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Dedication
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to my family…you inspire to me reach greatness. You are all so creative, I have to work hard to keep even a little close to the heights you scale.
 
   And, yes, even you little Darby – we will have time to play with Monster, Baby, and Spot a lot more for a few weeks before I am off on another adventure with these nutty characters.
 
   To all the writers out there who aspire to write their own book…
 
   
  
 

GO BREAK SOME LEAD!
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I carried a deep respect for professional men and Jason Scott ranked right up there. His asking to hire Video Angels for his business did nothing but raise him in my estimation. He sat in my sparsely furnished office in his ill-fitting tan suit, his blond hair stringy and disheveled. He looked more like a worn-out beach bum than a funeral home director—the kind of bum who has seen too much sunburn and had too much sand kicked in his face.
 
   Of course, these days he was a local businessman and member of the Chamber of Commerce, and he could afford to look any way he wanted to unlike in years gone by when appearance really mattered and only the best sufficed. His youthful good looks had smoothed his way into the inner circle of South Lake’s elite, the inner circle his wife was born into. Right now, I didn’t care if he’d married his way in or was dipped in the clique. I just wanted his money.
 
   We sat silently, legs crossed, listening to the quiet of the second floor of Video Angel’s building. I gazed at the picture on the wall behind his head—a depiction of Guinevere and Lancelot that Dwayne Brown, my partner, had bought for my office when I’d said I wanted to make it interesting and visual. Of course, movie posters came to my mind since we were in the video production business, but obviously “interesting and visual” means different things to different people. Dwayne is about as different as they come.
 
   “Do you think you can do it, Shannon?” Jason asked.
 
   “Sure. No problem. You have any special requests?”
 
   “Yeah. Don’t screw it up. Make sure you get something I can take to the cops.”
 
   I stared.
 
   His face turned red, and he dropped his gaze
 
   “Sure. You want evidence of illegal activity. I get it,” I told him.
 
   “The cops think it’s kids.”
 
   “And you don’t think it’s kids?” I asked. 
 
   “Hell, no. Kids wouldn’t spend this much time tearing up crap. They don’t plan out their crimes like this.”
 
   I didn’t tell him I disagreed, but I did. Strongly. My aunts had a neighbor whose kid, Jimmy, was a mastermind of getting into trouble. 
 
   “So all you need is surveillance on the cemetery grounds for a possible shot of anyone stealing or upsetting stuff?”
 
   “You heard about what they did?” Anger flashed across his face.
 
   “Heard a little gossip. Someone said gangs, someone else said devil-worshippers. Guess since we’re surrounded by churches in this town that’s to be expected.”
 
   He lifted his hand and rubbed his chin. “Gangs? Good grief. It ain’t gangs or kids, either, I’m telling you.”
 
   “Well, who do you think it is?”
 
   “Got no idea. Almost think someone’s out to get me.” 
 
   “Who’s mad at you?”
 
   He shook his head and shrugged but made no effort to answer.
 
   “Okay. We’ll get out there and take shots of anything that moves.”
 
   He slumped in relief and pulled out his wallet. “How much?” 
 
   “Three hundred.”
 
   He pulled out three bills and laid them on the desk. “If they go to jail and I get to prosecute the creeps, I’ll double it.”
 
   I gave him my most appreciative professional smile and shook his hand as he rose to leave. At that moment, Dwayne came through the front door to the offices, jangling the doorbell, and making a terrible racket. We joined him in the front lobby area. There wasn’t much in there aside from a reception desk and a table with magazines on it.
 
   “Jason Scott,” Dwayne greeted him, shaking hands. “How’s the funeral biz?” 
 
   “Dead, man. Real dead.” 
 
   They both laughed, and Jason made his way out.
 
   Dwayne gave me a raised eyebrow. “What’s up? You doing some pre-arranging?”
 
   I walked back to my desk and waved the cash at him. “Nope. We got a job.” 
 
   A toothy white flash slashed across his ebony face. “Let’s see. Jason wants us to video a seminar on how to make a body look good, right?”
 
   “Nope. Surveillance. On his cemetery.” I strolled to the oak corner cabinet, removed my faux-leather tote bag, and turned to see what reaction he’d give.
 
   “Why do I always feel like Ethel on I Love Lucy at times like this?” he asked, grin giving way to that familiar raised eyebrow. I shrugged and headed for the door. “Maybe because Lucy and I are both redheads?”
 
   He laughed. “You got red highlights, girl. But, nope, that ain’t it. Besides, I think Lucy got her hair did. I mean done-did. You know what I’m saying?”
 
   A twitch started in my cheek. It was going to be a long night. “Dee, while you’re deciphering dye-jobs, let’s go get some footage at Jason’s cemetery and earn our keep.”
 
   He muttered. “Die, or d-y-e?”
 
   ###
 
   A penetrating cold had settled over South Lake, Mississippi like a fine dusting of talcum powder, leaving crystallized lawns and gardens in its wake. This came after several weeks of over-sixty-degree days. I worried about the flowering fruit trees with heavy white blossoms now bursting into life. This little cold snap might nip the new life right in the bud. We Southerners tried to keep an eye out for spring, knowing it always comes no matter what chills Mother Nature produces beforehand. Even now, jonquils and crocuses waved from their homes around mailboxes on every street. Channel Three’s weatherman promised warmer weather was on its way, and I held on to that promise with each frosty breath I drew.
 
   Doing my part to fight the elements, I held a Starbucks double chocolate chunk cookie with one hand and a Marble Mocha Macchiato with the other. I figured the warmth from good chocolate and hot coffee would keep me going awhile as we waited for trouble to head our way.
 
   My instinct told me having both hands full when Dwayne drove was a bad idea. My instinct told me things could get rocky. What if I needed to brace myself?
 
   I don’t always listen to my instinct.
 
   Dwayne gunned his battered red Mustang out of the coffee shop’s lot to beat a Buick, burned rubber to avoid getting hit, and then in almost the same motion, nearly rear-ended a Ford Fusion turning onto a side street. The fast-forward, quick-stop movement sent my huge cookie sailing out of its wrapper and into the car’s floorboard. The coffee sloshed loudly against the cup’s lid, and I was seriously thankful to have something covering the scalding liquid.
 
   “I’m not good at juggling coffee cups, napkins and cookies,” I groused as I leaned forward and felt around my feet.
 
   Dwayne drawled, “Simmer down now. You didn’t need it anyway. You’re supposed to go to video shoots hungry, Wall-ass. It gives you an edge.”
 
   Nestling my coffee in the cup holder of the console, I gave him a withering look. “Whatever.”
 
   Regardless, I trusted his advice. He’d been raised by his grandmother since tenth grade, and become street-smart as a requisite to having a long life. He’d been pretty much an entrepreneur as he grew up, trying to make something from nothing. He’d had little success until I met up with him about four years ago in Tomlin’s Business Math class at the local community college when he’d given up hustling for learning. If anyone knew about having an edge, it would be him.
 
   He looked a little like a meerkat with his bald head, round ears, and skinny black body, but his soulful eyes made me feel sorry for him. Even when he played the “bad-ass from the ghetto” role, he failed at intimidating me because I’d learned who was really behind those Beagle-puppy brown eyes. I knew how much of a girl he was.
 
   “Would you please try to be more careful?” I asked, pulling the cookie up from the littered floor. I looked at it, covered in foreign objects and hair, and tossed it out the window. “That bit of flour and lard cost me nearly three bucks.”
 
   “And you are tellin’ me this because...? At least one of us has money,” he muttered. “I just left five dollars’ worth of rubber on the pavement back there.”
 
   Ignoring him, I gazed out of my window. People hurried to their Hummers and SUVs parked in the lots at the Bank of Mississippi, the local Krystal restaurant, and the dry cleaners. Everyone seemed jet-propelled as they moved about their daily chores, trying to ward off the icy fingers of air slithering under the layers of clothing bundling their bodies.
 
   Finally, we eased through the red brick columns announcing the grand entrance to Scott’s place and pulled around to the back of the building to park. “We’ll roll to the suspected area when it gets a little darker,” Dwayne said. “Don’t need to look suspicious.”
 
   “We could pretend to be mourners, looking for a grave.” 
 
   He wrinkled his brow. “Um. No.”
 
   “Cowardly lion,” I muttered.
 
   He got out and strolled around, making sure we looked like we were waiting for someone and not waiting to do surveillance. The immediate assessment took all of a minute and turned up a big fat zero. No one moved; it was quite a dead place. Eventually, we adjusted our seats into comfortable reclining positions and proceeded to wait. 
 
   Dwayne broke the silence first. “Starting a video production company has been the best idea we ever had. A damn fine way to make a purse out of a sow’s ear, as my granny says.”
 
   I grimaced. Our video equipment was the sow’s ear he spoke of. It once belonged to Levi Green of Green Screen Productions, videographer extraordinaire and murderer of my last boss and boyfriend, Rick Fine. There was some satisfaction in benefiting from Green’s downfall by pimping his video cameras and accessories. We could bring someone happiness using this stuff. 
 
   We were hoping for a wedding. And as Jason Scott proved, we could make money at the same time. We just needed to make more. A lot more.
 
   Struggling to break free of cumulus clouds, the weak sunset temporarily dappled the ground around us, giving me a serious case of the squirmies. It wasn’t right for the weather to look so inviting yet be so cold and damp. Personally, I hoped the vandals showed themselves early. The closer to nightfall it got, the less I believed we would be able to earn our money. Our equipment included good camera lights, but it’s hard to be stealthy when you are illuminating people like deer in a cornfield. 
 
   I looked at the darkening sky. “You think this cold snap will make nasty on our camera lens?”
 
   Dwayne stretched out his legs as far as he could in the cramped car seat. “Don’t know. It’s a dangerous sport to shoot outdoors in this kinda weather.” 
 
   “Well, Scott promised us a nice follow-up if we succeed,” I said. “We have to try to get something for him. Just so you know.”
 
   He didn’t answer. With rent coming due at our new office, we couldn’t ignore any opportunity, even if it meant keeping company with the dead or trying to deal with the weather. 
 
   We sat until shadows appeared long and menacing, and when darkness descended, Dwayne fired the car up and pulled away, heading for the back of the cemetery. We hadn’t been parked more than a quarter of an hour when I couldn’t take sitting another minute. I got out to stand and stretch. It felt like every muscle in my body was clenched in a twist. A few deep-knee bends and neck rolls, and I relaxed.
 
   While out of the car, I figured there was no reason not to test the camera. I hauled out my recent acquisition, an HD camcorder, and trained the lens on the nearby path winding around the grounds, testing the light. The shot returned to my vision via the side viewfinder wasn’t too bad, thanks to the spotlight stuck on a pole by the groundskeeper’s shack. That small bit of luminance spilled over where we were parked beside a crypt adorned with a giant angel. 
 
   The statue glared down at us with outstretched arms and wide-open wings. I could almost feel the penetration of her cold, stone eyes. If the weather wasn’t already making me shiver, that thought alone would.
 
   I tapped on the window and Dwayne rolled it down a crack. “You ever see Doctor Who?” I asked. “The episode called Don’t Blink was one that made me have nightmares. In that one, angel statues could come at you with evil intentions as long as you weren’t looking at them.”
 
   Dwayne rolled the window the rest of the way down. “Naw, I ain’t got time to binge watch old shit. And we ain’t supposed to be chattin’ like magpies. We’re watchin’.”
 
   “Whose plot?” I asked in response, focusing my camera shot on the nearest grave.
 
   Irritated, he climbed out and joined me. “Some dude named Adams. Will you please turn that damn thing off and quit being so obvious? We ain’t never gonna catch nobody like this.”
 
   I switched everything off. “Happy now?”
 
   He nodded with a smug look on his face, and I held up my hand to silence his answer. Muffled voices came from across the cemetery, and graveyard silence elevated it a few decibels until it was easy to tell someone was mad. 
 
   We moved closer to the shelter of the granite crypt. The voices grew louder, and I made a hasty decision to investigate, up close and personal. Is there any better way to get footage?
 
   Ignoring Dwayne’s hiss of hesitancy, I took our surveillance into enemy territory by strolling out across the vast cemetery toward the voices. My love of living and breathing goes on vacation sometimes. 
 
   I eased through several rows of graves, listening as I moved forward, my camera strap looped over one hand, on record once again. If I couldn’t get a decent shot, I would have audio, anyway. The voices became hushed, but not before I made them out to be unmistakably male and possibly located in the wooded area to our left.
 
   Before I reached the first overgrown tree line, the talking ceased, and not even a chirp from a restless cricket sounded. It was eerie being in the thickness of dark with people ahead of me focused on probable criminal intent. Were they waiting, listening?
 
   I stopped, hesitant to move ahead. Dwayne shuffled behind me, his noisiness grating on my nerves. Couldn’t the men attached to the voices hear him as well as I?
 
   Suddenly, crashing sounds rose in front of me as someone cut tail and ran. I held the camera to my face, fingered around the gadget to turn on the light, screwed up the focus instead, and after losing important seconds, finally got a figure in the viewfinder. I followed the runner a short way across the grounds, praying something would be produced through all of my fumbling.
 
   A Boston Celtics hoodie, its white logo emblazoned on the back, came into view. Shorter than the other two bobbing heads, the occasional flashes of color made Hoodieman easier to follow. He glanced my way, saw the light, ducked his head, and took off at top speed. I wanted to shout at him to tell him he was busted, but I refrained. I watched the glimmer of his wallet chain, as it swung out of his pocket, enlivened by his sprinting.
 
   Dwayne, propelled into action by the obvious escape, passed me in a blur. “Hey! Come back here!” he shouted. 
 
   Leaving the camera rolling, I picked up the chase. No way was he going to get the goods without me. Jolting along, I contemplated my eternal bad luck in these situations. Just ask any kid with the misfortune to watch me play those too-violent video games. The bad guys always kill me when I have to run after them. Sneaky little twerps.
 
   On this occasion, wherein the chase was real, it didn’t help matters any that I wore my new Easter heels. Here was a totally new twist to the game of catch-me-if-you-can. I had been on stakeouts before, but always from the comfort of an idling car. I’d presumed it would be more of the same and an opportunity to break my new shoes in. Chasing creeps through the spongy, pre-Spring grounds after dark was not a part of the deal I’d made, and now I wished I’d gotten more money out of Scott. Maybe hazard duty pay was in order?
 
   Hobbling along behind my lithe partner, I prayed he wouldn’t notice my less than full-speed attempt. He glanced over his shoulder to find me. 
 
   He noticed. “Oh Lawd Jesus,” he huffed as he slowed to allow me to catch up. “Tell me you ain’t wearing those peach heels we bought at Macy’s.”
 
   “Okay,” I grunted as mud squished underfoot. “I won’t tell you. And they’re not peach, they’re apricot.”
 
   I skirted the edges of the larger monuments keeping the three dark silhouettes in view while maneuvering around the flat headstones. It was like playing chase in a maze in the dark.
 
   “Don’t step on that grave,” Dwayne yelled behind me as I jetted ahead. “That’s defacing the dead.”
 
   I pulled up short, tried to miss the grave in question, and ended up scraping my side on the odd-shaped tombstone. This threw my whole forward movement out of whack, and I suddenly felt my balance tilt. Holding the camera overhead, I struggled to keep my feet on the wet grass around the grave. Gravity worked against me, and I swiveled to avoid landing on my side. My butt wasn’t too happy with the change in plans when it took the impact.  
 
   Dwayne skidded to a stop just before crashing on top of me. “Oh, shit!”
 
   I moaned, trying to right myself, with one hand encumbered by the camera. I handed it to him. After brushing my derriere off and assessing the damage, I took a few experimental steps. A bruised tailbone, for certain, and a sore vanity to go along with it.
 
   “Well, that proves one thing,” Dwayne murmured from behind the viewfinder.
 
   “What? That I’m a certifiable klutz? Everyone knows that. Turn the camera off.”
 
   He complied. “No, not that. Although you are one. It proves I was right. It ain’t the dead walking around out here.”
 
   I turned to gaze at the empty landscape, void of runners. “It’s not kids, either.”
 
   “Nope. One of those guys was Raphael Ramirez.”
 
   “Who?” I couldn’t place the name at first.
 
   “Ole Hot Legs’s cousin,” he said, referring to South Lake’s primo detective, Salvador Ramirez. He’d been tagged with the nickname after winning the Sexiest Legs contest in college.
 
   “How’d you figure that out? I couldn’t see anything.”
 
   “No wonder you couldn’t tell with this damn camera stuck to your eyeballs.” He motioned to his hand which held the camera in question. “You’re lucky you didn’t drop it. I happen to recognize clothes, Wall-ass. Rafe has that exact hoodie and is that exact build.” He gazed in the direction of a car gunning out of the lot. “There he goes. Can’t tell what kind of ride, though. Big, black, and four doors.”
 
   We made our way back to the Mustang, me limping, and Dwayne sympathizing. “Let’s give Rafe time to go home and then go visit him,” Dwayne said, climbing in on his side of the car.
 
   “How in the world you made out Rafe is beyond me. I trust you, though. You’re usually spot-on for that stuff. You know where he lives?”
 
   He smiled in the dark, his white teeth glimmering from the lights on the dashboard. “Yeah. I gave him a ride one time.” I swallowed a comment on his choice of words. “What will we say? Hi, we’re here to make sure you’re the same dude we just saw running from the back of the cemetery?”
 
   “Don’t be crazy. We’ll pretend like we have a flat or something. Excuse me, I need to borrow the phone,” he said in a bad impression of Wesley Snipes. 
 
   “Won’t he be suspicious? What if he recognizes us?”
 
   He looked skyward, annoyed. “You can’t be identified since you were covered up with a camera, and I know they never saw me. I blend in with the night.”
 
   I looked at his charcoal turtleneck, black slacks, and dark shoes, some suede casuals from a high-end store most likely. “Maybe so.”
 
   My new shoes were a mass of muddy, grassy muck. I pulled them off and gently laid them in the floor board of the back seat before pulling out a pair of flip-flops stuffed down in my tote.
 
   “You always come prepared like that?” he asked, watching me.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. I expected the new ones to rub a little.”
 
   He shook his head in amazement and cranked the car. “Can’t believe you let that fool at the department store talk you into them. Ugliest peach color I’ve ever seen.”
 
   I thought to correct his color analysis but gave up. More than likely, he did it to aggravate me. Of all things he was good at, it was fashion. He knew plenty about color and style, no matter what he pretended.
 
   ###
 
   Half an hour later, we parked down the block from Rafe’s and peered up the street at the house. A white Honda sat in the driveway. “Is that his car? It isn’t big, black, or four-door.”
 
   “I don’t know. He ain’t never had no car when I was around, hence why I gave him a ride that time. Or didn’t you get that part?”
 
   I scowled. “Whatever. I guess I’m going to go up and knock or something. I’m stiff from sitting, and you’re getting grumpier by the minute. You need to eat. Maybe your blood sugar is getting low.”
 
   He started to reply, but I got out and softly shut the door. Straightening my shirt, I made sure my little .38 remained tucked neatly in the small side pocket of my purse. I was only a little paranoid, especially after being attacked from behind by a murderer only a few months ago.
 
   The walk to the house didn’t take very long, and soon I stood by the Honda, gently placing my hand on the hood to see if it had been driven recently. The old rust-bucket felt warm, but not hot. Maybe it was his.
 
   A short trudge through the front yard, and I stepped up to the door to knock before my nerves took over. A Hispanic woman with a deeply furrowed brow answered the door. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Yes, I’m looking for someone, I think he lives here. His name is Ramirez.”
 
   “Raphael?” she asked.
 
   I nodded and smiled. She said, “Oh, he doesn’t live here so much anymore.”
 
   “He doesn’t?” I asked, trying to sound disappointed. Over her shoulder, I could see into the house. She appeared to be alone. A newspaper sprawled over the coffee table, and the television set blathered on, everything spoken in Spanish. “Well, that’s too bad.”
 
