who came around the corner about a minute later because smiling Marci turned over the headset to her and said, “This way, Bobby,” and took off down the hall.
Bobby didn’t think he’d ever seen Marci’s figure, it wasn’t half bad. He was pretty sure he’d never seen her smiling anything but her shark grin. She was actually fairly attractive. Something was up, he just couldn’t figure out what it was.
They walked along a hallway, past a series of blue and beige cubicles to a far wall with a number of small offices. She entered the third office and turned on the light. Bobby followed her in.
The office consisted of a wood-grain Formica desk, a computer and a phone. No pictures, an empty wastebasket and two less-than-comfortable-looking chairs opposite the desk. There was a shelving unit attached to the wall covered with the same blue fabric as the cubicles they had just passed.
“This will be your new office, Bobby,” Marci announced.
“My office?”
“Yes, indeed,” she said all smiles.
It wasn’t making any sense. The same woman who acted like she wanted to push him down the elevator shaft on any other day was suddenly putting him in an office.
“What do you think?” she said and flashed that stupid shark grin he had come to detest.
“I think it doesn’t make any sense.”
“Oh, nonsense,” she said. But she said it in a way that made him think that might be her opinion, too.
“Why are you giving me an office? On the days that you need me I just pick people up or drop them off. I’m a glorified deliveryman, Marci. Come on, most days you can’t stand the sight of me.” He looked past the two chairs and out the large glass window that bordered the hall, in the far corner he could just make out Noah Denton’s corner office.
“Is Noah aware of this? He told me in no uncertain terms not to contact him. Now I suddenly have an office in sight of his? Why? I don’t think he’s going to be too happy about this.”
“Well, I guess you’ll have to talk to Mr. Denton on that score.” She smiled, but for a change it wasn’t her fake smile. “By the way, he’d like to schedule a late lunch with you, if you’ve time.”
“Today?”
“Yes, sir.”
The “sir” threw him for a moment, but he recovered. “Yes, that would be fine, I’d like that in fact.”
“I’ll see to it. Well, I suppose you’d like to get settled in,” she said suggesting he had boxes or files to carry in. In truth, he didn’t have so much as a pencil.
Bobby nodded quietly and she strutted off, placing her feet one in front of the other like a fashion model strutting down a runway.
He stepped around to the far side of the desk and sat down in the office chair. He pulled open the center desk drawer. It was filled with paperclips, a stapler, a couple of pens and two freshly-sharpened pencils. The drawers on the right-hand side of the desk were empty. He had the feeling someone had been forced to recently vacate the premises. He just didn’t have a clue why.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
 
 
They were seated in a private study after their late lunch at the University Club, just the two of them. They sat in wingback chairs positioned across from one another and in front of the fireplace, all sorts of leather-bound books lined the shelves of the compact room. Noah Denton still looked uncomfortable even after the wine with lunch and the couple of drinks he’d pounded down while making small talk. He took a deep breath, grabbed hold of his crystal glass for some added support and ploughed ahead.
“It’s really quite simple, Bobby. When we brought you on board…”
“I thought you hired me to pick up and deliver.”
“Well, I’ll take that under advisement,” Noah winked and gulped a healthy mouthful of scotch. “It seems you neglected to mention during our interview process that you have a longstanding relationship with one of our anchor clients.”
“Oh?” Bobby said, sensing he might be about to extract some flesh.
Noah’s face flushed and he swallowed a little more scotch to boost his courage. “I think you know who I mean, Bobby,” he said, then stared into his glass and swirled the scotch in the hopes it would deliver some saving grace to his uncomfortable situation.
“Morris Montcreff?” Bobby asked innocently.
“Exactly. When he called me late last night and told me you had been looking over his paper work and caught that minor error I knew right then and there that we had to make some immediate changes.”
Complete and utter bullshit, Bobby thought.
Noah glanced out the only window in the room as if looking for an escape. Finding none he leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Now, we both know you’re unable to practice at this time due to your disbarment. But I’ve got someone working on that as of first thing this morning.”
“Working on it?” Bobby asked. He hadn’t touched his bourbon.
Noah continued to nervously wax eloquent and gave a knowing nod. “Exactly. Getting your license back, your reinstatement to the bar, of course. There are ways,” he nodded deeply. “Suffice to say for the time being you shall be acting “Of Counsel” on behalf of Mr. Montcreff, technically not practicing, but certainly able to review. And Mr. Montcreff has requested that you review everything before it goes out the door.”
“Everything?”
“Contracts, partnerships, lawsuits whatever we do for him.” He took a big sip. “He’d like you to take a look at everything we have on file, too,” he said, then took another sip to wash the taste of that last sentence out of his mouth.
“So will it be okay if I contact you, then, from time to time?” Bobby asked and then watched Noah Denton squirm.
“Why yes, of course, always. You’re, you’re part of the firm, Bobby, part of the team, one of us now, a key player,” Noah half stuttered, then seemed to visibly shudder and took another healthy dose of scotch.
“Oh, really? I’m just a bit confused. I thought I was a contract employee. As a matter of fact you made that pretty clear. Remember? It was the same conversation where you told me to call you Mr. Denton and suggested you wouldn’t dream of getting your hands dirty dealing with someone like me. In fact, I think you said something along the lines of you wished the firm wouldn’t associate with me.”
“I’m sure you must have misunderstood my remarks, Bobby.” The color had drained from his face and he licked his lips nervously. “Let me just reiterate a few points…”
It was all beginning to make sense. Not the lines Noah or idiot Marci had fed him. That was nothing but lies and a lot of cover-your-ass stuff. No, what made sense was between the lines.
The little glitch he’d caught in Morris Montcreff’s contract with Lowell Zimmerman, had saved Montcreff a lot of money, potentially. He guessed his new best friend, Morris Montcreff, had called Noah, read him the riot act late last night and then threatened to do something subtle like throw him out the window of his corner office if he didn’t start to play nice with Bobby. Noah told Marci to put on a smile, start acting sweet and the rest was history, as they say.
“…you’ll find this arrangement more than acceptable.” Noah said, then drained his glass in a further attempt to wash the taste out of his mouth. He set the glass down and plastered a smile on his face. His eyes looked a little glassy and Bobby thought he might be on the verge of slurring his speech. He’d give him this much, after a couple of scotches the man could eat shit with the best of them.
They sat there quietly for a painfully long moment. Noah glanced longingly at his empty glass more than once. Bobby finally broke the heavy silence.
“Well, thanks, Noah. I appreciate the time and your concern. As you can understand I’m looking at a number of different options. As attractive as your offer sounds, I’d like to hold off on any sort of agreement for the moment. May I get back to you in, oh, say forty-eight hours?”
This seemed to visibly floor Noah. “But, forty-eight hours? I mean, I think we’ve presented you with a very reasonable offer.” He grabbed his empty glass and held it to his lips, coaxing a final drop as it ran slowly down the inside of the glass. He set the glass down, then faced Bobby and took a deep breath.
“Certainly you can understand our position, Bobby. We’d like what’s in the best interests for both of us, but I think you’ll agree we’ve presented you with a more than fair offer, under the circumstances.”
“Yeah, I get it. But I think that, under the circumstances,” Bobby held Noah’s glassy gaze for a long moment. “I’d like to look at all my options. And both the circumstances and my options have certainly changed from the time of our last discussion, when you told me you didn’t care to hear from me. Agreed?”
“May I?” Noah asked not waiting for a response as he reached across for Bobby’s untouched bourbon. 
“Help yourself,” Bobby said and waited.
Noah grabbed the glass and took a couple of audible gulps, then wrapped both hands around the crystal and hung on for support.
“Now see here, Bobby, apparently I haven’t made myself very clear. I, that is, we’re offering…”
“You’ve made yourself very clear, Noah. But under the circumstances, it’s only prudent that I examine all my options. I’m trying to get back on my feet after suffering a major setback. Right now I’m living in a desperate little efficiency apartment with paper-thin walls and thirty-year-old appliances. I’m sleeping in a single bed that probably cost ten dollars new and was given to me because that was easier than throwing the thing in the trash. I’ve still got my clothes stored in brown paper grocery bags. I’m eating off two sets of borrowed silverware and you’re paying me a dollar over minimum wage with no benefits or travel allowance. I’m not exactly living high on the hog here.”
Noah took another large swallow from Bobby’s bourbon. “Maybe we could help get…”
“Maybe. Like I said, I’ll consider your offer and let you know in a day or two.” He rose to his feet. “Thank you for lunch, I’ve enjoyed our conversation, Noah.” Then Bobby held his hand out for Noah to shake.
Noah grasped it limply, but didn’t look up.
Bobby said, “I’ll check in with Marci tomorrow.” Then he turned and walked out of the room. Noah was busy draining the remainder of the bourbon as Bobby pulled the door closed behind him.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
 
 
Bobby sat in the creaking wooden chair at the wobbly card table and made the five o’clock phone call as instructed.
“Hello.”
“Morris Montcreff, please.”
“Hello Bobby, and right on time. How was your day?”
“Interesting, Mr. Montcreff.”
“Do tell,” he said and then waited for exactly that.
“Noah Denton asked me out to lunch.”
“And?”
“And he made me an offer to serve as Counsel with regard to your needs.”
“Wonderful. When do you start?”
“To be honest, I told him I’d think about it and get back to him.”
“Is there something you don’t like about the offer?”
“It’s not what I may or may not like. I want to review a number of options, that’s all. Well, and I wanted to make sure you understood my position and where I’m coming from. I want to do what’s best for you.”
“What’s best for me?”
“Yes sir, that way it will work out to be best for me, too.”
Montcreff gave a hearty sort of chuckle. “In other words, you’re sweating that prick, Noah Denton. Right?”
“I don’t know if those are the exact words I’d use.”
“Maybe not, but that’s the bottom line. I like your style, Bobby. Would you like me to call Mr. Denton?”
“Actually, no. I’m curious to see what forty-eight hours of reflection on his part might produce.”
“Interesting. Okay, Bobby. You’ll phone me tomorrow, same time.” Montcreff’s tone was pleasant enough, but it wasn’t exactly a gentle request.
“Yes, sir.”
Montcreff hung up.
Bobby roasted a couple of hot dogs on a stick over the stove and ate them in the dark. Taking a page from Prez’s book he watched out the window while he ate but didn’t notice anything. He turned the bathroom light on, closed the door and lay in the tub reading until a little after midnight, and then went to bed.
His phone rang about a minute after eight the following morning.
“Hello.”
“Good morning, Bobby. Hope you’ve already had your first cup of coffee this morning.”
It was Marci disguised as a cheery voice. He wasn’t sure which was worse, her bitch routine or the happy act first thing in the morning. Fortunately, he was on his third cup of coffee and felt fortified enough to deal with her.
“Good morning, Marci. Will you be needing my services this morning?”
She paused as if he’d caught her off guard with the question. “Oh, Bobby, you won’t be doing that anymore. You spoke with Mr. Denton, yesterday, didn’t you?”
“I did.”
Marci waited for more information then plowed ahead when none seemed forthcoming. “Well, depending on your schedule I can have a real estate broker here at eleven.”
“A real estate broker?”
“Yes, sir, to review apartments.”
“Apartments?”
“It was my understanding you had expressed an interest in a different living accommodation?” She sounded genuinely confused.
“I guess I did as a matter of fact. Say, is Noah Denton in?”
“No, he usually is by this time, but apparently he’s dealing with some car trouble. I didn’t actually speak with him, there was just a note on my desk when I arrived this morning.”
Bobby wondered if Morris Montcreff was somehow involved.
“Okay. I’ll be in before eleven.”
“I look forward to seeing you,” Marci cooed, then hung up.
He switched on Arundel’s computer and scanned the online news for anything mentioning a body with a dent in the forehead caused by a bottle of wine. He didn’t find anything and wondered if Morris Montcreff had really left the body in that basement. He got dressed for the day, then stared out the window for the next ten minutes looking for anything out of the ordinary. He exited out the front door and took the long way around the building. Nothing seemed amiss so he climbed in the Mercedes and drove downtown.
Marci was all smiles and up on her feet as he stepped off the elevator.
“Bobby, wonderful to see you this morning,” she gleamed. “You know the way back to your office. I’ll bring you a coffee, black?”
“Black would be nice, Marci, thank you,” he said without slowing down. He’d barely sat down behind his empty desk when Marci waltzed in with a large coffee. She flashed her bright smile and lingered for a moment while she set the mug on his desk. He felt like asking her if the two buttons on her blouse had just recently been undone but thought better of it.
“Thanks, Marci. I appreciate the coffee. You said the real estate agent would be here around eleven?”
“Yes, sir. A few of the partners have used her before, Katherine Bandon. I’ve heard she’s very good.”
He nodded and took a sip.
“Is there anything else you’d like, Bobby?”
For just a moment he half expected her to lean breathless against the wall and say something like, “Anything you want, anything at all, just take it.” Thankfully, nothing remotely like that came across.
“No, I’ll just wait for the real estate agent.”
Marci nodded and left. He watched as she rebuttoned her top on the way back to the receptionist desk. His phone buzzed maybe ten minutes later.
“Hello.”
“Miss Bandon to see you, shall I send her back?”
“No, I’m coming out, thanks.” He checked his watch, Miss Bandon was fifteen minutes early.
 
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
 
 
As Bobby made his way up to the front office he caught just a bit of conversation passing by the paralegal cubicles.
“No, I guess it just burst into flames right there in his driveway.”
“Oh, that’s so scary.”
He was tempted to turn round and ask if they were discussing Noah Denton’s car. Instead, he kept moving toward the front lobby. He wasn’t sure why, but he half expected the realtor to be some sort of blonde bombshell with maybe a sexy accent. What he found was a woman in her early-to-mid sixties on her cell phone. She saw him as he approached, dropped her call and stood to face him with an outstretched hand. “You must be Mr. Custer, I’m Katherine Bandon.”
“Nice to meet you, Katherine. Please, call me Bobby.”
“Thank you, Bobby,” she said and handed him her card. It didn’t list a real estate firm, just her name with a phone number and in quotation marks above her name, “Home is where the heart is.”
“I realize I’m a few minutes early, do you need to tie up any loose ends before we leave?”
“No, let’s get started, shall we?” he smiled.
“Do you know when you plan to return?” Marci asked as they walked toward the elevators.
“I’ve no idea. Maybe mark me out for the remainder of the day and I’ll call if that changes.”
Marci nodded and flashed her toothy smile.
“If you don’t mind, I’ll drive,” Katherine said as the elevator descended. “I’m not sure how familiar you are with the city. It’s not the easiest place to find your way around.”
“Actually I’m a local, born and raised, but let’s take your car.”
Two hours later they’d looked at three different downtown units.
“I’ve got another one I can show you, it’s in an older building, as in a hundred and twenty years old. But it’s got a level of charm and appeal that’s missing from these newer buildings we’ve been looking at. If I’m guessing correctly you haven’t exactly been that thrilled with what you’ve seen so far.”
“Katherine, they’re all nice, but they just aren’t me. Does that make any sense?”
She nodded, “I hear it all the time. I’m still getting a handle on what you like. Thus far, I’ve established it’s not floor-to-ceiling corner windows twenty-five stories up.”
“Yeah, well I’ve sort of got a height thing.”
“Oh really, I’m so sorry. If I’d known that I never would have had you up there. I only got the call late last night so I’ve really had to scramble a bit. I hope you understand.”
“Believe me, I do. Who called you by the way?”
“Called me?” She sounded defensive.
“Yeah, this whole thing was sort of news to me, too.”
She glanced over at him. “Why, one of the senior partners, Noah Denton. Bit of a surprise actually, very unusual I’d hear from him and well, the short notice.”
“When did he call?”
“God, it was late. Sometime after midnight.”
It was my turn to look over at her. “What?”
“Oh, not to worry. I’d take a call like that every night of the week if it meant I’d move a unit. Not a complaint at all.”
“What did they tell you about my finances?” Bobby asked, then looked out the passenger window.
“Not a thing, but then the firm is picking up the tab for twelve months so I’m not sure why that would even be a concern. I do a lot of this sort of thing for companies, some doctor coming into the U hospital doing research or someone from international out at 3M. What’s your specialty?” she asked.
“My specialty? Oh, just sort of a man of many talents I guess.”
She nodded and didn’t probe any further.
The next unit they looked at was gorgeous. The building was a former hotel, circa 1880. The unit was on the fourth floor with a couple of bedrooms, a den, stained glass windows, a living room with a fireplace and a very modern kitchen. It was also just three blocks from the half-way house he had left a little over a month ago.
“Now this is fantastic, just the thing,” he said.
“Obviously, it’s a secure building. It also comes with underground parking, a cleaning service once a week, cable, Wi Fi, and access to a rooftop party room for larger events,” Katherine said.
“I love it.”
“Does that mean you’ll take it?”
“The firm is covering all the costs?”
“Down to the very last penny,” she said and smiled.
Bobby stuck his hand out. “Deal,” he said and they shook on it.
“Wonderful, I’ll have the paperwork in your office first thing tomorrow morning.”
“That will be great, I’ll run it past the appropriate authorities and hopefully they’ll approve it,” he said.
She shook her head. “I’ve worked with Noah Denton a few times over the years. I’m not sure what strengths you’re bringing to the table, but he sounded uncharacteristically desperate last night. He told me in no uncertain terms to get you situated somewhere you were happy and they would take care of the rest.”
Bobby gave her a funny look.
“Look at it this way,” she said. “For thirty-six grand and some change they’ve got you happy and on their team. I’m not sure if its expertise, clients or both that you’re going to deliver, but thirty-six grand over the course of a year is chump change to this firm. Don’t get me wrong, it’s very gracious of them, wonderful for you and great for me, but I’m guessing you represent a lot more to them in the line of business and client relations.”
“You seem fairly confident in that assessment.”
“I’m good at what I do, Bobby. And a desperate phone call sometime after midnight, from a man not used to making desperate calls, like I said, I don’t know exactly what you’re bringing to the table, but it must be pretty big. Now, if I have your permission, I’ll draw up the paperwork on this and we’ll get the thing moving. Oh, did I mention, it comes furnished? I hope that’s okay?” She smiled.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
 
“Hello.”
“Morris Montcreff, please.”
“Well, Bobby. How did your day go?”
“Very well. I wanted to thank you for your assistance. The law firm has made me a very nice offer and I’ve decided to accept it.”
“What did Denton say when you told him?”
“I haven’t told him yet. As a matter of fact I haven’t seen him today. I wanted to let you know first, sir, and make sure it was okay with you.”
“What makes you think I’d have anything against it?”
“Nothing. As a matter of fact, I suspect their offer is only as generous as it is because of your involvement.” He let that last statement sit out there for a moment. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you. I’ll be in the office tomorrow morning to begin reviewing your files unless there was something else you would prefer.”
“My only preference is that you watch my back. I want you to go through everything. You find something, run it past me, and I’ll bring it to Denton’s attention if need be. This last bit, the LLC with Zimmerman, I’ll definitely need that redrawn.”
“I’ve already started,” Bobby lied.
Montcreff chuckled on the other end of the phone, then said “Excellent,” and hung up.
Bobby waited around the corner the next morning for Marci to show up. She stepped off the elevator a little before eight wearing walking shoes and carrying a paper bag from Nordstrom’s, he figured it probably held a pair of heels inside. He ran back to his office and phoned her desk before she saw him.
“Yes?” she answered sounding more than a little surprised.
“Marci, good morning, Bobby. I’m not sure who to talk to, Noah isn’t in yet. I wanted to begin reviewing Mr. Montcreff’s files. How do I access them?”
“Mr. Montcreff’s files? That’s restricted access. I would have…”
“That’s good. I don’t want just anyone able to go through them. Now, who do I talk to so I can begin reviewing? I’d like to start with the most recent items and work backwards. In fact, the LLC with Lowell Zimmerman should be the first item I look at.”
“Very well, let me check with Mr. Denton. Once we receive his approval I’m sure we can….”
“Can you reach him? As far as I can determine he hasn’t arrived yet this morning and I’d like to begin the review process immediately.”
“Let me try and get hold of him, sir.”
He liked that “sir” part. “Fifteen minutes, Marci,” he said and hung up.
In just under nine minutes a woman knocked on his office door carrying a thick stack of accordion folders. She was dark haired, wore a wedding ring and a white plastic cord around her left wrist with a small key attached. She carried the stack of folders holding them from beneath with both arms. She kept them from sliding out of her grasp by using her chin to hold the stack in place.
The folders were actually mottled blue-green with white metal tabs on either end so they could hang in a drawer. Each folder appeared to hold multiple files.
“Hi, you’re reviewing the Montcreff files?” she asked walking in. 
“Yes.”
She set the stack of files on the edge of his otherwise empty desk and pushed them toward the center. Then she stepped back and gave him the once-over.
“Thank you. This is it?” the stack was about sixteen inches high and tilted decidedly toward the middle of his desk.
“This represents the past twelve months. I can bring everything in if you want, but there’s quite a bit, years’ worth, actually, a little over three full drawers. I’m Angie by the way. Are you with the state or the feds?” she said and held out her hand.
He shook her hand, “Angie, Bobby Custer, and I’m not with either one, actually. As of yesterday I’m officially “Of Counsel” concerning anything to do with Mr. Montcreff.”
“Oh, sorry. Colorful client,” she said indicating the stack of files and let it go at that. He recognized her as one of the people chatting about the car fire yesterday morning.
“Did I hear you talking yesterday morning about some car difficulty?”
She visibly blushed. “Actually that was one of the other girls. I didn’t say anything, well, except that it sounded scary. But I didn’t pass on any information if that’s what…”
He shook his head, held up a hand and gave a little smile. “Relax, not a problem with me. I just wondered what the story was. Did it concern Mr. Denton? I was going to meet with him late yesterday afternoon, but he was otherwise detained.”
“Yeah, it was his car. The thing apparently caught fire right in his driveway, night before last. Pretty creepy if you ask me,” she said, then glanced at the stack of files, remembered who they referred to and put two and two together. “Well, nice to meet you, Bobby. I’m at extension one-one-five, if you need anything just call. I’d better get back to work,” she said and closed the door behind her.
The third file from the top of the stack was labeled ‘Zimmerman’. He started there. Over the course of the next couple of hours he redrew the contract, which sounds extensive, but it really wasn’t. He simply copied everything, basically flipped the responsibilities in the event of payment issues, put Lowell Zimmerman on the hook and added language that protected Morris Montcreff from any potential liabilities, lawyer’s speak for screwing the other guy.
He thought about Katherine Bandon, the real estate woman who showed him around yesterday. He pulled her card out of his wallet and phoned her.
“This is Katherine.”
“Hi, Katherine, Bobby Custer.”
“Yes Bobby, how are you today? I hope you didn’t change your mind.” She joked, although there was the hint of a serious edge to her question.
“What? Oh, no nothing like that. As a matter of fact, I can’t wait to get into the new place. No, I was just calling to thank you for your time and for helping me out yesterday. I’m really excited about the move. What I wondered was could you give me the addresses of the places we looked at? I’ve got to fill out a report here. You know accountants,” he said.
“Oh goodness. You’re preaching to the choir. Hang on for just a moment I’m walking to my desk. Let’s see, okay the first place was on Kellogg Boulevard…” She listed off a total of four addresses, in the order they had viewed them, finishing up with the fourth floor unit he had decided on.
“Thanks, Katherine I appreciate it.”
“Glad to be of service, feel free to call anytime. By the way, I messengered the paperwork over to Noah Denton this morning. It should have arrived around nine.”
“I’ll look for Noah. When do you think I’ll be able to move into the unit?”
“To tell you the truth, I could have given you a key while we were there yesterday. All I need is Noah’s okay and you’re good to go. It’s been sitting there vacant for two months. How does this sound, the moment I hear from him I’ll get a key down to your office. Then just give me a call so I can alert the building on moving day and we can make arrangements for your movers to get access to the freight elevators.”
Bobby didn’t see any need to explain all his worldly possessions fit into a suitcase and three grocery bags.
“Thank you, Katherine. I’ll keep an eye out for that key.”
“Okay, bye, bye, bye.”
He hung up and dialed one-one-five.
“Angie.”
“Hi Angie, this is Bobby.”
“Oh, of counsel,” she joked. “Don’t tell me you need more files?”
“No, at least not yet anyway. But I did wonder if there was an online file system that I can access for Mr. Montcreff? Something that holds general information, I’m running across some things, I just want to cross-reference them quickly, so I can get a little more up to speed with the overall situation.”
“Situations,” she corrected. “There’s an awful lot of information there before you’re up to speed. To answer your question we do have an internal system. Let me have our IT department, they’re the powers that be, get in touch with you. Among other things they’ll assign you a login code, based on what level they assign you’ll have access to various files and information. Okay?”
“Sounds complicated.”
“Not really, any ten-year-old could figure it out.”
“That’s what I meant, it sounds complicated.”
She laughed and forty minutes later he was online reading a synopsis of the Montcreff files. Interestingly, the four properties he had looked at yesterday were all connected in some way, shape or form to Morris Montcreff. Montcreff also happened to be mentioned as one of a number of individuals in the partnership that owned the office tower the law firm’s offices were in.
He phoned Montcreff just before five.
“Bobby,” Montcreff answered.
“Good afternoon, sir. I’m having a new contract drawn up for you on the Zimmerman LLC. I’d like to review it with you before I show it to Mr. Denton.”
“I’ve already discussed this with Noah. He’s otherwise occupied for the moment and won’t have time to be looking at it. Let’s plan on meeting tomorrow morning, I’d like you to alert Lowell Zimmerman and let him know you’ll be over with a revision tomorrow afternoon,” he said, then waited.
Bobby blinked first. “Do you want to meet down here?”
“God no. I think it’s better for everyone if I’m not seen down there in the firm’s office. I’ll let you know tomorrow, depending on where I’ll be. Then I’ll need you to go back out to Zimmerman’s and get everything signed. Anything else?”
“Just that I wanted to thank you for your help with the new apartment. All your units were nice by the way. I guess I’m just a bit partial to the traditional,” he said.
“My pleasure,” Montcreff replied, not reacting to Bobby’s all your units comment, then he hung up.
Bobby peeked out his door toward Noah’s corner office. The light was off and as far as he could determine Noah Denton hadn’t been in the entire day. It was just after four on his first full work day in almost four and a half years.
“Leaving?” Marci attempted to sound pleasant from behind her receptionist desk.
“Yeah. I’ve got to meet with Mr. Montcreff in a few minutes,” Bobby said knowing she couldn’t possibly question that. “I’m not sure how long it’s going to go, but I’m pretty sure I won’t be back today. I’ll see you in the morning, Marci,” he said attempting to sound as though he looked forward to the experience.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
 