   “No, not so much anymore. Is he in trouble?” She seemed concerned, and I wondered if she was his mother. She didn’t really resemble Sal, but that didn’t mean anything with all the stepfamilies and half-kin family people had today.
 
   “No, he isn’t in trouble,” I lied. “I just wanted to say hello to him.”
 
   “You are his friend, yes?”
 
   “Yes, we met recently.” I deepened my smile to be more convincing, and let the rest of my sentence drop.
 
   “The other day, he moved in the trailer park. You know where that is?”
 
   Boy did I. Dwayne lived there, too. “Yes, I know it.”
 
   She gave me some simple directions to Rafe’s trailer. I thanked her and left. I slowly made my way down the driveway, hissing at the blast of cold air against my uncovered feet and the painful hitch in my get-a-long. I ventured a glance back upon reaching the street, but she had gone inside. I climbed in the Mustang and turned the heater on high with the vents pointed on my feet.
 
   “What did she say?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “She gave me his address. He doesn’t live there anymore. The car was warm, but not like it had just been driven. I don’t think she knows anything about tonight.”
 
   “I guess she threw him out when he got arrested for assault,” he replied. “What’s the address?”
 
   “Over in your trailer park. And what assault? You let me go to a house where a guy was arrested for attacking someone?”
 
   “Relax, I was right here. You had your gun and all. You were perfectly safe,” he said, pulling away from the curb. “How’d he get holed up in the trailer park without my knowing it?”
 
   “Who cares? I can’t believe you just let me roll up there like that. What kind of assault was it, anyway?”
 
   “Look, I ain’t at liberty to give you all the details, but believe me when I say, it wasn’t the usual stuff.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe my landlord, old man Finn, let Rafe move in. He’s picky about the trailer park tenants.”
 
   I didn’t have time to give my opinion on the situation. He ran over a large chunk of wood that went skittering from under the car and across the road. I grabbed the door handle. “Damn!” 
 
   He pulled over to the side of the street under a street lamp. We were only a few houses down from Rafe’s mother’s house. He got out and inspected the Mustang. I watched in the side view mirror as a dark green Taurus pulled in next to the curb behind us, right in front of Rafe’s former residence.
 
   Uh oh. Salvador Ramirez got out and headed toward us. Only a cop who had a history with me could make my hormones give me a heat wave.
 
   I opened the door. “Hiya.”
 
   He nodded to me and said hello to Dwayne. He wore a dark sweater over his button down shirt and tie, but the bulge of the gun on his hip was unmistakable. 
 
   “What’s up?” he asked. “Filming flats now? Let me guess…you’re watching some errant spouse and only pretending to have car trouble?”
 
   I lifted the camera from the floor and smiled. “Yep. You know us, we’ll film anything as long as the price is right.” Sarcasm is not my best trait. I thought I heard Dwayne grunt.
 
   Sal crossed his arms and waited. “So who’s the lucky winner?”
 
   Tired of word games, I said, “No one. We came to pay a call on your cousin there.” I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder toward the house. “Think he might have some ideas on a little venture we’re involved in.”
 
   At this news, Sal straightened and went on alert. “Rafe?” The way he said it let me know he expected the whole story. 
 
   I climbed out of the car and opened the back door to grab my shoes. “Yeah, we think we saw him over in town a little bit ago. We were visiting the cemetery.”
 
   I tapped the heels on the ground to dislodge grass and dirt and watched Dwayne to see if he would swivel around and tell me through hand signs to shut up. He didn’t. He also didn’t help me out with this discussion from where he lounged on the curb.
 
   “At the cemetery? At this hour?” Sal’s eyebrows lifted. “There has to be a story here.” He looked at his watch. “I came over to see if my cousin needed anything before going home. Rafe doesn’t live here.”  
 
   “Amazing, isn’t it? People do the strangest things around here. I mean, just as we deduce Rafe is involved in something not quite above board at the cemetery, and we come over to check him out, you show up at the same time as we do. Kind of like a strange mind meld between us.” I twirled my finger to include Dwayne. Then I slipped my shoes on one at a time and straightened to deliver my line. “Guess your sister called you to check things out?”
 
   Dwayne coughed in warning.
 
   “I might be able to help you,” Sal offered, not letting me bait him.
 
   I put my hand on the door handle and paused before opening it. I didn’t want his help. His help always came with strings. Like the dare date he’d whisked me away on when we were in college. Although that was old news now. More recently he’d done me a solid with my video debacle, but I didn’t think sharing information on this situation was a good idea just yet. This was a job we were actively involved with. If the cops took over, we’d likely lose it. 
 
   And Rafe was Sal’s relative. Family ties stood for something. They were blood and blood still remained the thickest of all substances according to the old cliché. Sal might not be so easy to work with when it came to his own family and their secrets.
 
   “I think we got it, at least for now,” I told him, opening the door.
 
   “Well, if you change your mind,” he said. “Call me.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got your number.” It came out a little too nasty.
 
   He sized me up with his dark, brooding eyes, and I did a quick appraisal of his temperament. Nothing about him seemed tensed in determination and nothing menacing seemed to be going on in his face. At the moment, he just appeared mildly curious. 
 
   Breathing a sigh of relief, I started to get back in the car but Dwayne stopped me by standing. He patted the roof of the Mustang and said, “Don’t wanna be a party-pooper here, but I need to go to the auto parts place. I think that piece of wood busted a hose somewhere.”
 
   “Better go to Walmart,” Sal answered. “Auto Zone closed some time ago.”
 
   Dwayne nodded and asked the question I hoped he would never ask. “You mind giving Miss Thang a ride?”
 
   Sal grinned at the double-edged question. “Not at all.”
 
   I wanted to smack his smarmy face and punch Dee in the gut.
 
   “Great. I’m outta here,” Dwayne said, opening his door.
 
   I reached inside and grabbed my bag, making a point to catch Dwayne’s gaze. “Thanks, Dee. Really. And oh, do take care of that camera for me, won’t you?” I tried for a murderous look.  
 
   “What? What’d I do?” 
 
   I shut the door on his words and stepped back as he pulled away. His taillights flashed when he reached the end of the street, and he disappeared into the night. 
 
   I turned to follow Sal, who opened the car door for me. “Might want to secure your firearm before seating yourself, ma’am. I’d hate for you to have an accident in a city-owned vehicle.”
 
   Tapping my purse, I replied, “Snug as a bug.”
 
   He inclined his head as I breezed past and plopped into the front seat. When I was settled, he shut the door and strolled over to his cousin’s house. I thought his shoulders shook just a little as he walked away.
 
   After my third constellation hunt, he returned, silently started the car’s engine and pulled away. We spoke little as we drove through town.
 
   When we passed the McDonald’s restaurant on Greenman Road, he finally said, “Don’t hold anything against Rafe for his actions. He grew up without much male influence. I’ve tried to stand in the gap, but it doesn’t seem to make a difference. He’s in a bad group of people and as long as he thinks more of their opinions than his family’s, he’ll find trouble. I’m trying very hard to get him out of this group of people he’s hanging with.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Was Rafe in a gang? I suddenly wished Dwayne had unveiled what the assault had been for. Sal opened my door when we got to my apartment and followed me to my stairs. He stood and watched until I slipped safely inside. I didn’t invite him up, and he didn’t ask.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, AC/DC’s Back in Black vibrated out of my cell phone jarring me from a dream about large, slobbering dogs cornering me in an alley in Old Town. I stumbled from the couch, wincing at the pain in my tail section, scrabbled around in my purse until I found the ringing nuisance, and squinted to see the time.
 
   It was Dwayne and it was 8:25 in the morning. 
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Shannon. Wake up.” He sounded mad.
 
   “I’m awake. What’s the matter?”
 
   “Meet me over on the old highway. At The Delicate Petal.”
 
   The Delicate Petal was a fairly new florist in South Lake. I hadn’t had the pleasure of using them yet, but had decided I would send my aunts some lilies for Easter from there.
 
   “You called me up this early on a Saturday to come to a flower shop? Why? You buying flowers or something?” 
 
   “Or something. Just do it.”
 
   He disconnected. I glared at my phone as the screen blinked a moment before going back to my home screen. I was so going to get him back for this.
 
   Limping to the bathroom, my sore butt let its feelings be known most emphatically. The pain back there would require a couple of days of walking crooked, if nothing else. I poured water into my cupped hand and threw two pain relievers back. While running a shower, I examined my rear view. The mirror showed no bruising. I took that to be a good sign. 
 
   I opted for the au naturel look of no makeup, donned faded Lee jeans, and a long-sleeved tee shirt which read “I’m out of espresso and I’ve got a gun.” Maybe my subconscious was speaking. Who knew?
 
   I drove the back roads over to the old highway, humming to Sweet Home Alabama playing on the radio. When I slowed to figure out which building was The Delicate Petal, I noticed a large amount of police traffic. The Texaco on the corner of Greenman and old Highway 178 crawled with cruisers and uniforms. 
 
   Uh-oh. No wonder Dwayne wanted me to come over. Somebody was dead or my name wasn’t Wallace. Maybe he wanted a video clip for the newshounds over at Channel Three? Not that there was any money in that, I mused. Those people wanted everything for free. Public domain my ass.
 
   As I pulled into the paved parking lot at Jones Realty, the closest location to the flower shop without police traffic, I saw Dwayne sitting on the hood of his Mustang, shades on, shoulders hunched beneath his windbreaker. 
 
   I parked old Betsy, my 1985 Mercury Cougar, took my license out of my wallet, poked it down in my back pocket, and tucked my purse under the front seat. The cops always wanted to see ID, no matter where you found them or they found you. No sense in making things difficult so early in the day. 
 
   I walked around to my trunk and opened it. Dwayne beleaguered me to carry some equipment whenever I went out. You never knew when something would happen and be worthy of turning a camera on, he always said. I would bet he already had a camera set up since he hadn’t asked me to bring one. I was not going to endure his diatribe about not being prepared, so I grabbed my tripod and camera bag and strolled his way.
 
   The weather had moderated nicely, and I almost believed spring danced around us. A slight breeze worked with the sun to create one of those feel-good days. Dwayne slid off his car at my approach. He didn’t have any equipment nearby. 
 
   “What’s the deal?” I asked, ogling the crowd behind him. I set the bag down and started to open the tripod.
 
   He put his hand out and stopped me. “Don’t do that.”
 
   Confused, I babbled. “What? Why?”
 
   He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the flower shop. “Been a killing over there.”
 
   “I got that part. And you don’t want me to film the activities?”
 
   “No, I don’t want you to film it!” he said, exasperated. “Bradley Thames, we all called him Bubba, the dude who owns the place, was a friend of mine. Man, this sucks.”
 
   My stomach tensed and I finally understood. “What happened?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. I came over to have a cup of coffee and chat for a few. I found him. The door was unlocked. I didn’t think nothing about it, you know? Waltzed my ass in there, hollered his name, went to the cooler to snag some roses, and his body was, like, shoved in there. It was gross.”
 
   “Oh, no! I’m so sorry. How horrible.” I gave him a quick hug, squinted at the traffic going in and out of the flower shop. “Do they have any information yet? Well, any they would be willing to share?”
 
   “Nobody’s saying nothin’. Some of South Lake’s finest showed up a while back with Sal. Then he came over, asked me some questions, and promised to hunt me up later. That was it.”
 
   “Did you see anything? I mean, could you help out with the investigation?” I had to tread lightly. He could misunderstand my words in his present condition.
 
   He shrugged. “I didn’t see nothin’, man. But then again, I wasn’t looking to see nothin’ either. I was too busy calling Ramirez.”
 
   Picking up the tripod, I caught his grieved look and hurried to explain. “I’m so sorry, honey. I didn’t know what you wanted me to come for. I can just put this back in the car.”
 
   He rubbed his forehead as though a headache brewed. “Yeah, you couldn’t have known. I just wanted some company.”
 
   I fumbled around trying to find something to lighten the mood. Finally, I said, “Guess what? Last night, Sal convinced me we were onto the right guy when we suspected Rafe. But he thinks it’s because of the people his cousin’s been hanging out with. Before Sal dropped me off, he said Rafe fell in with a bad crowd. He’s trying to get the guy to quit his association with this element, you know, sort of a family intervention program. Maybe he will—”
 
   Dwayne cut me off. “Did he tell you who the bad crowd was?” 
 
   “No—”
 
   “No, and he won’t ever either,” he answered quickly, his face twisted in anger.
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   “Look, I know where Raphael Ramirez took off to last night, okay?” 
 
   “You do? Where?”
 
   He jutted his chin toward the flower shop. “Helping my boy push up posies.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right? That’s crazy. What makes you say such things, Dwayne?” 
 
   He took a deep breath. “Rafe and Bubba were lovers. Not long ago, they got into a spat, and Rafe smacked Bubba around a little. Bubba decided to press charges. That’s why Rafe got arrested for assault. I know all this because I gave Rafe a ride home after he got bail. Bubba asked me to. I guess he regretted calling the cops. I don’t think they ever really got over the whole situation.”
 
   “You think Rafe killed Bubba? Surely you’re wrong, Dee. I mean, this all sounds like they were a caring couple.” In a very dysfunctional way.
 
   He glanced at the building again. “I don’t know. Rafe’s got a Mexican chili pepper temper. Bubba ran scared after what happened.”
 
   “Did you tell Sal all this?”
 
   “Ha. You kiddin’? Didn’t you hear what ole Sallie said? His cousin’s in with a bad crowd. My crowd, get it? Naw, I ain’t told him shit. I ain’t gonna tell his homophobic ass shit either.”
 
   “Dwayne, Sal doesn’t have a problem with gay people. He’s cool. You know this.”
 
   He shook his head and gave a small laugh. “Yeah, ice-cold. What he says speaks louder than how he acts.”
 
   I saw Sal move through the crowd of cops looking for someone. His eyes met mine, and I realized he was about to come over.
 
   “Um. He’s headed this way.”
 
   Dwayne slumped a little. “Tell him I had to split.”
 
   My heart thudded. “What if he needs to talk to you about Bubba?”
 
   “He can do like every other man who wants my ass. Look me up on Linkedin.” And he climbed into the Mustang, revved his engine and backed out, not waiting for a response. 
 
   In a bind, caught between two tough guys, I didn’t know whether to pull my ear or crack my knuckles. I promised myself to show Dwayne some anti-social behavior in return for his putting me in the path of Hurricane Sal without makeup or perfume. 
 
   I rushed to my car, opened the trunk and shoved the equipment in. Then I slammed it, opened the front passenger’s side door, and pulled out a cold bottle of soda I’d brought from home in the way of a breakfast of sugar.
 
   I met Sal halfway.
 
   “Was that Brown leaving? I told him to stay put.” He frowned and I saw Hell’s clouds building on the horizon.
 
   “Oh, said he had to go. Want some?” I handed him the plastic bottle. A fine sheen covered his forehead, and he exuded heat of all varieties. Maybe I could cool him down one way or another. 
 
   He screwed the top off and killed nearly half of the drink in a couple of swallows. Then, he gazed down at me, and I saw the side of his face bulge a little as he gritted his teeth. “And just what was so important? Seems to me he’d want to hang around and be helpful. He’s always asking about investigations and stuff. Missing a good chance.”
 
   “He didn’t explain his reasons,” I blurted. “You’re going to be busy for a while here, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. You want to meet me later?” He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “We could maybe grab some tacos from Casa Mex.”
 
   I fidgeted and moved away. “I can’t. Got work to do. Busy, busy, busy, you know how it is.”
 
   He sighed and glanced back at the activity of the crime scene. “Yeah. I do.” Then as if that reminded him, “Why are you here? Not to bring this to me, I’m sure.” He indicated the bottle before he slugged the drink again. With the back of his hand he wiped his mouth and held the bottle out to me.
 
   I waved him away. “No thanks, Officer. I never drink and drive. Why do you think I’m here? Dwayne called me.”
 
   “Did he tell you anything about the vic? Said they were friends.” His voice changed. Now he was all cop. I knew this Sal only too well. He was like a hound dog on the chase, nose to the ground, sniffing for his prey.
 
   “Nothing more than he told you I’m sure.” My heart beat like a covey of quails.
 
   “I don’t believe that for a second.”
 
   I edged toward my car and prepared to flee. “I’d tell you if he confessed to anything.”
 
   He watched me with his melted-chocolate-colored eyes. “Very funny.”
 
   I opened the door and slid inside. “Gotta run.”
 
   “You can’t resist me forever, Chica.”
 
   I pretended not to hear. Our game of cat and mouse got too close some days.
 
   ###
 
   Later, when Dwayne’s cell number went straight to voice mail, I felt a moment of panic. His friend was dead. He was alone. I called him again. Same thing. It wouldn’t hurt to go by his place to check things out, right? I slid by his trailer and saw his car was home. He was likely just in the throes of grief. I had been there myself. It wasn’t pretty. I didn’t stop.
 
   The office needed someone to pay it a visit, so I headed out to check on the mail and phones. With all the action going on, Dwayne wouldn’t think of it. Business wasn’t exactly booming at the moment. Our lives were suspended from one video job to another like strands of a spider’s web; tangible, yet very fragile. I hated it.
 
   We rented office space on the main avenue through South Lake. The yellow brick building sat tucked away at the end of a row of businesses, which made our rent super cheap. We didn’t care about being easy to find. We didn’t necessarily need a prominent location, just really good advertising.
 
   So far, a website and Facebook page hadn’t done much for us. Client referrals seemed to be the trick. Dwayne had worked hard to spread the word by mouth, even going to some local churches to pass out business cards. I knew how hard it was for him, since most of them were intent on converting him at every turn.               
 
   He wasn’t a heathen. He was Southern Baptist through and through. At least, he claimed Jesus as his savior on each occasion of crisis in his life. Besides, his grandmother, the bastion of faith in his life, promised him an eternity of damnation if he didn’t watch his step. He listened to her without fail. However, he didn’t choose to attend church and wasn’t officially a member of any of them. 
 
   I drove past Fred’s department store, the lot semi-full. With the hefty Easter season just around the corner, small shops hummed from a wealth of business. Easter, thought by some to be the second Christmas, meant retailers must sally forth with the pastel-colored candies even before Valentine’s Day. This marketing ploy, skipping V-Day and going straight to Easter, distracted those of us who loved red-wrapped hearts filled with chocolate candy in all its versions. I was sort of attached to the blow-up bunnies on Fred’s front lawn, though.
 
   Seeing the store reminded me of the items needed at home, like toilet paper and paper towels. I hadn’t been shopping in a week. Living alone with no one to feed but myself had its advantages sometimes, but when it came to keeping the pantry stocked, it went the other way.
 
   I sighed and turned onto the small side street where Video Angels resided, maneuvered Betsy to my usual slot, and got out. Trudging up the metal stairs to the office, I pondered the events of the day. No doubt about it, certain facets stank. 
 
   After letting myself in, I took in the mail strewn on the floor in front of the door slot. I stooped over and picked it up. A Cabot Creamery catalog from an online visit and an ad from Dell for their latest wireless technology. Boo yah. Thanks, Mr. Mailman. Even catalogs and advertisements were welcome in lieu of real mail. Especially when the real mail of late was all bills.
 
   The important-looking stuff got dumped at the front desk, a golden oak piece in need of refinishing, and the envelopes got stuck in the sorter. I looked around at the clean floors and smelled Pine-sol from where Mr. Yoshi had been performing his janitorial duties. Yoshi was hired after Dwayne and I met him during last summer’s debacle. Yoshi needed something to keep him busy and out of trouble. He was great with dust and grime. We called him a grime fighter. It always got a smile out of him.
 
   Dwayne had left the VX2000 on the futon in the front room. I scooped up the sleek black body and smiled. If anything incriminating showed up on our video, maybe Dwayne and I could down two giants with one throw. Sal could see it was Rafe, find out some clues about his whereabouts last night, and discover if he had gone to see Bubba. It would also prove it wasn’t kids messing around in the cemetery for Jason, so the cops would start posting a watch.
 