Bobby felt like celebrating. He drove to the grocery store, parked in the far corner of the parking lot and picked up a roast chicken and an ice cream sandwich for dinner. He went home, ate staring out the window and wondered if this might not be his last night in this dump.
His phone rang a little before ten. He debated answering then picked it up and said, “Hi, Prez.”
“What’s happening?”
“What’s happening? I’m just about ready for bed. Were you able to deal with Arundel’s sister?”
“I’m working on it.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means if she gets wise to the fact I want her out of the house it will be a lot harder to get rid of her.”
That actually made sense. “Do I want to know your plan?”
“Probably not. I’m wondering where you’ve been. I was over there earlier today. I waited for you, but you never showed.”
“You were in here? I thought we discussed this, Prez. I told you before, I don’t want some nosey neighbor seeing you coming in and out of here and maybe being able to put us together.”
“That’s why I didn’t go in. Relax, I was just out on the street.”
“Wonderful. Sitting in that car of yours, right? A black SUV, chrome spinners on the wheels. You were sitting there behind the wheel for what an hour? Two? Yeah, no one would pick up on that. That’s all we need, some old lady calling the cops.”
“No one called the cops.”
“Prez, it’s not that I don’t like you, but normal people do not sit in a car out on the street for an hour or two. It’s not…”
“What was I hurting?”
“You weren’t hurting a thing. I would even guess you probably weren’t doing anything illegal. However, you were quite possibly attracting attention. You may have made some elderly person, male or female, nervous. Maybe no one called the police, but maybe they made a note of your license plate number or mentioned it to another neighbor. What the hell did you want, anyway?”
“Wondering if you got that power thing ready?”
“Power thing? You mean the document giving you power of attorney for Arundel?” Now he kicked himself for even answering the phone.
“That’s the one.”
Between Morris Montcreff and looking for a new apartment, the power of attorney, the will and the trust documents had completely slipped his mind.
“It’s taking some time, there’s an awful lot of paperwork. I have to be sure my contact can still file it for us. I’ll put another call in to her, but I have to go carefully. If I put too much pressure on her she’ll shut down, you know how they get.”
“Tell me about it, but I want to get moving on this. Once I get Arundel’s sister out of there, I want to be done with her once and for all.”
“Understood. I’ll give my contact a call again in the morning and I’ll let you know.”
“Make sure you do,” Prez said and hung up.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
 
It was almost noon and he still hadn’t heard anything from Morris Montcreff. The redrawn Zimmerman contracts sat in an envelope on the corner of his desk. Marci had attached her yellow flags for signatures and the red one for initials. This time she had left the envelope unsealed.
His cell rang, and his first thought was Montcreff wanted to meet him for lunch. Prez. Bobby knew why he was calling and it had completely slipped his mind until now. He answered anyway.
“Hello.”
“Did you talk to your contact about that power thing?”
“Great to hear from you Prez. The power of attorney. Yeah, I phoned her but had to leave a message. Pretty standard, she’s always worried about someone overhearing her in the office. I think her desk is out in the open. Anyway, she’ll get back to me. Soon as I have something I’ll let you know. It just might be a day or two.” There was a pause and he wondered if Prez had bought his lie.
“But you’ll call me?”
“Soon as I have something. Okay?”
“Just make sure you call, got it? Guess I don’t have much choice.”
“Me neither, we’ll both have to hang in there.”
Prez hung up without replying.
Bobby phoned Christine Woodley, his old contact at County, to see if he could still slip in backdated paperwork and get it filed. He hadn’t spoken with her in almost five years. Mercifully, she was still with the same office although it took about five minutes on hold before she picked up.
“This is Christine, how may I help you?”
“Christine, long time no hear, this is Bobby Custer. Remember? How have you been?” he said, then just waited.
“I’ve been fine, Bobby. You’re out?”
“Yes, I am. Slowly getting back on my feet. More importantly, how have you been?”
“I’m clean, Bobby. I’ve been clean for almost eleven months, now. I want to leave all of that behind me,” she whispered.
“I think that makes a lot of sense, Christine. I was just checking in, thinking I might be able to help you.”
“One of the steps in my ongoing recovery is to eliminate any contacts and temptations that brought me down in my previous life.” She suddenly sounded nervous, like a bit actor trying to remember her lines. “Don’t take it wrong, but I’m afraid you were one of those, Bobby. I don’t think it would be a good idea to get together if that’s the purpose of this phone call.”
“I completely understand. In fact, I applaud your decision, Christine. Believe me, I know exactly where you’re coming from.”
“You do?”
“Yes. I’ve made a big life change, too. As part of my new direction I just wanted to apologize for any situation I may have exposed you to earlier.”
“Whatever may have occurred, at the end of the day I made the decision, Bobby. I’m the one who is responsible for my own actions.”
“You took the words right out of my mouth, Christine. That’s why I wanted to congratulate you and see if there was anything I could do to support you.”
“Um, no nothing, thank you.”
“You’re sure. I mean if things were tight I could always send a little something your way. You know, take some of the pressure off. We all have too much pressure, and we all have needs.”
She was suddenly breathing heavily on the other end of the line. “Thanks, I think I’m okay.”
“You sound it Christine, just know if you ever need a little help, I’m just as close as the phone. Let me give you my number.”
“Oh, I don’t think that will be necessary.”
“Probably not, but you know, just in case,” Bobby said.
“In case?”
“You never know, Christine. You ready, you got a pen there?”
“I suppose, yeah go ahead, um go ahead and give it to me,” she said.
Bobby gave her his cellphone number, then said, “Nice talking, Christine. You be sure to call if you need anything, you know me, I’ll keep it quiet. Just between the two of us.”
“Okay,” she almost whispered and hung up.
His phone rang a half minute later, so much for Christine not needing anything.
“This is Bobby.”
“Meet me in front of the building and bring that Zimmerman paperwork,” Montcreff said and hung up. Bobby grabbed the envelope with the redrawn contracts and headed toward the elevator. There was a black Escalade sitting in the no parking zone out in front of the building. As he walked out of the revolving door a man stepped out of the front passenger seat and watched him approach.
The guy wore black slacks, a black golf shirt and his face was hidden behind a pair of expensive-looking sun glasses. As Bobby came closer he opened the rear passenger door. Bobby climbed in and looked at Morris Montcreff. Some thug sat behind the wheel but didn’t acknowledge him and continued to stare straight ahead.
Montcreff held his hand out for the envelope, then pulled the contracts out before Bobby had even settled in.
“Any problems?”
“No, they’re basically the same as before, well except that Zimmerman is on the hook instead of you. The big change is on page three, paragraphs four A, B and C.”
Montcreff pulled out a pair of glasses and slipped them on, then began to page through the contract. The thug behind the wheel checked his side view mirror from time to time, then returned to staring ahead and looking bored with the entire situation.
“What the hell is this,” Montcreff growled and tore a yellow flag off the page in front of him.
“The staff does that, yellow flags for signatures, three are required. They’ve got red flags in the half dozen places we need initials. I know it’s sort of touchy-feely, but it’s a small precaution to make sure everything is done up nice and proper. Zimmerman has the signatures notarized by someone out there, a woman.”
“Humpf, that bitch Gina, I told him a long time ago to get rid of her.” Montcreff half laughed but didn’t comment further. “And you’ve contacted him, Zimmerman?”
“No sir, not until you looked at this and gave your approval.”
He nodded, flipped to the next page and continued reading. After a long ten minutes he produced a pen and began signing and then initialing, when he was finished he turned toward Bobby. “Have him sign these as soon as possible and get them filed. I want to begin this project. Everything is satisfactory with your other endeavor?”
“You mean reviewing your files? I’ve only just…”
“No, damn it, the apartment you chose.”
“I’m just waiting for Noah Denton’s approval and I’ll…”
“He hasn’t gotten to you, yet?”
“I haven’t seen him today, well or yesterday for that matter.”
Montcreff looked up and caught the eye of the driver in the rear view mirror. The man seemed to nod slightly and then flashed a smile for just a brief moment.
“You’ve got my approval, that’s all that matters. Hold on, damn it,” Montcreff said. He pulled out a cell phone, pushed a button and waited. “Katherine, did you get that packet over to Noah Denton? Really?” he gave Bobby a brief glance, then said, “Get the key over there to Bobby Custer so he can get moving on this. What? No. I know you didn’t hold anything up. I’ll deal with it from this end. I expect that key down there within the hour,” he said and hung up.
“You can sleep there tonight if you want. Get out of that little efficiency dump overlooking the trash you’ve been living in the past five or six weeks,” he said, then stuffed the contracts back into the envelope and handed it all back to Bobby.
Bobby was half tempted to ask him how he knew where he had been living but thought better of it. “I’ll go back up to the office, call Zimmerman and head out there immediately.”
Montcreff smiled, then pushed another button on his cell, looked over at Bobby and said, “Get going.”
 



Chapter Sixty
 
 
He turned in through Lowell Zimmerman’s front gate about ninety minutes later. The shards from the stemmed crystal glass Gina had thrown at him the other day had been cleaned up. Zimmerman hadn’t sounded all that happy on the phone when Bobby told him there had been a minor change on the contract and he needed to have him sign the documents again. Fortunately, he agreed to meet anyway. Bobby parked again just opposite the double front door and rang the doorbell. He waited a bit, busied himself pretending to examine the landscaping, then rang the doorbell a second time. There seemed to be some growling from somewhere deep inside the house and then a long moment later the door opened.
She wore shorts, a sleeveless sort of top, clearly no bra and held a frosted glass that was filled almost to the rim. She half staggered as she opened the door sending a wave of contents over the rim of the glass splashing down onto the marble floor.
“He’s busy having a hissy fit in his office,” she said, then sipped and made no effort to move.
“I just need to have him sign these,” Bobby said holding up the envelope by way of explanation. She took another sip, still making no effort to move and forcing him to squeeze past, she giggled when he brushed against her lowering her hand and rubbing it against his crotch. He didn’t react but acted like it was just an everyday occurrence and walked across the large foyer toward Zimmerman’s office. He was halfway across the foyer before she slammed the front door closed.
He knocked lightly on the office door, then pushed it open, “Mr. Zimmerman?”
“In here, damn it,” Zimmerman half shouted. He stood behind his massive desk, hands on his hips glaring with a beet red face. He wore grey slacks and a navy blue blazer with brass buttons over an open collar white shirt. The collar looked heavily starched and made his face appear all the more red.
There was nothing Bobby could say that would serve to smooth the situation over. So he just approached the desk and set the envelope down in front of Zimmerman. He continued to glare as if Bobby had just taken the last cookie off the plate.
“These are the revised contracts from Mr. Montcreff. I’ll need your signature, and then a notary stamp so I can get them back just as soon…”
“Let me tell you something. I’m thinking very hard about not signing these goddamned things. That’s what I’m thinking. These changes you’ve made, they leave me on the hook potentially for millions. What the hell sort of leverage do I have if things go wrong? Let me answer that for you, none, damn it. It would ruin me. I can’t do it, I’ve got too much at stake. Christ, I won’t do it, damn it. That son of a bitch Montcreff knew that all along and now he thinks he can play me for a sucker, for the fall guy. Well, it’s not my style. Not by a long shot. I’ve earned every last damn thing you can see around here.” He moved his head to indicate the expanse of the room. “I’m not about to grab my ankles on this one.”
Bobby stretched his neck turning his head from side to side. He heard an audible cracking as he moved his head left to right a few times. Zimmerman stood in front of him, red-faced with his chest heaving. Bobby could hear him breathing through his nose sounding like he’d just run around the block. He stood there glowering, waiting for Bobby to say something that would fix his problem and make everything better.
Bobby nodded in an understanding manner, then calmly picked up the envelope and tucked it under his arm.
Zimmerman gave him a questioning sort of look. “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“What am I doing? I’m not going to waste any more of your time, Mr. Zimmerman and I’m certainly not going to waste mine. You said you’re not going to sign these contracts, fair enough. That’s a decision only you can make, sir. But Mr. Montcreff is the sort of man who insists on hearing bad news immediately and I’m the guy who is going to have to tell him. Thank you for your time.” He said, then turned and looked at Gina standing against the doorway sipping from her glass.
She stepped into the room and sat on the arm of the couch, her left arm was tucked beneath her breasts and her right hand held the glass to her lips. She stared at Bobby over the rim of the glass and looked amused.
“Ma’am,” he nodded and then walked toward the door.
“Wait a minute, goddamnit,” Zimmerman gave an exhausted exhale. “Jesus Christ, there must be something you can do here. You have to be able to see my point, don’t you?”
“Mr. Zimmerman,” Bobby turned round and walked back to his desk. “These are the contracts Mr. Montcreff approved. I left him a little over an hour ago. I can deliver the message you’re unhappy. I can bring the unsigned contracts back to him. But I can’t change them, not without his approval, and I don’t have that approval. I’m sorry, sir but it’s as simple as that.”
“But I’m gambling everything, everything I have on this. If something happens I’m ruined.”
“And if things go according to plan, you’re quite wealthy. So the decision is yours. If you don’t sign life will still go on for Mr. Montcreff.”
“Life will always go on for that bastard, but what about the rest of us?” he whined.
Bobby wondered what he was missing. If it was such a bad deal why would Zimmerman be involved in the first place? He waited a long moment while Zimmerman stood there fuming and Gina noisily sipped the final remnants of her glass. Finally, Bobby said, “I really must be going.” He turned and nodded at Gina who ran her tongue seductively across her lips in response. Then Bobby walked out of the room.
He was almost to the front door when Zimmerman yelled. “All right, just wait a damn minute, hold up there. Son of a bitch, I suppose it doesn’t matter at some point. Things don’t work out I’ll be dead anyway, goddamnit,” he said storming across the foyer toward Bobby. He grabbed the envelope from Bobby’s hands, placed the contract against the wall next to the front door and began to sign his name.
“Get your ass out here,” he shouted, just as Gina appeared at his office door.
Amazingly she wasn’t holding a glass. She walked toward them, grabbed the paperwork from Zimmerman and said. “Give me the damn pen, Lowell.”
She ran her stamp back and forth on the page, smearing it, then wrote the date next to the stamp and drew a line that Bobby guessed was supposed to represent her signature today. Zimmerman tore off the red flags as he scanned the contract.
“Those areas require…”
“Stop interrupting me, goddamnit. I’m trying to concentrate here for Christ’s sake,” he yelled. They repeated the process in the other two spots, Zimmerman signing, Gina notarizing. “There, happy? Now get the hell out of here,” he said. He half crumpled the contract in his fist and thrust it toward Bobby.
“Actually, I’ll need you to initial those areas, where the red flags were. There’s five of them, otherwise it just won’t work.”
His eyes flashed and the woman made a clumsy move to pull the contract out of his hands. “Get the hell away,” he growled, then pushed her with his free hand sending her staggering backward. Fortunately, she didn’t fall.
Zimmerman seemed oblivious. He made five quick slashes with his pen where he was to initial, then half crumpled the contract in his fist again and thrust it toward Bobby.
“There, satisfied.”
“Thank you, sir. That will do nicely.” Bobby smiled, then opened the door and walked to his car. He didn’t look back but had his ears perked for the slightest sound that suggested one of them might be coming after him. He made it to his car, calmly slid behind the wheel, locked the doors, then drove around the circular drive and got the hell out of there.
 



Chapter Sixty-One
 
 
He phoned Morris Montcreff from his office. He was seated at his desk with the crumpled contract sitting in front of him. He had just leaned back in his chair when he noticed the envelope on his desk. It was a creamy white color with embossed edges. His name had been written across the front with a fountain pen in an elegant feminine hand and then underlined. There was just the slightest hint of a pleasant perfumed scent.
“Hello.”
“Mr. Montcreff, Bobby.”
“Just tell me he signed the damn thing.”
“Yes sir, he did. I might add he was not at all happy about the changes, but yes sir the contract has been signed.”
Montcreff laughed. “What did the bastard want you to do?”
“We never got that far. I suggested there was nothing that I could or would change and if he didn’t sign I was going to leave.”
That got a hearty laugh, followed by, “Wonderful. Did that Gina bitch notarize the damn thing?”
“Yes, sir, she did.”
“So it’s a done deal.”
“Ultimately. I had to head toward the door, but he caught up with me. It’s signed, notarized, I’m looking at it now.” He checked his watch. “It’s too late in the day at this point, but I’ll have someone file this tomorrow.”
“I appreciate the extra effort, Bobby. Did you get your key?”
He had just picked up the envelope on his desk. Something slid inside. “I believe it’s here. Yes,” he said, then wedged the phone between his shoulder and his ear as he opened the envelope and a key fell out onto the desk. “Thank you for your help on this, sir” There was a card in the envelope with the key.
“Glad you got it. We’ll be in touch,” Montcreff said, then hung up before Bobby could read the card.
The card was from Katherine Bandon and gave directions for clearing security along with a key to the front door of the new unit. The note finished with the line “If you need anything, anything at all, don’t hesitate to call.” He glanced out of his office, but Noah Denton’s door appeared closed and his office looked dark.
He penned a quick note to Denton on office letterhead thanking him for the apartment, stuffed the note in a number ten envelope and slipped it under Denton’s office door then quickly left with the new apartment key burning a hole in his pocket.
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
 
 
Bobby used the seven-digit code Katherine provided in her note to enter the building and then took the elevator up from the lobby to the fourth floor. The key opened the front door and for the first time in almost five years he felt like he was at home.
Although he didn’t need to, he turned on the lights. He walked to the front window and looked down four stories to the street below. He watched a couple of cars move down the street and a bus pull away from the corner, but he couldn’t hear them. The sky was bright blue and cloudless. The unit was completely quiet. He didn’t hear babies crying. He couldn’t hear the television playing next door or someone arguing from the floor below. The hallway hadn’t smelled of whatever dreadful meal someone had cooked last night. No one had left a white plastic trash bag sitting in the hallway oozing unpleasant things onto a worn carpet.
He walked through the place, turning on lights as he went, all the lights. The hallway extended from the front door straight back to the paneled dining room. The right side of the hall was a buff colored exposed brick and the left side was painted an off-white color with heavy oak doors opening into various rooms. First there was the living room with the fireplace, then a den, two bedrooms, the bath, the paneled dining room and finally through a swinging wooden door, the kitchen. And it was all his.
There was a bottle of wine on the granite kitchen counter with another note from Katherine Bandon leaning against it. He opened the envelope. The note was on the same embossed stock as the one on his office desk. It held two more keys, a spare to the unit and one for the front security door. 
“Enjoy, call if you need anything. I’d love to assist. Regards, Katherine”
He pulled open a kitchen drawer. It was stocked with knives, forks, spoons and miscellaneous tools, not the least of which was a corkscrew. He opened the bottle, checked a cupboard for a wine glass, poured some wine and continued his tour. He debated about even returning to the dump he formerly lived in. Then realized he would at least need his clothes and maybe, for the time being, Arundel’s computer.
He adjourned to his new living room and even though it was a warm summer day he picked up the remote, turned on the gas fireplace, then settled into the leather couch. He put his feet up on the coffee table and sipped some wine while he stared into the fire. He debated having a second glass and decided that could wait. He grabbed his keys and hurried over to vacate the premises at his old place.
It didn’t take long. He left all the furniture, packed his clothes and debated about bringing the urn with Kate’s ashes. It was a brief internal conversation. He left her urn on the kitchen counter and locked the door behind him.
He was sitting on the couch, staring into the fire and wishing he’d picked up another bottle of wine when his phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Bobby?” It was a female voice, quiet, maybe even whispering.
“Yes.”
“It’s me, Christine.”
Christine Woodley, his contact at County. He looked at his watch, not even twenty-four hours. So much for good intentions.
“Christine, how nice, it’s great to hear your voice. What can I do for you?” he asked, then sipped and waited.
“Well, I was wondering if you could maybe sort of hook me up. Not that I’m desperate or anything,” she added quickly. “You know, it’s more of just in case I might need a little something. Kind of…” she let that hang out there.
“Christine, I’d love to help. But I really don’t do that sort of thing.”
“But you can get it, right?” she suddenly sounded anxious.
“Let me put you in touch with someone and maybe he can help. His name is Prez.”
There was a momentary pause. “Is he okay? I’m kind of cautious you know, I mean not having dealt with him before.”
“I understand. Let me give you his number and you can decide if you want to call him.” Bobby gave her Prez’s number, then hung up, took a sip of wine and smiled.
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
 
 
His phone rang ten minutes later.
“Hello.”
“What the hell are you doing? This is bullshit, I’m not some street pusher. A couple of rocks, Jesus Christ you think I’m some kid out there working a street corner?”
“Prez, this is how we get all your paperwork back dated and filed so you get that house along with anything else you can think of. Now, you don’t want to do this, then just call the little lady back and she can find some other way to get what she wants. I don’t care. But if you want those back-dated documents filed and looking all nice and legal, she’s our contact. Oh, and one other thing, I’d say she’s probably having a relapse so she’s already in the process of falling off the wagon. If we don’t act pretty soon she will get the stuff somewhere else and most likely end up fired and then back in rehab for a couple of months. What I’m saying to you is we got one shot at this. Take it or leave it.”
He heard a loud sigh before Prez said, “She’s the only contact down there you got?”
“Yeah, on this sort of deal. She’s desperate enough she’ll do just about anything, get her enough to keep her strung out for a few days.”
“A few days?”
“You can dole it out to her until she’s got everything filed. It’s our one shot, Prez. I’m leaving it up to you, take it or leave it. It’s your choice if you want Arundel’s house or not.”
“Okay, okay.”
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
 
 
Prez phoned Christine an hour later, she answered her phone almost before it rang.
“Bobby?”
“Hi Christine, no actually it’s Prez, hey we’re all set. Why don’t you meet me half-way. There’s a parking lot…” He gave her directions.
“I’m in the car now, I’ve been waiting for your call,” she said. She sounded breathless. He heard chiming in the background, the car reminding her to buckle her seat belt. “I’m on…”
“Christine,” he interrupted. 
“What?”
“You got a rain coat?”
“A raincoat?”
“Yeah, I’d like you in a raincoat. You know so I know it’s you and just to keep things safe.” He went on to explain.
“But I’ll have to go back in the house to get it. I might wake my husband.”
Husband. “Okay, look why don’t we just wait until tomorrow and then we can…”
“No, no I’ll be there, I’m on my way. You’ll be there and meet me, right?”
“All right, I suppose, but you’ll wear the raincoat, and just the raincoat.”
“What?”
“Just the raincoat, nothing on underneath, so I know you’re cool. I’m just playing it safe, seeing as how we never met before.”
“But if I get stopped, I....”
“Then don’t get stopped. Nothing under the raincoat and I’ll expect you to show me. Just so I know you’re safe. Then you can have your little treat, all for yourself. Sound good?”
“Yes, yes, but promise you’ll be there.”
“I’m there now, Christine,” he laughed and hung up. He really wasn’t there, but the parking lot was a six-minute drive if he had to stop at both traffic lights. Coming from her side of town Christine would have a good twenty-minute ride ahead of her.
He spotted her barely fifteen minutes later, waiting for the light to change so she could make the left hand turn. Actually he saw her car, not that he knew what it looked like, but it was the only one at this hour making a left hand turn into this otherwise empty lot. Every few seconds the car jumped forward a foot or two trying to zip across the busy street. Prez wasn’t sure if anything was said, but he thought he could hear her screaming “Hurry up” while she waited for the traffic to clear. There was finally a break and she screeched across the intersection and  raced into the empty parking lot heading for the far dark corner where Prez was parked. She cut her headlights the moment she spotted him, then screeched to a stop alongside his car.
He waited behind the wheel, checking the street and his rear view mirror a final time as she opened the door and climbed out of her car. It was a cloudless starlit night, still close to eighty degrees.
She wore the raincoat and glanced back over the roof of her car, apparently checking the area. She closed her car door and stepped toward him, prancing in heels as she held her raincoat open with both hands exposing herself. Apparently she was a natural blonde. Her eyes looked half wild, and she licked her lips as if in anticipation increasing her pace with every step until she was almost running.
Prez lowered his window.
“You like?” She smiled and half giggled, but there was a desperate ring to her voice.
“Nice, Christine, very nice.”
“I’ve had two babies,” making it sound like exposing herself in a dark parking lot after midnight to a complete stranger was just an everyday occurrence. She turned so he could get a side view, then faced him again.
“You look good, Christine. Are you a good mom?” he laughed.
“I can be the best mom you’ve ever had,” she said and pressed herself up against his car door.
He reached up and fondled her breasts for a long moment, he guessed a C cup and her large nipples suddenly became very erect. “I bet you can be the best mom ever. Might just be a little reward for someone who’s a good mommy.”
“”You’re happy, right? I did what you wanted, didn’t I?” She opened the raincoat wide, shaking her breasts from side to side to emphasize her point.
 “Yeah, Christine, you did exactly what I wanted. Brought a little treat for you,” he said and reached onto the passenger seat. He held out the half-dozen rocks of crack in the palm of his hand.
“Oh, that’s wonderful, Mr. Prez thank you so much. Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said and reached for them.
He pulled his hand back. “Not quite so fast, Christine. I need a favor from you.”
“Anything,” she pleaded, then reached a hand in and began to rub his chest and work her way down.
“No, Christine, not that, wait a minute. We just need you to file some documents for us.”
She stepped back and dropped her arms. She looked at him, confused and oblivious to the fact her raincoat still hung open, leaving her exposed. “File some documents?”
“Yeah, Bobby forgot to do it. If you could, you know, sort of sneak it in there, it’s nothing too heavy duty. I guess it’s for a friend of his with a sick mother. Bobby was, I don’t know, he was just asleep at the switch.”
“That’s going to be tough, they keep pretty tight controls now, it’s not like it used to be. And, well after going through treatment, I mean they could fire me for that, and I’m on pretty thin ice right now. They’re sort of looking for an excuse.”
“Maybe you should wear that raincoat to work,” Prez laughed and stared, suddenly having difficulty focusing on the task at hand. “Look, if you can’t help us out I get it,” he said and moved to place the rocks back on the passenger seat.
She suddenly looked like she was going to cry.
“How about this, take one of these, no you know what, here have two.” He held two of the little saran wrapped chunks in the palm of his hand still just out of reach. He moved his hand back and forth slowly as he spoke, watching her eyes as they followed his hand.
“My gift to you, Christine. Free, no charge. And there’s more where they came from, a lot more. We just need your help.” Once he finally held his hand still, she stared for a long moment before looking up at him and nodding.
“I tell you what, Christine, maybe hop in here and we can talk a little more. Come on, honey help yourself. You can have both of these. You don’t even…”
She snatched the tiny packets out of his hand, then ran around the front of his car and slipped into the passenger seat. She put her back against the door, grinned and pulled the rain coat aside.
Ten minutes later she was running back to her car.
“Enjoy,” Prez called after her, but she apparently didn’t hear. He started his car and drove out of the parking lot. He paused at the exit and watched in the rearview mirror. The glow from a small flame illuminated her head for a brief moment. He pulled out of the lot and drove off down the street.
 