   Toting it around with one hand, I found a cable to hook it up to my computer. We purchased the old Macintosh second-hand from someone who got a newer model, but I loved the way the machine still worked for video editing. Simply a G4 Dual 800 to some people, but to me it was the Holy Grail.
 
   I loaded it with Final Cut Pro 4 and Photoshop, thanks to money given to me from my two little lovable aunties, Tillie and Nancy. They’d raised me since age ten when Mama and Daddy met Jesus in a tornado and were excited about helping me get set up in my own business. The programs made video creation a breeze. 
 
   The more accepted method built into our production suite was to take the footage and pop it into an editing deck, but since I didn’t have much footage to go through, I just used the camera as a VCR—the quickie method.
 
   While things prepared themselves for viewing, I walked to the closet where I had set up a small shelf to house a Black and Decker coffee maker and accessories. After hooking up the pot to an electric outlet, I took the carafe into the bathroom and filled it with water. Maybe some caffeine would help my mind focus on the job at hand. 
 
   I learned a lot about coffee and coffee making thanks to my best friend Katie. Her brother, Dave, wanted to open a coffee business and spent a lot of time giving out samples of blends he experimented with.
 
   After tearing open a faux foil pouch of something he called Sumatra Sizzle, I dumped it into the filter and turned it on, my mouth watering at the expectation of freshly brewed java. While it dripped, I settled into my roomy office chair and pressed play in the camera.
 
   In a few moments, the footage appeared. Fuzzy flashes of color zipped across the screen, went out of focus, and then became Rafe’s hoodie. When the focus became sharper, I rewound a couple of times to figure out what the little sharp appearances of color had been. Duh. His wallet chain.
 
   The other figures were only blurs moving across the screen, and the only audio sounds were of me, huffing and puffing as I ran. It reminded me of foot chases on episodes of Cops, one of my most favorite shows. The cameraman always sounded like he experienced the worst of the chase as he went along trying to keep the camera focused and the subject in the shot. Maybe I should watch his technique more closely next time, as this one appeared a total waste.
 
   I sighed and cut it off, disgusted. The shots were far too dark to make out any identifiable person or persons, or even where it was shot. Very few tombstones showed, which meant proving it had happened in the cemetery might be hard.
 
   Jason would never be able to prove his case by this mess, and the SLPD would just laugh at him again. And there was no way I wanted Sal and company to see bad footage from my little budding business.
 
   The coffee pot began making gurgling noises to signal the end of the dripping. I walked into the closet and made a cup. Non-dairy creamer and two Equal. Good and sweet. Returning to my office with it, I sat down and sipped the black magic hoping it would get an information transfer going on with my central synapses.
 
   While I waited for the information dump to happen, I dialed Dwayne again. This time he answered, his words a little blurry. 
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You want me to come over?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why’re you not answering your phone?”
 
   “I answered. You’re talkin’ to me ain’t you?”
 
   “Did you see the other time I called? How come you didn’t call me back?”
 
   “I figured if you had anything important to tell me, you’d leave a message. I ain’t really into twenty questions now, Shan.”
 
   “Okay, then. Call me later.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   And that was that. He really was hurting. I would go over there anyway. He had never left me alone for an instant during the trying time I’d had. I was going to reciprocate. 
 
   Sumatra Sizzle burned down my throat, and I dissolved into a satisfied lump leaning back into my chair. I tried to come up with a way to get some goods on Rafe since Dwayne seemed so determined Sal’s cousin was involved. Maybe being right would make my friend happy.
 
   Sitting up, my eyes landed on my Rolodex file. Everyone harbored secrets. They usually could be found in their homes. Rafe’s mother had given me his address. 
 
   I snagged my purse off the desk by the door and hauled out of there. If Rafe was home, I could find a way for him to let me in. Snoop around some. If he wasn’t home, well, I might have to be a little more inventive. Since last summer’s events, breaking and entering no longer pelted me with guilt. I justified my criminal activity as necessary where people I cared about were involved. Bubba lay cold on a slab, and Dwayne was upset. It was justified.
 
   Swallowing hard, I gunned down the street. Dwayne would be with me in this. This was something that he would want to do. I tried to comfort myself with the thought if I got caught and arrested, he would bail me out and wouldn’t fuss at me for trying to help. Okay, he might fuss, but he would forgive me. I tried not to think about how Rafe might be a cold-blooded killer who recognized me from the cemetery.
 
   I gritted my teeth and accelerated. Comfort was sure in short order today.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Inching up Highway 178 past the crime scene where the cops still worked, I tried to see something of importance. A car behind me honked at my rubbernecking so I took a right at the light on Greenman and drove down a block to Millis Road. Millis led to the trailer park where Rafe lived. If I didn’t have any luck there, I would just stop in and check on Dwayne. No biggie. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
 
   Oh really, Wallace? Then why are your hands sweating? 
 
   I tried to relax and wiped them on my jeans. It was like having an angel and a demon on each shoulder. The angel reminded me of what would happen if Rafe wasn’t home, and the demon countered with things about angels having PMS.
 
   After turning into the trailer park, I followed Rafe’s mother’s directions. Go around the curve, take the first lane on the right, and his trailer would be the third on the left.
 
   I craned my neck as I pulled past. Then I whipped down another lane, turned around, and came back. The problem with surveillance on a trailer in a mobile home park is that the streets are narrow and the trailers are all scrunched together. No way to be inconspicuous. If you try to park across the road from one, you end up in another person’s yard. Neighbors wouldn’t take kindly to such, and neither would their mean, saliva-dripping yard dogs.
 
   I parked in front of Rafe’s rusty white trailer close enough to the front to hear the air conditioner make loud thrumming noises. Ten minutes passed, and no one came to find out what my business was. 
 
   I climbed out of Betsy and walked toward the door. No car sat in the graveled parking area at his trailer and the lack of activity convinced me of his absence.
 
   Bounding up the rickety wooden steps to his door, I planted my feet on a faux turf door mat and rapped a few times. If he answered, I would just pretend to be at the wrong address and pray Dwayne was right about anyone recognizing me.
 
   Rafe didn’t answer, so I tried to see inside the curtained window of the door. 
 
   No luck.
 
   I stood there a moment contemplating jail. If I followed through with my plan, it was illegal. Demon says, “So? Is this any different than breaking into Rick’s apartment after he died to take back your belongings?” 
 
   Either I have a crook’s mind, or I lied to myself very convincingly, or I was about to be committed into the cracker box. Regardless which it was, I jogged back to my car for a screwdriver to pop open the poor excuse for a door. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the curtains closing on the next door neighbor’s back door.
 
   Damn.
 
   I had been seen. I slowed my roll to the car.
 
   This made things a little more awkward. I would have to invent a reason to be there if asked. Better to be on the offense than the defense.
 
   I walked around the front of the neighbor’s double-wide and strolled under their awning. The neighbors were not as poor as Rafe because their trailer hosted a nice deck and plastic lawn chairs, too. A mesh-sided playpen filled with infant toys stood by the door, and I pondered knocking. If someone’s baby was disturbed, this visit might turn nasty.
 
   I opted for a light tap on the flimsy aluminum door, just in case.
 
   A blonde Pomeranian bounced up and down on the other side yipping for all her worth. So much for being quiet. 
 
   A heavy-set lady wearing a loud floral housedress and a ratty bouffant hairstyle answered the door. She gave the term trailer trash a new reason for being.
 
   With a quick kick to Yippy, she opened the door a small crack. The smell of popcorn wafted to my nose and my stomach rumbled at the buttery scent.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Hi, I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, but I’m looking for Mr. Ramirez. He lives next door,” I said, pointing behind her. “I’m his personal trainer, and he’s missed his workout.” I flexed my bicep and smiled, totally aware I bore no muscle tone to speak of.  
 
   She gave me the once over, totally unconvinced. “I ain’t seen that guy in days.”
 
   “Oh really? Maybe he’s out of town. Well, thanks anyway,” I said, turning to leave.
 
   “You wanna gimme your name or something in case he comes home?” she asked.
 
   I stopped. I most assuredly did not want him to know of my visit since he hadn’t been home for me to bump into on my own. Stealth had advantages. 
 
   Turning back, I grinned. “Oh, no. He told me if he wasn’t home, to just, you know, let myself in and leave his vitamins on the table. We’ll have to reschedule.”
 
   She shrugged, fussed at Booger aka Yippy to move and shut the door. I hurried away, praying she wasn’t lying. On the heels of that prayer, I added that I hoped she wasn’t whispering to Rafe on the phone right now about some broad next door at his place.
 
   Strolling back to his trailer, I mentally kicked myself. Once again I had put my foot in my mouth. Now I couldn’t use a common screwdriver to break into the door in case I was still being watched. I needed a way in. 
 
   Once on his doorstep, I looked around for a place he might hide a key in case he locked himself out. I tried to look inconspicuous as I lifted the welcome mat, although if anyone put two and two together they would know I was not invited to enter this domicile.
 
   Under a thick coating of dirt and mold under that rug, I found a key. The act of his putting a key in the most obvious place made me shake my head. He should have at least left it under a garden stone, or a fake dog turd. That’s the best way to throw off a possible burglar.
 
   Using as little of my nail as possible, I dug the key out, placed it in the lock, and turned. The door opened with a loud thump from where it stuck in the aluminum frame. I hurried inside and shut the door behind me. Out of sight might mean the neighbor would forget about me.
 
   My breathing rattled around in my chest. Nerves made me heave and puff. I was, in effect, breaking and entering someone’s private residence. I was, in effect, being a criminal in the eyes of the law. I was, in effect, breaking every heart who loved and cared about me. 
 
   So I tried not to think about what would happen if discovered and tried to remember Dwayne’s mournful look as he relayed the message about Bubba’s death, and how he thought Rafe might be involved. 
 
   Rafe deserved my snooping.
 
   Justified, I wandered around, not really sure what I sought. No food in the fridge and no wet towels in the bathroom gave proof the neighbor lady was right. He hadn’t been home for a few days at least.
 
   I went to his bedroom and found he used his dresser for a desk. His last bank statement sat atop a pile of paperwork. I checked his deposits. He worked for Bird’s Tweeters and Woofers, a car stereo installation place, and he didn’t make squat on a regular basis. But his last several deposits were for over five grand apiece. How did a stereo installer make that kind of money?
 
   I recalled a case on America’s Most Wanted where the guy worked for the mob and they got his bank account information to prove he had banked his take. Did Rafe work for the mob? Sal would be interested in this news.
 
   I memorized his last deposit amount and date just in case, and placed the statement back where I’d found it. His box of unused checks sat neatly inside a shoebox in a desk drawer.
 
   After tearing off one of the forms for check reorder, I folded it and shoved it into my back pocket. Printed on them were his account number, his address, his telephone number, and his driver’s license number. This surprised me, since most personal checks didn’t have this information any more.
 
   Smart people began having their license number taken off them to stay off the government’s grid. The FBI pointed out the ignorance of allowing your personal numbers to be out there for the world to see. Gave criminals easier ways to be criminals, not to mention telemarketers. So everyone changed their checks.
 
   Everyone except the same clever man who left his door key under his front mat. Why not have his driver’s license number plastered where everyone could take advantage of him?
 
   Sheesh.
 
   At least finding out a bit more about him would be easy to do.
 
   I checked under his bed and found his stash of pornography. Flipping through a copy of a raunchy man-flesh magazine, I wondered how the male models got into such odd positions. My pulse quickened in the wrong way, and I tossed it back under the bed. Seeing males in all their glory disturbed me.
 
   I’d been sexually deprived way too long. Tucked in his nightstand, along with his copy of the latest lottery numbers, sat an address book. I chose the Ns randomly and pulled it open by the tab. There were a ton of N names. I let my fingers do the walking and discovered enough male names and numbers to make the armed forces jealous. 
 
   It occurred to me these names might be just the break I needed to connect him with someone who might have a reason to be in the cemetery after hours. If necessary, I’d call each and every name and ask their connection.
 
   I glanced at my cell phone. I’d been snooping long enough. Time to go. 
 
   The address book fell into my purse when I bumped the night stand hard enough. It wasn’t theft if it was accidentally obtained. I locked the door behind me, replaced the key, and roared off. A few quick turns later, I arrived at Dwayne’s trailer, slipped in behind his Mustang, and shut the car off.
 
   The sun slanted across the sky and shadows dipped between the trailers. No signs of life. Dwayne might have decided to down a few beers and fallen asleep. I didn’t want to disturb his rest. He had taken Bubba’s death pretty hard.
 
   I cursed Betsy’s creaky hinges when Dwayne appeared in his doorway. 
 
   He left the door open for me. Entering, I nodded to him sitting across the floor on his brown velour couch. “You okay?”
 
   He tilted his head and squinted at me. “No. I’m not. But thanks for asking.” 
 
   I sat in the ugly green chair nearby. “Can I do anything?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. Jus’ need some time is all. Time heals all wounds, they say.”
 
   I took in the pile of squashed beer cans. Numbing brew. Feel no pain, Dwayne. “You want to talk about what happened?”
 
   He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Talk about it? About what? He’s dead. He was my friend. Ain’t nothin’ to talk about. That’s it.”
 
   “Okay. Well, guess I’ll head out then, if you’re sure you don’t need anything,” I said.
 
   He opened his eyes and tilted forward. “Hell, Wall-ass. What can you do? What can any summabitch do? Now I know how you felt when Furniture Dude turned up dead. Really sucks when it’s somebody you know.”
 
   “Yeah.” I didn’t want to think about Rick Fine. Not today.
 
   “Here, get a beer for us,” he said, pointing at the kitchen. “Take a load off, stay a while.”
 
   I nodded and retrieved a can of Bud out of his fridge. His supply stood at two so I decided to leave them for him. He needed them more than me.
 
   After placing the opened can in front of him, I watched as he slurped some down. “What? Ain’t you having one?”
 
   “Nope. Got some stuff to do. You know, driving around and all.”
 
   “Yeah, hell, you can’t drink and drive. You can’t hardly walk and chew gum at the same time.”
 
   I smiled. He wasn’t being unkind, just honest.
 
   “Did Sexy Sallie say anything after I left? Anything about Rafe?” he asked. 
 
   “No. Nothing interesting anyway.”
 
   “Oh. Just stuff you and him would be interested in, huh?”
 
   I shrugged in answer. Then asked, “You don’t really think Rafe had anything to do with Bubba’s death, do you?”
 
   “Sure as hell hope not, but who knows? The freakin’ world’s gone nuts,” he answered. Then, quietly added, “That would be like losing two friends. Bubba and Rafe? Hell naw.”
 
   I swallowed hard.
 
   “But you beat me there, too, didn’t ya? You lost Rick and whats-his-name?” 
 
   “Joe.” Damn, why did I know he would go there? 
 
   Joe Drury, Rick’s friend, had been murdered too. The memory still ached like a tender bruise, and I flinched away from the thought of it.
 
   “Yeah, Joe,” he said, recognition sinking in. He took a long drink before continuing, “Well, Bubba’s sister was not as interesting to talk to as old Sal was I’ll bet. She didn’t do much talkin’ at all, in fact, she was too busy crying her guts out.”
 
   Ouch. No wonder he downed so much liquid pain-killer. 
 
   “Oh. You went to see her? I can’t imagine what that was like for you, Dee.”
 
   He nodded. “Yes I did. It wouldn’t be right for Miss Carrie to hear the news from a buncha uniforms.”
 
   My heart twisted. “I’m really sorry about your loss, Dwayne. And Bubba’s sister’s, too.”
 
   He slugged more beer. “You’re sorry? I’m the one sorry,” he said, belching. “He was my friend, and I couldn’t even protect him. Damn. I’m a sorry friend. Sorry ass.”
 
   I walked over to him and sat down, patting his arm. “Don’t. You’re not a sorry friend. You’re a good, caring, decent guy. I don’t even want to think about what would have happened to me last year if you hadn’t been there for me. But, it isn’t our job to keep people from their lives, or their deaths. We’re not God.”
 
   “But I’m just a bad element, Shan. Just a bad crowd. Sal said so.”
 
   I regretted telling him what Sal had said and wished with all my heart it was something behind us instead of between us.
 
   Changing the subject seemed like a good idea. “Look, you’re a little sloppy now. How about I help you get some food down, and I’ll tidy up while you sleep?”
 
   “Nope. Don’t wanna sleep. Wanna think. Wanna think about life and death and all that jazz. You can go now. I’ll be all right.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say, so just gave him a quick hug and let myself out. I stood outside, listening to his loud sobbing for a few minutes before heading to my car.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I slid into the seat, pounded the steering wheel, and cussed myself purple for a few moments before cranking Betsy up and pulling out of the trailer park. Once rolling, I slammed a CD into the player, yearning for angry music to drown my discontent. Linkin Park worked just fine.
 
   The CD player had been a gift from Dwayne for Christmas. He tried to get music out of my old cassette player and battered radio, but they had long since defected from Betsy’s antique zip code. 
 
   “You need some tunes, little Missy,” he’d said, turning dials and pushing buttons. Finally, he added, “But first you need a player.” And he proceeded to move me into a CD player for my car. I wanted all the latest rage, but decided to save my money and maybe get it this Christmas.
 
   Now as I remembered, I wondered if Dwayne had used Bird’s Tweeters and Woofers and made a mental note to ask him. Could be a door opener to getting to where Rafe spent some of his daylight hours. 
 
   We already knew where he spent some of his nights. The memory of his trotting full-tilt across the cemetery grounds returned. What the hell was he doing out there? 
 
   The sun dipped behind South Lake buildings by the time I turned the car toward my aunt’s eatery, lovingly named Tillie’s Home Cookin’-IT’S GOOOOD, for some of her fabulous dishes. Recently, my aunts began closing around two on Saturday since the clientele after lunch tended to be a bit slim. Still, they often stayed much later cleaning or stocking, and I hoped to find them there. But when I swung by, there were no cars in the lot. Chewing on my lower lip, I decided to head over to their house. The day had been stressful, and I needed comforting, too. Besides, they got all the dirty gossip at the restaurant from customers with nothing better to do than sit and sip coffee and talk. Inadvertently, I might pick up something helpful about Bubba’s death.
 
   I swung down Greenman, turned onto Crease Road, and wound my way back into their neighborhood. Most of the houses sported aluminum siding. I glanced around, admiring the single-family homes once considered upper-crust in the earlier days of South Lake. Now they were just middle-of-the-road homes, moderately priced in the face of the huge all-brick monsters sprouting up in new neighborhoods across Greenman Road. The new community had a golf course as an additional draw, and I suspected that sort of thing insured the builders got more money.
 
   I dreaded the day I would have to convince my aunts to move from the area. According to Sal, historically, crime would rear its ugly head in the places closest to commercial property going up all along Greenman. Not a good thing for homeowners to face. 
 
   I parked in the driveway behind Aunt Nan’s big hulk of a Dodge. Someone heard the creak of Betsy’s door and flipped on the driveway light. I mentally made a note to have the thing greased as soon as possible. As I walked from the car, the porch light, set on a motion sensor, beamed on and Aunt Nancy opened the door. 
 
   Her silvered blond hair floated around her face, and she wore sweats and a sweater with pearl buttons. She dressed young for an almost sixty-year-old, but I loved her style. She and Aunt Tillie were roommates for life, as neither ever married. I, the adopted child, became the pinnacle of their existence some days.
 
   “Shannon?” she asked. “Hey girl. You’re just in time for supper.”
 
   In the south, mealtimes are a big deal. No matter if you are selling brooms door to door, traditionally, if you arrive at a mealtime, you are more than likely going to be asked to stay. And the fare varied widely. In the waning of winter, it was usually something someone put up in their freezer from their garden of the summer before.
 
   But this was family, and as such, tradition went even deeper. I used to help shell the peas, shuck the corn, and peel the tomatoes. Foods you helped prepare tasted even better. Since I didn’t live there anymore, I could just be thankful for continued traditions.
 
   “How’s it going?” I asked, following her through the old two-story into the kitchen and dining room. The Mamas—my name for my two aunts—only rarely used the rest of the house for anything, content to move from kitchen and dining room, to living room and bed. The whole upstairs had probably not had a soul in it since I moved away some years back. My room was just as I left it, complete with bookcases filled with high school annuals, college textbooks, and memories.
 
   “Not too bad, if you mean the business, and just awful if you mean supper. Tillie burned something, I smell it,” she answered, wrinkling her nose. “I hope she didn’t get the Wonder bread bag too close to the toaster again. The last time, she melted it plumb onto the toaster and we had to go buy a new one.”
 
   I lifted my nose and sniffed. Not burnt plastic, but definitely something to do with bread. As we reached the kitchen, the smell got stronger.
 
   “Hey, Shannon!” Aunt Tillie exclaimed, hurrying to kiss me. She stood five feet even in her stocking feet, and spouted a head full of premature silver hair without a speck of blond in it like her sister’s.
 
   “Hey, Tills. What have you done? I see smoke.” I waved at the cloudy air. “Should I open the back door?”
 
   “Oh dang it!” She turned back to the stove and waved. “Oh, I forgot about the rolls. I’ve got a ton more, though. If you would, Sugar, just prop open the screen a little. That’s good. Now you just go on over to the table and have a seat. It’s all going to be out in a minute. Nancy, get Shannon some tea.”
 
   Obediently, we gathered our eating accoutrements; flatware, dishes, glasses of sweet tea, and made ourselves comfy. Then Nancy blessed the food, and we three dug in. 
 
   “What brings you by?” Aunt Tillie asked, passing the gravy. “You gotta try this milk gravy, Sugar, it is just the best ever.”
 
   “I had a rough day and wanted some good food and good company before heading home.”
 
   “Oh? What happened?” Nancy asked. “And please tell me it won’t keep you from seeing Sister and I at church. You know we’re singing in the choir this week.” I ladled gravy on my sliced turkey. “I remember, Aunt Nan, but Dwayne’s friend, Bubba Thames, got killed, and Dwayne’s taking the situation pretty hard. I’m afraid it might keep me after all.”
 
   “Oh no!” Aunt Tillie said, shocked. “Not Bradley Thames? Mr. Thames, the florist over on the highway?”
 
   I nodded. Dwayne had said his real name was Bradley. “Yeah, why? Did you know him?”
 
   “Well, good grief, Shannon, Brad just brought me a whole bunch of carnations and lilies and fancy flowers to put in vases on the tables at the restaurant. We had a sort of arrangement going on. A fair trade deal, you know? Now you say he’s dead?”
 
   I nodded again, pausing to scoop green peas onto my fork. “Yeah, and not a good thing either. Suspicious death. Now when exactly did he come by your place?” 
 
   “Oh, probably Thursday afternoon. He was trying to drum up business for his place by getting involved in some sort of contest for florists in the area with a great big entry fee. I promised to try to help him out. My goodness, he was such a sweet man.”
 
   “Well, you know, the cops won’t say anything yet, and Dwayne was too upset to think about discussing it, but apparently he was killed. Homicide.”
 
   The room got quiet. My aunts watched Channel Three news faithfully every night at six and knew crime was a daily concern in Memphis, but they always freaked a little when it came home to roost in South Lake. I marveled that they ever recovered when Rick Fine had been murdered.
 
   While we ate, I considered what Bubba might have been involved in to make someone kill him. I tried to remember if Dwayne had mentioned the contest to me. It was hard to imagine a florist being anyone’s target. 
 
   After a respectable pause, Nancy shook salt onto her potatoes and gave me a level glare. “Wonder who would want to do such a thing? I declare, evil is slithering around this world in such a way as the end may come any moment.”
 
   “Ain’t it the truth? But still, Brad was so sweet. Now who would want to kill him?” Aunt Tillie added sorrowfully. “I hope he was saved. Shannon, was Bradley saved?”
 
   “Now, Aunt Tillie, I don’t have any notion about that. In fact, I don’t know anything about any of this stuff, so don’t y’all get to poking me for information. It’s bad enough how Dwayne is prostrate with grief.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Honey. We wouldn’t pick on you on purpose,” she said, passing the butter tub. “I was just asking. You should know about the salvation of your friends, dear.”
 
   I took the butter and began soaking a steaming hot Parker House roll in it. “I guess I’m not a very good Christian these days.” 
 
   Tillie passed the peas swimming in pot liquor, and remained mute at my confessed religious failings. 
 
   Aunt Nan, though, resolutely leaned the other way. “Maybe one day you’ll share your faith with your closest comrades,” she said, eyeing me. When I didn’t respond, she added, “Besides we don’t have to poke you for information, Shannon. We know more than enough just from what we get out of Herbert.”
 
   I tilted my head and gave her one of those oh really looks.
 
   “That’s right,” she went on, taking the basket of rolls from Aunt Tillie. “Herbert knows everything that goes on in this town. And some about Memphis, too. He’ll fill us in on Brad’s story soon enough.”
 
   I couldn’t argue. Herbert Magnum was a busy reporter for the Tribune, and with him being Aunt Nancy’s some time boyfriend, who knew what kind of pillow talk went on between them? I felt a twinge of guilt over not accepting her invitations to dinner on those occasions when he visited.
 
   “Hey, as long as you aren’t giving him information in return, that would be fine,” I said, taking a bite. “Do you think he would talk to me and Dwayne? About the murder, or this contest, or anything else relevant? I’ll never get the lowdown out of Sal.”
 
   Aunt Nancy grinned. “I’ll make sure of it. How about tomorrow?” 
 
   “On Sunday?”
 
   “Honey, he goes in on Saturday, Sunday, and most holidays. That’s when he does his best work. I’ll fix you up.”
 
   “Great. I’ll round up Dwayne and we can go together.” 
 
   “Er...Was Dwayne and Bradley...er...you know...?” Nancy’s face turned red.
 
   “I am like the military. Don’t ask, don’t tell.”
 
   She nodded quickly. “Gotcha. Let me just go call Herb. I need to call him anyway about our choir concert on Sunday. Let me just go do that right now.” 
 
   She scooped up her tea glass and strolled over to the sugar maple roll-top desk in the alcove off the dining room where the phone resided—better enabled her to have a moment of privacy. Maybe even catch her breath over this latest round of embarrassing conversation between us.
 
   I sipped my tea, and thought about my luck to have family who could cook, had connections, and wanted to see justice served. All at the same time.
 
   ###
 
   Dwayne wore dark glasses when I picked him up on Sunday. 
 
   “Lawd God. Don’t make any sudden moves and don’t speak above a whisper,” he warned as he eased into the seat.
 
   I peered at him closely. “Are you going to be sick? Because if you are, I’ll get a garbage bag.”
 
   He started to shake his head, but must have thought better of it when he winced in pain. “No. I’m fine. Drive on.”
 
   I backed out. As we headed out of the trailer park, I fired off a few questions about Rafe. 
 
   “Where does he work?” I wanted to sound like I knew little to nothing about the man. Dwayne could be hoodwinked easily right now and maybe he wouldn’t suspect my recent activities of playing private investigator.
 
   “Car stereo place. Pretty decent installer.”
 
   “Oh, like the place where you got my stereo and speakers?” 
 
   “Yeah. Same place.”
 
   We drove on, but I stored the information for future use along with a scheme to go to Bird’s and check it out. I could put some paper in my deck. Tell them it was on the fritz.               
 
   Dwayne’s quizzical look warranted a shrug. “Just curious,” I lied.
 
   He moaned a little as the sun beamed down on us and straight into my car’s interior.
 
   The Tribune stood atop a hill on Power Road, over by the electric company. Its squat white brick building used to be a bank. I could never figure out what would make a bank or other lending institution move to a new location a few yards down the street when they were already established, but that was what happened.
 
   After parking in a slot, we got out. Dwayne’s exit from the car looked something between a climb and a crawl. I checked him out before we went in and was intensely glad he remembered to bring some breath mints. 
 
   The only noise inside the newspaper office came from an old window unit pumping out air in frigid blasts. We stood at a front counter like a dry cleaning place would have and listened to voices. 
 
   Two men spoke rapidly behind a partition dividing the front desk from the rest of the office. I leaned over the counter to see them. A frail-looking older man stood with one hand on his hip, listening to an olive-skinned younger. 
 
   The older man had to be Herbert.
 
   Sensing a presence, he looked over and realized they were not alone. “Can I help you?” he asked, hurrying over.
 
   “Yeah, I’m looking for Herbert Magnum. I have an appointment.” 
 
   “I’m your man. You must be Nancy’s niece?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right. This is Dwayne Brown, my business partner.”
 
   He shook Dwayne’s hand and ushered us into a nearby cubicle. We sat and waited until he got comfy, then listened while he told us what he knew about Bubba Thames’ murder. 
 
   “The cops have hardly anything to go on yet. They gave us the bare basics. Vic was stuffed in his flower cooler, been dead a minimum of four hours, maximum of twelve,” he read from a sheet of paper. “Cause still pending word from autopsy.”
 
   Dwayne shifted and crossed his legs. “Guess that ain’t gonna make the front page.”
 
   Herbert shrugged. “It’ll make ours. Murder’s big news in a small town paper, no matter how minute the details. That’s really all I can tell you, though. Until the cops have more they’re willing to share.” 
 
   “Yeah, we get that a lot,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “I don’t know if Nancy told you, but all the flower companies and florists in the area got involved in a big contest. I heard through the vine Bubba was in it.”
 
   I nodded. “She did tell me that. So what do you think? Is there a connection to his death?” 
 
   He scratched his cheek and gazed at me, trying to decide if he should talk about it. “Well, let me just say this, if I wanted to know something about what Bubba was doing his last few days and you know, who he was in the company of, well, that would be the starting point for me. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   I nodded again, understanding the meaning in his half-way explanation. Glancing over at Dwayne, I noted his death grip on the chair. Was it from suffering a raging hangover, or from the reminder that his friend was dead?
 
   The young man who had been speaking to Herbert came over, and Herbert excused himself. I tried to listen to the conversation between the two men, but they were too far away for me to understand any of it.
 
   From the look on Herbert’s face when he returned, it hadn’t been good. “I’m sorry, guys, I’ll have to beat it. We have a deadline on a story.”
 
   We rose, shook his hand, and started out. He stopped us to apologize again for the interruption. “If it’s of any interest, there’s been a rash of violent crimes lately. I’m working an angle that might include the Thames case. If I get anything hot, I’ll get word to Nancy.”
 
   I thanked him, and we let ourselves out. In all the years of watching my unmarried aunts pick men, he seemed to be the very first one with any merit. I intended to tell Aunt Nan as soon as I saw her.
 
   ###
 
   As we slid into the car, I asked, “Are you up to going over to the funeral home? We need to talk to Jason and let him know what happened the other night at the cemetery. It’s only about three. He should be working.”
 
   Dwayne nodded. “Sure. Can’t be any worse than sitting with a damn reporter hearing how a contest entry could be what did poor Bubba in. Why in hell does everyone want to pick on Bubba’s friends, too? First Sal, and now this dude. So he was in the company of some other guys. So?”
 
   I winced. That explained the death grip. I kept my mouth shut for once. 
 
   Jason’s dark-blue Subaru glimmered from its place in the lot, and I breathed a sigh of relief. He told me he usually worked in his office on Sunday afternoons; apparently, the only time he could count on things being a little slow. If we were lucky, then we might get information on Bubba’s funeral if the family used Scott’s. Being that it was the biggest gig in the funeral biz, I figured they might.
 
   Jason Scott greeted us at the door. 
 
   “Hey,” I said, smiling. “We have news.”
 
   He shook Dwayne’s hand and returned my smile. “Come in, come in. Let me introduce you to my new assistant and then we can get right to it.” 
 
   He waved toward a short, oriental man who stood in front of a small table. 
 
   “Theo Makamushi, this is Shannon Wallace and Dwayne Brown,” Jason said.
 
   Theo took my hand and kissed it, his short black mustache tickling the back of my knuckles. Then, he shook Dwayne’s hand with a fair amount of energy. He wore a dark gray wool suit that smacked of a designer label and looked like a member of Congress off to a meeting with the President. His shiny shoes could have been mirrors. 
 
   Why anyone in this business would dress up for the clientele was beyond me. The deceased surely wouldn’t notice if your shoes were untied, unpolished, or off. But then again, the living, morose family likely would appreciate the effort. They were surely paying enough for you to look nice.
 
   “We’ll be in my office, Theo. Buzz me if you need anything,” Jason instructed the man.
 
   Small talk about business ensued as we walked through the place toward his offices, completely refurnished since the last time I had been inside the funeral home. Amazed, I paused as we walked through the large gathering room, which separated one set of viewing rooms from another.
 
   The rich golden oak furniture had been replaced with darker Asian-flavored stuff adorned in glossy matte and high lacquer finishes. Vases of robust reds, golds, and greens decorated tables and black lacquered screens filled in empty areas. Even the coffee pot seemed more ornate than the old drip style Scott formerly used. “What on earth have you done to your place here?” I asked.
 
   “Theo took over,” he said, smiling. “How do you like what he’s done?” 
 
   Dwayne pulled his dark glasses to the end of his nose. “Very feng shui.”
 
   We continued on to his office, a dark cave of a room with brown blinds pulled closed against the afternoon sun, and seated ourselves in leather barrel chairs.
 
   “What do you have for me?” he asked.
 
   “You hear about the death over at The Delicate Petal?” I asked.
 
   He nodded. “Unfortunate.”
 
   “You handling that one here?”
 
   “Yes, I believe Mr. Thames is scheduled. You know how busy I’ve been. Theo has handled a lot of clients for me. What does this have to do with the job I hired you for?”
 
   Dwayne pulled his dark glasses off and put them in his shirt pocket. I figured he was coming awake, feeling better. “Sort of connected. We caught some people on screen for you. If one of them is who I think it is, he knew Bubba.”
 
   “So, I was right. It wasn’t kids.” 
 
   “No, it’s not kids,” I answered. 
 
   “When can I see the footage?” He was nearly drooling at the thought.
 
   “Well, that’s part of why I wanted to come by,” I said. “The footage from the other night is not very good. The vandals were running, and we were chasing them through the dark, and a number of other video nightmarish things. We’d like to come back and try again.” I glanced at Dwayne to get his approval. He didn’t interrupt so I went on. “If we can catch the vandals clearer than last time, it might help the cops. We want to film Bubba’s funeral, too.”
 
   Dwayne shifted and coughed. I peeked cautiously at him and watched as he looked toward the ceiling. He hated when I sprang this sort of thing on him. I rushed on. “It’s a known fact that killers sometimes go to their victim’s funerals. It could happen. You want the vandals punished and the killer or killers caught, right?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I was saying this for Dwayne’s consent or Jason’s but after a moment, Jason agreed. “Of course. I see what you mean. The better case I build with your video, the better chance I have with the cops, and if you can catch the murderer in the process, well, good for you. I say, go for it.”
 
   “You want to sneak around and check out anything suspicious, right?” I asked Dwayne. He looked away and exhaled loudly. 
 
   Jason pulled something out of his desk drawer and laid it before him—three seriously pointed stars like a Ninja might carry decorated with black and silver. “More protection make you feel better?” he asked.
 
   “What’s that?” Dwayne pointed at them.
 
   Jason put them on the small table to the left of his desk. “They’re called shuriken. Theo gave them to me. He’s got a lot of fun stuff like this. Handy man to have around.”
 
   Dwayne pursed his lips. “Okay then. Well, money talks, as they say. We think two hundred dollars more is in order for another night out in the dead zone.” 
 
   I kept quiet. If more money would anchor Dwayne’s assistance, I was all for it. 
 
   “Do I get all of the discs, or whatever?” Jason asked.
 
   We nodded at the same time. 
 
   The funeral home director pushed the intercom button on his phone. “Theo, come in here and bring the checkbook.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We took the money, got the funeral details from Theo, and headed out. Bubba’s service took the Wednesday afternoon slot. I dropped Dwayne at his trailer with instructions to get the dough in the bank Monday before something bounced, and headed for the car stereo place where Rafe worked. If he was there, I could talk to him, pretend innocence of all knowledge. If not, I could ask around and see if anyone there knew him, or knew where to find him.
 
   Bird’s Tweeters and Woofers operated in a rundown building with paint peeling everywhere and plenty of cars in the lot. I wondered how many belonged to employees and how many to customers. The vehicles were nothing special. No Beemers, no fancy sports cars. So why did a guy who worked at a two-bit joint like this have several nice deposits that made him slightly more wealthy than all of his peers? Who paid the money?
 
   When I caught sight of the closed Sunday sign, disappointment filled me. I pulled into a slot in front of the glass doors and stepped out of Betsy to walk up and peer into the windows. No lights on anywhere, and no fancy anything inside that building, either. I sighed, overwhelmed with a bad feeling about this. 
 
   Rafe didn’t work for some high-end, upscale place. 
 
   I decided to go home to rest and think. On the ride home, Katie Henderson, my best friend and former roommate in college, called. She had been feeling left out since the start-up of Video Angels with Dwayne. On our last visit, she’d said the least I could do was plan on doing a video for her of her niece’s dance recital. I nearly agreed out of guilt, but fortunately she laughed and said she was just kidding. “Being around little girls dressed in pink frothy tutus, all squeals and loud laughter, makes your toes curl, I know,” she’d admitted.
 
   I answered her call now with a little trepidation in my voice. 
 
   “What’s up?” she asked.
 
   “Trying to understand criminals,” I explained.
 
   “Ooohkay,” she replied. “Ever work on spending time with sick friends?” 
 
   “Who’s sick? You?”
 
   “Yeah. I think it’s a virus.” 
 
   “You mean, like, vom-tastic?”
 
   “Baaad. But since you never spend time with me anymore, I thought it might massage your motherly side to know that I was ailing.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Kate. I’m meeting myself coming and going right now. Call me when you’re better,” I told her. “We’ll get together then, I promise.”
 
   “I’m warning you, when I feel better I am going to want some of your Aunt Tillie’s turnip greens, and since you are my greens connection, I can get them for free.”
 
   “You got it, pal. Feel better soon.” We disconnected. My Aunt Tillie’s food healed all wounds and sicknesses it seemed.
 
   When I arrived home, I climbed out of Betsy and walked up to my apartment. I tossed my purse and keys on the kitchen counter and made a bee-line for the shower. Nothing refreshed my mind like water jetting down on my head. It wasn’t long before my gray matter pondered over Sal and his missing cousin.
 
   Did my cop friend know Rafe was gay? Did he even know the crowd Rafe spent time with was made up of mostly gay men? The way he discussed them, it seemed he thought they were all just hoodlums. Did he really even give a hoot about the gay aspect as Dwayne suggested? And what about Bubba? How did his relationship with Rafe play into this? 
 
   If their lover’s quarrel had escalated, Rafe could be missing for a whole different reason. When I finished showering, I pulled on a comfortable pair of pajama pants and a raggedy tee shirt. I opened a container of strawberry yogurt and settled in front of the television to watch the Sunday night movie. Covered with a soft blanket and propped up on a cozy pillow, I had just begun to doze when my cell phone rang.
 
   Throwing the covers back with a growl, I sprinted to my purse. I had to dig and dig to find my phone and by then, the caller had disconnected. The digital display read one missed call from Sal Ramirez. I wanted to dial him up and scream obscenities for being yanked out of a good sleep, but I refrained. 
 
   Instead, I hooked up my charger, turned the sound off, and mentally made a decision not to look at it again until I finished watching Gone with the Wind. All four hours of it. Just as I congratulated myself on being so tough with people who wanted to control my life with phone calls, the doorbell rang.
 
   “Oh my freaking God!” I threw the covers back, focused my anger on the visitor, and charged.
 
    I didn’t even bother to look out to see who was there. In my frame of mind, I could probably kill whoever it was with one eyeball honed in on them. That is, if they didn’t die from laughing at me in my current state of bed hair.
 
   I yanked the door open and stumbled to a stop when I saw it was Sal.
 