Chapter Sixty-Five
 
 
Bobby’s cell phone rang a few minutes before nine. He was at his desk on his second cup of coffee and the third Morris Montcreff file.
“Hello.”
“Bobby?” It was a rough-sounding voice and she cleared her throat after she said his name. “It’s Christine.”
You could have fooled Bobby. She didn’t sound anything like the woman he spoke to last night.
“Christine, nice to hear from you. I hope you can help us out.”
“I think I found a way. We had a power failure in the building last May, the twenty-sixth. You remember it? The first tornado of the season, weather folks completely missed the forecast and it knocked the power out across most of downtown.”
He did remember the storm. Just to make things worse he’d still been in the halfway house and the power outage gave staff the opportunity to sit everyone down for an additional group session.
Bobby suddenly had an unpleasant flashback; sitting in an unlit conference room at four in the afternoon listening to someone drone on about personal responsibility while Bobby begged the battery-operated clock to tick faster.
“Yeah, last spring. I do remember, I think a good part of downtown was off the grid for a couple of days.”
“Right, we were one of those offices, shut down for two more days. If your document was dated for that day, the twenty-sixth of May, I think I can help you out. We didn’t shut down until about three that afternoon and we lost everything for the day. It’s still causing problems. Every once in a while something shows up we have no record of and sure enough, whatever the document, it was originally filed on the twenty-sixth.
“Of May?” he said writing the date down.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“I’ll get it drawn up with that date, Christine. You got time to meet me tonight?”
“I could get away this noon,” she said sounding anxious.
“I can do this noon. Is that little bar still around the corner from your office, I’m blanking on the name.”
“The Aces High?”
“Yeah, I’ll meet you there at noon. I’ll have the documents.”
“Don’t be late, I only get thirty minutes for lunch. You don’t have to buy me anything.”
“You just be there looking like your usual pretty self and that will be good enough for me.”
“Will you talk to Prez before? You’ll bring everything?” she whispered and placed an added emphasis on everything.
“I’m sure you’ll be well taken care of.” he said.
“See you there, please don’t be late,” she said, then hung up.
He phoned Prez.
“Yeah.
“I need to see you this morning a little before noon.”
“You don’t need more…”
“Yeah, we better just to play it safe, but it apparently worked. I’ll get the proper date on the documents, I’ll need you to sign them. Christine found a date she can file it under. They had a power failure last spring and lost the records for the day. She can slip it in and we’ll be good to go.”
“You’re sure?”
“Would I be calling you if I wasn’t? I have to meet her downtown. You know where the Aces High bar is?”
“Yeah, never been in the place, but I know where it is.”
“Meet me on the street in front of the place, eleven-thirty. I’ll get your signature and we’re golden. How’s your tenant?”
“Tenant?”
“Caprice.”
“Still working on it,” he said not sounding at all positive.
“I’ll see you later this morning. I need you to be on time, she has about five minutes to meet me.”
“What about what I might want?”
“No, I don’t need you there complicating things. Let’s get this document filed, then go ahead and do whatever you plan on doing with her. Just don’t tell me. I’ll see you there,” Bobby said and hung up.
 



Chapter Sixty-Six
 
 
Prez waltzed down the street at 11:45. Right on time in his world.
“You’re late, man,” Bobby said.
Prez gave a look that suggested he didn’t understand.
Bobby opened the manila envelope with the power of attorney, a trust and the wills for both Prez and Arundel and pulled out a sheaf of papers.
Prez made an unpleasant face and said, “I’m ‘sposed to read all that shit?”
 “Take it easy, all you have to do is sign where I tell you and then get out of here. I’ve already put Arundel’s signature on everything.” Bobby had listed Bennett Hinz as the attorney of record, borrowed one of the paralegals’ notary stamp when she was away from her desk, notarized the thing, and forged Bennett’s signature along with Arundel’s.
“Here, you just need to sign this thing at the bottom, date it the twenty-sixth of May, and use this pen, it’s a different colored ink from the others.” he said and handed Prez the pen.
“Turn around, let me use your back to sign my name, man. And I don’t need to read this shit?”
“No, you just need to sign the damn things, wherever those little red flags are you sign.” Bobby said turning around, hoping Prez would just sign the damn things and not see the adjustments he’d thought to add at the last minute.
“Done,” Prez said a few minutes later and handed the documents back. Bobby placed everything back in the envelope and then said, “Thanks.”
“You buying lunch?”
“No, I’m getting your document filed so you get Arundel’s house free and clear.”
“With that little crack-head? The chick with the nice titties you lined up last night?”
Bobby gave him a quick glance after his comment, then recovered. “You mean the one who’s gonna pull this off for us. Make it work. That the woman you’re talking about? The woman we got everything riding on?”
“Calm down, okay. I’m just joking with you, man. No need to get all defensive. I’m missing you is all. Ain’t seen you around and it’s starting to weigh heavy on me.”
“Prez, we need to have these filed. It’s a risky operation, very risky. Now, with Christine I think we found a way to do it. It will result in a lot of money going right into your pocket.” He poked him where a breast pocket would have been on his T-shirt. “So let’s just stay focused on the task at hand, okay?”
“Easy, Bobby. Remember, I was your bitch last night when you needed help.”
“Yeah, I remember, Prez. I do, and this is the result, success. Or almost. We just have to let her slip this into the files, do whatever else she has to do to log these things into their system and we’re home. So let’s just stick to the task at hand, if you don’t mind. Now, I’m gonna need one more thing from you.”
“What’s that?”
Bobby took a deep breath, swallowed, then said, “I need five grand.”
“Five what?”
“Five grand. I don’t need it this minute, but I’ll need it by the end of the day. It’s the cost of doing business.”
“The cost of doing…where am I supposed to get that kind of money?”
“Hey, I was with you the other day when you unscrewed the ends off those pipes. Remember?” Bobby looked around to make sure they weren’t attracting any attention. “Now you are about to take possession of a home worth probably a hundred and fifty grand. I just want to make sure I got this straight. You’re telling me you don’t want to put up five grand to get that. Is that correct? Because I can just tell Christine when she gets here that we’re sorry, but it was all a big mistake. That what you want me to do?”
“No, I was just…”
“Prez, this is some serious shit. I’ll need that money, tonight.” He saw the look of doubt on Prez’s face and tried to smooth it over. “Look, it’s what she charges me and there’s nothing I can do to change that. Let’s meet, say at six. Otherwise, well, this isn’t going to happen. Okay?”
Prez stared for a long moment. Bobby thought maybe he was weighing his options, he wasn’t sure. He was sure of one thing, Christine was due in the next ten minutes and he didn’t need Prez adding any complications.
“I’ll call you as soon as I hear everything is in place. Okay?”
Prez nodded like he understood, then said, “Make sure you do.”
“Now you got a little something to encourage the lady to get the job done?”
“Yeah, I got something for her. You give here this, tell her thanks for everything.” He held out his hand and palmed four rocks to Bobby as they shook hands. Then turned on his heel and walked away. Christine came around the corner just as Prez disappeared.
She saw Bobby about the same time he spotted her and she picked up her pace. As she got a little closer he noticed the bags under her eyes and her unkempt hair, not quite together. She looked like she hadn’t slept. She wore a short skirt that was slightly askew with a cream colored top half tucked into her skirt. As she came closer she pulled her arms across the front of her chest as if she was attempting to hold herself together. A large purse was slung over her shoulder and bounced against her hip.
“Christine, nice to see you again, it’s been too long.”
She nodded nervously and quickly glanced left and right. She was clearly strung out.
“You got something for me?” Her eyes looked dilated and she didn’t appear to be wearing makeup.
“Christine, I need you to get these documents filed, like we talked about. Do you remember, May twenty-sixth?” He said and held the thick envelope with the files out to her.
She snatched the envelope, stuffed it into the large purse hanging at her side. “Yeah, I told Prez I’d take care of it. Did you happen to bring anything else?” she asked, then glanced around nervously.
“Maybe. I need to…”
“What?” she shrieked, and a number of heads walking past turned to look at them. Not the sort of attention Bobby wanted.
“Come here,” he said and grabbed her firmly by the arm. He led her around the corner of the building into an alley. “Look, I need to have you get these documents filed on that May twenty-sixth date. Now, I think I’ve got what you want, but pull yourself together for Christ sake. You look like shit. Does your husband suspect anything?”
“I didn’t go back home last night.”
“What?” it was Bobby’s turn to shriek. “Have you talked to him? Is he looking for you? Has he called your office? Christine, this is not the sort of low profile I need you to maintain.”
“I know, I know. I just need a little more to get me over the hump and then I’ll stop. I promise, God. I sort of lost track of the time and then all of a sudden it was morning and I had to get to work. I ran home, my day care provider was there, so I just threw on some clothes and, and didn’t have time….” She fidgeted and stared at the sidewalk.
“Look at me. Look at me, damn it. Christine, I want you to go back to your office and I want you to file those documents. Do you understand?”
She nodded.
“What day is it to be filed, Christine?”
“Jesus, the twenty-sixth of April.”
“No.”
“I mean May, the twenty-sixth of May. Okay. I’ll do it. I’d just like to be appreciated a little.” She raised her eyebrows as she said this last part.
He reached into his pocket, took out two of the rocks from Prez and placed them in her hand. “We appreciate you, Christine. Now…”
She glanced at the two rocks in her hand, then looked like she was going to cry. “This is all? Prez promised…”
“I’m sure there’s plenty more for you once you get that paperwork taken care of. You let me know when you have that filed. What’s the date?”
“May twenty-sixth, Jesus.”
“Okay. You call me once you have that filed. Got it?”
She nodded anxiously. “I’ll do it, I promise.”
“I want you to call me just as soon as that’s filed. Okay, you do that, file and call me and look,” he said holding two more saran-wrapped rocks in the palm of his hand. “Just the thing for nice girls who do as they’re told. As soon as it’s filed and registered. And what’s the date?”
“May twenty-sixth, got it. I’ll go do it right now,” she said and nodded vigorously, then turned and began to walk away, by the time she reached the corner she was almost running. His only hope was she would file the paperwork before she got high. He figured she’d probably be out of a job and served with divorce papers by this time tomorrow.
 



Chapter Sixty-Seven
 
 
It was just a little after one that afternoon when Bobby’s cell phone rang.
“Hello.”
“Bobby, it’s Christine, it’s filed,” she whispered.
“Great, Christine. You’ll send me a receipt reflecting that date?”
“Already in the mail,” she said.
“Thank you. We’ll have a little something for you at the end of the day. Why don’t we meet in the same place?”
“I’m finished at four-thirty,” she said
Bobby hung up and dialed Prez.
“Yeah.”
“It’s done, all nicely filed and ready to go. There’s a receipt in the mail to me I’ll have it early next week. You’re about to become the legal owner of that property, Prez.”
“Any problems?”
“None. Now we’re going to wait a few weeks, review Arundel’s estate in a timely manner and all that nonsense, but in all honesty it’s just a matter of counting off the days so it doesn’t look like we’re rushing to grab this. What I’ll need from you is the matter we discussed earlier.”
“The five grand?”
“Yeah. I’ll need it tonight.”
“And if I don’t?”
“If you don’t? Pretty simple, this woman will go into her office on Monday morning, pull all your documents, tell her boss she caught a mistake and bottom line you’re screwed. Don’t fool with this Prez, you’re getting off easy and this is the County we’re talking about. They are quite capable of making life very miserable.”
Prez thought he just might be getting screwed right now, but there was nothing he could do about it. “All right if we meet around six, if that works? And yeah, I know, not your place. How ‘bout in front of Arundel’s?”
“You mean your new place,” Bobby said.
“Yeah, my new place,” Prez said and liked the sound of that.
Bobby caught movement outside his office and saw Noah Denton heading toward his door. “Got to go, Prez, see you there at six,” he said and clicked off his cell just as Noah knocked and popped his head in the door.
“Spare a moment?” he said. He didn’t wait for an answer but stepped into the office and closed the door behind him.
“How did things go with Miss Bandon?” he asked.
Bobby had a number of comments on the tip of his tongue but thought wiser and instead said, “Very well, I appreciate your help.”
“And I see you’re reviewing the Montcreff files.” He indicated the stack on Bobby’s desk and the open file spread out in front of him.
“Yes sir, he’s certainly run a lot of work through here.”
“Everything’s on the up and up.” Noah said making a statement and sounding a little defensive at the same time.
 “I’m really just getting started.”
“Any questions you’ll let me know.”
“Actually, Mr. Montcreff told me to get in touch with him and then he would review everything with you. Is there something out there I should know about?”
“No, certainly nothing I’m aware of. It’s just the intricacies of the law. Well, and a client not too well-versed in some of the finer points. I guess I don’t have to tell you, you can well imagine the potential for misunderstanding.”
Bobby nodded thinking in other words you’ve pulled something, I’m probably going to catch it and you’re going to be in big trouble. He changed the subject, slightly.
“I heard you had some car trouble the other day.”
“Nothing major,” Noah said and dismissed the comment with a wave of his hand.
“Oh, I thought someone said it caught fire or something.”
“Who said that?”
“I don’t recall, it was on the Evening News, I think.”
Noah suddenly looked flustered and raised his voice. “The damn thing was burning right out in the driveway. If the fire department hadn’t responded as fast as they did I could have lost the entire house. Thankfully it didn’t explode, but it could have. My wife, my daughter, the dogs. A bit of an overreaction, don’t you think?” he said, sounding like he was accusing Bobby.
One of the paralegals strolled past, glanced in the window when she heard the raised voice, saw who it was and picked up her pace.
“What are you suggesting?” Bobby said and stared at him. It was one of those defining moments, a power shift where nothing else really had to be said because it suddenly was understood.
Noah glanced uncomfortably around the small office before he reached for the door and said, “Please, I’ll expect you to keep me advised on the Montcreff issue.”
Bobby could have suggested he didn’t know there was an issue. He could have reminded Noah that Morris Montcreff insisted Bobby deal with him directly. He could have told him he was on a first name basis with Morris ever since he’d clubbed that thug to death in the wine cellar. Instead, he just nodded and smiled as Noah Denton closed the door on his way out. Bobby watched him storm back to his corner office, heard him close the door, maybe a little too forcefully, not quite a slam, but almost.
He reached for the first file he had reviewed. There was something, somewhere and he started over from the beginning, paying a lot closer attention to detail. His cell rang a little before four.
“Hello.”
“Hi, Bobby, it’s Christine, I’m leaving early.” Even though she was whispering her voice sounded rough.
“Oh, Christine, is everything all right?”
“Yup, just peachy. Can you meet me?”
“I can, same place?”
“Out front of the Aces High works for me. I can be there in about five minutes.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can, Christine.”
“Hurry, I’ll be waiting. Please don’t be late, promise. Promise?” she said.
 



Chapter Sixty-Eight
 
 
He hung up and returned to reviewing the files in front of him. Nothing seemed to jump out. He took his time straightening his desk, then phoned Angie.
“Hello.”
“Hi Angie, Bobby. I’m finished with these Montcreff files for the day and don’t want them sitting in the office over the weekend. Can you come get them and haul them back to wherever they go? Or give me directions and I’ll meet you there.”
“Meeting me there would be great, take a left out your door, another left just past the lunchroom. The file room is at the end of that little hall. It’s the door marked ‘file room,’” she joked. “I’m heading there now.”
When he turned the corner she was waiting for him at the end of the small hallway. He carried the stack of files just like she had that morning, piled across his arms and held in place with his chin.
“Thanks for carrying these back here,” she said by way of greeting, then punched a keypad next to the door and waited. There was an audible buzz and then a click. “Okay,” she said and held the door open for him. “Just set them on the desk there while I open the drawer.”
The room was fairly large, with what looked like four reading areas, one in each corner. The ceiling lights were recessed. A fairly heavy duty sprinkler system ran the length of the room parallel to the long walls and then down the middle of the ceiling. Red fire extinguishers hung in all four corners of the room. Red plastic signs with white letters read NO SMOKING and were posted on all four walls. The room held just the hint of a musty odor.
She walked past a half dozen long, grey file cabinets before she stopped and used the small key on the white cord around her wrist to unlock a file drawer. The drawer was maybe a foot and a half deep, about five feet long and it squeaked as she pulled it open.
“Bring those over here and I’ll put them back in order. Were you able to get through everything?” she asked while he picked up half the files and brought them over to her.
“No, to tell you the truth, I barely got started. A couple of interruptions, you know how that goes,” he said handing her the stack of files, then walking back to grab the rest.
“Yeah, I heard things got a little animated.”
He gave her a questioning look as he picked up the rest of the files. “Animated?”
She mouthed the word “Noah”.
“Oh, that was nothing. No big deal.”
She stared at him with a funny sort of look on her face, then took the files from him. “And you’re sure you’re not with the State, the feds or the IRS?”
“No, honest. Why?”
She took a thick file from off the top of the stack and hung it inside the file drawer, then glanced over his shoulder to make sure the door was closed. “Oh, it’s nothing,” she said in a low voice. “It’s just that he can be such an asshole and well, I don’t know, he seems to be treading very carefully around you. I’ve just never seen it before, none of us have.” She gave a quick glance with raised eyebrows, then took two more files and hung them back in the drawer, one at a time.
“Maybe he just really likes me,” Bobby joked.
She half laughed. “Maybe, but that would be a first. Don’t take it personal, but I think the only person he has ever liked, ever been impressed with, is himself.”
“I just asked him about his car catching fire and well, understandably it was an upsetting experience. I’m sure there was a logical reason…”
“Yeah, hello. The logical reason was someone set the thing on fire, firebombed it. That’s why it was burning in his driveway.”
She took the last three files.
“Firebombed it? That’s probably a little extreme, don’t you think? I mean you hear about recalls all the time for faulty fuel pumps or starters, that sort of thing. I’m not a car guy, but I’m sure it was something mechanical and once they have a chance…”
“Something mechanical? Are you kidding? Somebody spray painted some sort of threat on his driveway, then firebombed his car,” she said and grabbed another file.
“What?”
“Yeah, one of the girls drove past it. You can still see it, where the spray paint is and then where the car was on fire.”
“What does it say?”
“I guess it’s all blacked out. You know, painted over so no one can read it.”
“Really?”
She nodded vigorously. “Yeah. Pretty creepy if you ask me. I mean he didn’t come in the next day. Mr. Denton never misses work, he’s here like seven days a week. Always has been for like forty-five years. It’s almost as if he was hiding or something.”
“Maybe he was filing a police report?”
She shot him a disbelieving look. “Hardly. If that were the case, believe me, we’d be involved somehow. That sort of paperwork thingy, he leaves all that kind of shit for us worker bees.” She shrugged and smiled, then pushed the drawer closed and locked it using the key around her wrist.
“Thanks for letting me go over those. I’ll probably be giving you a call on Monday to get them back.”
“I’ll look forward to that,” she joked, then grew serious. “Take some advice from an underling?”
“What do you mean?”
“Look, I’m not sure what your gig is here. You seem to have some clout, but Noah Denton, well, just be careful, okay?”
“Thanks, I appreciate the tip. Listen, you have a great weekend, Angie,” he said and then headed for the door.
“You do the same, Bobby. Thanks again for carrying the files.”
He walked back to his office, cleared the yellow legal tablet and the pen from his desk top and locked up. On his way out he glanced over at Noah Denton’s corner office, the door was closed and the lights were off. Bobby headed out to the lobby and the bank of elevators.
“Will you be back this afternoon?” Marci asked as he passed by. Her tone suggested he just might be running out early on a Friday afternoon.
“Not until later, I’ve got a four-thirty meeting,” he said. He pushed the down button, then turned to look at her.
She flashed the shark smile suggesting she didn’t believe him, but now there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.
 



Chapter Sixty-Nine
 
 
Christine was waiting for Bobby outside the Aces High bar. She was pacing back and forth across the sidewalk out front and must have glanced at her watch three different times as he approached.
“Christine,” he called and waved.
She looked up and almost ran to him, then gave him a big hug and stepped back. “Hi Bobby.” Her eyes flashed in anticipation. She appeared to have pulled herself together somewhat from when he had seen her at noon. Her hair was brushed, she had some makeup on and even if the bags were still hanging under her eyes at least they were somewhat disguised. Her skirt was straightened and the cream colored top hung nicely around her waist.
“Good to see you, Christine. Wow, hot date?” he joked giving her the once over, then said, “Everything go okay with the filing?”
She nodded excitedly and gave a quick glance around. “Yeah, I did exactly like you wanted. I filed it on the twenty-sixth, and I put a receipt in the mail, it went out to Mr. Hinz this afternoon.”
“What?” The look on his face must have said it all.
“Well, you told me to send the receipt so I did. I sent it to Mr. Hinz, at the address listed. He was the person of record. You told me,” she squealed and sounded on the verge of making a scene.
“Damn it, you were supposed to send that to me, to my attention. That’s what I told you to do.” He wanted to slap her, hard, but he couldn’t out here on the street. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down.
“Oh God, I’m so sorry, you’re right, I’m just a bitch. A stupid, stupid bitch,” she said and looked like she was about to cry.
Some heads turned on a couple of passers-by, but fortunately they kept moving. “Christine, it’s okay, calm down. Can you get the receipt? Is the mail still in your office?”
“No,” she said and her eyes suddenly began to tear up. “God, why do I always fuck things up?” She shook her fists and looked like she was about ready to take someone’s head off, maybe her own.
“It’s okay, Christine. I’ll get to Mr. Hinz and get the receipt. Relax, calm down.”
“Don’t tell me that, you sound just like everyone else, they’re always telling me to calm down. Just don’t say that to me, okay, Bobby, don’t fucking say it,” she shouted.
Now a number of people were looking at them. Two guys had slowed and were watching from a distance. A couple of women walking past gave them a wide berth, then slowed down and glanced over their shoulders once they’d walked past. Bobby didn’t need an incident.
“Christine, I’ll take care of it. Here, shake hands with me.”
“What?”
He drew her closer. “Come here and shake hands with me, there might be a little something for you, a little reward for helping us out.”
She was suddenly all smiles. She sniffled and wiped her nose, then grabbed his hand. He palmed the last two rocks into her hand along with two hundred dollar bills. “You don’t worry. I’ll deal with this. Have a nice weekend and thanks again for all your help,” he said, then sort of pulled her by the arm to send her on her way.
She didn’t need much encouragement. She glanced at the two, small saran-wrapped packages in the palm of her hand and the hundred dollar bills. She closed her hand tightly, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and took off down the street. She dodged traffic crossing against the light, ignored a couple of blasts from a car horn, then hurried around the next corner and out of sight.
The two guys who had slowed to watch them a moment earlier were now involved in a conversation. Bobby could only hope it didn’t concern him. He shook his head as he watched Christine disappear, playing the part of the concerned sane person who was just attempting to help, then he headed for his car.
 