   “What?” I demanded.
 
   “I tried to call you to tell you I was on the way over.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Are you going to invite me in?”
 
   “Said the spider to the fly. No. I’m dog-tired and almost asleep. You’ve spoiled my chances at a decent doze twice now.”
 
   He produced a box of Krispy Kreme donuts from behind his back. “Not even for some of these?”
 
   Only a man who looked as good as Salvador Ramirez, and who offered donuts smelling as good as the ones he held could make me open my door and step backwards.
 
   “I knew I would get you at hello,” he taunted, strolling inside. “Nice pants.”
 
   I slammed the door. “Don’t get comfortable. One donut and you are so gone.” 
 
   “Why? We have some discussing to do.”
 
   I swayed a little and he reached out to grab my elbow. “Whoa, Nellie. What’s up?”
 
   Kneading my forehead with one hand, I explained again. “I told you I’m half-asleep, I have the headache from Hades, and your happy face and donuts are not going to fix things this time. Go away.”
 
   He forced me to sit in my wingback recliner with the soft sage-colored upholstery. “Sit down and rest. I’ll get some coffee going to have with these donuts. You really probably just need some food.”
 
   I let my hand trace the raised piping along the arm of the chair. “What needs discussing?”
 
   Water splashed in the sink, and I heard the top on my coffeemaker snap open. Then it got quiet for a moment, so I twisted around to see what he was doing. He rifled through the address book, which had fallen out of my purse onto the counter, with quick flicks of his finger. Damn! I hoisted myself out of the chair and hurried over to snatch it out of his hands. “Hey! That’s private property.”
 
   “And you worried about my personal journal in college. You even called it a scorecard. Shannon, Shannon, Shannon,” he said, shaking his head, hands on hips. “You’ve got every man in the country in that book.”
 
   My face burned. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, tilting his head a little. “Your secrets are safe with me. It’ll cost you for my silence though.”
 
   “Get a life.” I shoved the book down in my purse. No Southern gentleman would dare rifle through a woman’s most private item, her purse.
 
   “Yes, to ensure your secret’s ultimate security, you’ll have to go out with me.”
 
   “What? You’re crazy.”
 
   He strolled over and took two cups from the drainer, clinking them against the sink as he set them out to pour coffee in. “That remains to be seen. At any rate, you’re stuck with my terms, I’m afraid. I’d hate to have to call up all of those men and—”
 
   “It’s not mine.”  
 
   “Is that so? Cream? Sugar?”
 
   I hated the way his eyes sparkled. “You damn well know how I take my coffee, and you are not getting any more information from me, my lips are sealed.”
 
   He handed the cup to me. “Oh? I hope my poor memory serves, but you’ve always been a bit of a flirt.”
 
   “Oh? Oh, my foot. That book is not mine. I found it.”
 
   He put four donuts on a plate and closed the box. “Do you know who it does belong to? She’s some doll, I bet.”
 
   “Yes. No! I mean I don’t know,” I stammered.
 
   He calmly bit into a donut and stared me down. No doubt about why they always asked him to do interrogations.
 
   “It’s Rafe’s.”
 
   He tried to continue chewing, but my words finally hit him and he choked, spewing half-eaten chunks into the sink. I hurried over and pounded him on the back. When he’d washed down the last cough with coffee, he leaned against the counter, arms crossed, waiting. 
 
   I waved at him. “What are you looking at? I told you it was Rafe’s. You’re just mad because you didn’t get to it first.”
 
   “No,” he said, wiping glazing from the corner of his mouth. “I’m waiting to find out how you came by it? Even his mother, Mina, couldn’t have known where to find such a personal item of his.”
 
   “I’m not telling you anything else, Sal. You’re a cop, and I don’t want to go to jail.”
 
   “I’m not here on official business. I’m your friend, stopping in with donuts for coffee. You can tell me off the record.”
 
   I shook my head. “Bull. You came here wanting to discuss something, by your own admission. And until you prove you’re off the record, my lips are sealed. First, you tell me something about Bubba’s case. Then we can call it an even exchange.”
 
   “Okay. Let’s discuss what you know about the night Mr. Thames died.”
 
   I set my cup in the sink. “You know I was in the cemetery. I saw you just after, at your cousin’s house, remember? You and I were together after that, so why are you asking?”
 
   “You always hear things from places I can’t get to.” He was lying through his teeth. There was no place a cop couldn’t get info from if they worked it right.
 
   “As if.”
 
   “Hey, we’re friends. You can talk to me. Donuts, coffee, you know.”
 
   “Right. So why don’t you tell me about Bubba’s case. And how Rafe fits in. I mean, my info for your case file, you’ve got to have more for me than just sugar and caffeine.”
 
   “Can’t.” He flipped out his fingers from his closed fist, counting. “One, because it’s an active case. Two, because you are not a detective working it, and lastly, but more importantly, because you always get some sort of trouble brewing when you learn what I know.”
 
   Three strikes, and I was out? Not this time. I used female logic for the first time.
 
   “Fine,” I said with a smile.
 
   He watched me. I tried to keep my face straight and show no sign of being irked by his ticking off reasons to keep me from learning about Bubba’s case.
 
   “What do you mean…fine?”
 
   “Fine. Don’t tell me.” It was working. I could tell by the way he was squirming.
 
   Exasperated, he asked, “Are you going to explain how you got his address book?”
 
   I bit into a donut and didn’t answer. 
 
   He licked a fingertip and wiped glaze off his jacket. “He’s my family. I have a right to know.” Then he pinioned me with those dark, sexy eyes. “You’ll tell me. You always do.”
 
   I swallowed hard. Um hum. When donkeys fly. I strolled into the living room and plopped down on the couch. Gone with the Wind still played, and I tried to focus in on it to strangle my emotions. He made me feel weak in the knees and in the willpower department. How does he even do that?
 
   He came out of the kitchen, zipping up his black bomber jacket. “I have to go. I left the donuts.”
 
   I waved at him. “Hasta la vista.”
 
   He stood a moment more, glaring at me. I grinned and remained mute, letting him have a taste of his own medicine. He finally shrugged and left. 
 
   A short while later, I pressed pause on the DVR and went back to the kitchen to have another donut. I tried to convince myself it was just to settle my nerves, to get over my anger at Sal. My fat cells were not buying it for one second. When I passed my purse, it was not in the same place I had left it. It gaped strangely at me from the table. I walked over and peeked in.
 
   He had taken the address book with him.
 
   “Sir, you are no gentleman,” Vivian Leigh said from the living room.
 
   I couldn’t agree more.
 
   I dug through my purse, hoping he hadn’t found the check reorder form. Then I recalled I had put it in my jeans pocket. Oh, thank God. I hurried to the bathroom and yanked the jeans out of the hamper. I needed to do laundry in the worst way, but it would have to wait. I unfolded the paper and smiled. 
 
   Sal Ramirez wasn’t the only one with an ace up the sleeve.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   On Monday, while stopped at the light on Greenman Road waiting to turn onto the old highway where The Delicate Petal resided, I thought about what I would tell Dwayne. We were meeting there to get the keys from Bubba’s sister, Carrie. He’d spoken to her and she’d agreed to let us keep the shop while she wrestled with the funeral and her family. 
 
   I recalled the check reorder form safely tucked in my wallet. This item might prove to be a great way for us to nose around and get more info on Rafe. I just wasn’t quite ready to pony up the fact I had committed a criminal offense by breaking into Rafe’s place to swipe it.
 
   Dwayne wouldn’t really care, might have done the deed himself if he’d been in his right mind. Still, my conscience needed to be contended with, and I wasn’t through with the battle. I still smarted from Sal getting one over on me by filching the address book. 
 
   A white Corvette zoomed around me on the right, and my heart sank with jealousy. My beat-up Cougar would never again see a day where it chewed up ‘Vettes and spit them out on the highway. The whole my-car-is-badder-than-your-car era was as past as my chance of Sal not getting one up on me with that address book.
 
   This situation with the missing address book wouldn’t make Dwayne happy. For the cops to know more about Rafe’s personal business than he did would not sit well. Especially when said business included information about many of their mutual friends —all two hundred and ninety or however many of them were listed in that book.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot and found Dwayne standing beside his Mustang, glaring at his watch. I pulled my flip flops on, collected my tote purse, and climbed out. “What took you so long?” he asked. “I’ve been warming my toes for almost thirty minutes.”
 
   I took a deep breath and motioned for him to follow me. “Katie called to catch up. She’s worried about me. I don’t spend any time with her anymore.”  
 
   He grunted. A semblance of understanding, I guessed. I pushed on the door to go inside. Straight ahead, the showroom exuded a heady scent of incense and candles. On a long glass table in the center of the room an enormous flower arrangement welcomed us with spring flowers including dogwood, pansies, irises, tulips, and lilies. 
 
   “Wow. That’s beautiful,” I said, admiring.
 
   Carrie Thames greeted us from a work area to the left of the door and up a few steps.
 
   “That’s the last thing Bubba made.”
 
   Carrie was petite, a little heavy through the middle, and had a serious, heart-shaped face. Her grief hid behind dark-framed glasses a bit too large for her small features. She’d been busily separating bunches of babies’ breath, and, I suspected, trying to collect herself enough to meet with us.
 
   Dwayne sniffed one of the lilies, and I caught his gaze as it traveled to the cooler where they must have found Bubba. He clenched his keys before jingling them absently, a sure sign of nerves. He spent a few moments taking in the surroundings, and I knew he was remembering.
 
   I followed his gaze and came to one conclusion with a quickness: Bradley Thames knew flowers. Buckets of them clustered around the workroom, and every corner of the place was overgrown with them in some sort of arrangement or picture. 
 
   In one corner stood a potted bonsai, and in the other, a massive yew tree flowed out of a container. It took talent to be able to visualize all of this sort of floral art and make it happen—something I always wanted to be able to do myself.
 
   “Pretty place you got here,” I said to Carrie as she wiped her hands on an old stained towel. 
 
   She walked slowly down the steps. “I guess so. Sure never expected to own it.” She led us over behind the counter where a small register sat, and hauled out her purse, a small tweedy thing with side pockets. “Here’s all the keys. I won’t be back until next week, but I’m not leaving town or anything. Just please keep me informed of anything you find out that might lead to whoever did this—” She waved the rest of her words away, then handed me the key chain with a fob in the shape of a lemon.
 
   Dwayne patted her arm. “We will, little girl. I told you we would.”
 
   She gazed up at him and tears filled her eyes. 
 
   I couldn’t stand the emotions right then, so I interrupted with, “Is there anything we can do while we keep an eye on the place?”
 
   She wiped the tears away and said, “Just tell people there’s been a family tragedy and we’ll be closed this week. Maybe next week I’ll be up to having customers. Right now, I’m not sure about anything.” Then she turned to Dwayne. “Are you coming to the funeral?”
 
   He let out a breath and tapped his finger against his nose. “Um. No.”
 
   My mouth fell open and I blurted, “Why not? We’re going to hang out and see if anyone looks suspicious, remember? We discussed this.”
 
   “Hrumph. You discussed it. I just collected the payment for it.”
 
   “You’re Bubba’s friend,” Carrie said, looking forlorn. “He would want you there. The nice lady who spoke to me over at the funeral home—I think her name was Shelley—said they would need pallbearers. I thought—”
 
   “Nooo,” Dwayne said with a definite shake of his head. “I ain’t doin’ no casket carrying.”
 
   “But, he needs his friends to do this one last favor.”
 
   The agony in her words made Dwayne slump in defeat but he didn’t agree.
 
   “Don’t listen to him, he’s just not into funerals. We’ll be there,” I told her.
 
   Then in a whisper to her, I added, “I don’t know about the pallbearer thing, though. Better not count on that.”
 
   She nodded, and I went on in a normal voice. “What can we do for you until then?”
 
   “Nothing.  Just come. Wednesday, four o’clock,” she answered and motioned for us to follow her back up to the work area. 
 
   Dwayne sidled close and hissed in my ear. “I changed my mind.” 
 
   I smiled sweetly and replied in a low voice. “I changed it back.”
 
   Carrie moved around foam crosses, and placed a large plastic planter on the wide work table. She gazed at Dwayne and said, “The people hosting that casket spray contest you were asking me about have approached me to see if I want to replace Bubba.”
 
   Apparently, Dwayne had remembered what Herbert had said and had spoken to Carrie.               
 
   Good.
 
   “You gonna do it?” he asked, looking at his hands.
 
   “Well, Mr. Stegall, over at Crafty Casket Company says the entry fee still has to be paid, but they are holding the spot for me if I want it. I only have to come up with the five hundred dollars and the best casket spray.”
 
   “Damn,” I whistled. “That’s pretty steep for a contest entry, isn’t it?” 
 
   Dwayne interrupted before she could answer. “Not compared to what you can win. Bubba told me the entries were all being pooled to create the big winning pot.”
 
   She nodded, hefting a large bag of potting soil. “Too heavy. Dwayne, would you be a dear?”
 
   He picked it up and put it on the table. “Yes, that’s what I was told as well,” she continued. “The winnings were close to fifteen thousand dollars. I’m thinking of asking my father for the money to get in. I think Bubba would have wanted us to.”
 
   Dwayne crossed his arms. “He thought he had someone to invest in this deal. I really thought the fee had been paid.”
 
   “I didn’t even know you knew about the contest. So, who was the investor?” I asked.
 
   “Everett Johnson. The bartender at the club we hang out at sometimes. Well, used to.”
 
   “What makes you think Johnson paid up?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “Nothing. I just figured since Bubba had been talkin’ the contest up and Johnson was interested...um...well, interested in Bubba...”
 
   Carrie looked pained. “Bubba was not gay. I keep telling you so.”
 
   Dwayne looked at his feet. “Ev might not have known it. Bubba worked hard to make people believe he could be straight.”              
 
   I nodded and watched as Carrie took her anger out on the soil bag. The sharp shears she handled made me swallow hard. Having a gay brother didn’t appeal to her apparently, and in that case, she had no idea Rafe and Bubba were an item. And no way, no how, was I going to enlighten her.
 
   She stopped and grabbed a scoop, handing it to me. “Here. I have to go. Make a potted plant out of this and send it the funeral home.”
 
   “What kind of plant?”
 
   “A peace lily. It’s for Bubba.”
 
   I stared at her as she straightened her skirt and started down the steps. Over her shoulder she gave me a long look. “Make the card read from my father, Donald Thames. And whatever you all do, don’t ever say the ‘G’ word around my daddy.”
 
   ###
 
   After she left, we sat around the floral shop answering phones and telling people the shop was closed for a few days. The locals who knew about Bubba’s murder just wanted to offer condolences. We directed their offers of food and support to the family.
 
   I questioned Dwayne about Bubba since I knew little about him and my curiosity had been piqued by Carrie’s angry reaction.
 
   “He was really cool; you know what I’m sayin’? Always tryin’ to make a dollar with everything he did.”
 
   “A real entrepreneur, huh?”
 
   “Yeah,” he replied, wistfully. “And now he’s dead, and that sucks more than a vampire.”
 
   I thought about those hefty deposits in Rafe’s account. “Did Bubba ever talk to you about hiring or bringing in a partner?”
 
   “For his business? Naw. He was a loner sort, a little scam artist, too. He could sell vacuums door-to-door and succeed.”
 
   “What about Rafe? If they were in a relationship, would Bubba ever hire him to help here?”
 
   Dwayne shrugged. “Rafe didn’t get into work, man. He liked to sleep too much. I was surprised to hear he got that gig at Bird’s.”
 
   I persisted. “How so? I mean he had to work to eat, right? Why not work for Bubba?” 
 
   “Because he had a job. He worked at Bird’s. I told you that already. Listen, if you’re tryin’ to figure out how Rafe could have gotten in here and done the deed, stop it. I can’t stand the thought of what happened in here. It gives me the cold chills.”
 
   I started to tell him what I knew about Rafe, but the phone rang again, and we got busy. When things settled down, I went to make the plant Carrie had requested, and as I worked, wondered if she could have killed her brother over his choice of romantic interests. She had the most to gain, as she now seemed in control of Bubba’s small fortune. I shivered as I gingerly picked up the shears and moved them to a safer location.
 
   ###
 
   Around lunch time, the calls were fewer and farther between. “Let’s do something,” I suggested, stretching for the fourth time. “If I don’t get up and move soon, I’ll fall asleep.”
 
   “Like what? And don’t say make potted plants. I’ve got a very brown thumb,” he answered, holding his thumb up.
 
   “Ha ha. Very funny. I meant something else, Wiseguy.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow and gave me a questioning look.
 
   “Let’s go see Rafe at his job. At that Bird place.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Look,” I said, deciding to shoot straight with him. “You even admitted to wondering if Rafe could have killed Bubba. Don’t you want to confront him? Ask him at least? If you are friends, won’t he come clean to you?”
 
   “And what am I supposed to say? Hey Dude, did you kill Bubba?” He dismissed the idea with a wave. “You’re freakin’ nuts. I ain’t going nowhere near Rafe. What do you think I am? The Terminator? And what’s Rafe gonna think if I show up askin’ questions like a cop? I know this dude, Shannon. He’ll go postal.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip for a few moments, digesting this. “So, what you’re really saying is, you’re scared of Rafe.”
 
   “Damn skippy.”
 
   If Dwayne said he was scared, he was never going to put his slinky body in dangerous territory.
 
   I fumed silently for a few moments before asking, “Then how about we see what we can find out about this contest? Let’s go and talk to Bubba’s competition in town and see if anyone has anything to add about Bubba. He worked with other florists, I’d be willing to bet. I mean, have you ever seen the arrangements for weddings in this town? Some of those doctors’ daughters’ weddings have entire churches filled with flowers. No way one flower shop could do all that. Maybe someone will act suspicious. Herbert seemed to think Bubba’s business contacts would be the best place to start.”
 
   He shrugged. “Okay. I don’t see nothin’ wrong with that.”
 
   “Great.” I pulled out the local phone book. “Let’s see how many flower shops there are first.”
 
   He moved to stand behind me and peered over my shoulder. “Is this the county-wide book?”
 
   “Yeah, why?”
 
   “Hell’s bells. I ain’t drivin’ all over this county asking people if they’re in a contest for casket covers,” he declared.
 
   I paused and thought for a moment. “Okay. Well, I think probably the whole county floral community is invited, but maybe they can’t all take time out for it, and for sure they can’t all afford the entry fee. What if we call and ask if they’re in the contest? Then, we can make a list of the ones who are and those who aren’t, and we can focus only on the ones who are. I mean, any relation to that contest or any of his competition would be the best suspects.”
 
   He rapped the top of the much larger Memphis book lying by my elbow. “Probably some from Memphis are involved, too. This will be a big job, Wall-ass. Just what you planning on telling these potential contestant-slash-suspects as to the reason for your call?”
 
   I cleared my throat and tried my spiel. “Hello? Oh um, I was wondering if your shop was participating in the contest being promoted by Crafty Casket Company. Yes. Oh you are? Well, my company, Video Angels, will be the video production company in charge of filming the winner with their spread for inclusion in a short documentary we are doing on florists, and we are trying to compile a list of names in advance to be able to provide a nice participant list for the video.”
 
   “No, no. The damn casket company would have a list of their people for something like that, wouldn’t they?” he asked. “If we really were doin’ such a thing, wouldn’t we just get the names from Crafty Casket?”
 
   He was right. I hate it when he’s right. I cast around for some way of making him think he was a genius and I the idiot so he wouldn’t catch on how he’d just found the glitch in my plan.
 
   “Um. Dee, you just came up with why we don’t have to make all these calls now. Thank you!”
 
   “I did?” Totally clueless.
 
   “Yeah man! We can just call up that guy at the casket company and ask for the list!”
 
   “We can? Oh great.” Still a little fuddled.
 
   I pulled the phone book closer to me, and opened it to the C’s. “Yeah, Dwayne, you’re so smart sometimes, it just amazes me,” I said sweetly as I searched for the number.
 