Chapter Seventy
 
 
On the way home he took a detour a few miles out of his way and drove past Noah Denton’s home. It was a large home situated behind a black, sturdy-looking five-foot-high wrought iron fence. The house was a three-story brick affair trimmed with a buff colored stone around the windows and the arched doorway. The gabled roof was made of multicolored slate shingles and sported copper flashing and gutters. An attached three-stall garage with what looked like a massive room on the second level sat at a right angle to the house.
There was a large, freshly-painted area in the driveway that looked as though it had recently been rolled with paint almost the color of the concrete, probably hiding the black spray paint. The manicured lawn next to the driveway bore telltale signs of scorching, but nothing one might notice unless you knew it was there to begin with. A large, oily-looking stain was centered on the driveway and Noah’s car was nowhere in sight.
Bobby continued on his way. He swung by the grocery store and grabbed a steak, then stepped across the street to the liquor store where he invested in a couple of bottles of halfway decent wine.
He climbed back in his car, pulled out his phone and placed a call.
“Yeah.”
“Prez, Bobby.”
“I can see that.”
“Do you have the payment?”
“Right in my pocket.”
“I’m on my way to Arundel’s, now. You’ll be there?”
“I’ll be there.”
“See you soon,” Bobby said and hung up. He thought he might be detecting an attitude and wondered if he had pushed the young man too hard. On the other hand, no one liked legal fees, but everyone had to pay them. Besides, as far as Prez knew the money was for Christine.
That got Bobby thinking about Christine, she had clearly relapsed and was in a downward slide. The only question was how long before she hit bottom and who might she take with her. Bobby wanted to be sure it wasn’t him.
He took a left off Dale and headed west on Thomas for a few blocks, then took another left into the heart of Frogtown. He spotted Prez’s vehicle on the corner. A young black woman was standing in the street alongside Prez’s door. She was bent at the waist with her head and arms resting on his open window.
She displayed an inviting figure standing in sandals wrapped halfway up her shapely calves, shorts that looked like they had been sprayed on and a top that appeared to be failing wonderfully to conceal firm breasts. She glanced in the direction of Bobby’s Mercedes but made no effort to move as she appraised the approaching vehicle.
Bobby drove past, pulled around the corner and stopped a couple of doors away, watching in his rear view mirror as Prez said something to the young woman. She stood,  nodded excitedly, then crossed the street and walked away in the opposite direction. Bobby waited for the better part of a minute before Prez climbed out and walked toward the Mercedes.
Bobby pressed the button to unlock his passenger door as Prez came alongside and climbed in.
“Let me compliment you on your choice of friends,” Bobby said as he glanced over.
Prez stared straight ahead and seemed to focus on something further down the street. Somewhere there was a lawn mower running. A block over a bus roared as it pulled away from its stop. Someone was yelling somewhere, it sounded like some kid no more than a few doors down and maybe coming from one of the backyards.
Bobby waited for a long moment, then broke the heavy silence. “How’s it feel to own that house?” he said hoping to put things on a positive path.
Prez slowly turned his head and stared, shifted his lower jaw from side to side for a moment before he spoke. “I don’t know, the last thing you told me was I had to wait another thirty days. By the way, how you liking these wheels?” he said, then glared.
Bobby felt his attempt at heading down a positive path going right out the window. “Let me explain something to you, just in case you don’t get it. I’ve filed false documents that will land me back in goddamn prison if I’m caught. A woman has just put her career on the line to help you out and if she’s caught she will not only lose her job, she’ll go to jail as well. All this has been done to help you get a piece of property basically for free. Now you can barely even recall the name of the document and you sure as hell have no idea how or where to file the damn thing. If you do not pay the five grand she’s just liable to take about five minutes of her time on Monday morning and you will be screwed. It’s as simple as that. So, what I would suggest you do is get a happy smile on your face and give me the five grand. If you don’t, that’s your choice. But if I don’t pay her you’ll be fucked.”
“You know, I’m thinking maybe I’ll just take that chance and not pay.”
Bobby let out a long slow exhale. “You could do that, Prez. There’s an outside chance that might even work, but over the long haul, I don’t know, it’s awfully risky. It’s your choice.”
“Risky? What ain’t in life?” The horn on Prez’s car suddenly honked three or four times. He glanced back over his shoulder, then faced Bobby and smiled.
Bobby gave him a questioning look, then said, “Prez, it’s your choice, do what’s right.”
“Yeah, it is my choice. But it might just be I know a few things.” Prez said, then opened the car door, stepped out and then leaned back into the Mercedes. “Could just be I might know a way that’ll get your girl Christine to drop her price altogether.”
Oh shit. “Prez wait a minute, hold on, you can’t be serious. Don’t contact her that will only screw things up. You hear me?”
But Prez was already walking back to his car.
Bobby put the Mercedes in reverse and quickly backed up alongside Prez.
There was a loud blast from a horn as a car swerved around Bobby. “Asshole,” the driver yelled, then gave Bobby the finger as he drove past and continued down the street.
“Prez, Prez wait, don’t do this, don’t.”
“Bobby, you think I just been sitting around like some stupid street punk you can screw whenever you feel like it. Fuck you, man, I got my own sources.”
The horn honked on Prez’s car again. This time it was held down for a good five seconds.
“Prez,” Bobby called.
Prez stopped for a moment and glared.
“You should probably pick up Kate, your mom. She’s still sitting on that kitchen counter,” Bobby said, then drove off. He was in deep thought as he drove home. Later that night he pushed his steak around the plate while he sat at the kitchen counter thinking and sipping. He was still thinking when he cleared his dinner plate, opened the second bottle of wine and went to sit in his living room.
 



Chapter Seventy-One
 
 
The cell phone ringing woke Bobby up a little after three in the morning.
“Hello,” he groaned once he fished the phone out of his pocket. He sucked the wine residue off his teeth and waited what seemed an interminable amount of time. “Hello,” he said again as he glanced around the dark living room.
“Bobby? It’s Christine, did I call too late?” She sounded distant and maybe even surprised he’d answered.
“Christine, is everything all right?” he said coming to. At the sound of her name he was suddenly more cognizant.
“I’m not sure. I can’t seem to find Prez, and…”
“Prez?” Bobby jerked on full alert. “You don’t need to talk to Prez. Why are you calling him, Christine?”
“We sort of had an argument. Now I can’t get hold of him, he’s not answering my calls and well you know I needed something. I mean I’m out and I was sort of wondering if you could…”
“Where are you right now?”
“I’m not sure it’s pretty dark.”
“Are you in your car?”
“My car, oh shit, I can’t remember where I left it.”
Bobby figured if she hadn’t hit rock bottom she could probably reach out and feel it. “Christine, tell me where you are.”
“I’m not exactly sure. I can see the river and a couple of bridges with real pretty lights. Hey, listen you know I’d do anything you want, right? If you could just see your way to maybe spotting me a little bit, just a rock. I would really make it worth your while, honest. You could do anything you want, anything, I’d like that. We, we could share,” she pleaded.
“Can you see any buildings, Christine?”
“Buildings?”
He had his car keys and was pulling on a pair of jeans as he headed out the door. “Yeah, are you downtown?”
“Oh wow, there’s the damn Courthouse. Who knew?” she half laughed, but it sounded more insane than funny.
“Okay, look you stay there. I’m coming to get you, okay?”
“You’ll take care of me right, bring me a little something?”
“Yeah, you get right by the courthouse door, Christine, will you? You stay by the door and wait for me. I’m on my way.”
“I’m right here, hurry up and let’s party, baby, we can get nasty.”
Bobby’s phone lost the connection the moment he stepped onto the elevator. He could almost see the courthouse out the living room window of his new unit. He ran to his car, raced out of his underground parking and sped toward downtown through empty streets. He waited at three separate stop lights without another car in sight for what felt like an hour. Finally he came within sight of the courthouse. He slowed down, but couldn’t see Christine anywhere.
The Courthouse building took up an entire city block and he turned at the intersection and drove along the side of the building, turning again at the corner. He was almost at the next corner when he spotted her, sitting on the sidewalk with her back against the building. He quickly pulled over and got out.
Her arms were wrapped around her legs and her head rested on her knees. As he approached her head lolled back and she opened her eyes, make that eye. Singular. Her left eye was blackened and swollen shut. The left side of her face and her lower lip were swollen and bruised. Coagulated blood crusted around her nostrils, across her upper lip and down her chin. Her chest was covered with blood splatters dotting her cream-colored top. The top was ripped open across her left shoulder.
“Christine?” Bobby said. He made a mental calculation on where the closest hospital was located. Figured there was no point in asking if she was okay. He reached down and helped her to her feet.
She groaned as he pulled her up. Her purse had been sitting on her lap and it fell onto the sidewalk. She seemed completely unaware and attempted to focus on him. “Oh, Bobby.  Did you bring me a little something? Come on, we’re gonna party, baby. Whatever you want,” she said, then staggered a step or two as she ran the back of her hand across her nose causing it to start bleeding again.
He got her into the front seat of the Mercedes, tossed her purse in the back seat then headed for St. Joseph’s hospital just a few blocks away. He was tempted to drop her at the ER door and drive away but thought better of it and helped her inside. He explained to the attendant that he found her walking on the street, thought she’d been assaulted, possibly raped and that he would pay any costs incurred.
It must have been a slow night in the ER because she was sedated and in a room a little after sunrise. Bobby went back to his new apartment, made some coffee and armed with the phone number called Christine’s home. It was just after eight in the morning.
 



Chapter Seventy-Two
 
 
“Daryl Woodley,” Bobby said once the male voice answered. He could hear the sound of children in the background. They sounded like very young children.
“Speaking.”
“Mister Woodley, my name is Bobby Custer. I live in St. Paul. I’ve just come from St. Joseph’s Hospital. I brought your wife there a little after three this morning.”
“Christine, Jesus, you found her, is she all right?” he half shouted.
In the background a little voice asked “Is it mommy?”
“Yes, she’s all right, at least as far as I know. I found her on the street, on my way home,” Bobby added trying to ensure a little bit of distance from Christine and her recent activity. “I think she was assaulted. She was bruised, but she didn’t appear to have any broken bones. I just left the hospital maybe an hour ago, she’s in a room, sedated. I’m sorry I don’t have any more information than that.”
“Oh, Jesus,” the voice on the other end cried. “Just a minute, can you hold on while I get a pen?” he said, then obviously set the phone down without waiting for Bobby’s answer.
“Okay, I’m back. I’m sorry, tell me your name again.”
“Bobby Custer.”
“And your number, please?”
Bobby gave him his phone number, then added that he worked for the law firm of Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz just to add some more credibility. As he hung up Daryl Woodley sang “Thank you, thank you, thank you” into the phone.
Bobby woke in the middle of the afternoon. After a shower and two scrambled eggs he turned on his phone to check for messages. Mercifully there weren’t any. As he dressed he debated about going to see Christine. Then, ignoring all the warnings screaming in his head he drove back down to the hospital.
He was given directions in the hospital lobby by a smiling sixteen-year-old with a nametag that read “Information”. Christine had been moved and was now up on the third floor, in 311-B.
The hallways were a pale green in contrast to the pale blue scrubs the staff wore. There were three women seated behind the nurse’s station involved in a conversation that had something to do with the Cat in the Hat. 311-B was just past the nurses’ station and the door was open. Bobby approached cautiously.
A heavyset woman with salt and pepper hair was asleep and snoring in the first bed. Bobby walked past her and stepped beyond the white curtain partially pulled across the room.
A bruised and battered Christine was leaning back in the raised hospital bed focused on a man with a square chin and a hard look on his face. She was dressed in a sleeveless powder blue hospital gown with a matching powder blue nose splint. She held a tissue in her hand and from the look of her blackened eyes she had been crying for a long while. The swelling was still apparent on the left side of her face. Her left eye was purple and swollen closed with a bandage above the eyebrow that Bobby guessed might be covering a stitch or two.
An area larger than he remembered was bruised purple along the left side of her face. Brownish-green traces lingered along the very edge of the bruise. Black and blue marks dotted the upper area of her chest. Her arms, at least what Bobby could see were bruised and looked like someone had squeezed them in a vice grip and then hung on.
Both individuals turned to look at Bobby, the man glared and Christine looked shocked.
“Hi Christine. I wanted to stop in and see how you were doing. It’s me, Bobby, I brought you in last night,” he said hoping she picked up on his prompt and didn’t scream something like “This is all your fault.”
“Bobby, I’m Daryl Woodley, we spoke on the phone this morning. Thank you so much.” The man said as he rose to his feet. He hovered a good two inches above Bobby, was somewhat heavier and in a lot better shape. He thrust a muscular arm in Bobby’s direction and held out his hand. When Bobby took his hand it felt like he was squeezing a brick.
“Very nice to meet you, Daryl. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances. How’s the patient?” Bobby said, then directed his attention back to Christine and tried to signal with a pleading look in his eyes.
“I guess it could have been worse,” she said. Her voice was scratchy, her nose was obviously plugged and she had a panicked look on her face just now. She didn’t sound tired, she sounded exhausted and she blinked back with her one eye.
“Well, I’m sure you’re in good hands here. Listen, I’ll leave you two. Daryl, you’ve got my number if I can be of any help,” Bobby said. He was already backing up, beginning to make his hasty retreat.
Christine slowly closed her eyes looking like she was about to fall asleep. Bobby smiled and took another backwards step in the direction of the door.
“Let me follow you out,” Daryl said softly, then directed Bobby toward the door by placing a hand firmly on his shoulder.
Daryl stopped out in the hallway just beyond the door. He had glanced around before he said anything and then almost whispered when he did speak. “I can’t thank you enough for finding Christine.”
Bobby shook his head suggesting any upstanding citizen would have done the same and hoped that would help bring an end to the conversation before it even began. “I’m just glad she’s all right. I’m sure she’ll look and feel a hundred percent better in another twenty-four hours.”
“In another twenty-four hours I hope to have her in rehab,” Daryl said. “I don’t suppose I have to tell you that she’s suffered a relapse. Jesus, she’s been clean for almost a year, and now this.” He shook his head like it didn’t make any sense to him. Bobby could only hope Christine continued to keep her husband in the dark.
“You, you found her on the street?” Daryl asked softly.
“Yes, by the Courthouse, actually. She was sitting on the sidewalk, leaning against the building. I don’t know, it just didn’t look right so I stopped.” Bobby said.
“Didn’t look right?”
Bobby shook his head to suggest he wasn’t sure. “I can’t really put a handle on it. I think maybe her clothes.”
Daryl’s eyes grew hard.
“They were nice, you know what someone would wear to work. It was late, her head was resting on her knees. I thought she might be crying. Like I said, I don’t really know what it was other than it didn’t seem to add up, so I stopped just to see if she was okay.”
Daryl nodded like it suddenly made sense.
Bobby went for gold. “Once I saw her, I mean her face. She’d been attacked. I figured she had been robbed or something. I thought about calling the police, then thought in the time it would take the cops to get there I could bring her to the hospital.”
“You didn’t see her purse?”
The voice inside Bobby’s head screamed, “You idiot, her purse!”
“No I didn’t. To tell you the truth I was so shocked I didn’t even think of that until just now when you mentioned it. I just wanted to get her someplace safe and have her looked at.” He spoke in a soft, caring voice, making sure Daryl got the message loud and clear that Bobby was the city’s Good Samaritan.
“And you offered to cover her costs?”
“It was the least I could do under the circumstances. I just wanted her looked at and safely in a room. I don’t know what their policy is, but I didn’t want her turned away. I didn’t know if she had insurance or anything.”
“You said you’re a lawyer?”
“I’m with a firm here in town, Denton, Allan, Sawyer and Hinz,” Bobby said dodging the direct question.
Daryl nodded and extended his hand. “I really can’t thank you enough, Bobby. You saved her. Now we’re going to get her well, again.” His eyes watered and he swallowed the lump that was suddenly in his throat.
“You’re both in my prayers,” Bobby said. He smiled and extended his hand while the voice inside his head screamed get the hell out of here.
All the way home the familiar voice was back, screaming Prez. He glanced around the empty underground parking just to make sure he was alone, then pulled Christine’s purse from the floor of the back seat and hurried inside.
 



Chapter Seventy-Three
 
 
Bobby had been lost in a quagmire of Morris Montcreff files for the past few days. He was halfway through a second legal tablet of his own notes, not to mention having become rather adept at navigating the firm’s online references when his desk phone rang.
“This is Bobby,” he said and glanced away from the contract he’d been studying. He pulled the sheet of white paper with a corned beef on bagel sandwich from Cecil’s delicatessen toward him.
“I have a gentleman up here to see you,” Marci said, then lowered her voice. “A police detective.”
Drugs, murder, rape, falsifying documents, firebombing cars, the ticker tape of potential crimes flashing across his mind in red letters with the word WARNING just below seemed endless.
“I’ll be right there,” he said, then quickly wrapped his sandwich and slipped it into the top desk drawer. He brushed the crumbs off his desk and scattered them across the carpet on his way out the door.
On the way to Marci’s receptionist counter he cursed the fact there wasn’t a back staircase he could use to make his getaway. His heartbeat began to pound a little louder in his ears with every step. He passed Angie’s cubicle just as she looked up. She seemed to mouth something, at least her lips moved, but he couldn’t make out what she said over the pounding and he simply nodded.
As he came around the corner Marci moved her head to indicate the grey-suited figure hiding behind a copy of the Wall Street Journal.
“May I help you?” Bobby asked just as the Wall Street Journal came down and Daryl Woodley jumped to his feet.
“Hi Bobby, sorry I didn’t call ahead. I was wondering if I might grab a moment of your time?”
“Of course, great to see you again, Daryl. Come on back,” Bobby said more for Marci’s benefit than anything else, then he added, “How’s Christine doing? The kids?” Just as they rounded the corner and headed back toward his office.
If Daryl had answered any of Bobby’s questions it didn’t register. Bobby felt himself growing more on guard with every step he took. “Please excuse the mess,” he said, stepping into his tiny office. “Grab a seat. Let me get some of this out of the way,” he said then, pushed two stacks of accordion binder files off to the side. He closed the open file on his desk and sat down.
He took a deep breath and caught the sent of raw onions and corned beef seeping out of his desk drawer. He leaned forward, rested his elbows on the desk and asked, “Is this business or pleasure, Daryl?” Immediately regretting the question the moment the words had passed over his lips.
“Little of both, I guess. First off, I just wanted to say thanks, again. I mean if it wasn’t for you…” Daryl’s voice trailed off. He stared somewhere over Bobby’s shoulder possibly at a number of uncomfortable options.
“I’m just glad she’s okay,” Bobby replied.
Daryl nodded. “She back in treatment, the department has some pull so I was able to get her in right away. It’s gonna be at least ninety days.” He looked up at Bobby. “I just wanted to ask you about that night again. Some of it just isn’t making sense.”
“Okay. Not sure I’ll be able to add anything, but go ahead.” He smiled and attempted to swallow the fear in his voice.
“You say you saw her on the street?”
“Yeah. Not actually on the street itself. She was sitting on the sidewalk, leaning against the Courthouse. Like I said it just didn’t look right. Can’t tell you why, exactly.” Bobby shook his head reminding himself to shut up.
“Which side of the building was this?”
“That would have been the north side, the one across from the Lowery building.”
Daryl nodded like this made sense, but then said, “Not exactly a main thoroughfare, mind me asking what you were doing at that hour?”
Bobby shook his head suggesting he didn’t mind at all, while the alarm bells sounded in his head. “I do that from time to time, I love the building, itself.”
“The Courthouse?”
“Yeah,” Bobby shrugged to suggest ‘Isn’t that crazy?’ “So I zipped around the building, but it’s the park up in front of the library I really enjoy. You know all the lights on the hundred-year-old trees. Then you’ve got the Landmark Center on one side and all lit up, the library, the theatre, no real traffic. I just find it very relaxing, soothing I guess. I probably drive around the thing at least once a week.”
“In the middle of the night?”
Careful, careful… “Not usually,” Bobby said and smiled.
“And what, you couldn’t sleep Friday night?”
“Exactly,” Bobby said and then just smiled.
“You said you didn’t see her purse?”
“That’s right, but like I said before, I was so shocked and well to tell the truth, I was damn scared. I just wanted to get the two of us into the car and the hell out of there. I didn’t see anything or anyone, but it was obvious she had been assaulted and I didn’t know if the person or persons were still around or maybe coming back. I’m sorry, Daryl, but given everything, I didn’t even think to look for her purse. Frankly the thing could have been right next to her, but I was in such a panic mode that even if it was right there, well it just didn’t register with me.”
Daryl nodded, then sort of frowned as if he was thinking of something else. Eventually he looked up at Bobby. “Well, I’d better get out of your hair looks like you’ve got a lot to do,” he said indicating the stacks of files. He rose to his feet and extended his hand. “I want to thank you once again, Bobby.”
Bobby shook his hand and said, “Come on, I’ll walk you out.”
 



Chapter Seventy-Four
 
 
Bobby glanced at his watch a half dozen times as the elevator carried him up to the fourth floor. He unlocked the door to his unit, closed it behind him and turned the deadbolt lock. He hurried into the kitchen and pulled the window shade. He opened a cabinet door beneath the granite-topped island and pulled out Christine’s purse, dumped the contents out across the black granite counter and wondered ‘What the hell had he been thinking?’
He pushed her phone, a quarter and two dimes off to the side, grabbed a white plastic garbage bag and shoveled two tubes of mascara, lipsticks, a blusher compact, Tampax, eyeliner, nail polish, a broken nail file, car keys, children’s photos, two condoms and half a Milky Way candy bar into the trash bag.
He rifled through her pocketbook, her driver’s license was there along with a half dozen photos of two little boys and another photo that looked like her husband Daryl from about ten years ago. Bobby didn’t see any credit cards and there wasn’t a hint of the two hundred dollars he’d handed her that afternoon.
He turned his attention to her phone and scrolled through her text messages, there were close to a dozen. The ones from Daryl read: “Didn’t hear you leave…” “Running late?” “Where are you?” “Are you all right?” “I’m worried?” “You’re scaring the boys!!!” and finally “Fuck You”. They began a little after five on Friday morning and stopped shortly after midnight Saturday morning.
There were two other messages, both from Prez. The first one came early Friday morning, “Don’t forget the raincoat” it said. The time made sense but the message didn’t and Bobby tossed it back and forth in his mind for a minute before he gave up.
The second contact from Prez was a text message and read, “Party corner of Charles and St. Alban’s 5:30, treat for you!” It had been sent late on Friday afternoon, after Christine had met Bobby and before Bobby’s disastrous meeting with Prez.
Bobby thought back to that meeting. Someone had been in Prez’s car honking the horn. He figured it had been a woman, he just never dreamed it might have been Christine. Then Prez’s parting words drifted back, “Bobby, you think I just been sitting around like some stupid street punk you can screw whenever you feel like it. Fuck you, man, I got my own sources.”
He hadn’t stop thinking about it two hours later. He’d taken the trash bag with the makeup and the debris from Christine’s purse and tossed them in a dumpster behind the grocery store. Then he left the empty purse in a city receptacle for trash on a busy street corner.
Just now he was driving across the Ford Bridge, running over the Mississippi river between Minneapolis and St. Paul. The passenger window was down and at just about the point where he reached the middle of the bridge he slowed and tossed Christine’s phone out the window. It sailed over the concrete rail and down into the Mississippi below.
He drove on past the vacant industrial acres where the hundred-year-old Ford assembly plant once stood, then continued up the Ford Parkway hill and pulled into a retail area. He parked, climbed out of the Mercedes and walked over to a grated storm sewer. He stood over the sewer holding the small green SIM card from Christine’s phone between his thumb and forefinger. He centered his aim, then dropped the SIM card, watching as it bounced off the top of the storm sewer, fell through one of the gaps in the steel grate and disappeared from view.
Just on the off-chance, he drove past his old apartment. It looked like the kitchen light was on and shining out the window. He stared but kept driving, positive he hadn’t left a light on. It could mean only one thing, Prez. He checked his rear view mirror, but didn’t see Prez’s vehicle. He drove around the block, past the front of the building and couldn’t spot anything that suggested Prez was around.
He drove home, pulled into the underground parking and looked around carefully before he climbed out of the car, then he hurried onto the elevator and up to the fourth floor.
 