   “Yeah, it amazes me, too,” he replied, swiping open his cell phone. “And since I’m the brains of this operation, I’ll call Stegall over at Crafty Casket. I should be the one to make the presentation to him for our documentary. Ain’t a bad idea you got there. Not bad at all.”
 
   I smiled and gave him the number and listened as he worked his magic on the person who answered at the casket company. I loved being the real brains between us.
 
   “You’d be happy to fax it to our offices?” he repeated, then a wide smile crossed his face. “That would be fabulous. Why yes, you can send it to the attention of Dwayne Brown, I am the owner of Video Angels.”
 
   When he disconnected, I leaned back in my chair and tried not to look too happy.
 
   “You’re drivin’,” he announced, grabbing his coat from the back of his chair. I contained my laughter until he dashed through the door and down the stairs. 
 
   ###
 
   At Video Angels’ offices, the three pages arrived via fax and we got down to business. First, we made a list of the florists closest to us. There were two—South Lake Florist and Pearl’s Petunias. I called one, and Dwayne called the other to find when we could come in and talk to them.
 
   The remainders on the list were in neighboring towns like Havenview and Bystander, which meant this particular project would take more than just today to finish.
 
   “We have a meeting at South Lake Florist at two this afternoon,” I told him when he set his cell down.
 
   “Uh, I got us one at three at the other place, so we’ll have to hurry.” He frowned at the address he’d circled. “Looks like we’ll have to tackle the rest at a later date.”
 
   “Yeah. And we may not even get to all of them before the damn contest is over.” Then I poked him in the shoulder. “Since we totally suck at this, let’s go find some food before we get started. You know fortification of the body? We’ll be too busy later.”
 
   His furrowed brow smoothed. “The Mama’s place?” 
 
   “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “What’s on special today?” 
 
   “Baked pork chops.”
 
   “Oh yeah, I’m there.”
 
   We drove the short distance to Aunt Tillie’s restaurant and took the table in front of the big picture window in non-smoking. She waved at us and went to grab some water glasses.
 
   I pointed at the carnations in vases on the tables.
 
   Situated on a piece of ribbon tied neatly to the red and white flowers was a small card with “The Delicate Petal” neatly typed on it. Bubba’s shop telephone number was on there also. 
 
   Dwayne’s face registered shock and dismay at the reminder.
 
   “He promised Aunt Tillie he would keep her vases filled with fresh flowers every week in exchange for a free meal and the opportunity to put his business card on the vases,” I told him.
 
   “Dude. This just makes it come back all over again. Damn, why did he have to be the one? And who’d even want to do that to my boy? He was straight up.”
 
   I cast my gaze down at the table as Aunt Tillie arrived with our water and menus. Something about the way Dwayne kept fingering the flowers and the way I kept trying not to stare at them gave us away.
 
   “Now, you two stop,” she said, patting Dwayne on the shoulder. “Everything happens for a reason. Bradley was a good man and a good friend. He wouldn’t want you to be sad.”
 
   We looked at each other and nodded. She was right. In a few moments, with her usual aplomb, she had taken care of us and was gone again, leaving us with our conversation.
 
   Sadness quelled, I ventured in another direction. “Dwayne, I need to know your mind. I mean, do you think Bubba was killed by Rafe or not?”
 
   “Like a crime of passion?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He rubbed his arms with his hands, as though he suddenly felt a chill. “Could be. I mean, they say it’s always the closest ones to us, right? Rafe’s got a bad temper. Still, I can’t believe anyone would want Bubba dead. Not even out of havin’ a fit and fallin’ in it, know what I mean?”
 
   “And even if there was a reason to kill Bubba, why the way it was done?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah. That’s the baffling part of it all, Shan. If we could figure out the why, we’d understand the how.”
 
   I knew what he meant. “What about Carrie? Where was she when Bubba was killed?”
 
   He glared at me. “What? I cannot believe you just asked that question.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’d bet the cops asked it first.”
 
   “For your information, she was out on a date.”
 
   “She told you that?”
 
   “Yes, she did. In fact, she’d just woke up when I got there to drop the bad news on her. She has a damn good alibi, so quit actin’ like that.”
 
   Connie, one of the better waitresses at the restaurant, must have been let in on the fact both of us wore long faces, because she brought dishes of peach cobbler, complete with ice cream on top.
 
   “Y’all look sadder than a pair of starved raccoons. Eat this and cheer up, will you?”
 
   ### 
 
   At two on the nose, we pulled in front of South Lake Florist and got out. The shop was in an old residential building that had been taken over and made into commercial property. The current proprietors had done a lot toward renovations, and it had an air of nostalgia and flavor with potted plants on the wide front porch.
 
   The front-door bell jangled as we entered. I was immediately struck by the cluttered atmosphere in the room that would have once housed a foyer. The overwhelming scent of eucalyptus assaulted us.
 
   Now, I’m not against heady scents by any means, but this time it permeated the air like a cloying incense and made my throat constrict. Fabric stores did the same thing to me, and I had to keep my time in there to a minimum. Poking Dwayne in the back to make him go forward, I covered my nose and mouth. My inability to breathe in the current atmosphere might cut our visit short.
 
   We worked our way from the front of the store to the back wall and the counter. I held my purse down with one hand to keep it from swaying into any of the scads of plants and flowers stacked helter-skelter on shelves and the floors.
 
   Once we stood in front of the counter, we had to wait our turn. A lady with a shaggy hairstyle made her purchases and then wanted to share a few words with the florist about care instructions for the plant she’d bought. I wiped tears from my eyes and covered my mouth with my sleeve so I could breathe through the material, hoping to filter some of the smell.
 
   Soon, another florist, this one donning a full-sized apron around her neck, came out of the back room with a spray on a metal stand. Dwayne moved to assist her and she thanked him.
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Dwayne stepped up to hand her a business card. “We’re from Video Angels, just down the street. We understand your shop will be in the contest going on for all the florists in the area.”
 
   “Crafty Casket?” she asked. Her hands were slightly green from working with florist’s foam, and she tried to rub some of it off on her apron as she took the card.
 
   “That’s the one,” he added.
 
   “Yes, we’re in it.”
 
   “Well, ma’am, we’re doing a documentary on the inner workings of the floral business, and wanted to include the contestants of the contest as an addition to what fun stuff comes down the pike for florists.” 
 
   I smiled into my sleeve. He had on his Mr. Brown, businessman, voice.
 
   She immediately relaxed. “Really? What a great idea! Where will it be shown?”
 
   I glanced at Dwayne and he looked panicked.
 
   Wallace to the rescue. “It’s going to be entered in the Independent Film Festival up in Memphis in the fall. You know they show it on the big screens at Peabody Place. It’s a real neat event.”
 
   “Wow. Yeah, count us in. Definitely.” She smiled at her friend who was now free of the plant buyer and strolling over to listen intently. She wore a checked shirt rolled up at the sleeves and reminded me of a character out of a farming manual.
 
   “We’ll be in a movie?” she asked.
 
   “Of a sort,” I explained. “You know, a bunch of interviews and candid shots for a documentary.”
 
   She nodded, looking at her friend. “Cool.”
 
   “Great,” Dwayne said, pulling a notepad from his shirt pocket. “I’ll just need your names and what you do for South Lake florist. Are you the owners?”
 
   They mildly replied they were. The lady with green hands was Pam and the other lady, her sister, was Dana. They were joint owners of the shop. 
 
   I stepped back a few paces and let Dwayne take over. He was such a smooth operator; we would have all the information we’d need on this florist shop in no time. I kept my face covered with my sleeve and tried to keep from breathing too deeply.
 
   “Did you ladies hear the terrible news about the owner of that little shop west of here?” he asked innocently. He kept writing in a small pad as if it were not the single most important thing he’d ever asked.
 
   I watched their reaction.
 
   “Yes! Oh how terrible that was,” Pam replied. “Mr. Thames was a real nice fella. He used to borrow stuff from us sometimes when he ran short and his supplier was late. You know, staple stuff.”
 
   Dwayne nodded and smiled at them. “Terrible, yes it was. Wonder who would have done such a thing?”
 
   They looked at each other and then back to him, profound ignorance plastered on their faces. I could tell from just their body language that they didn’t know who had killed Bubba, and they feared the same thing happening to them. 
 
   He asked how many copies of the documentary they wanted should they be declared the winner, and while he worked his magic, I looked around.
 
   The shop focused on everything to do with gardening as well as special occasion flowers. Tin watering pails and plastic plant holders stacked up next to big bags of fertilizer on either side of me. I feared a disaster, knowing how clumsy I could be. I eased toward the door, pretending interest in the stock.
 
   Dwayne finished interviewing the two ladies and we left, waving and thanking them all the way out of the door. 
 
   Once back in the car, I listened as he gave me his thoughts of South Lake Florist. “Don’t know, girl. Wouldn’t think those two would be involved in no murder. They seem as sweet as baby kitties. ‘Bout like your aunties, those two.”
 
   “So did Ma Barker.”
 
   “Who’s Ma Barker?”
 
   “Mother of famous criminals in a gang, probably the begetter of all gangs, back in the 1930s. She seemed totally innocent, but the FBI always thought she was the mastermind behind their activities.”
 
   He tilted his head. “How the hell do you know and or even remember all this stuff?”
 
   “History Channel.”
 
   We drove on.
 
   ###
 
   At exactly three oh five, we pulled into Pearl’s Petunias. The ugly pink building adorned with peeling painted vines had been dotted with petunia blossoms in loud, obnoxious colors. It sat over on the highway running alongside the east part of South Lake. Its location, one of the first areas to fall into disrepair, now had empty buildings on either side of it with “for sale” signs on the windows.
 
   “Doesn’t look promising,” I said. 
 
   Dwayne sighed and climbed out. I followed him up to the door but stopped with my hand on the latch before admitting us.
 
   “Are you sure we want to go in here? No cars anywhere. Maybe they’ve gone to lunch?”
 
   He frowned and stepped around me, glaring at the building. “Come on, Wall-ass. We’re wastin’ time.”
 
   The air inside, cold like most flower shops, had an added element to it. This place was depressingly empty. Cream-colored concrete walls, painted concrete floors, and long tables with piles of floral accessories in view accentuated the place’s lack, not luxury. 
 
   I wondered why they didn’t convert a back area for preparations and put in a nice receptionist’s desk up here to offer classes. Business classes would fit better than florist classes, though.
 
   If I were queen of the world.
 
   A man in khaki overalls came around the corner of the only other door in the place and stopped, ogling at us. I guess no one told him we were coming. His dark hair, cut short to minimize the ugliness of a balding pate, had the appearance of greased snails. Dark-framed glasses swamped his face and he sported a size-forty waist, making me wonder if he moonlighted as a Sumo Wrestler. I didn’t wonder long because the diamond and gold rings on his fingers told a whole different story about him.
 
   Dwayne moved fast. “Ding dong, business callin’.”
 
   The man didn’t smile. Now I really looked at him. Sized him up. He seemed afraid of us.
 
   “We’re—” I started to say.
 
   “Pearl ain’t here,” the man interrupted, eyes never leaving Dwayne. “Gone on a run. Won’t be back for a while.”
 
   I wanted to ask if we could wait, but warning bells went off in my head. “That’s all right,” I said as I pulled on Dwayne’s sleeve. “We’ll call back.”
 
   Dwayne shook me off and glared at me. “Uh-uh. We’re tryin’ to get information on the florists involved with the Crafty Casket Company’s contest, remember?” Then he turned to the man, “Y’all were on their list.”
 
   “Why do you care?” The room was deathly silent, with even a bit of an echo the way an empty, oversized area will have. I could hear a fly buzzing somewhere close to my head and wondered if my shampoo was known for drawing flies.
 
   “We’re going to make a documentary using the contest as a backdrop,” I answered, still feeling a step behind on a silent conversation being spoken between them.
 
   The man moved to the table and sorted through floral picks. “I thought the world of Bubba Thames. We were friends. You can drop the cover story.”
 
   “Oh, so you do remember me?” Dwayne asked, pulling out a metal folding chair at the table and sitting on it backwards. The clang of the metal legs against the concrete floor was deafening and Dwayne seemed to enjoy the way he startled the man with the noise. “What do you know about this shit then?”
 
   “I have no use for Rafe. I never have.”
 
   Now I was like a poker player waiting on cards. Something was going on here, and I was not being included. No wonder Dwayne was so surly as we came in.
 
   “Funny you should say so. I never did ask, did I? But since you mentioned it, is he involved in Bubba’s murder?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “How should I know? I know he could be. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “And I’m asking you if you think he is involved, that’s all I’m askin’.”
 
   The man glared at him. “Do you?”
 
   “You ever see the movie Sixth Sense?” Dwayne asked. 
 
   “No,” he answered, tapping the picks absently.
 
   “It’s about a kid who can see dead people. No one else believes him but the doctor who’s working with him. Well, in the end we find out the kid is talkin’ to a dead person. His doctor. The damn doc is the deadest of them all.”
 
   The silence grew deeper as the two sized each other up, and I stood with my mouth open waiting for the other shoe to fall.
 
   “So what are you saying?” the man asked finally, his voice a hushed whisper. 
 
   “I’m sayin’, maybe what you think is true ain’t the truth at all,” Dwayne said, shoving the chair away. The action sent it spinning a few feet where it came to rest still upright. Dwayne straightened. “Maybe what you see is just what you wanna see.”
 
   “I know what I know, man. And—”
 
   “Bull shit. The clues say the real tale. The cops believe in all those hidden signs like that movie had. You know, stuff dressed up in red, there just to catch our attention, only we don’t see them until someone points them out.”
 
   With a disgusted cluck of his tongue against his teeth, Dwayne spun around and strode out the door. I ran to catch up. Later, in the car, I wanted to grill him like a bison burger, but I could tell he was in a black mood, and I would likely get no answers.
 
   ####
 
   Tuesday morning, I met Dwayne at the office. 
 
   I plopped my bag down on the desk in the front room and walked into my space. He followed me in and dropped into a folding chair.
 
   “We can’t be stepping on SLPD’s toes through all this mess. We’ll get chunked in the pokey,” he declared.
 
   “Ha! You’re a big one to talk. You haven’t even spilled your guts about that incident at Pearl’s Petunias. And if that isn’t interfering in their case, well, I don’t know what is.”
 
   “Drop it, Wall-ass. You’re in way over your head. It’s not about their case. It’s totally private business.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose at his hot temper. “Oh. Well, I don’t know what the plan is then. I’d hate to do anything to piss you off.”
 
   He dropped his gaze. “Sorry. Don’t mean to take it out on you. That guy, Clyde something or other? He was interested in Bubba. I guess he got told.” 
 
   “Told?”
 
   “Yeah, you know, brushed off. For Rafe’s sake.”
 
   This was the closest he’d ever come to letting me in on his private life. I started my computer. “Okay then, that’s all I needed to know. It’s okay if you keep your business to yourself, I guess. I just want to make sure you’re not keeping information from me that might get me into trouble with Sal.”
 
   He nodded. “I know, right?”
 
   “Right. So, we can forget the documentary crap so far as Pearl’s is concerned. In fact, that whole idea turned out to be a bad one. Now, there’s a good possibility someone at Bubba’s funeral might be a suspect. You know sometimes the killer comes to the big send-off. Least, that’s what happened to me.”
 
   He coughed a little. “Um hm. I remember.”
 
   “I’ll take my camera for certain. We need to ask around about that contest. We should stay over at the flower shop in case the killer or killers decides they want to have another look around.”
 
   Dwayne gave me a horrified look. “Like we need to be there and get killed, too. You’re nuts.”
 
   “Yes, as a rachet rabbit. But that’s what keeps us in video money, don’t forget.”
 
   He closed his eyes and in his best Desi Arnez voice said, “Ay ya ya ya.”
 
   “So I say, we have nothing else to do today, why not go visit that Stegall guy?”
 
   Dwayne sat up straighter. “That casket place? That’s gonna scare my goose.” 
 
   “You should have pre-plans anyway. It’s a smart thing to do.”
 
   He jabbed his thumb into his chest for emphasis. “How did I know this was gonna become a plan about me and dying?”
 
   “Come on, let’s go. When you were on the phone with them yesterday, it occurred to me that if he is still holding Carrie’s spot for the contest, maybe we can talk him down on the entry fee. I will get Aunt Nancy to loan me some money. She’s always hollering about my lack of Christian love and stuff.” I placed my hand on my heart and looked heavenward. “We can pay if for her. You know, a sort of gift?”
 
   He sighed and finally nodded in agreement, albeit a bit reluctantly. He knew our financial situation as intimately as I did. But giving a gift to his friend’s sister? I knew that would get him. 
 
   After calling my aunt, who agreed to drop cash off at my bank account on her way to run errands, Dwayne drove us to Crafty Casket over on Valerie Road. It used to be a furniture company until the owners moved their organization to Taiwan where they could obtain cheaper labor.
 
   When we walked into the front room, it was like being in the funeral home. Dark, quiet, and smelling like lilies, the room instantly made me recoil. I hoped Dwayne wasn’t watching. He was worse than anyone I’d ever seen about dead people and anything to do with dead people.
 
   A pretty young brunette dressed in a pink tee shirt greeted us from behind a tall counter. She looked like she might just be out of high school, maybe a freshman in college.
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked. I noticed the lip ring and wondered if she ever got grief from customers about it.
 
   “Yes, you may. We’re looking for Mr. Stegall. Is he in?” I brushed off a piece of lint from my black jacket and hoped I looked presentable. I wanted him to agree to everything I asked for, so he had to like me in every way.
 
   “He’s back in the store room checking on stock. I’ll just go get him.” And she pushed through a swinging door to the storeroom or whatever might lie behind.
 
   Dwayne poked me in the ribs. “If you say one word about checkin’ into pre-arranged funeral stuff and wantin’ to look at caskets, I’ll never speak to you again.”
 
   “Well, it might break the ice if he thinks we are buying something.” 
 
   “Uh, uh. No way.” He thrust his lower lip out like a two-year old.
 
   When the swinging door swung outward and a thin man with hollow cheeks and a receding hairline strode toward us, I smiled my best Scarlett O’ Hara smile. If Dwayne wouldn’t play the needy customer part, we would have to do it the other way.
 
   “Dear Mr. Stegall,” I said, a little breathlessly. “How are you today?”
 
   “Fine, fine,” he said, smiling in return. Tentatively, he held out his hand to shake. He appeared to be trying to place my face and came up empty. “How can I help you folks?”
 
   “Well, my friend and I were wondering if you had any openings left on that contest? You know the one for casket spreads? We overheard some talk, and you know how it is in small towns. We just had to come over and get the whole story.”
 
   He nodded. “Oh yes, indeed I do. Let me just grab a copy of the rules and regulations.” He leaned over to a small clear plastic brochure stand and lifted one of the colorful tri-fold pieces of paper out. “Here you go. It’s all in there, but if you have questions you can certainly ask, or call me later. The numbers are all listed.”
 
   “Oh? So you do have room for one more? How wonderful! Isn’t that wonderful, Dwayne?” I put my hand on my heart and bit my lips with eyes pointed skyward. “I just know we can do this. That prize money will pay for a lot of necessities.”
 
   Stegall’s ears practically swiveled. “You sound like winning is of vital importance, er...Miss...Mrs...?”
 
   “It’s Miss. Miss Wallace. I’m so sorry, I never did introduce myself. I’m Shannon Wallace and this is my friend, Dwayne Brown. We’re working with Miss Carrie Thames. Poor thing.” I paused to wipe an imaginary tear. “She’s so lost now with her dear brother gone.”
 
   Stegall’s mouth formed an oh, and his smile deepened. He was just like a crappie bobbing on my stringer. He coughed softly and said, “I spoke to Miss Thames about this the other day. I told her all she needed to do, and I even promised her a spot. I’ll keep it open for her.”
 