Chapter Seventy-Five
 
 
Bobby was deeply immersed in more of Morris Montcreff’s files when his office phone rang.
“This is Bobby,” he answered.
“Bobby, this is Daryl Woodley.”
Alarm bells immediately sounded in Bobby’s head.
“Daryl, how are things?”
“Question for you,” Daryl said ignoring Bobby’s question. “Do you know anyone in Arizona or maybe New Mexico?”
“Arizona or New Mexico,” Bobby repeated cautiously. “No, can’t say that I do.”
“Ever been down there? Maybe a little week-long vacation or something just to get the frost out of your feet in winter.” 
“Not a bad idea, but no I’ve never been able to do that. I guess I never had much of an inclination.” Bobby took a chance. “What’s this about Daryl? You got a condo down there?”
“I wish. No, nothing like that. I got a notification someone tried to make a couple of purchases, get a cash advance using our VISA card down there. I’m guessing whoever ran off with Christine’s purse got the cards.”
“And you’re thinking I did that?” Bobby conjured up a fairly strong indignant tone.
“That might be a bit strong, I just wondered is all.”
“A couple of things, Daryl. First, anything like that was most likely done online, probably no more than a mile or two from where one of us is sitting. Second, do you really think I’m the sort of individual who would do that? Let alone try and pull that stunt within a week of finding your wife on the street? Give me a break,” he said piling on more of the indignant tone.
“Just had to check, I don’t know, thought maybe you might have run into someone like that when you were vacationing up in Duluth,” he said and let that hang there.
Bobby felt his heart skip a beat and decided to go for broke.
“Yeah, that’s right, Daryl. I did four-plus years of a seven-year sentence because I mishandled a trust fund. I’ve paid my debt, I’m working, I’m trying to put my life back together. You know, like your wife Christine. Only I didn’t have someone hand me a blank check when I got out and tell me they would cover any expenses.”
“Damn it, my wife was assaulted…”
“Please don’t take offense, Daryl, or actually do, I don’t give a flying fuck. I found your wife on the street. I didn’t know she was a druggy. I thought she might be mentally handicapped. I did think someone had probably assaulted her and from what I could tell she was in need of medical attention so I took her to the nearest hospital and yes, I offered to pay the bill. Maybe next time I’ll know better. Anything else?”
“Look Bobby, I’m sorry if I offended you. It’s just, well, you have to admit it’s a little strange. Christine working for the County and all.”
“Offended me? Oh, no Daryl, you didn’t just offend me. You really pissed me off. You insulted me. I’m still not sorry I stopped to assist someone, in this instance your wife, who was in desperate need of help. Obviously that physical assault is the least of her problems and I wish both of you well on that score. Beyond that, I don’t think we have much to discuss. Was there anything else?”
“Bobby, I have to ask…”
“Daryl, I had better get back to work.” Bobby said and hung up. He waited for fifteen minutes to see if Daryl Woodley phoned back. Thankfully he didn’t. Bobby took out his cell and phoned Prez, he ended up leaving a message.
“Prez, call me. You’ve got a potential problem.”
He phoned again at the end of his work day and left the same message. His phone rang just as he was about to climb into bed.
“You plan on coming home tonight?”
“Prez, thanks for finding the time to fit me in.”
“You coming home?”
Bobby ignored the question. “You have a potential problem.”
“Yeah, what’s that?”
 “It’s more of a who, actually. Christine Woodley.”
“Talk about crazy,” Prez half laughed.
“Yeah well, I hope it was worth it. She’s back in rehab.”
“How do you know that?”
“Her husband, who happens to be a cop by the way, a detective, told me. They’re looking for whoever kicked the shit out of her. Pretty safe guess they aren’t going to stop until they find the guy.”
“That wasn’t me who did that. She just got a little greedy is all and pissed someone off.”
“You dumb shit. You put her in the hospital.”
“I already told you it wasn’t me.”
“Where’s her car?”
“She traded it.”
“What?”
“You listening, she traded it, for crack and some meth. No one forced her.”
“You’re at my apartment, aren’t you?” He visualized Prez sitting in a chair tilted back staring out the window at nothing. He waited, but no reply seemed to be forthcoming.
“Prez, get the urn with your mother’s ashes out of there. Then get hold of whoever has that car and tell them to get rid of it. The police are looking for it, the thing belongs to a goddamned detective’s wife.”
“When you coming home?”
“Right now I think it would be a good idea for both of us if we didn’t see one another.”
Prez let loose with a long exhale into his phone. “Suit yourself, high and mighty,” he said, then hung up.
It only took Bobby a minute to come up with a plan.
 



Chapter Seventy-Six
 
 
“Mr. Custer,” Morris Montcreff said into his phone and waited.
“Yes, sir,” Bobby responded. He set down the file he’d been reviewing and took a deep breath.
“Well?”
“I think it’s a discussion we should have in person, sir. Nothing concerning your contractual obligations by the way or anything I’ve come across thus far reviewing your files.”
“Oh?” Montcreff sounded halfway interested.
“Yes, sir.”
Morris Montcreff exhaled into the phone. It reminded Bobby of Prez doing the same thing the night before. “Okay, I can give you fifteen minutes. You know the Starbucks…” Montcreff proceeded to give Bobby directions to a particular location where they would meet at five o’clock, then promptly hung up without waiting for a reply.
Bobby was at Starbucks ten minutes early and went in to order a coffee. He was reading the menu posted up high on the wall when someone tapped him on the shoulder and said, “Mr. Montcreff will see you outside.”
Morris Montcreff was waiting in the parking lot. He was sitting in the back seat of a black limo with two formidable-looking body guards. While the man who tapped Bobby on the shoulder searched him for a weapon the guy in the passenger seat climbed out of the car and waited politely. He opened the rear door for Bobby once the pat down had been completed.
“No, I’m not interested in doing that,” Montcreff was saying into his phone and nodded as Bobby climbed in.
The air conditioning was a welcome sensation after standing out in the heat and humidity while some guy with a hook nose rubbed his hands between Bobby’s legs looking for a gun. Bobby recognized the driver as the same one who had driven the Humvee when he first met Morris Montcreff. The man sat behind the wheel and stared straight ahead.
“I’ll look forward to hearing from you,” Montcreff said sounding like he didn’t mean a word of it, then disconnected his cell and turned toward Bobby.
“Sorry about that, afraid you’ve only got twelve minutes now,” he said without smiling.
“Not a problem sir, there’s something that came to my attention. I just thought you should be aware of it. Not sure it’s going to be a problem, but I don’t want to have either one of us surprised.”
“And this concerns what, exactly.”
“Two brothers named Dubuque and Mobile,” Bobby said, then counted to three giving the names a chance to have an effect.
Montcreff’s facial expression didn’t give anything away so Bobby gulped and forged ahead.
“When we were first introduced I mentioned that I had met and become acquainted with Prez Clarken through the death of his mother, Kate Clarken. I think I indicated my suspicion that he may have been involved in their demise. I…”
“May have been involved? No, you told me he killed them because they killed his mother,” Montcreff interrupted.
Bobby nodded and felt the sweat beginning to run down his back. “Here’s the thing, I filed some paperwork for Prez Clarken.” Montcreff suddenly focused more intently. “Nothing really complicated, just a power of attorney and a couple of other documents actually. I thought if I could help the guy out, I could gradually distance myself. Anyway, I needed a little help from a contact I had at the County, I put her in touch with Prez. One thing led to another, apparently he caused her to relapse, she’s back on drugs, crack cocaine. She was assaulted, ended up in the hospital and now I guess she’s back in rehab.”
“I don’t see how any of this has anything to do with me.”
“I’m not sure it does, sir. Unfortunately it turns out her husband is a cop, a detective actually. Guy named Daryl Woodley. He came to see me at my office yesterday. He didn’t have Prez’s name, I didn’t give it to him. But just looking down the road. If he get’s Prez, maybe puts some pressure on him, Prez mentions Dubuque and Mobile and possibly you by association, maybe just to save his own skin. Well, you can see how things could get out of hand rather quickly.”
“How did this cop end up on your doorstep?”
“She works or worked, at County. Like I said, I had filed some paperwork for Prez. I’m not sure if she mentioned me to her husband or they just went through a list of people she may have been in contact with through the course of County business. What worries me is if his wife did mention me, she may have mentioned this Prez character. After all he’s the one who supplied her with the drugs. If the police get to Prez and lean on him maybe he gives up Dubuque and Mobile….”
“They aren’t going to say anything,” Montcreff snorted.
“Yeah I know, but if he ties it into his friend Arundel getting his throat slit. His mother being shot…you see? It’s two and possibly four unsolved cases cleared up.” Then Bobby hastily added, “I’m sure you didn’t have anything to do with either situation but, well, do you need the police poking around?”
“You think he’d be that stupid, this Prez idiot?”
“I think I don’t know what he’d do under the circumstances. I do know there’s a cop, in fact a detective, with a wife who was assaulted. She was most likely raped after Prez got her back on the drugs. I think it’s fair to assume that detective could put a lot of pressure on a guy like Prez and then who knows? I’m just thinking forewarned is forearmed,” Bobby said, then hoped Montcreff didn’t give the nod to have him taken out and shot.
 



Chapter Seventy-Seven
 
 
Bobby drove past his old apartment just to see if he might spot Prez’s car. He didn’t. The sun was at an angle and reflecting off the window making it virtually impossible to determine if the kitchen light was still on and he could see no advantage to actually entering the place. Instead he thought it made more sense to pick up a thick pork chop and a bottle of wine for dinner, then head home.
He ate his dinner at the kitchen counter, sipped a pleasant Cabernet and surfed online. He had the deadbolt locked on the front door and from time to time stared at his cell phone sitting on the counter. He finished the wine and went to bed halfway through the news at ten. He slept fitfully and dragged himself into the shower the following morning.
On the way into the office he used the pay phone at the Super America to call Prez. He didn’t get an answer and he didn’t leave a message. He phoned Prez from a pay phone in the First Bank building early that afternoon and from a different Super America again on his way home hanging up both times once the message recording began.
He locked his deadbolt the moment he closed the door behind him, then turned on his laptop and got online. He left the laptop on, viewed the occasional video on YouTube and worked his way through a bottle of Merlot until he went to bed a little after midnight.
He set his breakfast aside, ate a moderate dish of frozen yogurt to calm his stomach and left for the office. The large figure leaning against his Mercedes in the secure underground parking lot looked ominously familiar.
Hippo leaned against the driver’s door of the Mercedes with his arms folded. He wore a pair of camouflage trousers cut off about mid-calf, possibly the largest pair Bobby had ever seen. His enormous upper body was stuffed into a grey T-shirt with the moniker Swim Team, which would seem to lead to all sorts of questions.
Hippo remained focused and made no effort to move as Bobby approached. For his part, Bobby was calculating how quickly he could outrun the big man provided he didn’t have a gun and then considered which of the two exits was the closest. Bobby stopped maybe fifteen feet from his Mercedes and didn’t say anything.
Hippo continued to lean against the Mercedes and study Bobby. Eventually he exhaled audibly, then said, “Dubuque and Mobile, they were my brothers.” It wasn’t so much a statement as it was an explanation.
“I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t realize they were related, were family. Really sorry.”
Hippo nodded, then said, “Montcreff said it was you that found out about it, this fuck named Precious, called himself Prez. You told Montcreff he’s the one snuffed Dubuque and Mobile.”
“Yeah, I’m afraid that’s right, at least as I understand it.”
“How’d you find out?”
“I was giving a woman a ride, name of Kate Clarken, they were after her, I guess, I didn’t know her, I was just doing my job. Anyway, this Precious, Prez guy, he was her son. He kept following me, showing up at my apartment, threatening me and shit. I figured it was something Mr. Montcreff should know about, ‘case this bastard led to problems down the road.”
“You know where I can find him.”
“You give me your cellphone number I’ll get that information to you in about the next ninety minutes.”
“You don’t have it with you, you don’t remember it?”
“I’ll give you an address, his cell number, his license number, I don’t keep that in my head. I can tell you he has at least two weapons, pistols, automatics, big. Oh, and he’s got a silencer for at least one of them.”
Hippo thought about that for a moment, then gave his cell number to Bobby and walked over to the elevator and pressed the button. As the doors opened he turned to Bobby and said, “Ninety minutes, I expect to hear from you.” Then the doors closed and Bobby was left alone in the parking garage.
 



Chapter Seventy-Eight
 
 
He wrote down Prez’s cellphone number and the license number of his SUV, copied Arundel’s address off the power of attorney document and headed for the office elevators.
“Will you be back today, Mr. Custer?” Marci asked, flashing her shark smile. It was just a little before nine in the morning.
“Back in fifteen minutes, just a short errand.”
Bobby took the elevator down to the second floor and hurried along the skyway system of second-floor corridors through two other buildings until he came to the First National Bank building. He took the escalator down to the first floor, walked over to one of the few remaining pay phones and dialed Hippo’s number.
After the third ring Hippo answered with a grunt.
“I’ve got that address for you,” Bobby said, then read off the address to Hippo. “Here’s the license number on his SUV, it’s black with chrome wheel rims, the kind that spin. You want his cellphone number?”
“Give it to me.”
Bobby reeled off the number, Hippo repeated it. 
“That’s it,” Bobby said. “I should tell you the cops might be looking for him, too. I guess he got some cop’s wife strung out, some ex-junkie who got herself raped, robbed, traded her car for another fix. Ended up in the hospital, guess she’s back in rehab now. Anyway, just be careful and make sure the cops aren’t watching him.”
“Are they watching him?”
“Not that I’m aware, they may not even know about him yet. But they will sooner or later, just make sure it’s not sooner.”
“‘Preciate the heads up,” Hippo said, then hung up.
 



Chapter Seventy-Nine
 
 
Bobby was in the living room lounging on his couch in front of the flat-screen, sipping the last of his wine. He was not looking forward to tomorrow and was in the process of watching the news on the flat-screen when he saw the report of a car that had been set on fire in the State Park down along the river. The camera panned to show what was left of a burned out SUV. It could have been Prez’s, maybe those were the same distinctive forty-inch wheel rims beamed on the flat-screen for a second and a half, maybe not. Then again, it could have been any one of a thousand vehicles in the metro area. No further information was available and after sixty seconds the News broke to a yogurt commercial, but it had been just enough to let Bobby feel hopeful, maybe.
He suddenly heard something. He gave a casual glance over his shoulder and there was Hippo standing behind him.
“Jesus Christ, how in the hell did you … God you scared me half to death. What? Where? God, sorry, it’s just that I didn’t expect to, to see you. How did you get in here? Is everything all right?”
“Mr. Montcreff is downstairs. He’d like to see you, should probably bring your car keys.”
“My car keys?”
“Now, he don’t like to be kept waiting.”
They rode the elevator down to the garage level. Neither of them spoke on the way down. When the doors opened Bobby saw the black SUV pulled into the parking spot next to his Mercedes. The front passenger door opened and a thick-necked thug stepped out of the vehicle, walked to the rear and opened the rear hatch.
Hippo gave Bobby a push from behind and they headed toward the vehicles. As they drew closer the window on the back seat lowered and Morris Montcreff looked out at Bobby.
“Glad you could join us, Mr. Custer. Need some of your help, your expertise as it were. Would you mind opening your trunk?”
“The trunk, to my car?”
“Yes, the Mercedes, the white vehicle just next to us. Would you mind terribly? We need your help.”
“Sure, sure, not a problem Mr. Montcreff, no problem at all.” Bobby said hurrying over to the Mercedes, he clicked the unlock button on his keys, the lights blinked in time to the two quiet honks of the horn and the trunk rose up.”
“Very well, Dennis,” Montcreff called and the thick-necked thug at the rear of the vehicle hoisted a black trash bag out of the rear of the car and half swung the bag into the trunk of the Mercedes. From the way he carried it and the thump it made as it settled into the vehicle it held some weight.
“What, what is this?”
“All in a day’s work, Custer, all in a day’s work.” Montcreff said just as the thug swung a second bag into the trunk.
Bobby shook his head and looked at Montcreff, afraid to ask anything else.
The thug placed a third bag in the trunk, this one substantially lighter. He laid it down somewhat gently, then carefully rolled the sides of the black plastic bag down. He kept his arm outstretched as if he were trying to remain as far away as possible from whatever the contents were.
“Go ahead, Custer, take a peek at your handiwork,” Montcreff chuckled.
Bobby slowly edged over toward the bag the thug held open, taking half steps and leaning forward in an effort to remain as far away as physically possible.
Hippo sudden stormed in from behind, grabbed him by the arm and slammed him into the rear of the Mercedes.
The thug held the bag open and Bobby glanced in at Prez’s head. There was a hole roughly between his eyes, slightly off center and up toward the left by just a bit. The upper back portion of his skull was gone.
Bobby felt his legs begin to shake and then fail him altogether as he dropped to the floor of the garage, bouncing his head off the rear of the car as he went down. He landed on all fours, took a deep breath in an attempt to calm his stomach and vomited.
“Jesus Christ,” the thug shouted and jumped out of the way.
Hippo and Montcreff chuckled.
Bobby coughed, spit a couple of times, then looked up at Montcreff smiling out the window. The thug was just climbing back into the front seat, grumbling, “Stupid bastard almost got my shoes.”
“Appreciate you cleaning up this little matter, Custer. I’ll expect a call from you first thing in the morning.”
“But what am I supposed to do with….”
“We’ll chat tomorrow,” Montcreff said, then raised his window and the SUV drove off.
“Thanks for your help,” Hippo said. He reached inside his pocket, pulled out his cell phone and took a quick picture of Bobby kneeling on the floor of the garage next to his Mercedes. The hand on a severed arm hung out of one of the black plastic bags. “Better hurry, with this hot weather he’s gonna start to smell like shit.”
“Oh yeah, one other thing, you get any upstanding citizen sort of ideas,” Hippo said and pressed the screen on his phone a couple of times and held it up so Bobby could hear. It wasn’t the clearest recording, somewhat scratchy, but unfortunately, there wasn’t any question.
“I’ve got that address for you,” Bobby’s voice said, then read off the address. “Here’s the license number on his SUV, it’s black with chrome wheel rims, the kind that spin. You want his cellphone number?”
“Give it to me.”
Bobby’s voice reeled off the number, Hippo’s voice repeated it. 
“That’s it,” Bobby said. “I should tell you the cops might be looking for him, too. I guess he got some cop’s wife strung out, some ex-junkie who got herself raped, robbed, traded her car for another fix. Ended up in the hospital, I hear she’s back in rehab now. Anyway just make sure the cops aren’t watching him.”
“Are they, watching him?”
“Not that I’m aware, they may not even know about him, yet. But they will sooner or later, just make sure it’s not sooner.”
“‘Preciate the heads up.” Hippo chuckled then clicked off his phone and looked down at Bobby. “Guess we sort of got you by the balls. Better get this shit cleaned up, then call Mr. Montcreff in the morning, and you know he don’t like waiting.”
With that Hippo walked back to the elevator, stepped inside and disappeared.
Bobby looked at the black trash bags stuffed with Prez’s head and body parts in the trunk of the Mercedes and wondered what in the hell he was going to do?
 
The End
 
 
 
Sorry to leave you hanging, but you’ll find the first chapters of Corridor Man 2, Opportunity Knocks, following this brief message. Check it out and you’ll have a pretty good idea of what Bobby’s up to, that is, if he can get out of this mess.
 