   “How fabulous!” I reached out and patted his arm. “Thank you so much, Mr. Stegall. She’s going to be so grateful to you for your kindness. I just know it. And,” I leaned closer. “You will keep the fee down for her, right? I’ve brought my checkbook, ready to pay the fee. If you can make it affordable of course.”
 
   “Well, five hundred dollars, same as everybody,” he said, removing his arm from my touch.
 
   I pursed my lips and shrugged. “Oh well, we haven’t got that much, and wouldn’t it be just terrible if she didn’t fulfill her Bubba’s last wish?” At the last, I tried to squeeze a tear out for real. It was hard, until I poked myself in the eye with my knuckle.
 
   Mr. Stegall squirmed. “Well, I sure would hate to be unfair—”
 
   “There’s only a hundred dollars to spare. She told me so. Poor Bubba, he left her with a terrible load,” I interjected. Dwayne shut his mouth tightly and nodded at this. I supposed he was amazed at what was unfolding. I certainly had brass.
 
   Stegall thought for a few moments. Then he nodded and said, “I guess I can accept that. But y’all can’t tell a soul though. I’ll be ruined. No one will ever enter such a contest again.” He moved aside and muttered to the brunette who stood with her pierced brows raised in surprise.
 
   I pulled out my checkbook and assured him we would be as silent as a grave. I didn’t realize the impact of my words until I heard Dwayne coughing. I caught his own tears of laughter as he turned away and gave me room at the counter to sign the check.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   On Wednesday, Dwayne and I drove together to the funeral in the florist’s van and he parked it behind the building at the funeral home where a couple other vendors were parked. We hurried around to the front. Dwayne carried a hastily-planted philodendron gingerly, careful to keep it away from his gray suit. I had my smallest video camera tucked in my tote, and we both sported the required set of dark glasses to hide red, swollen eyes if we cried. And we would. We always did.
 
   Jason greeted people as they entered, and Theo, his assistant, kept guests moving to the right rooms. When we approached, Theo looked down at the plant and then raised eyebrows at me. “For the Thames funeral.”
 
   He tilted his head back slightly and examined me until I felt uncomfortable. What he was questioning, I had no idea.
 
   Jason interrupted our stare-out. “If you’re here for the Thames ceremony, you should get going. They’ll be starting soon.”
 
   We’d arrived in plenty of time to view the body, do some quick surveillance, and find seats. Bubba looked pretty nondescript in death; gray, ashy skin and dolled up in a pale blue suit straight out of the seventies.
 
   Dwayne shivered as we walked away from the dais. “That suit. Ugh.”
 
   “Only you would think of that now.”
 
   “Can’t help that I’m precise in my fashion sense. Bubba would kill whoever put him in that get-up.”
 
   “Riiiight,” I whispered. “Mr. I-Don’t-Know-Peach-From-Apricot.”
 
   He ignored me and made his way to a seat. I kept walking to the back of the room, where I set up near a curtained off area to film the guests as they filed back and forth to the casket and out into the waiting area.
 
   No one seemed out of place. They either knew Bubba’s family, or they were family themselves. That is, until Sal and Dan showed up. I gritted my teeth. He saw me and sidled over.
 
   “What’re you doing here, Miss Wallace?”              
 
   “Filming,” I answered. Then for emphasis, I pulled out the camera, adjusted the viewfinder, and angled it for the best picture. Then, I tapped the record button.
 
   He lowered his voice. “For what reason? Don’t you think this is just a tad macabre even for you?”
 
   I punched the record button again which paused the now-running capture, and turned to face him. I hoped the disgusted look I was aiming for worked.
 
   “I’m providing my services to the deceased’s family just as you are, Detective. And don’t think I don’t know about the little item you swiped from my apartment. You’re playing dirty, but remember you’ve met your match.”
 
   He caught my free hand and lifted it to his lips. “Watch yourself, Caro, you’re talking to a cop.”
 
   I snatched my hand back as if he’d shocked it, then fumed when he grinned at my discomfort. He sauntered back to where his partner, Dan Justice, waited. They went over to Mr. Thames, Bubba’s father, to offer condolences or whatever it was cops said when they were at a funeral.
 
   My hand still tingled a little, and I tried to shake off my attraction. Sal was bad news no matter how I looked at it. I wished my body understood that. I watched him moving around the room, and it occurred to me that he had been busier than usual lately, working a lot of hours. Wondering why that mattered to me made my head throb over one eye.
 
   I filmed Mr. Thames for a while. He was an enigma to me. Stocky, hair cut short in a steel-gray severe style reminiscent of his military days, and a voice nothing short of rough. I made a mental note to ask Carrie what his title had been. I was voting for drill sergeant. His whole demeanor said he was a take-charge, put-up-with-no-bull sort of person. I remembered what she said about not mentioning the G word in his hearing. What would he do if he found out his son was gay? Would he be upset enough to kill him over it?
 
   Carrie and her mother flitted among the guests, stopping to view Bubba’s body with anyone who cared to see him. Carrie no longer cried each time, thankfully, but her eyes had swollen to slits, and her makeup was smeared. Her mother disappeared behind the black curtain pulled to one side to give privacy to the family.
 
   Carrie stood talking to her father. 
 
   What if Carrie and Mr. Thames were in cahoots with one another? Even though Dwayne claimed she had been out on a date and had an alibi, I wasn’t letting her off the hook so fast, everyone knew murderers were usually someone close to you.
 
   I set the camera on a small table off to the side of the casket, and let it roll. Then, I hurried to where Dwayne was saving my seat. I could retrieve the video equipment after the service. I decided to shoot the cemetery gathering, too. You never knew who might show up; vandals, killers, just about anyone.
 
   “Where have you been?” Dwayne asked, relief flooding his face. 
 
   “Filming.”
 
   He put his hand on his heart. “Girl, you know I hate doing these things alone. Don’t leave me again.”
 
   “All right. Don’t get your drawers in a knot about it.”
 
   He pulled out a wad of tissues and thrust them at me. “You better keep some handy. Just as soon as that fat lady in the pink hat behind us wails, I’m gonna to lose it.”
 
   I looked away. “Well, not me. I’ve been spending time at a therapist’s office, trying to get a thicker skin.”
 
   “Must be nice. I’ve spent twenty dollars at the spa for three months trying to soften mine,” he sighed. 
 
   The music started and kept me from clonking him one. 
 
   He didn’t make it through the service without a lot of tears, and I genuinely felt sorry for him. It is hard saying goodbye to your friends.
 
   After the service, when everyone filed out of the building to head for cars, I took my camera from the table and filmed the crowd discreetly from a distance. I wanted to make sure I got as many of the guests as possible. If Bubba’s murderer was in there, I could easily have him or her on camera. Sooner or later, someone’s face would help either us or the cops.
 
   ### 
 
   Dwayne drove the van around the lot, getting into place so we could go with the procession down to the graveside. When I realized I was going to miss my ride with him if I didn’t speed it up a little, I cut the camera off and bounded over to his car.
 
   “Did you see anything?” he asked as I slid in. “Don’t know. Got just about everyone here on screen, though, so maybe I have something and just don’t know it yet.”
 
   He shifted to drive. “I guess so.” 
 
   “Where to from here?”
 
   He looked at me. “You have to ask? That weird Japanese dude already cornered me and asked if we’ve come to any conclusions in the Great Cemetery Burglary Caper. I guess Jason filled him in. I told him we were onto something and planned to set a trap.”
 
   My mouth fell open. “A trap? What kind of trap do you have in mind, Slick?” 
 
   He frowned. “Hell if I know. I figured with your connivin’ mind we’d come up with something.” 
 
   “Oh brother.”
 
   We got out at the graveside, and I walked slightly to the left of the area, peering under the maroon awning at the guests who were seated. Dwayne followed me as I moved around the back of the group, observing all the guests standing outside the covered area. Nothing appeared unexpected.
 
   Situated a short distance away, arms folded, dark glasses in place, the funeral home bunch were like black crows waiting for the service to end so they could usher the family back into their limos.
 
   Theo and Jason wore matching suits, reminding me a little of the Blues Brothers. Especially with the extremely serious faces on them.
 
   I turned back to the group at hand. If a killer was among them, he or she was camouflaged like a patch of the Bermuda grass spanning out in every direction. My gaze fell on Mr. Thames. Donald. Drill sergeant. His head was held high, and his total erectness seemed off to me. He should be bowed by the grief, not buoyed up. But the pain of loss did strange things to people.
 
   Carrie sat beside her father, and Mrs. Thames was on the opposite side of her. They each sobbed openly as the minister closed the ceremony and my suspicions about Carrie faded like one of the delicate flowers being nestled into the site. 
 
   People began filing before the family, offering condolences and shaking hands. 
 
   “Let’s do this,” I told Dwayne. He fell into step beside me. And it was a few moments before I realized he was terribly quiet. “You okay?”
 
   “No. This really sucks. I think my heart is broke.”
 
   Everyone dispersed to talk softly before they walked back to their cars lining the curved drive. Theo whispered to one of the gravediggers. Probably giving out instructions.
 
   I turned to Dwayne and gave him a thorough look. “Are you up for this, Dee? I mean, if you need to go, I’ll understand.”
 
   He sniffed and wiped his nose on a white hanky he pulled out of his pocket. “I’ll be fine. What’s on your mind?”
 
   I swallowed hard. I sure hoped I wasn’t asking more of him than he could do. That was the last thing I wanted. “I got our trap figured out,” I said.
 
   His face brightened. “I knew it. You always come through. What is it?” 
 
   “We’re going to come back here and place the flowers on this grave like it’s expected of us.”
 
   “Aw, naw. I think the funeral home peeps are in charge of all that stuff.”
 
   I shook my head and peered at Jason and his cohorts. “It’s okay. He won’t care, and will more than likely appreciate the help. Once all the guests are gone, as soon as the gravedigger gets finished patting it all down, we’re good to go.”
 
   He looked skeptical. I went on. “After that, the family will be allowed back to make their final goodbyes alone. With any luck, we’ll get back to see someone acting damn happy to be saying goodbye to Bubba. If not, maybe we can catch someone hulking around waiting to steal something. At any rate, I expect this to be a good chance to earn our keep.”
 
   He nodded. “Right. I smell what you’re cookin’.”
 
   “We’ve got to hurry.” I jogged the rest of the way to the car, jumped in, and held on as he gunned it.
 
   ### 
 
   We grabbed pots of aluminum plants, caladiums, and large stands with floral arrangements of carnations, snapdragons, and daisies on them. I searched each spray for sender’s cards hoping to be able to attach a name with a face, or maybe a killer to a card. They were all missing.
 
   “Dwayne, where are all the cards?” I hissed as we duck-walked to the florist van, carrying a huge arrangement of golden mums between us.
 
   “Somebody who works here already pulled them off and added them to the collection of service programs and stuff for the family.” 
 
   He shoved his end into the back and helped with mine, then once we had it situated, slammed the door.
 
   “Well, there goes that idea,” I muttered. We climbed in.
 
   “You can get them from Carrie or her dad. Whoever is gonna be the lucky one to write out the thank-you cards. I bet she’ll be able to tell you which one is Cousin Billy Bob and which one is a neighbor and all.”
 
   I made a mental note to ask about the cards when I called Carrie. That would be an important lead if it panned out. We drove slowly around the winding drive toward the burial plot. A few mourners wandered among the somber gray tombstones looking for their own family members and friends.
 
   That was the good thing about living in a small town. You didn’t have to go anywhere else to pay respects or plant posies over someone. We were a one-stop town.
 
   While Dwayne ditched his suit coat, I gathered the flowers we’d brought and situated them nearby until the gravediggers finished their work and gave us instructions.
 
   One was dressed in a military blue jumpsuit, and had no personality at all. His people skills were lower than a comatose patient.
 
   “Just let us know when you want us to start decorating,” I said.
 
   He grunted and kept shoveling while someone positioned a small backhoe. 
 
   I motioned to Dwayne to follow me back to the van. “Better not get too close to Mr. Friendly,” I said, making quote marks with my fingers. “He may bite.”
 
   Dwayne continued rolling up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. It had warmed up considerably, and I took a long look at both of us. 
 
   So much for nice clothes.
 
   He must have read my mind. “Lawd Jesus. I hate when you get us into this stuff. Can’t we ever have a job where all we do is sit quiet-like somewhere and don’t get dirty, and don’t get sweaty, and don’t fend off killers?”
 
   I ignored his snippy attitude, assuming it was from grief. After a while, his next words made me thankful I had.
 
   “These places just makes me glad.”
 
   I looked at him. “Huh?”
 
   “You know, glad to be on this side of the dirt.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah, me too.” I agreed. Being alive always beat being dead, in my book. 
 
   “I was sure hoping Rafe would show up,” he muttered.
 
   I didn’t trust myself to point out the obvious difficulties such an act might cause, since Rafe was being sought by his shield-carrying cousin. There had to be a serious reason he was being looked for by Sal, and why he was missing from his former lover’s funeral. But I didn’t voice my thoughts.
 
   “For the record, I know I was skunked the other night, but after taking all this time to consider the possibilities, I meant what I said. I don’t believe Rafe killed Bubba. I really don’t think he would have. He could kill someone, I’m pretty sure, but not Bubba. But then again, he might know who did,” Dwayne continued.
 
   I digested the information and a new thought occurred to me. Sal was looking for his cousin before Bubba turned up dead. “Yeah, something in this recipe doesn’t make cookie dough. Our friend here was alive when Ramirez bumped into us at Rafe’s mama’s house. There’s something else. I just know it.”
 
   Dwayne nodded, but didn’t add his thoughts. Maybe he’d already put the two and two together.
 
   I resumed watching the others. Soon the grave was filled, and the guy in the jumpsuit motioned to me. We strolled over and watched as he and the backhoe driver tossed arrangements over the mound.
 
   Dwayne’s words ran around in my head. I was glad to be on this side of the dirt, too. The alternative left a great deal to be desired. I shrugged off the lonely feelings looming toward me. I really had seen a therapist for all the good it seemed to be doing. I needed a good old-fashioned shopping trip with my best friend, Katie, followed by three scoops of Deathly Chocolate ice cream.
 
   We tossed flowers for some time.
 
   Once we were finished, the others left us standing there, wiping dirt, mopping sweat, and cussing a blue streak. I wasn’t sure, but I thought the backhoe driver was laughing at us.
 
   “Guess they think it’s pretty damn funny to be working this hard while dressed this good,” Dwayne observed.
 
   “There just has to be an easier way to make a living,” I grumped, flicking a brown ball of mud off my skirt. 
 
   Dwayne motioned for me to follow him back to the van. We got in just as a car with mourners drove up the narrow lane. We watched as they got out. 
 
   It wasn’t Carrie and her family.
 
   A pretty woman with red hair, dressed in a long black skirt and flowing gray shirt, made her way to the gravesite. A younger man, dressed more casually in khakis and button down shirt, joined her. He took her hand and they walked together until they reached the new mound.
 
   As we watched from the van, my curiosity killed me. Who was she? Was she a relative who showed up late? Or maybe an old school chum from his college days?
 
   “This is interesting. Who’s the mystery lady?” I muttered, not really meaning for Dwayne to answer, but he did.
 
   “It’s Shelley. She works in Jason’s office.”
 
   My mouth fell open like a dog wanting water. “What is she? A receptionist or something? What the hell is she doing here?”
 
   He shrugged. “She’s technically a salesperson. Minds the casket section, helps the newly bereaved pick out the best burial box.”
 
   But her actions at the now flower-strewn mound told a totally different story. She stood, high-heels buried in the fresh turned earth, her face red and her fists clenched. I was not terribly surprised when she fell to her knees and started pummeling the dirt. Her mouth moved as her head dipped to the ground.
 
   She was pretty well pissed at old Bubba. 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I motioned for Dwayne to drive away from the gravesite. We were sticking out like a gun on a hip. 
 
   “Where to, Miss Daisy?” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as we coasted down a slope.
 
   “Let’s hang back where we were the other night. I can use the zoom on the camera and see the grave from there.”
 
   He maneuvered us to the Adams’ crypt and the angel welcomed us from its perch.
 
   “They’re leaving,” I noted as I lifted the camera to my eyes. 
 
   “Well, I guess so. She did her deed. She came and pounded on his grave and called him names. My granny would snatch that wench bald-headed if she heard her do that. It’s some law or something. Can’t diss the dead.”
 
   I tried to stifle the giggles that erupted. He must have seen the camera move because he went on the defensive. “It is! Granny knows all about dead rituals. You ain’t supposed to talk bad about them, stomp around over their heads, or anything else that’s mean. They come back and haunt you if you do that shit.”
 
   I took my eyes away for a second to assure him. “Hey, I believe you. Your G-maw is the bomb. Think Bubba would mind if you talked bad about his suit?”
 
   That made him stop for a second and consider. “Damn right.” He lifted his eyes to Heaven. “I’m sorry, bro. Don’t be visitin’ me tonight.” Then, he rubbed his hands together. “You cold?”
 
   I stifled my laugh. “I could stand some heat. My feet are a little damp.”
 
    The sky had darkened somewhat and it seemed chilly now that we were not working our tails off flopping flowers on a grave. Dwayne flipped on the heater and soon warmth radiated throughout the vehicle.
 
   “I could put my suit coat back on, but then I’ll be hot again. I feel like a woman going through the change,” he muttered. “And by the way, why don’t you change out that card and put some new batteries in that camera. It’s been goin’ a long time. If something happens tonight, you don’t want to be dealin’ with a dead battery.”
 
   He had a point. I switched cards, tossed the old batteries into the bottom of a crumpled bag from a local eatery, and started fresh, taking in the grave that I wanted to watch through the viewfinder. After a long while, I cut it off and rubbed my eyes. If I saw a car approach, I could resume my surveillance then. It was hard to keep an eye trained and not get a headache.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, settling the camera in my lap.
 
   “A little past six.”
 
   “No wonder it’s getting dark.”
 
   “I was going to the club tonight, too, hoping to score,” he mused, giving into the chill and replacing his suit coat over his bony shoulders.
 
   I fumbled the camera. “What? I don’t want to hear that stuff.”
 
   He laughed. “Chill. I ain’t talking about man-scorin’, although that would be nice. I’m talking about scoring some information on Bubba or maybe that damn contest.”
 
   “Oh.” I re-situated the camera on my lap and looked out the window.
 
   “Yeah. Oh. And speaking of scoring, you ain’t talking much about ole Salivate. I can’t believe how chicks keep all that good stuff to themselves. Dish, girl, dish.” He held his hands out in front of the vent. “I do like that man.”
 
   His fondness for our detective friend, who was as hetero as they came, was no news. He slobbered over Sal a lot.
 
   “Nothing to share,” I told him, holding the camera up again. Sal was not a good subject right then. Especially since he had Rafe’s address book, and I wanted it. Bad.
 
   “Uh huh,” he said, paused, then went on. “Whatever. I know you’re trying to hide behind that damn gizmo. You can hide, but you can’t run. You’ll tell me sooner or later.”
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   When a reasonable pause had passed, he went on. “Anyway. I guess I’m going out there later on tonight. Mid-town clubs don’t really start rockin’ until after ten. You wanna tag along?”
 
   I took the camera away from my face and looked over at him. “Nah. I think I’ll hook the camera up to the computer and see who shows up on it from the funeral. I doubt I’ll be able to pick anyone suspicious out, but when the grieving committee leaves town in a few days, I’m asking Carrie to watch it. I also need to ask her about those cards that came with the flowers.”
 
   He nodded then jutted his chin at the rearview mirror. “You know that car?”
 
   I grabbed the mirror and twisted it until it gave me the same view it had given him. Partially obscured in the shadows, a dark sedan waited. I couldn’t tell if it was idling. “No. I don’t. Think we should go over and introduce ourselves?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. The occupants have already left the area. Three of them walked back in the woods where we heard the voices last time.”
 
   “What? Let’s go!”
 
   He grabbed my arm before I could propel myself out of the door. “Wait a minute, Gabby Greta. We lost them the other night. We need to be a little slicker this time.”
 
   “Okay then,” I agreed. 
 