Mick James
 
 
Corridor Man 2
Opportunity Knocks
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
Bobby checked his forehead in the rearview mirror as he pulled onto the interstate and headed east. The goose egg was red, throbbed in time to his racing heartbeat, felt like it was still growing and frankly, was the least of his problems right now.
He had no idea where he was going. He just knew that he had to get out of town and dispose of the cargo in the trunk of his car. For the umpteenth time he replayed the evening’s events, Hippo suddenly appearing in his apartment and dragging him down to the underground parking level. A smiling Morris Montcreff lowering the window in the SUV, asking Bobby for help and then telling him to open the trunk on his Mercedes. That thug loading the black trash bags into Bobby’s trunk and holding one of the bags open so Bobby could get a good close look at Prez’s severed head. Last but not least, there was Prez’s head with a perfectly round bullet hole in his forehead and the back of his skull blown off.
Bobby had lost it at that point and bounced his forehead off the rear of the car as he’d momentarily fainted and then threw up. He smacked his lips as he passed the 694 interchange, then ran his tongue over his teeth still tasting a hint of acrid vomit.
He was suddenly on the bridge over the St. Croix River heading into Wisconsin and he nervously joked to himself that it was a federal crime to transport trash bags filled with body parts across state lines.
He drove past Hudson, the River Falls exit, an hour later past the three exits leading into Eau Claire. He continued south for another hour, seemingly on auto-pilot before he pulled off the interstate and into a twenty-four hour truck stop to refuel. He went inside to pay cash in advance rather than leave a credit card trail. While he was waiting to pay he spied a children’s display; beach towels, little metal shovels and sand buckets. He grabbed three buckets and shovels and placed them on the counter.
“Got kids?” The cashier asked, taking Bobby’s cash in her hand.
“Yeah, three, little girls. Pack of Marlboro’s and some matches, too please.”
“They’ll love it, the buckets, supposed to be a perfect weekend for the beach,” she said, grabbed the cigarettes, rang up his sale and handed him the change.
Bobby grabbed the pails and little shovels, the cigarettes, along with a pack of matches and hurried back to his car. He pulled a copy of the Milwaukee Journal from the trash can next to the gas pump then got behind the wheel and drove away.
Rather than pull back on the interstate he headed west along the county road then took a right onto a gravel road two miles later. He drove on for a few minutes until he reached a point where he was almost out of sight of any farmhouse lights and turned onto another gravel road that appeared less traveled.
About a mile later he passed what looked like an abandoned farm house. The fields around it were planted with corn that looked almost ready to harvest, although Bobby didn’t really have a clue.
The house was two stories tall with a peaked roof and a lot of peeling paint. The middle of the front porch sagged a good four feet where one of the posts was missing. The windows all appeared to be broken and a portion of the chimney had fallen onto the roof. He turned off his headlights and slowly drove up the overgrown drive to the rear of the house. Behind the house and across a weedy patch the walls of a barn had fallen in on one another. What was left of the roof had collapsed on top.
Bobby stepped out of his car and approached the rubble. Trees and brush grew up in the spaces between the ancient siding boards and timbers that had to be at least a hundred years old. What had been the door to a hayloft sat just a few feet in from the edge of the rubble.
Bobby grabbed the newspaper, tore the pages apart and crumpled them into the hayloft opening then added small bits of siding. The lumber was light, dry and easy to break across his knee. He built a small pyramid over the crumbled newspaper then hurried back to his car and opened the trunk. He hoisted the heaviest bag out of the trunk and dragged it over to the pyramid, then ran back and pulled out the second bag, leaving only the bag containing Prez’s head in the trunk.
He used some pages from the paper as a protective pad and pulled first an arm, then a foot, next a hand until he had everything except Prez’s head arraigned around the small pyramid. He stacked larger and larger boards and timbers over the body parts until he had constructed a pyre a good seven to eight feet high. He bent over, struck a match and lit the paper.
Within a minute the wood began crackling, at eight minutes the fire was beginning to roar, quickly spreading to other areas of the barn rubble as Bobby made his way back to the county road.
He guessed it would be a volunteer fire department that would respond. They wouldn’t be there for at least a half hour and then, only if someone had called. If they did arrive, hopefully they’d take a look around, make sure the fire didn’t reach the abandoned house and probably just let the thing burn.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
He pulled onto the interstate and headed back toward St. Paul. An hour later he took the second Eau Claire exit and pulled into the Best Western parking lot right along the interstate. There was what looked like a garage on the far side of the parking lot, away from the office and next to some sort of tool shed. Bobby parked in the lot, grabbed the metal sand shovels and made his way around the shed walking toward the interstate.
The area behind the garage held a line of trees with brush and prairie grass which seemed perfect. The last thing he wanted was something tended by the state highway department. It was a cloudless night and he walked out toward the interstate, until he was at the edge of the shadows and began to dig. The handle broke off the first shovel at about ten inches, the second broke a few inches later, then ever so cautiously he dug another six to eight inches.
He hurried back to his car, but had to wait at the corner of the shed while some drunk staggered up to a side door entrance to the motel then fumbled with the electronic lock for the next five minutes.
Once he felt it was all clear Bobby grabbed the bag holding Prez’s head and ran back to the hole he’d dug. He rolled the head out of the bag and into the hole where it landed face down and he began to shovel the dirt he’d excavated back in the hole. The first shovelful filled the section the size of his fist where Prez’s skull had been blown off and in just a few minutes the hole was filled. Bobby carefully replanted the prairie grass he’d dug out not twenty minutes before, stomping it down with his foot and envisioning Prez’s face being ground into the soil almost two feet below.
He made a right turn out of the parking lot and saw the interstate exit up ahead. A moment later he pulled over so the flashing lights coming up in his rearview mirror could pass by, but felt his heart jump as the vehicle pulled in behind him and flashed a large spotlight on the Mercedes.
Between the spotlight and the flashing lights on top of the car Bobby couldn’t tell what the make or the color was. A large figure eventually stepped out, squared a Smokey the Bear hat on his head and headed toward the Mercedes. Bobby lowered the driver’s side window then placed his hands in plain sight on the steering wheel.
“Good morning, sir. How are you doing?”
“Fine thank you, is there a problem, Officer?”
“Did you happen to see that stop sign?”
“Stop sign?”
“Coming out of the Best Western parking lot. It’s been there for sixteen years and you drove right through it.”
“Sorry, no sir, I guess I didn’t see it.”
“You staying there, at the Best Western?”
“Actually, no I’m not. I’m driving back to the twin cities, I was feeling tired so I just came off the interstate and pulled into that parking lot to close my eyes for a bit.”
The patrolman nodded, focused briefly on the goose egg on Bobby’s forehead then said, “Have you been drinking, sir?”
“I had a glass of wine about eight o’clock last night.”
“Just the one?”
“Yes, sir.”
He seemed to think about that for a moment. “May I see your driver’s license?”
“It’s in my wallet in my back pocket, I’ll have to get it out.”
“Go ahead.”
Bobby pulled his wallet out of his pocket, then pulled the license out of the wallet and handed it to the patrolman.
“Humpf, Custer, any relation?” 
“No, thankfully. If I was, I probably wouldn’t be here,” Bobby said and smiled.
The patrolman looked at Bobby, and a smile slowly spread across his face. “Yeah, I guess that would be right. Okay, Mr. Custer, just a verbal warning this morning, let’s watch those stop signs, drive careful and enjoy your time in Wisconsin,” he said then handed the driver’s license to Bobby and walked back to his car.
Bobby felt like he was going to throw up. From where he sat he could almost see the area off to the right where he’d just buried Prez’s severed head a few minutes ago. Just an hour and a half south of here he’d burnt Prez’s body in a pile of barn rubble.
The patrol car sat there for a long moment before the spot light was turned off and then the flashing lights went off. A few seconds later the vehicle made a quick U turn and headed up the road. Bobby watched until the tail lights disappeared over a hill before he put the Mercedes in drive and stayed five miles under the speed limit for the rest of his drive home.
He tossed the trash bags in a dumpster at a construction site close to downtown then made his way home, being careful not to speed. He threw his clothes in the washer and scrubbed his shoes. His heart was still pounding after he showered and shaved. On the way into the office he dropped the shoes and cleaned clothes in a donation box outside a Lutheran church. He was sitting at his desk still trying to calm down just before seven.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
At nine he phoned Morris Montcreff.
“Yes.”
“Mr. Montcreff, just wanted to let you know I was able to attend to that small problem you mentioned yesterday evening.”
“Were you now?”
“Yes sir, not a worry.”
“Very well, Thank you, Bobby. I must say initially I had my doubts, but I’m impressed. Of course we’ll have to wait and see if there are any loose ends.”
“I can assure you, there won’t be.”
“I should hope not,” he didn’t have to add, “for your sake.” “Anything else?”
“No sir, you had said you wanted me to check in this morning, that’s all I’m doing.”
“Thank you,” Montcreff said and hung up.
Bobby sat staring at the empty walls in his small office and took a series of deep breaths until he could feel his heart rate gradually begin to slow down. Had it been a test? An attempt to get him out of the way? Or maybe it was just a warning. What he wanted to do was run home and lock the door, but then what would that accomplish? Hippo apparently had a key.
He phoned Angie’s extension.
“This is Angie,” she answered sounding very businesslike.
“Hey Angie, Bobby how’s my favorite person in records?”
“Fine thanks, what do you need?”
Out late last night or just a fight with your husband? he wondered. “I’d like to review those Montcreff files, the last two from yesterday and maybe the next three or four.”
“Anything else?”
“No, that should do it.”
“I’ll have them to you in the next few minutes,” she said and hung up.
Not a happy camper he thought then went back to fixating on his scenic drive through the wilds of Wisconsin last night and Morris Montcreff.
Angie didn’t bother to knock a few minutes later. She simply pushed the door open with her hip and stepped into his office carrying a two foot stack of green accordion files which she carefully set on the edge of his desk.
“Anything else?” she said and Bobby noticed she stared for just the briefest of moments at the swollen bruise on his forehead.
“No, this is more than enough. You okay, Angie?”
“Why, do you think I’m doing a lousy job, too?”
“Hey, take it easy. You’ve done nothing but help me. What’s wrong?”
“Why should anything have to be wrong?”
“I don’t know, you were short on the phone, your tone just now, the lousy job comment. Someone giving you a hard time?”
She pushed his door closed and crossed her arms. “Apparently I lost some file belonging to Mr. Hinz.”
“Benny? I thought he was still out in Napa Valley?”
She shook her head. “Believe me, he’s back. He waved some fucking County receipt in my face from the end of last May. Said he didn’t have a record of it in his office and wanted to know what I had done with the file. If he doesn’t have a record of it why would I have the damn thing? Anyway, that fat ass read me the riot act, threatened to terminate me if I didn’t come up with the file.”
“Can he even do that?”
“He might seem laid back, but he’s got a reputation for being a real a-hole. As for terminating me, he’s one of the principles if you’d care to check our letterhead, they all think they walk on water. Believe me, he can do anything he wants. God, I’m so screwed,” she said then her eyes tear up and she bit her lower lip. “Oh shit.”
Bobby remembered Christine Woodley telling him she’d sent the receipt to Bennett Hinz when she was in the process of sliding down the drain. He meant to get hold of the thing before Bennett ever saw it, but between Prez, Montcreff, Hippo, and God only knew what else, he had completely forgotten. Christ!
“Do you have the receipt?”
 Angie sniffled then nodded as she brushed a tear off her cheek. “I have it back in my office. It’s just that I’ve worked so hard to get this far, busted my ass. He’s gonna have me fired, I just know it. I….”
“Can you bring me the receipt? I know some folks down at County. You mind if I check into it.”
“I don’t want to involve you, Bobby he was really pissed off.”
“I won’t tell him. Let me do some checking, okay? See if I can’t get it straightened out.”
“You sure? It’s just that I don’t know….”
“Let me see the receipt, it’s got a document number, we can sort of work backwards. Who knows maybe he slipped it into the wrong file and you have it somewhere in the file room, it’s just that he screwed it up. Go on, you get that receipt and I’ll make a phone call or two.”
“Oh, thanks, I don’t know what to...”
“Angie, relax we’ll get this sorted out, I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. Let me take a look.”
She seemed to visibly relax a bit or at least dial down a notch. “I’ll be right back,” she said and hurried out the door. She was back in less than two minutes with the receipt.
“Here it is, apparently there are a number of documents, it just doesn’t seem to make any sense. The names don’t ring a bell, and it’s usually not the sort of work Mr. Hinz is involved with. This is something that would normally be handed off to one of the paras. He’s going to just ream me a new….”
“Angie, let me make some phone calls and we’ll see if we can’t get it sorted. Matter of fact, now that I think about it, it might be better if I just went down there.”
“I don’t mean to impose with my headache and ruin your day.”
Bobby held up his hand. “You’re not ruining anything, let me see what I can find out.”
“Thanks, so much, I’d better get back to working, you’ll let me know right away, won’t you?”
“Soon as I find something out,” he said. Then he got up from behind his desk and ushered her out the door. As he headed for the elevators he gave Marci the word that he would be in a meeting for an hour or two, never stopping until the elevator door closed behind him and he hurried home.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Bobby pulled into his private space in the underground lot where barely twelve hours earlier Morris Montcreff and his thugs had placed Prez’s dismembered body parts in the trunk of his Mercedes. He glanced around quickly then hurried up to his condo. He’d hidden copies of the power of attorney, the Revocable Trust Agreements and the Last Will and Testaments of Precious ‘Prez’ Clarken and Arundel in an envelope taped to the bottom of a dresser drawer.
He made a quick walk through the apartment just to make sure Hippo wasn’t there raiding the refrigerator or watching his flat screen before he made a beeline for the bedroom. He pulled the third drawer of the dresser out, tipped it over and pulled off the manila envelope taped to the bottom.
He removed the documents pertaining to Prez and Arundel, left the documents leaving everything to himself, replaced the drawer, placed the clothing back in the drawer and headed out the door. He stopped at the UPS store and had copies made of the documents and was back in the office just after noon. He worked reviewing more Montcreff files, took a leisurely stroll passed Bennett Hinz’s office then phoned Angie a little after two.
“This is Angie.”
“Hi Angie, Bobby, I….”
“Did you find anything?” the stress in her voice was apparent.
“I think you can take a deep breath and start to relax. When you have a moment come on over to my office.”
She knocked on the door less than a minute later, stepped in and closed the door behind her. “Anything?” There was a slight tremor to her voice and she bit her lower lip as if she was afraid to hear his response.
“Grab a seat,” Bobby said then nodded to one of the two empty client chairs in front of his desk.
She slid into the first chair with her knees locked together and her hands folded like she was about to say a prayer.
Bobby opened a usually empty drawer and pulled the copies of the files he’d had made just before noon. “This goes no further than the two of us, understand?”
Angie nodded, then bit her lower lip again.
“I spoke to one of my friends over at County. They made copies of the file for me.”
“Can they do that?”
He ignored her question. “You’ll note that the filing stamps have been covered so these will appear as the original documents. You can see,” he said sliding the stack of documents over to her. “That these are all relatively simple and are filled out on the standard County forms. Just between you and me, my guess is that Mr. Hinz may have done this work for a friend or acquaintance and did it just as simply as possible, hence the forms rather than some elaborate document. Now that I think about it, he may have done it pro bono, possibly for a charity or social organization.”
“But these are dated from last May, why did he just receive the receipt it seems to me that….”
“Do you remember the power failure last spring? The power was out for a couple of days at County. These apparently got caught up in that mess. Occasionally a document surfaces they have no record of, invariably it was filed on the twenty-sixth of May, and if you check the dates apparently that was the case here.”
She seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. “God, Bobby, I can’t thank you enough. You are a life saver. I have no doubt, fat ass Hinz would have had me fired by the end of today.”
Bobby smiled. “You just get those filed like it was done on the twenty-sixth of May. Once he gets back from his sauna and massage you can tell Mr. Hinz you found them and let it go at that. He’ll be too busy deciding on what wine he’s going to have with dinner to worry anymore about it. I’ll maybe speak with him later this afternoon, just to smooth things over, might tell him I came across that file in one of these Montcreff documents and foolishly sat on them for a while.”
“Oh, that’s sweet, but I don’t want you getting in any trouble.”
“I won’t be in any trouble.”
“You’re probably right. You sure you’re not with the IRS, the state or the feds?”
“Believe me, I’m not, now you just get those things filed,” he nodded at the paperwork in front of her. “Then have a glass of wine or two when you get home, take a deep breath and relax.”
“God, don’t tell him you found them in the Montcreff files, that might just get him mad or he’ll get Mr. Denton involved and I don’t need that. I’ll tell him I had them filed in temporary holding, waiting until the receipt from County came. The power failure is the reason for all this and I’m pretty sure he’ll accept that,” she said standing up.
“As long as you’re sure that will work.”
“It will, listen, Bobby, if you ever need anything, I mean anything, you just let me know. I’ll do it. I mean it, I really owe you. I can’t thank you enough.”
“Let’s just keep it between the two of us, Angie.”
She stepped over and gave him a big kiss on the cheek and whispered, “Thank you.” Then she gathered up the documents and stopped at the door. “Anything at all, I really mean it,” she said before turning on her heel and hurrying out of his office.
 



 
Chapter Five
 
 
Bobby caught sight of Bennett Hinz strolling back to his office a little after three. He waited thirty minutes then walked over. Bennett’s office was located in the corner opposite Noah Denton.
As he approached Bobby could see Bennett sitting behind his clean desk top staring out the window at the building across the street. His hands were clasped behind his head and he looked to be day dreaming. He waited for a long moment to see if Bennett would move, but he didn’t. Apparently there was nothing that urgent on his agenda today.
Bobby knocked on his office door, and Bennett called out, “Just a moment.” Bobby waited until Bennett called, “Enter.”
When Bobby opened the door there was an open file on the desk and Bennett held a phone up to his ear. He nodded at Bobby and signaled him to take a seat in one of the leather client chairs opposite his desk.
“Fine, fine, very fine indeed,” Bennett said smiling and nodding in Bobby’s direction. “I’ll look forward to your offer and I’ll expect it on my desk no later than end of day tomorrow. Agreed? Very well, thank you, I’ll inform my client,” he said into the dead phone then hung up and smiled.
“Bobby, how nice to see you. How are things working out?”
“Very well, thank you. I just wanted to take a moment and offer to buy you a drink at the end of the day. I’d like to thank you for all the help and advice you’ve given me.”
Bennett smiled, raised his eyebrows then stared at the ceiling as he spoke. “I might have been able to put in a good word or two with Noah on your behalf. After all, everyone deserves a second chance…no matter how heinous the crime.”
Right now I’d like to throw you right out of your office window, Bobby thought. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help and support, sir. I’m sure without it I wouldn’t be where I am today.”
Bennett nodded like Bobby’s comment was just an everyday occurrence. “I tell you what, I’ve a meeting tonight, but I’m about to head over to the club, if you’d care to join me I’ll take you up on your offer.”
Typical. “I’d like that very much, sir just give me a few minutes to return some files and I’ll meet you over there.”
“Oh, God, the file room,” Bennett said and shook his head.
“Problem, sir?”
“There was, or at least the potential for one. It sorted itself out, had to crack the whip and demand some accountability, but in the end … Well, let me just lock up and I’ll see you over there. You do know the way?”
“I used to be a member,” Bobby said.
“Of course, of course. Well, if there’s a problem getting in you just mention my name, let them know you’ll be meeting with me.”
“Thank you,” Bobby said. A problem? He made it sound like it was still some sort of exclusive organization. The truth was the world had moved on and the few remaining private downtown organizations like the Capitol City Club were on the verge of going under, screaming for new members and offering absolutely nothing to anyone under fifty-five.
Bobby phoned Angie to tell her he was coming back with the Montcreff files.
“Here you go, Angie,” he said a few minutes later after dropping the stack of files on one of the reading tables. “Did you talk with Bennett?”
“Yeah, thanks. Kind of funny, as soon as I told him I had the file that was the end of it, almost like he couldn’t be bothered. I felt like asking him what the big deal was, I mean the bastard threatened to fire me for God’s sake. Now he just shrugs and says okay. Between you and me he’s a jerk and let me tell you, at least from what I can see he’s not bringing much in the way of business to the table.”
“No real surprise, there. Actually I have to go join him at the Capitol City Club for a drink.”
“Really, when?”
“Now.”
“God that relic of days gone by … just make sure you get a clean glass and check for mold,” she laughed.
“I will.”
“Thank you, again, for your help,” she said as he headed out the door. “I meant what I said, before, anything, absolutely anything, you just name it.”
 



Chapter Six
 
 
It had been a little over five years since Bobby had been inside the Capitol City Club. Not much had changed in that time except the average age had climbed another half a decade, the air was maybe a little more stale and there were even fewer people in the place.
Bennett was waiting up on the third floor in the member’s lounge. He was one of three customers and with the exception of the bartender the youngest in the place. His glass was almost empty.
“Bobby,” Bennett smiled and waved him forward. “Perfect timing,” he said, draining what was left in his glass then pushing the empty across for a refill as he nodded at the bartender.
The bartender grabbed Bennett’s glass and smiled at Bobby. “What will it be, sir?”
“Makers Mark, on ice.”
He nodded, filled two fresh glasses with ice then turned round to the mirrored display of bottles. Bobby noticed that he reached up to the top shelf for Bennett’s scotch, Highland Park, an eighteen year old single malt from the Orkney Islands which, the last time Bobby checked, was running right around a hundred bucks a bottle. He figured Bennett’s glass would run at least twenty bucks.
The bartender smiled, pushed the fresh drinks across the bar then departed once Bennett nodded a perfunctory thanks.
“Thank you, Bobby here’s to your fresh start,” Bennett said and raised his glass toward Bobby in a toast.
“Thank you, Bennett I so appreciate your help and advice.” Bobby smiled back and clinked glasses thinking you egotistical, pompous, trust fund baby.
“So, you’re settling in, getting back in the old groove as they say.”
“Yes sir, between your support and Noah Denton giving me the opportunity it’s starting to feel a little bit like old times. I’m just reviewing some files for Noah at the moment.”
“Don’t make it sound so understated. Morris Montcreff is an extremely important client for the firm. Noah mentioned Montcreff requested you specifically and in no uncertain terms.”
“Well…”
“Well, nothing. Besides, I suspect Montcreff somehow got word that Noah’s health hasn’t exactly been the best of late.”
“Oh?”
“Well, of course you’re aware of his ongoing condition,” Bennett said, then took a long sip of scotch to let that last bit of information sink in. “Christ, he’s had two heart attacks.”
Too bad the bastard survived. “I was aware of the heart attacks, but he seems to still be every bit on top of his game.”
“Have you seen the array of pills the old boy takes? Enough to choke a horse, my God, he must take over a good dozen a day. He keeps two of those sectioned plastic containers in his desk. You know the type? A little box for each day of the week, poor bastard has two of the damn things. Just imagine, one for the morning and one for the afternoon. Don’t know how the old boy does it,” Bennett said shaking his head then followed up with another long sip.
“Really? I had some idea, but I didn’t realize his condition was that serious.”
“I don’t know, I suspect his wife or maybe more likely the daughter fills them up for him. I don’t think he and the wife have exchanged a civil word since the Nixon years. Even at his age he still thinks he’s indestructible.” Bennett drained his glass and pushed it across the bar just as the junior bartender magically appeared.
“Morris Montcreff, was Mr. Denton responsible for bringing his business in?”
“Yes and no. He had attempted to get it for some time and never had any luck. Montcreff was with the Jorgensen firm over in Minneapolis. Course his business was nothing like it is today, back then it was just a couple of clubs as we used to call them,” Bennett sort of winked at Bobby then gave a nod to the bartender as a way of saying thanks for his fresh drink.
“Clubs?”
“Oh, it was the hippie generation back then, all sorts of drugs were coming on the scene. Montcreff’s clubs were the place to be seen for the jet set in those days. Mind you, not that he was ever charged or in any way linked to something illegal, at least that I’m aware of. But you know there’ve always been the rumors. Anyway, they were successful for a good while, the clubs, and just about the time that success began to wane old Morris Montcreff got into property development. The rest, as they say, is history,” Bennett chuckled then drained a third of his glass.
“From what I’ve seen he seems quite successful,” Bobby said and took his first sip.
“Yes, very. His account was a large part of what made the firm. One of the reasons we’ve been so successful. That’s why I found it sort of strange that he called Noah and specifically requested you.”
Bobby suddenly became very guarded. “Oh, I don’t know. Like you said the day we ran into one another in the courthouse, my attributes, plus he knows I can’t practice law at the moment yet I have a lot of experience and maybe that makes me perfect for the job of reviewing all his files. You know, just a little insurance policy,” Bobby said then held Bennett’s gaze for a long moment.
“I have to tell you, Noah was rather upset, he doesn’t like to be second guessed.”
“I can maybe understand that, but then again I’m not second guessing him. I’m just another pair of eyes making sure everything is alright for Mr. Montcreff and by extension, for the firm as well.”
“That change to the LLC with Zimmerman didn’t sit very well with Noah.”
“And it certainly wasn’t originally drafted with the best of intentions for Mr. Montcreff, which is who I’m looking out for at the moment. I redrafted the document, Montcreff agreed, in the end so did Zimmerman. The firm’s client, Mr. Montcreff saw that ultimately we were looking out for his best interests. He can’t ask for more than that. And by the way, Noah Denton signed the thing, which suggests to me he gave his approval.”
“Well, like I said Noah Denton does not like to be second guessed.”
“What do you know about that car catching fire at Mr. Denton’s?”
Bennett poured down another third of his drink. “The car fire. Not much, I don’t believe it was a mechanical failure if that’s what you’re asking. Local hoodlums, probably someone associated with Noah’s daughter. She’s, how should I say it, a handful.”
“Trouble?”
“Oh, trouble may be too strong a word. They had her late in life, an only child. I think she’s somewhere in her early-to-mid-thirties. She’s probably dropped out of half a dozen colleges around the country. I think Noah spent close to forty thousand a year just for her high school education. She and her mother seem to be constantly at odds, I’m not sure she interacts with Noah at all. She’s an artist by self description.” He mockingly pronounced the word ‘ar-Tiest.’
“She seems to run with a pretty fast crowd, always has. Still lives with her parents, which might be part of the problem. The car fire was probably just some jilted one night stand, still all in all a rather frightening event for everyone.”
“Was there something spray painted on the driveway, a warning or a threat I thought I heard?”
“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Bennett said and drained his glass. The bartender reappeared before the empty glass hit the bar.
Bennett shook his head no, then said, “Oh goodness, look at the time, I’ve still got to choose a wine for dinner, we’ve guests coming.”
Thought you said you had a meeting you jerk.
“Bobby, can’t thank you enough for the time, and the beverages, but I had better skedaddle. Please, take your time here, but I’m running late.” Bennett grabbed Bobby’s hand, squeezed it in a vice like grip and shook a couple of his chins back and forth. “Enjoy, see you bright and early tomorrow.” Which for Bennett probably meant something around ten.
Bobby sipped his bourbon and thought about what Bennett had told him regarding Noah Denton’s heart problems, his apparently estranged wife, the rebellious daughter and he suddenly smelled opportunity.
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Mike Faricy
Russian Roulette
 
Chapter One
 
I was sitting in The Spot bar, minding my own damn business, content in a mild and steadily growing alcoholic haze. A client had paid me. The check was enough to cover my overdrafts and fund a night or two of partying.
I saw her come in the side door and look around for fifteen seconds. She was blonde, hot looking, thirty something, maybe wearing a little too much makeup, dressed in a delightfully slutty sort of way. Conversation didn’t stop, but heads turned as she walked past. She headed toward an empty stool. There were four on either side of me. Her chest was like the prow of a battleship and plowed a firm, bouncy course down the length of the bar. She passed the first three empty stools and pulled out the one next to me. It was red vinyl and edged in worn duct tape.
“Is anyone sitting here?”
I caught the slightest hint of an accent.
“Not that I can see.”
“You are Mr. Devlin Haskell, right? The private dick?”
She batted her eyes a few times, which at the moment struck me as extremely sexy. Her perfume wafted over me like a plastic dry cleaning bag and forced me to gasp for breath. It was strangely spicy.
“Yeah, that’s me. Although it’s not all that private,” I joked.
Incredibly she smiled, but didn’t comment. After a moment she said, “Mr. Haskell, I’ve been looking for you. Of course, the other places were a little nicer than this.” She gazed around at the dingy brown, smoke-stained ceiling. Maybe she caught the two bullet holes in the front door now filled with putty and supposed to have been painted sometime just before Obama took office. Maybe it was the 60s-style cheap wood paneling on the walls, or the eau de beer reek of the place. Maybe it was the worn wood-grain Formica tables in the booths or the twenty-watt bulbs in the light fixtures. Or maybe it just didn’t matter.  She sat up straight, spun toward me on her stool, and thrust her death-defying cleavage in my face.
“You were looking for me?” I asked, wondering if my luck had finally begun to change.
“Yes, a friend gave me your name.”
“Really? What can I do for you?” thinking maybe a getaway weekend to a quiet lake, a bed and breakfast with a Jacuzzi in the room, or just your basic tawdry night at my place.
“Well, I hope you won’t think I’m strange.”
At this point Grace, the bartender, stepped in front of us. An experienced little voice inside my head said ‘Just smile, finish the drink and get the hell out of here before you get in real trouble.’
“Buy you a drink?” I asked.
“Will you have another?”
That experienced little voice whispered ‘no.’
I nodded ‘yes’ toward Grace who rolled her eyes.
“Yeah, okay, I guess I’ll have a double vodka martini, two olives,” she ordered quickly, then smiled at me.
A double, my kind of girl.
“So, I was about to think you’re strange?” I said.
“What? Oh yes. Look, I wanted to hire you to sort of find someone. I’ll pay you,” and with that she dug in a small beaded handbag suspended on a chain over her shoulder.
I hadn’t noticed it before, but then I’d been otherwise engaged making careful notes as to her physical characteristics.
“Oh, sorry,” she said as she snapped the handbag closed with an audible click and then reached into her front pocket. She pulled out a small wad of hundred-dollar bills. I was actually more amazed there was room for anything thicker than a dime in her pocket. The jeans looked to have been sprayed on over her perfect thighs.
“Here is five hundred dollars, I can get you more if you need it.”
“You still haven’t told me who you want me to ‘sort of’ find. A name would help, for starters. Not to mention you know my name, but I don’t know yours.”
Grace brought our drinks, and grabbed a ten off the bar from the small pile in front of me.
“Oh yes, sorry, I’m Kerri.” She held out her hand to shake.
“Nice to meet you, Kerri. Call me Dev. Your accent?” I asked.
“Ahhh, French.”
She nodded, batted her eyes innocently, then proceeded to drain nearly half her martini glass.
“Mmm-mmm, that is a very good vodka,” she gasped. “Yes, French, but from a long time ago. I was just a little girl. Dev, I hope you’ll help me find my little sister.”
“Your sister?”
“Yes, she is called Nikki.”
“Hmm, Kerri and Nikki, sisters. Anyone else in the family? Mom, Dad, brothers, more sisters?”
“No, we are the only ones. My, I mean, our parents passed away eight years ago, maybe six months apart.” She made a quick sign of the cross, in the Orthodox way, reverse order to the Irish Catholic I grew up with then washed it down with a hearty sip of martini.
“Oh, sorry.”
“Don’t be. My father killed himself, one drink at a time. And my mother was a religious crazy woman. She wore herself out trying to put a stop to anyone thinking of enjoying himself. You know the old question? Which came first, the alcoholic husband or the long-suffering wife?”
“Can’t say that I do, but I know a couple or two it might fit.”
“Yes, well.”
“So, Nikki?”
“Oh, right. I have not seen her in maybe two months. Not that we were really close or anything, but she hasn’t been home for quite a while as far as I can tell and her phone is disconnected. Her car remains in the same place, in her driveway. I have a key to her house. I went through it, but nothing seemed unusual, you know? It was not trashed or ransacked or some-such.”
“Husband, boyfriend, kids?”
“Not that I know about. She had a boyfriend about a year and a half ago, but he did away with her. Actually, he was keeping her on the side and had a regular girlfriend. He married that woman last spring. Nikki read about it in the newspaper.”
“That’s a tough way to find out.”
“Yes. I think he was maybe four years older than Nikki, Bradley Cadwell. Brad the Cad we called him. He is a lawyer now. But I must be honest, she only spoke of him, I never really met him.”
“But a lawyer?”
“Yes.”
“Say no more.”
She didn’t. Instead she drained her glass and left the olives. With a nod, I had Grace mixing a new double just after her empty glass hit the bar. Things became a little bit bleary after that.
I remembered checking the rearview mirror constantly on the drive home to make sure she didn’t lose me, although I couldn’t swear to the exact route we took. I remembered she could drink vodka like a fish, and that she had a gorgeous figure. She was trimmed as opposed to shaved and had a little Victorian-looking angel with wings sitting on a cloud tattooed on her right butt cheek. I was too drunk to read the writing that encircled the angel.
I’ve got a bite mark on my left nipple, scratches on my back, my bed’s a mess, and the place reeks of stale spicy perfume. My head is pounding and I just finished reading a note that says she only took a hundred dollar bill from the five she gave me out of “professional consideration”.
She penned her phone number at the bottom of the note, just after she wrote to hold onto her emerald green thong from Victoria’s Secret should I run across it.
I needed aspirin, coffee, and a sauna. Any phone call to Kerri could wait until after those things were accomplished. And, ever the professional, I made a mental note to find out her last name.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
While recovering I sat in a back booth at Moe’s a little after one in the afternoon. Moe’s was my morning office at least three days a week. The earlier sauna and aspirin were working their magic, and the third cup of coffee kept me going until breakfast was delivered. I was just finishing up the last of my hash-browns, dragging the remnants through a slick of heart-stopping hollandaise sauce as I phoned Kerri. Her phone message kicked in, but the voice didn’t sound like her at all.
“Hey baby, thanks for calling. Sorry I’m all tied up at the moment. Leave your name and number, and one of us will get back to you just as soon as we can, bye-bye.”
My guess was Kerri didn’t work for a pediatrician. I checked my watch as the beep sounded to leave a message.
“Hi, Kerri, Devlin Haskell here. Please give me a call when you can. I’d like to schedule an appointment so we can review some facts on your case and I can begin my investigation. It’s Wednesday afternoon at one-thirty, you can reach me at ….”
I’ll be the first to admit it was a bit presumptuous to suggest I’d be able to review facts on her case. I really only had four facts, Kerri’s first name, her sister’s name - Nikki, Kerri’s phone number, and five, make that four hundred dollars cash in advance.
A half hour later I was behind the wheel of my car, debating about starting it up or going back into Moe’s for a couple more aspirin when my phone rang. I glanced at the number coming through like I always did and just like always couldn’t read the numbers.
“Haskell Investigations.”
There was a very long pause on the other end before a female voice sounding somewhat confused said,
“I think I must have the wrong number,” then hung up.
The phone rang again less than a minute later, I did my routine of looking at the incoming number, just like before I was unable to read the damn thing.
“Hello,” I said in what I thought passed for pleasant, considering my hangover.
It was the same voice from a minute before, female, young sounding.
“Yeah, I’m calling for Devil.”
“That would be me, Devlin, actually,” I said, enunciating the last syllable in my name.
“What do you need, baby?” she asked, sounding decidedly unimpressed with my attempt at correction.
“I need to speak with Kerri, actually. Is she available?”
“She can’t do nothing I can’t do better, honey. You don’t need her, do you?” She hissed the word nothing, suggesting maybe there was a space between her teeth.
“Actually, yes I do, I need to talk with her. Is she there or is there a number I can reach her at?”
“You a cop?”
“No, I’m not. But look, I’ll call the cops and give them this number unless you have Kerri call me in the next half hour. If I don’t hear from…” Whoever she was, she was so impressed she hung up.
I decided to venture home, grab some aspirin, maybe close my eyes for a few minutes. My mood improved as I considered I could be sitting on the easiest four hundred dollars I’d ever made.
I had just put my feet up for the briefest of moments when my phone rang. Yes, I looked at the number. No, I still couldn’t read the damn thing.
“Haskell Investigations.”
“Oh, no wonder Da’nita thought you were with the police. Do you always answer like that?”
I recognized her voice immediately. A hazy, torrid scene from the previous night replayed in my mind.
“Kerri?”
“Dev?”
“Yes.”
“Dev, I’m returning your call. Remember? You wanted to set an appointment. I think we should. No drinks please. At least not until we’re finished with the serious business,” she chuckled.
“You tell me where and when.”
“How about your office?”
“My office?” I swallowed, the throbbing in my head returned with a vengeance.
“Yes, that is okay, no?”
It would be okay if I had an office, so I dodged the question.
“No, I mean, look, I think I owe you at least dinner, after last night and all. You free this evening?”
“I can be.”
“Okay, tell you what. You know Malone’s?”
“It is a place on the corner, with the black awning.”
“Yeah, you got it. I’ll make reservations, say seven, seven-fifteen, no alcohol. At least not until we’re done discussing. Sound okay?”
“Yes.”
“Great. Oh, Kerri, can you bring some pictures of your sister? And I’ll need her address and if you have a spare key to her place that would help too.”
“Maybe I should just bring her.”
“Huh?”
“Joking, never mind. I will see you at Malone’s.”
I was pretty sure I wouldn’t need a reservation, but phoned anyway.
“Yeah, I’d like a table for two at about seven tonight.”
“Not a problem, you won’t need a reservation.”
“Let me make one anyway, so I look important.”
“A reservation here is gonna make you look important? Jesus.”
“See you at seven.”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
I had a nap, cleaned up a little, and actually changed the sheets. I stole some flowers from the neighbor’s after I remembered I was supposed to water the garden while they were out of town. Showered, shaved, found a clean shirt, and some fairly clean black jeans. I topped it off with my black leather jacket that a former girlfriend once described as making me look ‘incredibly sleazy’.
I was at Malone’s five minutes early and then waited twenty minutes nursing a Coke before Kerri arrived. Malone’s is one of those restaurants with passable side dishes, great steaks, a nice bar, and no surprises. It was about half full, which seemed rather good for a Wednesday night in the midst of the Great Recession. As far as I was concerned, it was a good steak place with a limited wine list and cheap drinks. Ambience was not its strong suit. The placemat was white paper sporting purple script that spelled out Malone’s and looked like it was designed by a fourteen-year-old girl serving detention after class.
I was seated in the back, close to the kitchen door, which pushed in or out, depending, thumping loudly every time it swung closed. So much for reservations.
Even the women sitting at tables cast an appraising eye for a brief moment when Kerri sauntered through the front door, stopped, and scanned the room. She was wearing some sort of black stretch pants which, were indeed stretched, wonderfully. Sling back heels, dangerously high, clicked across the oak floor. Conversation halted as she strutted past.
She wore a black strappy T-shirt, emblazoned with stretched, bouncing white letters that proclaimed ‘St. Paul Girls Are Hot!’ I could only imagine the thing must have shrunk in the wash. She smiled and nodded in my direction as she made her way to my table. Two waiters fought to pull her chair out, then lingered over her, fawning and leering down her top as she sat.
“Oh, thank you. Nothing for the moment,” she said, dismissing them before turning her attention to me.
I waited until the two were in full back pedal. Her perfume began to waft around the table before I spoke.
“Do you always have that effect?” I chuckled.
“Effect?” She seemed genuinely unaware.
“Nothing, nice to have the service I guess.” I’d never seen a waiter pull a chair out for someone at Malone’s before.
“I guess you did not need a reservation?” she said, looking at the handful of empty tables then stared past my shoulder as the kitchen door thumped closed.
“That won’t do. Excuse me.” She smiled at the waiter hovering in the shallows of her perfume. “Is there another table we could have, please? This door banging will drive me cuckoo.” She smiled, her accent suddenly stronger. I thought she set her shoulders back ever so slightly, batted her eyes, and maybe added a slight bounce or two to her request.
“I can take care of that for you. Is there a table you’d prefer?” He smiled down at her, then quickly stepped to the side to pull out her chair, hovering again to catch a glimpse as she bent forward. That was twice in the same night with the chair pulls.
“How about that one in the corner?” she said, crinkling her eyes and grabbing his forearm.
“Not a problem, ma’am. Please, allow me,” he said, leaping across the room.
“I don’t believe it,” I said once we were reseated and he’d danced off, attending to a table that had been attempting to get his attention for the past few minutes.
“What? I would have lost my mind with that door.”
“No, I mean the chairs pulled out for you, the waiter fawning all over.”
“Is it not what they are supposed to do?”
“Yeah I get that, but here? At Malone’s?”
“At anywhere, Dev, there’s nothing wrong with a little manners once in a while. Oh here, a picture of Nikki,” she said handing a folded manila envelope across the table to me. “I placed a house key in there along with her telephone bill and a credit-card bill. That man, Brad the Cad, his phone number is in there, too.”
I unfolded the envelope, reached in, and began to pull out what felt like a photo.
“It may be wise to wait,” she said nonchalantly.
I glanced down at the photo and focused on two naked women standing on a beach. One of the women was Asian. I attempted to focus on the other. I registered red hair, boobs, and tan lines before I shoved the photo back into the envelope.
“Thanks for the warning, I’ll study it later.”
“Ma’am, sorry for the inconvenience.” Our hovering waiter placed a glass of wine in front of Kerri. “Compliments of the house,” he smiled.
“Oh, that is so sweet. Is that not sweet, Dev?” Again with the hand to his forearm, only this time rubbing up and down.
“Really sweet, Kerri. Could we see some menus, please?”
“A very nice wine. Perhaps you should try a glass. Did you have to send him off like that? He was only being nice.”
“He can be nice to someone else’s client.”
“Jealous?” she asked looking evil for just half a second.
“I thought we weren’t going to have anything to drink until after we discussed business?”
“Yes, that was your idea, no? But I think everything you need, at least to start, is already in the envelope.” She took another sip and set the glass aside.
“What’s with the naked photo?” I asked.
“The envelope has her address. A key to her front door. It is a duplex, she has the top one. Her name is on the mailbox. Her last name is Mathias.”
“Kerri. The photo?”
“Ma’am.” The waiter suddenly hovered from out of nowhere, carefully presented Kerri with her menu, then quickly discarded another in my general direction.
“I can get you something not on the menu tonight. We have a wonderful steak, stuffed with smoked oysters and served with a special red wine sauce. Comes with whatever else you’d like.”
Kerri giggled, shrugged her shoulders, smiled sexily and said, “I’m sorry, the smoked oysters, they give me the shits. I think maybe just a salad, oil and vinegar. Does that come with maybe a cracker?”
“If you want it to.”
“I do.”
“Very well, ma’am,” not even blinking.
“I might try that steak, what was it again?”
“Actually I think there was only one left. I can check and see if someone hasn’t already taken it,” implying it was no longer available.
I stared for a long moment.
“Give me the rib-eye, rare, hash brown potatoes, French dressing with blue cheese on my salad. I’ll take a Jack Daniel’s on the rocks. A double.” Then gave him a nod that suggested ‘Got it?’
“Very good, sir. More wine, ma’am?”
“That sounds very good, thank you.”
I watched him saunter away, then took a deep breath to put him behind me. I didn’t mind him hovering, for a bit, but he was close to becoming a pest, and I was the schmuck who was going to get stuck with the bill in the end.
“Are we not happy after last night?” Kerri’s eyes flashed over her wine glass.
“No, I mean yes, yes, I’m happy. And by the way, thanks. That was very nice,” wishing I could remember more of what had happened as I thanked her.
“Nice had nothing to do with it.” Her eyes flashed.
Over the course of dinner and more wine, Kerri effectively dodged my question of the naked photo at least half a dozen times. Nikki didn’t seem to have had any full-time employment. A couple of vague cleaning jobs, some house-painting gigs. She’d been a waitress, a bartender, done childcare.
“Did she file taxes?” I asked.
“Taxes?”
That spoke volumes, about both women, actually. As enjoyable to look and leer at as Kerri was, I felt there was something, or maybe, just something missing.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Eventually we finished up the small talk. Even optimistic old me caught on that nothing was going to happen tonight beyond dinner. The bill dutifully washed up on my shore, five glasses of wine for Kerri at twelve bucks each.
“You like the wine?”
“It was just okay.”
“Okay?” I tried to maintain my composure at sixty bucks worth of okay. My steak was a bare two dollars more than one of her glasses of wine.
“Well, he was so sweet and I didn’t wish to hurt his feelings,” she said, then drained her glass. The waiter was nowhere to be seen so I signed the tab and pulled Kerri’s chair out all by myself.
“Thank you, Dev. Shall we talk again, maybe in two days time? You should find her by then, no?” She was walking toward the door at this point, half talking to me over her shoulder.
A waiter nodded, then smiled at her from across the room, called out what sounded like genuine thanks. The bartender waved good night to her like Oliver Hardy, a large paw up at shoulder height, fingers wiggling next to his idiotic grin. Other heads turned to appraise her from the rear then nodded approval as she strutted past, heels clicking, hips inviting.
“I’ll see what I can learn. Who knows, maybe she just went to Disney World or something.”
“Do you think, maybe?” she asked, sounding serious, as if she might actually be entertaining the suggestion.
“Well, maybe, but I doubt it. Let’s see what I can come up with.”
Once outside I asked,
 “Where are you parked? I’ll walk you to your car.”
A little dark blue sports car, a BMW actually, suddenly pulled to the curb. I had no idea what model it was, other than out of my price range.
“Oh, no need, here is my car.” She nodded at the BMW and walked around the front to the far side just as the driver’s door opened and the hovering waiter jumped out. The car came up to just above his knees.
“All set to go for you, ma’am. I left my card on the console,” he added half under his breath, glanced at me, then said, “In case you need anything or forgot something, ya know.”
“Oh, you are so kind.” She smiled and continued to stand just a little too close. He had to brush against her, heavily, to get out of the way so she could crawl behind the wheel.
“I’ll call you later, Kerri,” I said to her tail lights as she drove off, signaled, and took a quick left around the corner. I repeated her license plate number over and over in my head until I reached my car and wrote it down on the back of a dry-cleaning receipt. I toyed with going down to the Spot, thought better of it, and went home. The last vestige of Kerri’s lingering perfume hit me as I opened the front door.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
The duplex where Nikki lived was located on the East Side in a corner of town dominated by the stark, imposing edifice of St. Simpert’s Catholic Church. Simpert was an eighth-century Benedictine abbot, nephew of Charlemagne and patron saint of Augsburg, Germany. I’m sure he was unaware of the embarrassment his name would bring to generations of American grade-school kids playing on his teams.
A solid blue-collar neighborhood up through Lyndon Johnson’s presidency, the East Side had been in a gradual downward spiral for the past fifty plus years. Drafty, old, two, and three-story wood-frame homes had been cut up and sectioned into rental units on block after block. A number of the old neighborhood bars still catered to the locals, but the locals had changed and now the bars sported metal detectors, hip hop, and bouncers. In the ecumenical spirit of the times women of all races hustled themselves on street corners. Child thugs in hooded sweatshirts offered a pharmacy of escape options. The police cars traveled in pairs.
Nikki’s duplex was second from the corner and sported shabby, brown asphalt siding that was supposed to look like brick. Eighty years on and in the afternoon drizzle it just looked like shabby asphalt siding. The floor on the wraparound porch had apparently been painted gray years back, but the paint had pretty much peeled off exposing bare wood, which accounted for the buckled floor. A post supporting the leaky roof stood dangerously close to a rotted two-foot hole in the porch floor. A rutted, muddy driveway turned to weeds toward the rear of the house then just disappeared altogether beneath the rusting remains of a green Bonneville. The car, or what was left of it, sat on cinder blocks. The hood and the engine were missing, and five year’s worth of dead leaves rotted beneath the thing. Kerri had mentioned that her sister’s car had been parked in the driveway. I hoped she wasn’t referring to the Bonneville.
The front door had probably been elegant at one time. The glass, long gone, was replaced with weathered plywood. A jagged hole had been drilled through the plywood, slightly off center, presumably to look from the inside out. Although closed, the door was unlocked. Two black metal mailboxes were mounted just to the left of the front door. The top one had a faded, handwritten piece of cardboard taped to the front. #2 Nikki. No last name.
I pushed the door open and followed the squeak inside. There was a small hallway that led to a grimy door beneath a staircase. The number ‘one’ had been drawn on the door in black marker. The staircase, sporting a railing of 2x4’s painted flat gray ran up the right hand wall to a landing where it turned left and went up another half dozen steps. The wall was stained and dingy from years of grimy hands running up and down. The 2x4 railing wiggled dangerously as I began to climb the stairs. The air held just the slightest hint of mouse.
Nikki’s grimy apartment door sported four panels that had been painted an icy flat white a very long time ago. You’d have to look hard to find an uglier color. On the door a haphazard 2 had been drawn in black marker. The door was locked, although by the look of the frame and the panel next to the doorknob, the door had been kicked in more than once.
Surprisingly the key turned the lock, and I pushed the door open then stood on the small landing with my ears perked. I heard nothing. Eventually I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. The place was soulless, nothing on the walls. A single recliner looked orphaned in what served as a living room. No carpet or rugs, just dull, worn wooden flooring. No end tables, no lamps, no television, not so much as a radio or a clock. The kitchen was much the same, an old refrigerator, bare. Empty cabinets, one plate, a coffee mug, no silverware. No pots, no pans, no food, no soap.
Amazingly, the bedroom sported a bed and a dresser. The dresser drawers, more empty than not, held a pair of jeans, and a T-shirt. In the small closet a cheap, dark blue rayon robe hung alone on a nail. I could still detect faint perfume from the robe.
What looked to be a full roll of toilet paper hung in the bathroom. A white plastic shower curtain was draped across the shower entry. A full container of Soft Soap sat on a corner ledge in the fiberglass shower. No toothbrush, no toothpaste, no makeup. No shampoo or conditioner for a redhead with hair down to her shoulders.
There was no wastebasket to go through. No computer with files to copy. No stacks of mail to sort. No phone with a message light blinking. Nothing. So had Nikki lived here and moved everything out? Recently? I couldn’t imagine someone living like this for very long, say more than an afternoon, and then only if she had a good book and at least a six-pack.
I did a brief walk through twice more and came up with even less. There was nothing there. It was like the place was a sleazy hotel room and somebody forgot a couple of things in their haste to just get out. I thought maybe Brad the Cad, the ex-boyfriend/lawyer, might be able to shed some light on things.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Bradley Cadwell answered on the third ring.
“Hi, Brad,” was actually how he answered.
“Brad Cadwell, please,” I said.
“You got him,” he said, still pleasant but the hint of a question in the tone.
“Mr. Cadwell, my name is Devlin Haskell. I’m hoping you might be able to help me with some information. I’m …”
“Concerning?”
“A woman by the name of Nikki Mathias.”
There was a pause. In retrospect I think Brad was choosing his words carefully.
“I haven’t seen Nikki for at least a year. More than that actually, much more. No, I doubt I can be of any help to you.”
“I wonder if we could talk, anyway, at a time of your convenience. I’m attempting to locate her and…”
“I told you I haven’t seen her in maybe two years. I wouldn’t know where she was. I’m married now. Happily. I really don’t think …”
“Could I just get five minutes of your time? That’s all I ask. Or, I could come to your office?”
Another pause, a little longer.
“Okay, but not here. I could meet you tonight I suppose, but I really have no idea where she is. It’s been over two years since I last saw her.”
“I can appreciate that. I promise I won’t take more than five minutes of your time. You just name the place.”
“A place. Okay, there’s a bar in downtown. You familiar with St. Paul?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“You know where Henry’s is, across from the Hilton?”
“I do. Would six be too early for you?” I asked.
“I’ll make it work. Tell me your name again?”
“Haskell, Devlin Haskell.”
“All right, Mr. Haskell.”
“Thanks, I appreciate your time. Look, you’ll be able to recognize me. I’m a dapper guy, stunningly handsome. I’ll be wearing a black leather jacket, St. Paul Saints baseball cap, and blue jeans. I’ll be sitting at the bar in Henry’s at six o’clock tonight.”
“I’ll find you,” he replied and hung up. If he was smart, I figured he would be checking me out right now.
I phoned Aaron LaZelle, a cop I know, and ended up leaving a message. Then decided to drive to the BMW dealership out on I-94 and look at little sports cars. If the note I wrote on the dry-cleaning receipt could be trusted, Kerri drove a Z4. I looked at one at the dealership. A roadster with a retractable hardtop. Twenty-four miles to the gallon, as it turned out. Three hundred thirty-five horsepower, and I was right… it was way out of my price range. They started at sixty-one five and headed north based on extras. I’ve owned houses that hadn’t cost that much.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
I was sitting at the bar in Henry’s fifteen minutes early, nursing a root beer and waiting for Brad the Cad to show up. A few minutes before six, two guys entered through the side door, passed eight or ten open stools, sat down beside me and proceeded to work hard to ignore me. They ordered beers, Summit Extra Pale, then embarked on a forced conversation involving what could only be a fictitious office tryst. They had the look of college jocks, former college jocks. The muscle had, if not quite turned to fat, been at least downgraded from prime A category. I waited a few more minutes and at ten past six, Brad the Cad arrived, stylishly late.
He had the former college jock look too. Maybe a little less extra weight, say ten to fifteen pounds as opposed to the twenty-five apiece the guys next to me sported. I guessed they had probably all played on the same hockey team. They had that hockey look noses broken at least once, scars along the chin three to five stitches long, skater’s thighs. Being oh so clever, they all made eye contact for a brief nanosecond as Brad walked past and stood next to me.
“Excuse me, Devlin Haskell?”
I was the only guy in the place wearing a black leather jacket and a St. Paul Saints baseball cap, so it wasn’t really rocket science. Brad the Cad stood about five foot eleven, short cropped blonde hair, blue eyes, nice-looking guy about thirty-three, thirty-five tops. As he held out his hand to shake mine, he smiled.
“Brad? Thanks for coming. Hey, please call me Dev. Very nice to meet you.”
He had a solid grip, but he wasn’t giving me the I’m a real man squeeze. He looked me in the eye, confident but not cocky.
“Yeah, well like I said… I’m not sure I’ll be of any help.”
“You never know. Look, I promised I’d take just five minutes of your time. Would you feel more comfortable if we got a table?” I asked.
“No, here will be just fine.” He didn’t look at them, but he’d included the two ex-jocks in his comment, whether he knew it or not.
“We can get a table for four if you’d prefer,” I said.
“Huh?”
“Your pals, not a problem with me.” I nodded in the direction of the two. The larger one slid off his stool, about six four, chin jutted out a bit. He glanced at Brad.
“Hey, did I see you skate somewhere? Not Minnesota,” I asked, making it up as I went along.
“Fighting Sioux,” he answered before he caught himself.
Every once in a while I guessed blindly and it panned out.
“Yeah, North Dakota,” his pal added almost simultaneously.
“We all played together up there,” Brad replied. “Look, Dev, like I said I haven’t seen Nikki for almost, well, for a very long time. And, I’ll be honest, you probably already know the last time we parted it wasn’t on the best of terms.”
“Actually, no, I know no such thing. In fact, I’ll be perfectly honest, I know absolutely nothing. Except that she’s supposedly missing and her sister wants me to find her.”
“Her sister?”
“Yeah.”
“I didn’t know she had one,” Brad said.
“You dated her, I mean Nikki, awhile back?”
“Dated? Yeah sort of, look here’s the deal. We met her, we all did. She was the entertainment for a bachelor party we attended. I called her on a couple of occasions, maybe a month, six weeks apart. But that was before I was married,” he added hastily.
“Me too.”
“Me three,” the pal on the stool added with half a chuckle.
“So this was a professional arrangement?”
“Initially.” Brad frowned and nodded. The two friends nodded as well.
“Any of you seen her in the past year?”
They all shook their heads. The one who’d stood initially, reached for his beer, took a long sip, then set the beer down. We were just guys talking now.
“So how’d you leave it with her? Did you just not call?”
They looked from one to the other, and Brad answered.
“That was sort of the deal breaker. See, I met her to sort of end things. She had started contacting me, and I didn’t need any trouble. She went ballistic, crying, screaming how could I do this to her? Not fun. And I purposely set our meeting up in a public place. Mears Park, about three o’clock on a sunny Saturday afternoon. I thought it would be safer. God, el wrongo! People were grabbing their kids and hustling out of the park. She was swearing. She even took a swing at me. Jesus, I’d just passed the bar exam. I was about to be engaged, not the sort of attention I wanted or needed.”
“When I heard that, shit, I just never called her again,” this from the pal still sitting.
“Me neither. She was fun, but who needs it? Plus, the whole hooker thing. I mean I got a kid.” The pal standing took another sip, a long one.
“She phoned me about a week later,” Brad said. “And she threatened to post pictures on the Internet, tell my girlfriend, all sorts of threats. She wanted ten grand. I mean, she was blackmailing me, or trying to. I just let her rant and then told her I’d taped the call.”
“Did you?”
“No, but she’d left a message on my phone earlier that day a couple of minutes of her screaming about the same sort of shit, you know, posting pictures, but she never mentioned any money in the message. Anyway, I told her I taped the call and I’d send her a sample. I sent her the phone message she’d left, and that was the last I heard from her, ever. So anyway that’s why Barry and Greg are here, I or we thought maybe this was a setup too, you know? Blackmail me or us, again.”
When Brad mentioned their names, Barry and Greg nodded, like they were just being introduced over a casual beer instead of being fingered as call girl’s customers and potential blackmail targets.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the photo of Nikki and the smaller Asian woman, both naked with tan lines. There were two guys standing alongside and behind them on a beach, maybe a lake, maybe the ocean, hard to tell. The Asian woman had a sunburst or something tattooed around a pierced navel.
“Is this Nikki?”
“Yeah.” Brad nodded, but looked deadly serious. Barry and Greg passed the photo back and forth. They nodded as well. No one joked.
“You know either of those guys in the photo? Or maybe where it was taken?”
Barry looked at the photo again, shaking his head ‘no’ as he stared.
“Any of you happen to know who the other woman is?”
Head shakes all around.
“Did you ever meet at Nikki’s?” I asked hoping to get a line on what was up with the place. They all shook their head ‘no’ again.
“I always met her in a bar. Then, well… I’d have a room lined up somewhere and we’d go there,” Barry said.
“To tell you the truth I was always a little leery about getting bushwhacked,” Greg smiled at the term. “You know, some guy hiding in a closet with a baseball bat or the cops come knocking on the door and it was a set up and now I’m really screwed. I, well, I paid her and then just took her back to where her car was once we were finished. We never spent the night together or anything.”
I couldn’t help but think, ‘oh well, since you didn’t spend the night together I guess that makes it okay’, you idiot.
“Did you know where she lived?”
All three shook their heads.
“What kind of a car did she drive?”
Three completely blank looks from one to the other.
“What did she charge?”
“Usually about two…”
“Don’t answer that,” Brad interrupted, cutting Greg off.
“Okay,” I said.
“Look, Dev, like I said before. I don’t think we can be of much help. None of us have seen her for quite a long time. We’ve no idea where she could be or even who would know.” Greg and Barry nodded in agreement.
I asked Brad, “What about the pictures of you she threatened to post on the Internet?”
“That was the screwiest part, or one of them. She never took a photo of me, not even with her phone. The places we got together, I arranged them so it’s not like she could have had them bugged. She never knew where we would end up. I don’t ever recall so much as holding her hand in public. It was strictly business, very private and yeah, believe me, I know it was really stupid, on a number of levels.”
I had to agree.
“Sorry, wish I could help you more but that photo you passed around, that’s the first time I’ve even seen Nikki in almost a year and a half, God’s honest truth. After the blackmail threat, I purged all my records of anything to do with her. I wouldn’t know how to contact her if I wanted to, which I don’t. Look, we’re expecting. My wife, Linda and I. The last thing I need, or any of us needs right now is Nikki coming back and holding us up. God, I’d go right to the cops.”
More nods of agreement.
I left shortly after that. Nice enough guys who’d been really stupid and instead of giving me any answers just left me with more unanswered questions. I shook hands all around, threw a twenty on the bar and told them the next round was on me.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Aaron LaZelle’s call woke me up at 8:45 the next morning. Okay, I was awake but I was in the lounging mode, still in bed staring at the ceiling.
“You dipshit, don’t tell me you’re still in bed!”
“Mom, is that you?”
“Look, dopey, I’m about four blocks from that flophouse you live in. Meet me at the Donut Hole for lattes and French donuts. I’ll start without you. Oh and you’re buying!”
“Give me twenty minutes.”
“Make it ten, I don’t have that much time,” Aaron replied and hung up.
I levitated out of bed, threw on a semi-clean golf shirt, last night’s jeans, and a sport coat from a few nights back, that I hadn’t hung up yet. Just to be nice, I tossed four or five Tic Tacs in my mouth and chewed them up as I stuffed the Nikki beach photo in my pocket and walked down the block to the Donut Hole. It was barely past nine in the morning and the cloudless sky held the promise of becoming beastly hot.
The Donut Hole occupies the corner of a five-story red stone building built as a hotel in 1889. The building sat derelict for most of the 1970s before getting revamped into designer condos in the ‘80s. The place, the Donut Hole that is, has excellent latte’s, fantastic high-cholesterol pastries, and a pleasant female staff more tattooed than not. Aaron had just finished ordering when I walked in.
“Make it a double latte, and two of those French donuts. He’ll pay.” He nodded in my direction.
I nodded back to the girl at the counter. She was pretty without makeup, and might have been prettier had it not been for the sky blue hair, a five-pointed star tattooed on either side of her neck, and what looked like a bouquet of a dozen roses covering her chest.
“Another double latte and one French donut,” I said.
“On a diet?” Aaron asked.
“You must be working undercover this morning. You’re dressed so nicely. Or, are you appearing in front of Internal Affairs again?”
“Jesus, don’t even joke about those guys.”
I’d known Aaron since we were kids. He’d been working vice for the past three or four years. One of those cops on the way up, destined for bigger things. He made lieutenant a year ago.
“You called yesterday,” he said once we sat down. The donut in his hand fluttered close to his mouth, and he inhaled almost half of it before I had a chance to answer.
I nodded, my own mouth full.
“These things are great,” Aaron said, spitting crumbs.
“Yeah. Hey, I’m looking for someone. A woman, but…”
“You giving up on dating guys?”
I ignored his comment and continued.
“But it’s gotten screwier. I have that funny feeling I’m not being told the whole story.”
“This professional or personal?”
“You think I’d call you on a personal deal?”
“Never stopped you before.” He stuffed the last half into his mouth, then picked up the second donut.
“Yeah, true, but this is professional. Maybe in more ways than one. Looking for someone’s sister, supposedly.” I wiped my hands off on a napkin, pulled Nikki’s photo out of my sport coat pocket, and handed it to Aaron. I felt something else in my pocket, reached in, and pulled out the corner of a green thong. Kerri. Small world.
“Nice tan lines on the boobs. You know these people?” Aaron commented as he studied the photo.
“The redhead’s name is Nikki Mathias. Her sister hired me to find her. Supposedly been missing for a couple of months. According to her sister anyway. But things aren’t adding up. Maybe a bit of professional working girl, here. I don’t know anyone else in the shot.”
“That’s why you called me?”
“Not at first. I called you for this.” I opened my wallet, took out the dry cleaning receipt with Kerri’s car description and license number written on the back, then handed it across the table.
“I suppose you want to know who this is? Not caring that I would jeopardize my career were I to give you this sort of information.”
“Something like that. Actually, it’s my client, Kerri the sister. That’s her car, or at least the car she was driving. I just wondered who it was registered to that’s all.”
“And you think it’s not hers?”
“I don’t know. Like I said something’s just not adding up.”
“Nice set of wheels. When did you become a car buff?” he asked, reading my note.
“I was at the dealership yesterday. By the way, sixty-one G’s and some change worth of nice wheels. Just wondering if it’s hers. What about the photo? Recognize anyone?”
“Where’d you get this?”
“From my client. Like I said, I’m supposed to find the redhead.”
“And this is the only picture she had of her sister?”
“Makes you sort of wonder, doesn’t it?”
“Cash in advance?”
“Well, a retainer, and then she…”
“I don’t want to know,” Aaron shook his head.
“You recognize the other woman?” I indicated the photo with my chin.
“The Asian gal?”
“No, the other woman you can’t see. Yes, the Asian gal, the only other woman in there.”
“Oh sorry, I hadn’t looked at her face yet.” Aaron reappraised the photo.
“Jesus.”
“Actually, I do recognize the two guys.”
“Really? Great, maybe they can point me in the right direction. Any direction would help.”
“Well, not unless you’re clairvoyant. They’re both dead,” Aaron said glancing up at me from the photo.
“Dead?”
“This guy, in the back, he’s Dennis Dundee.” Aaron pointed to the heavier of the two men in the photo.
“Should that mean something to me?”
“Kind of a player, heavy into girls, some drugs, but always a step or two away from the action if you get me. Then, remember the meth lab that blew up, maybe late February?”
“Vaguely.”
“Well, it blew the front of the place halfway across the street. Burned down what was left of the house. Luckily no one was killed. At least that’s what we thought. Turns out your boy Dennis was in there. Only, the postmortem suggests he was dead prior to the explosion. It’s inconclusive because there wasn’t a piece of the guy big enough to properly examine.”
“Great, and the other award winner?”
“Humph, Leo ‘Pugsley’ Tate. Man! A real sweetheart, with an alleged appetite for underage little girls. He was never too far away from whatever the latest bit of sleaze was rolling into town. Your girl here can sure pick ‘em.”
“You said he’s dead, too?”
“Yeah, assisted suicide.”
“Assisted suicide?”
“Back in maybe late March, early April of this year. He apparently blew his brains out with a colt .45, then put a second round in what was left of his skull just to be sure. The .45 still in his hand, an unsigned, typewritten note stuffed in his pocket.”
“That said?”
“That said some bullshit about seeing the error of his ways, a life of sin, asking forgiveness. If I recall it was about three sentences long.” Aaron licked donut crumbs from the tips of his fingers.
“And you’re not buying it?”
“Well, for starters, all the words were spelled correctly and it wasn’t written with a color crayon.”
“So, what do you think?”
“I think the guy intended to keep the hot date he’d arranged for the following weekend with sixteen-year-old twins and the .45 slugs ruined his plans.”
“For real, the date I mean?”
“Yeah, they were regulars. He’d paid their druggy mother in advance.”
“God. Suspects?”
“You kidding? We’d have to rent the Xcel Center just to hold ‘em all. Both of these guys aren’t exactly missed by anyone. Like I said, your lady friend here could set the bar a little higher when it comes to guys she wants to stand around with when she’s naked. These guys were mid-range players in the whole Internet escort-service thing. They were killed before we got a chance to nail them. You find this girl, you’ll be lucky if she isn’t really messed up.” He handed the photo back to me.
“Huh?”
“If she’s involved with these two clowns or anyone like them, be lucky if she’s not dead from an overdose in twenty-four to thirty-six months. That’s the upside. These creeps, they’d look at gals like this, just fresh meat as far as they’re concerned. They’d want to get them out there hustling just as fast as possible.”
“Charming.”
“That’s why I love my job. Every once in a while we nail one of these bastards.”
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Sitting at The Spot I decided it might be time for a little Come-to-Jesus chat with my client, Kerri Mathias. I didn’t necessarily mind looking into things that were on the far side of the law, but it would be nice to know what I was getting into before I got into it. I didn’t like surprises in my business.
“Let me talk to Kerri, please.” I added the please as an afterthought.
“She’s busy right now. Perhaps I could share a few items of interest that might allow you to broaden your horizon…” she said, a couple of telltale hisses in her pronunciation.
“Da’nita?” I guessed.
“Who this? Wilson, is that you?”
“No, actually it’s me, Dev?”
“Dev? Oh, Devil, how you been, baby?”
“Thanks for your concern. I’m doing just fine.”
“Look, I’ll have Kerri call you back. Unless, like I said, you might want to broaden your horizon, you know.”
“Sweet of you, Da’nita, but I need to get hold of Kerri. If you can just have her call me that would be fine.”
“You sure? I could show you things that…”
“No doubt you could. I appreciate your effort. But I just need to talk with Kerri. Okay?”
“All right, if you say so. I’ll give her the message. She’s got your number?”
“Yeah, she does. At least I think she does. You got a pen? Let me give you my number just in case.”
I gave Da’nita my number, then hung up, and tapped my fingers on the bar wondering what next. I didn’t have to wait long. My phone rang before I had another sip of beer. As always I attempted to read the incoming number and as always, failed. I was going to have to get a pair of cheaters.
“Haskell Investigations.”
It was Kerri. I thought I could smell her perfume through the phone.
“How are you, Dev? Have you found Nikki?”
“Amazingly no, I haven’t. At least not yet. But I’ve come up with a lot of questions. Can we get together and go over some things?”
“What kind of things?”
I wasn’t going to get into anything with Kerri while I was in The Spot bar. And I certainly wasn’t going to get into anything with her over the phone. I like to watch people when they lie to me.
“Just some general background info that might speed things up. Can we get together tonight?”
“I wish we could but I have an appointment that will probably run late, very late.”
I didn’t need any detail on the appointment.
“How about breakfast tomorrow?” I asked. I thought I detected the slightest pause.
“Yes, I guess that would work.”
“You just tell me where and when,” I said, trying to hide my surprise.
“You know Bon Vie?” she asked.
It took me a moment, but I did. It was almost within sight of my front porch and didn’t have a bar, which may have explained my pause. Other than McDonalds, I don’t frequent many food establishments without a bar.
“Yeah, sure, perfect. What time?”
“Noon would be best,” she said.
“Noon?”
“Yes, twelve o’clock, noon. Does that work for you, Dev?”
“It does, I’ll see you there.”
I hung up and phoned Aaron to check what he had found out on Kerri’s car. I ended up leaving a message.
A few beers later I thought about dinner and then after dinner. Fortified by the beer I placed a couple of calls and ended up leaving messages at both numbers. I wasn’t exactly feeling like Mr. Popular.
I woke up sometime after three the following morning. Bourbon and a book will do that to me. I’d been sleeping in my favorite reading chair, which was great for reading and not the best for sleeping. My body felt like a bent piece of plumbing pipe and I stretched and groaned on the way to bed. My joints sounded like a bowl of Rice Krispies; snap, crackle, and pop.
I stumbled out of the bathroom sometime after nine in the morning and noticed the message light blinking on my phone. The first voicemail was from Pam, one of my attempted post-dinner dates from the night before.
“Hi. Look, Dev, thanks for the invite, but I really wish you wouldn’t call me… umm… ever again. I’m very happy with my life now that you’re not in it, and I would prefer that I never, ever hear from you. Hope everything is going okay. Bye.”
I pushed the delete button and made a mental note not to offer Pam the opportunity to enjoy an evening of my witty comments followed by mad, passionate debauchery. Which was screwier, Pam’s message or my calling her in the first place?
Next message.
“Hey dipshit, you there? Call me I think I got something that might interest you. Grab that photo you showed me too, will you?”
It was Aaron. I called him back, left a message in response to his, then padded into the kitchen and made some coffee. He phoned back a minute or two later, just as I was pouring my first cup.
“Haskell Investigations.”
“Christ, you sound barely awake. You keeping banker’s hours over there? How soon can you meet me?”
“I’m just finishing up a meeting,” I said.
“Yeah, right. Look, get dressed and meet me at the morgue in thirty minutes. I got something for you.”
“The morgue? That doesn’t sound good.”
“Don’t forget to bring that photo with you. See you there,” Aaron said and hung up.
I poured my coffee into a travel mug, sipped as I got dressed, topped the travel mug off and headed out the door.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
The old St. Paul morgue used to sit just below the river bluff from downtown. Perhaps, not ironically, it was built directly over the ruins of the old Washington Avenue red-light district. In the days when brothels provided clean shirts for regular customers to wear home, served decent liquor, and featured a piano player banging out ragtime. At least that was the perception.
The new, more efficient, Ramsey County Medical Examiner was a state-of-the-art facility located on the edge of an industrial area off University Avenue. If you were looking for romance, this probably wasn’t the place, but time marches on. I entered the comfortable waiting room done in various tones of beige with overstuffed chairs, a flat-screen TV, and somewhat current magazines.
I sipped from my travel mug as I walked up to the nice-looking receptionist.
“Good morning. I’m supposed to meet Lieutenant LaZelle here.”
“Mr. Haskell?” she said after glancing at a yellow Post-it note stuck to her computer screen.
I nodded in mid-sip. She was a fairly attractive brunette, darker skin tone. Maybe Italian, Greek, Hispanic, Israeli. It didn’t matter, I’m an equal opportunity admirer of women.
“Aaron said to send you back to the cooler. Do you know the way?”
As a matter of fact I did.
“Down the hall, right?”
“Yep, all the way back,” she said giving her hair a shake and a quick raise of her eyebrows.
I headed down the long hallway toward the examining area and the walk-in cooler. I think they can house up to forty or fifty bodies at a time. The few offices I could see were done in off-whites bordering on the beige side of things. The occasional tasteful framed print hung on the wall, and one got the sense this was not the sort of place for levity or office clowns. I wouldn’t have fit in very well.
Once through the heavy metal door, things became very industrial. The autopsy suite, in all its clinical chill, was straight ahead. Off to one side stood a large, low-dose radiation scanner. To my immediate left, Lieutenant Aaron LaZelle was chatting with an attractive blonde of about forty with her hands stuck in the pockets of her white lab coat.
“What’d I tell you, Doc? Doesn’t he look like he should be in your cooler?” Aaron said.
She chuckled but didn’t say ‘no’.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Pretending to look like you’re working? You must be undercover,” I replied.
“Let’s get started.” Aaron gestured toward the massive walk-in cooler, all stainless steel, not that the occupants cared.
“Oh, Doc, the world’s top crime investigator, Devlin Haskell of Haskell Investigations. Dev, Dr. Mallory Bendix, medical examiner extraordinaire and big fan of mine.”
“Dr. Bendix, nice to meet you,” I said then waited for her to say please call me Mallory or Mal or Doc or Snookums. She didn’t.
I’m going to blame a walk-in cooler full of bodies to her not being bowled over by me. There are some things even my charm can’t overcome. I thought it might be wise to hold off on the stiff jokes, at least for the moment.
“You got that photo?” Aaron asked, following sexy little Dr. Mallory into the cooler. It was obvious the two of them had already gone through this drill. They walked directly to a stainless-steel drawer, number seventeen, labeled Doe, Jane. Aaron stood to the side as the good doctor pulled the drawer open, then unzipped the heavy, black body bag, gradually revealing a small dark-haired female.
“You gonna hang onto that photo all day?” Aaron asked, breaking me out of my trance. He grabbed the photo from my hand as he asked, “You okay, Dev?”
I nodded, taking a deep swallow. The fans were running continually so that you had to raise your voice slightly to be heard over the noise. Even with the fans, there was still that hint of decomposition in the air. The woman laid out in the drawer was the Asian beauty in the photo on the beach standing naked next to Nikki. Only now her lips were blue, the left side of her face was bruised purple, and her nose had been broken. There were bruises up and down her arms, and a larger one on her rib cage. Her breasts, once the pride of the beach, looked like damaged fruit resting on her chest. The sunburst tattoo surrounded her navel.
“Well Doc, at least we got a photo of her in happier times. No name?” Aaron looked at me for a possible update.
I shook my head no.
“I’d like to make a copy of that photo if I may, and add it to our file,” Dr. Mallory said.
“Make two, one for you, and one for Dev, here. I’ll keep this. It’s evidence,” Aaron said, then smiled as he handed her the photo once she pushed the drawer closed.
I could have protested, but it wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere. There’s nothing like looking at a dead body to take the wind out of your sails.
Just outside the door of the building Aaron paused next to his car resting in a no parking zone.
“Man, the old Doc there is a little cutey, isn’t she?”
“I don’t know. It must have been the setting. I didn’t pick up any vibes.”
“You just don’t know a good thing when you see it.”
“And you’re working Vice?”
“Oh Jesus, relax will you? Doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a couple of the finer things in life. Anyway, I ran down that license number you gave me. You really struck pay dirt with this client of yours. You got a photo with a Jane Doe homicide who’s been cooling her heels in the meat locker here for six weeks. Two former lowlifes, one blown up and the other blown away. And it’s all tied together with a beautiful redhead who seemed to just vanish into thin air. Meanwhile her sister’s driving around town in a car leased to Lee-Dee Enterprises.”
“Lee-Dee? Never heard of ‘em. What do they do?” I asked.
“Well, for starters they don’t do anything, anymore. Lee-Dee, Leo Tate, Lee and Dennis Dundee, Dee, ring any bells? Most likely bogus from the start, just a tax dodge so they could write off the wheels.”
“The two guys in the photo?”
“Yeah, the two dead guys in the photo, Lee-Dee. Now this gal, and by the looks of her I’d guess she didn’t exactly go peacefully.”
“You think that photo will help ID her?”
“Can’t hurt. What might help a lot more is if I talk to the sister, what’s her name, Kerri?”
I nodded.
“You gonna see her anytime soon?”
There was that little voice in my head again, saying tell him you dope, yeah, I have a lunch date with her in about forty-five minutes. You should come along.
Instead I said,
“I don’t know when I’ll see her next. How ‘bout when I do, I give her your number? She can give you a call.”
Aaron gave me a long look, then shook his head.
“You can do what you want, free country and all that. But you’ve seen some of the action you’re getting involved with stretched out in the cooler here this morning. That body bag didn’t get your attention. Nothing I say will. Just know, if someone else gets hurt and I find out you’re holding back on me because you thought you could take care of it or some bullshit ‘my client’s rights’ brain-fart sort of thing, then you got me on your ass, big time.” Aaron gave me a slight nod then pulled his car door open and climbed in.
“I’ll keep it in mind. Try and stay on your good side,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound too worried, depressed, anxious, cocky, or just plain stupid.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
It was eleven-forty, I’d just sat down at a corner table in Bon Vie. I stared out the window at the traffic. Bon Vie is a nice place, small, maybe just eight or ten tables, fourteen-foot ceilings covered in stamped tin and painted flat black and gold. Marble topped tables, pastel walls dotted with original artwork, a trendy sort of place, no bar. I was twenty minutes early for my Kerri breakfast at noon. I ordered a mug of coffee, remembering I left my travel mug on a stainless-steel counter at the morgue. They could keep the damn thing. It wasn’t worth going back there just to get the mug. I could steal another one anytime I wanted.
I think I was on my third refill when Kerri waltzed through the door a good thirty minutes late. I’d been withering under the stares of the rather large hostess who must have concluded I was some sort of groveling, love-sick puppy about to get stood up.
Kerri’s appearance did nothing to help. She was eye stopping in some sort of white knit top, about four sizes too small, jeans that fit like a surgical glove, and hair damp with that fresh out-of-the-shower look.
“Oh Dev, I was out late last night,” she said bending her head down so I could kiss both her cheeks before she sat. Once seated, she shook her hair back and forth a few times. I thought the two guys at the table next to us were going to have heart attacks. I didn’t mind them staring and ogling, but the least they could have done was pay for our breakfast.
“Meeting last night go into extra innings?” I asked.
“Meeting? Oh no, just running late ever since I got out of bed this morning.”
I was going to say something about the long drive home once she got out of bed but decided instead to be clever.
“Oh, found something of yours,” I said reaching into my pocket and pulling out the green thong, then cleverly handed it to her across the table. I heard a fork bounce off a plate, one of the guys next to us.
“That certainly is not mine.”
“Come on, it’s green.” I forced a laugh, my hand still extended across the table, the thong hanging out either side of my fist, face reddening by the second.
“Yes, I see that. Do you not listen? My thong was Emerald Green, from Victoria’s Secret. My God, that thing looks like it was on special at one of the Dollar Stores. You are either sleeping with high school girls or you should find perhaps a little higher class woman.”
I quickly stuffed the thong back in my coat pocket. If I’d had a tail, I could have tucked it between my legs.
“Just black for me,” she said to the waitress who poured coffee while I sat there red-faced.
“Give me a minute to look at the menu.” I didn’t add and collect myself.
The waitress gave me a look that wondered what in the hell I’d been doing for the past fifty minutes, nodded, and turned to the two guys at the table next to us, both of them leaning in our direction with their ears cocked.
After a long moment of scanning the menu, Kerri looked up at me, did a sexy little hair shake again just in case I’d forgotten who was in charge.
“So, Nikki?” she said, raising the coffee mug to her lips.
“Yeah Nikki. Where to start? I guess the beginning. The first thing would be I talked to your friend Brad the Cad.”
“Actually, I think I said I had never even met him.”
“You did as a matter of fact, and he more or less confirmed that. I feel fairly certain that he hasn’t seen Nikki for quite some time. He told me he hasn’t seen her or been in contact with her for well over a year and I’ve no reason to doubt him.”
“All right,” she said with a nod.
If I was getting to her in any way, she gave no indication.
“I’ll get to her apartment in a moment, but first tell me what kind of a car did she drive?”
“Her car? I don’t know. I mean, it was blue. I really don’t know cars, to tell you the truth. Didn’t you look at it when you were over there?”
“You mean the one in the driveway?”
“Yes.”
“There wasn’t a car in the driveway. Well, except for this rusted green hulk without an engine, up on blocks in the back…”
“Dev, that was not her car. It is a pile of junk, no? That is the landlord’s car. It has been there for as long as, well, it has been there forever. So, where is her car? Someone must have taken it.” She sounded genuinely concerned.
“I don’t know. I don’t know what kind of car it was. I don’t know if she even had one.”
“I told you she had a blue car.”
I didn’t add, since it was blue, it could be that little Z4 you’re driving around in, compliments of the deader-than-a-door-nail Lee-Dee boys.
The waitress returned and we placed our order. She topped off Kerri’s coffee, I waved her off on mine.
“Tell me about the apartment,” I said.
“The apartment?”
“Yes.” Was I detecting a chink in the armor, a crack in the wall, a slight stall tactic?
“Well, if you saw it, there’s not much to tell. In some way she lived her life like a nun or something. I mean, one chair, nothing on the walls. Did you see the place? You were inside? If you were inside you must admit one would never feel comfortable, yes? I was there, inside, only once or twice. But I never got past the front door. You know that chair? The one sitting all alone in the front room? That’s about all I ever saw of the place. I never even used the bathroom.”
“Your sister’s place, and you never used the bathroom?” That sounded like no woman I ever knew.
“Yes, can you believe it? I’m not kidding, Dev I never was beyond the front door.”
So much for that crack in the wall.
“Wonder why? Was she a private person?”
“No more than anyone else. I mean, she could be fun, she loved a party, liked to laugh. It is not as though she stayed locked up in that place for a day or a week.”
“Where’d she work?”
“Umm, like I told you before, some clubs. She was the nanny for a woman’s children for a bit. She painted a house for some guy, cleaned for a couple of women. God, she hated the cleaning. I think she lasted about two weeks doing that.”
“What about the photo?”
“The photo?” she asked.
I didn’t want to pull out the eight and a half by eleven color copy that snooty Dr. Mallory Bendix had made for me when Aaron confiscated the photo. Evidence. He was probably leering at it right now.
“Yeah, did you know any of the other folks in that photo? The two guys on the beach or maybe that Asian woman?”
Kerri seemed to think for a brief moment then shook her head no. This struck me as a little amazing considering she was zipping around town in a sixty-thousand-plus little blue sports car owned by the two guys. Both dead.
“No idea? Not even a guess?”
“No!” she said adamantly.
I couldn’t tell if she thought I knew about the car, or even suspected. In the end it didn’t matter. I paid the bill and we walked outside and stood on the sidewalk. It was a warm day, sunny heading toward oppressive. We were on the south side, the shady side of the street. The sun was coming over the roof of the one-story brick building. I was thinking about how I intended to tell her that I was quitting.
I don’t know the architectural term for the building design. I’d guess it was built back around 1920. A brick structure of eight, one-story retail fronts with large plate-glass windows. The brick was set in a geometric design above the windows then capped with some sort of blond stone. All the entrances were inset maybe four feet. At the corner there was a flower shop, then the restaurant, Bon Vie, a dance studio, bakery, a hairdresser, and a couple of nondescript offices at the far end.
The sky was cloudless. I really wasn’t aware of much. Kerri was saying something, but I didn’t hear her. I did hear that voice again, in my head, telling me to shake hands like a gentleman and drop this case. When will I learn to listen?
I think I heard the shot, but I’m not really sure. One minute I’m debating about dropping the case, the next I think I’m pushing Kerri out of the way. And then there was blood. Mine, unfortunately.
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