   He released me. “First, leave the camera. We didn’t catch nothin’ last time but a chill. We need our hands free. Second, we gotta be really quiet.”
 
   I shoved the camera into my tote on the floor. We eased our doors open on the count of three, and slowly closed them nearly to, making no noise. He pointed to the crypt and motioned with his fingers walking over his palm. I nodded. and followed close behind him, trying to be quiet. We listened as we crept along. Nothing. No voices. Dead silence.
 
   The last vestiges of the sun died, and it became shadowy dark under the trees. Unnerved, I stepped on his heels a few times. I kept expecting someone to come rushing out of the woods, panicked like the last time. No one did.
 
   Dwayne pulled branches back and showed them to me so I wouldn’t run into them. It reminded me of when I went squirrel hunting with one of Nancy’s boyfriends. You had to be quiet or the squirrels were never going to come scampering along. The voice of Elmer Fudd, my favorite cartoon character, floated through my mind. Be vewy, vewy quiet...
 
   I nearly rear-ended Dwayne, who came up sharply with a loud intake of breath.
 
   “Sheeeeeit.” 
 
   I swiveled around him to see if I could make out what he saw in the gloom. I couldn’t imagine what was giving him the fits, but after squinting and trying adjust to the dim light, the sight that met my eyes made me realize we were not nearly protected enough.
 
   Three caskets, as high as Dwayne’s six-foot height, greeted us like a giant pile of kid’s Lincoln Logs. I tried to keep an open mind but the only thing to come out of my mouth sounded like my partner’s reference to bodily excrement.
 
   “Oh great granny’s goose,” I whispered, finally.
 
   The hulking giants blocked all view to what lay beyond and I was not entirely sure I wanted to go any farther.
 
   “Let’s go.” I pulled on Dwayne’s sleeve.
 
   “Hold up,” he whispered, putting one finger to his lips.
 
   In the deepening darkness and quiet, we could hear people moving around behind the area where the caskets were stacked. Muffled voices floated out to us. I scrunched down behind his back, and he sidestepped along the end of the row of caskets. We both leaned out a little to see what was behind them and found a fence with a nice sized hole cut out of it. Beyond it was a parking lot illuminated by a few lights. 
 
   Five men in suits were gathered in the lot around two cars and a large truck with its doors flung open so that the company name didn’t show. I didn’t recognize any of them.
 
   “This is not good.” Dwayne’s voice was low, and worried.
 
   “Why? They could be just hired hands, moving stuff for Jason,” I whispered.
 
   “If they got them fair and square, then why in hell are they haulin’ them through the woods out back and then through a fence with a hole in it?”
 
   “Guess you might be right after all.” 
 
   “Let’s go before they discover us,” he said. Then, we heard the snap of a stick breaking behind us.
 
   “Well, what have we here?” a man’s voice asked softly. I turned to glance over my shoulder. Even in the darkness I could see the gun he held.
 
   I stiffened, but Dwayne didn’t even stop to think. He turned and threw himself at the guy’s knees to take him down. A shot pinged into a tree beside my head and although all the blood rushed from my brain to my heart, I managed to hit the ground. When I recovered enough to act, Dwayne was pounding the guy’s head against a rock.
 
   When our attacker quit resisting, Dwayne grabbed my arm and began pulling me away. “Get me outta here. I’m hurt.”
 
   The shot had been loud, and I knew the others would be on top of us in a hurry. We scrambled back to the car. I didn’t see the blood until we made it into the light illuminating the road. The bullet wound to his bicep was slowly coloring his suit coat and the side of his white dress shirt a brilliant crimson.
 
   “Oh my God!”
 
   He grimaced. “Don’t start now. Let’s go, go. Go!” The last “go” was almost a yell, and I realized the bad guys were quickly gaining on us from where they fled around the fence at the end of a row of hedges. I opened Dwayne’s door, shoved him in, snatched the keys from his outstretched palm, and raced around to the other side so fast a NASCAR driver would have been proud of my time.
 
   The first goon was just to the rear bumper when I roared off, leaving him in a cloud of exhaust. The Delicate Petal’s cargo van had pretty good acceleration, and I didn’t slow down until I was almost to Greenman Road. Then I drove like a maniac, with one hand on the wheel, one eye on Dwayne’s pained face, and one fast dialing thumb on my cell as I called Sal. 
 
   “Ramirez,” he answered.
 
   “Dwayne’s been shot, meet me at Baptist. And send the troops to the cemetery. There will be a bunch of caskets and one body.”
 
   “Oh fuck.”
 
   I think that was the first time I had ever heard Sal use the “F” word.
 
   ### 
 
   Baptist Hospital’s emergency room was pretty full for a mid-week evening. I supposed the rush hour and the happy hour crowd were the reason. I pounded on the glassed-off partition to get the attention of the lady behind it. She looked up, startled. Then she shoved it back, scowling. “Yes?”
 
   “He’s hurt, shot, get somebody quick,” I said, voice failing me. I was half-holding him up, half-keeping pressure on his arm to quell the bleeding, and the longer we stood, the more he slumped. 
 
   I grabbed his head and tried to get him to focus. “Dwayne? Come on, buddy, don’t pass out on me now. I can’t hold onto dead weight.”
 
   “Don’ wanna be dead,” he muttered. 
 
   I didn’t know if it was shock or loss of blood. I was not anywhere close to a medical student in college and refused to watch cable ER shows.
 
   “Hang on, sweetie,” I cooed as I saw white-clad hospital employees rushing toward us with a wheelchair. They helped me get him situated in the chair and then they whisked him away. I started to follow, but knew I needed to be available to Sal.
 
   “I’ll be right there,” I assured him as they fled through the swinging doors.
 
   I walked back to the front of the ER and waited on Ramirez. While I waited, I tried to make sense of what had happened. The only thing that came to mind was how bizarre it was caskets were being stolen through a hole in the fence of Scott’s cemetery.
 
   Now, of course, the cops would have to listen to him about his tales at the crypts.
 
   The nurse behind the partition called out “hey lady” a few times before I realized she was talking to me.
 
   I turned. “Yes?”
 
   “I need a little information about your friend.” I walked over. “Sure.”
 
   “You said it was a gunshot wound?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “We have to report it, you know.”
 
   The look on her face was one of detached observer. She was just doing a job. 
 
   I relaxed a tiny bit. “Yes. I actually already did that.”
 
   About that time, Sal entered. “And here come the police now,” I told her, pointing at the fast approaching detective. “Look, the patient’s name is Dwayne Brown. He doesn’t have insurance. At least, I don’t think he does.”
 
   She looked about ready to read me the riot act over no insurance when Sal strode up and put an arm around my shoulders.  
 
   “Is he allergic to anything?” the lady asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I answered.
 
   Sal leaned closer so the woman could see his shield. “We need to go in with the patient. She’ll answer these questions once we get updated on his condition.”
 
   She nodded and buzzed us back.
 
   Sal held the door, and I hurried through. I was about to ask directions of the nearest nurse at the nurse’s station until I heard a loud curse coming from the last cubicle on the right. It had to be Dwayne. No one else would use such awful language in a hospital.
 
   I peered around the pulled curtain. A large black woman with dyed red hair, in a color Dwayne would christen magenta, tended him. Her back was to me, but I could see she was trying to apply pressure to the still-bleeding arm. 
 
   I walked to the other side and Sal joined me. Not looking at Dwayne’s injury was as hard as not looking at the cars in a tangle after a wreck.
 
   “Shannon, tell her to stop,” Dwayne moaned. “She’s fuckin’ killin’ me.” 
 
   “Naw, honey. If I wanted to kill you, you’d be drinking that Betadine, not wearing it,” she told him, jutting her chin at the nearby bottle. 
 
   Uh oh. He’d met his match.
 
   “Brown,” Sal said. “What the hell have you done, man?”
 
   “This is gonna hurt a little,” the nurse said. Dwayne closed his eyes and grimaced as she poked around the hole.
 
   A long string of muffled curses filled the air and tears ran as he squeezed his eyes shut against the pain.
 
   “I’ll fill you in on it all later,” I told Sal. No need to let all the details flow with strangers present. “Suffice it to say, he saved my life.”
 
   “I’m going to go get the doctor. Do not move off that bed,” the nurse instructed Dwayne.
 
   He said in a hoarse voice, “Like I’m able to go somewhere?” When she left, he added, “Bitch.”
 
   “Dee!”
 
   “Well, she is. She hurt me and enjoyed doin’ it.” He looked at me with pain-filled eyes.
 
   “But you just faced down a gunman. You mean to tell me a little old nurse bothers you?” I kidded him. 
 
   He blinked and blinked again.
 
   I looked at him closely. He seemed to be fading. “Did they give you something for the pain?”
 
   “Dunno. I...” And he was out. A second nurse entered and took up tending him as though she knew what the game was. I wondered if this hadn’t been a planned way to get him still enough to treat him.
 
   “Damn,” I said. “Took him right out.”
 
   “Fast-acting,” Sal agreed, shrugging.
 
   I patted the sheets on my side. “Come on, let’s go somewhere private so I can tell you what happened.”
 
   He followed me out. I went back to the ER waiting area for lack of somewhere better to go. We sat on hard plastic chairs off to the far side of the room from the door.
 
   “What happened?” Sal asked.
 
   “We were staked out in Scott’s cemetery watching for the vandals. I wanted to try and get a better video shot than I got the other night. I figured since Rafe was there the last time, there was a chance he might return. Especially since Bubba was being buried there.” I paused, waiting to see if he would interrupt. He couldn’t avoid the fact Rafe was interested in other men.
 
   Sal scrubbed his face with his hands as if coming to the same conclusion. “Go on.”
 
   “Well, we saw a dark car park close to where we were, and some guys got out and walked to the little forest in back of the cemetery, pretty much the same place as the other night. We followed them, expecting to catch them doing something, though neither of us had a clue what that would be. And I actually left the camera in the car after Dwayne suggested we go with our hands free, so I have no footage to show anyone of the whole event. Good thing, though, as I ended up needing both of my hands. I think Dwayne is psychic,” I rambled.
 
   He stopped me with a wave of his hand, and gave me a patient look. “Getting off-track a little, Shan.” 
 
   I nodded. “So we go out there and we ended up finding a huge hole cut in the fence and a stack of caskets back there about to be shoved through it. While our backs were turned, one of the goons came up behind us and drew down. Dwayne, like, threw himself into the guy, and the gun went off.”
 
   Sal sat back. “Brave fellow, our Mr. Brown. He’s damn lucky. That shot could have gone through his thick skull. Did you get a good look at the shooter?”
 
   “Not really. It was too dark and it happened too fast. I mean, after the gun went off, Dwayne was like, pounding the guy’s head into the ground. The dude quit fighting after a minute of that,” I said, swallowing hard. “Th-then we hauled out of there like the Hounds of Hell were on our heels because those guys were rushing at us. That shot was like a doorbell, I guess. They all poured out of there, chasing us.”
 
   “Okay,” he answered, closing his eyes in thought. “Okay.”
 
   I watched as he struggled with some inner demon, but kept my peace.
 
   “I’m going to go make a call to see if there is any news. I sent a couple of cars after you called in. Maybe somebody has them in custody,” he finished with tired finality. As he stood he muttered something that sounded like Jesus and loco.
 
   I couldn’t agree more. This was a strange night.
 
   He walked away to a pay phone in a small alcove. I saw the nurse gesturing to me. I supposed she still had questions that had to be answered since Dwayne was passed out. I stood and took two steps before realizing I was totally hammered. Weariness flooded my senses. Stumbling over to her, I struggled to maintain. 
 
   Once I finished answering all the questions, signing all the forms, checking on Dwayne again, and going to the bathroom, Sal got off the phone. He motioned to me to come back over to our little corner. I complied.
 
   “Sit down,” he commanded. I gave him a small smile. He didn’t seem quite the happy camper. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Tell me again what happened.”
 
   I frowned. No time to argue, I filled him in yet again with the story of the evening.
 
   “You didn’t leave anything out?”
 
   I shook my head. “Why would I do that? Dwayne could have been killed. I would never do that.”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t get it. Dan said when they got there, the guy who shot Dwayne was gone. No caskets to be found, and the hole had been covered up by a dumpster shoved against it.”
 
   “No man? No caskets?”
 
   He shook his head, and judging by the look on his face, the strangeness of the night could only get better from here.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The hospital decided to keep Dwayne overnight for observation. The bullet had entered and exited without doing much damage other than a hole in the meaty part of his upper arm. Probably the only meaty part on his whole skinny body. He would be without the use of his left hand for a while, and he would be a total terror to anyone who tried to baby him, but he was going to be okay.
 
   After he gave a statement to Sal and received a shot of something to dope him up again, our visit wasn’t worth writing home about. I promised to return bright and early to pick him up, and we left.
 
   Sal followed me to The Delicate Petal so I could return the van. I put the camera in my tote and dumped them in the passenger seat of my car. 
 
   “You sure you don’t want me to just drive you home?” he asked. “It’s no trouble.”
 
   “Nah, I need to think. I do my best thinking in my car, stereo up, windows down.”
 
   “Well, don’t keep the windows down tonight. You’re in enough trouble already. Don’t need a ticket for noise, too. I’ll follow you, just to be sure you make it in one piece.”
 
   He got back in his green Taurus and patiently waited for me at to lead the way. He’d been really quiet since getting word that nothing was left of substance at the cemetery, and on the ride to my apartment, I considered what that meant. Jason Scott would have to do a thorough inventory of his caskets and report to Sal personally now. Someone had them, but why?
 
   I called Sal on his cell and posed this very question.
 
   “Who knows why? But if he is missing caskets, that substantiates your story and proves a theft occurred. Then we can relieve you and Dwayne of your duties as detectives. No sense in your continuing to visit the graveyard in hopes of finding evidence to support his case. Really didn’t think that was such a good idea anyway.”
 
   This statement didn’t thrill me. Now I wanted to play detective. Dwayne had nearly been killed thanks to a stack of stashed body boxes, and I wanted to know why. 
 
   “Well, I hope you’re going to keep us informed if you find out who was responsible for shooting Dwayne.”
 
   He muttered something about the public and right to know. I hung up and turned on my signal at the driveway to the apartments. After I pulled into my slot and waved at him to let him know I had made it, he took the hint and drove off. Knowing him, he would probably just double back and park once I was inside. 
 
   I took my gear out of the trunk. Tripods are dangerous. The heavy end dangled down, and the legs opened out like an umbrella, mangling my fingers. I screamed and cussed a blue streak before getting them out of the grip of the torture device. Then I looked around to see if anyone heard me, shoved my aching fingers in my mouth, and continued on. Throwing the offensive thing across the parking lot crossed my mind, but I refrained.
 
   Once I had the tote with the camera in it over my shoulder, I picked up the tripod once again, and headed for the peace of home.  Well, the peace I would have once I found myself safely locked inside my apartment. I glanced around for some mysterious slinky figure lying in wait to do me harm. Too much had happened not to be alert.
 
   The darkness didn’t help my nerves, but hefting the tripod gave me courage. A tripod could be a great weapon. Dwayne had used it on a purse-snatcher at the mall one time and made a believer out of the guy. Nothing sinister appeared, so I hustled across the lot. I was almost to the curb by the door, when a shadow passed my peripheral vision and a second sense kicked in making me look up.
 
   “Who’s there?” I shouted. My voice was hoarse with exhaustion and maybe a bit of fear. I strained to see into the shadows of the bushes, the dumpster, the cars.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I hurried, nearly running to the stairs. Was that the scuffle of feet behind me? I strained to hear. If it was, they were going the wrong way. I stopped at the stairs and tried to catch my breath. My heart pounded so hard I saw stars. No one was coming. No one stalked me. Or if they did, they had changed their mind. 
 
   I started climbing, keys in my hand, intent on getting inside my apartment and locking the door, until I remembered I hadn’t locked my car. The clicker battery was dead and I had to lock it with the key. I had been too busy trying to fend off the tripod to lock the door.
 
   “Damn it!”
 
   I jogged to my apartment, unlocked the door, threw the gear inside the foyer, locked the door, and ran back to my car. 
 
   Well, where my car used to be. Now, there was just an empty slot. Just like the movie Gone in Sixty Seconds, a car thief had made off with old Betsy, and I stood turning circles wondering what else could go wrong. 
 
   How did this even happen? Hotwiring a car couldn’t be THAT easy!  
 
   My cell clock said three AM Thursday, and I didn’t argue. I dialed South Lake PD, and after assuring Sal I was not hurt, and didn’t need special attention, he sent out a pair of uniformed officers to take my statement. I answered all the questions asked, and locked the door and all the windows after they left. This was the worst thing that could happen right now. Being without a car was like being without arms and legs.  
 
   I had to be able to go places. I had no food in the house, my cable bill was due, and I always took it to the bank (which was also a cable bill paying place), and worst of all, I had promised to pick Dwayne up.
 
    No other choice. I had to rent a car at least for a short while. But I had to have a way to get to the car rental place. Could my sucky luck get any suckier? I called the Mamas and was assured that I could get a ride to the car place in the morning. I cringed when I hung up. I hated being a burden. Even when they assured me I wasn’t, I felt like I was. 
 
   Disgruntled, I plopped on the couch, remote in my hand, trying to decide between old reruns of Andy Griffith or reruns of the national news. Andy must have won out; I vaguely recalled hearing a plaintive “Aunt Bea!” just as I fell into dreamless sleep.
 
   When the morning sun beamed down on me, slobbering in sleep on the sofa, I rubbed my eyes, stretched until I nearly pulled a calf muscle, and sat up. I looked at my phone clock. 7:30 AM. I had only slept three hours at the most. This was ridiculous.
 
   I peered into the gloom of my living room. The first thing to greet me was my tote bag tossed at the end of the sofa, oddly shaped thanks to the camera tucked away inside. The thought of anything as intense as watching a funeral on video at this ungodly hour gave my stomach reason to flip over, but I knew I needed to see that footage. It was too bad I’d left the camcorder in the van while Dee and I traipsed into the debacle that followed the funeral. My heart cringed thinking about how my friend was now in the hospital with a gunshot wound.
 
   I padded to the kitchen to make a pot of coffee, and popped a couple of toaster pastries in the toaster as well. Might as well eat and drink while doing the viewing. Properly armed with food and caffeine, I hooked the camcorder to my television with a few cables I kept stashed for such a purpose.
 
   The first frame was a long shot of the viewing room. I panned faces as they stepped down from the dais where the casket sat, to walk to their seats. Everyone seemed normal. They all seemed genuinely sorrowful. By the time I had gone through the mourners and focused on the Thames family, it was nearly nine AM. I flipped it off with the remote, and gathered all the camera equipment together in one place for easy exit, and darted to the shower.
 
   I had to get moving. The early bird caught the best rental car. I hoped they had something sporty.
 
   Aunt Tillie drove me in her little blue Accord to the office to drop off the equipment and cameras, then to the rental car place in the quiet cove off Greenman Road. I climbed out, turning back to offer her money for gas. She refused emphatically and waved at me as she drove off in the direction of the restaurant.
 
   The young executive-looking type behind the Formica counter took all my information and offered me a deal for three days at a cost of nearly three hundred dollars. I tried not to take my disgruntled feelings out on him.
 
   I accepted the keys to a brand new dove-gray Frontier truck. I really didn’t want a truck, but no sporty compact car was to be had, and Dwayne was waiting.
 
   I dialed my insurance company as I drove to the hospital. The nice lady told me I had rental car coverage and the insurance would pay for the truck. I let out a sigh of relief. It wasn’t my Betsy, but it was definitely not bad. The many amenities of a new vehicle would be nice, but parking and maneuvering might not be.
 
    I pulled under the awning at the discharge area of the hospital, climbed out and went inside. I didn’t see Dwayne anywhere so I went to the elevators, punched in his floor number, and rode up to find him.
 
   He was sitting in a wheelchair watching television.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked him, a grin plastering itself across my face. It was good to see him. Alive and whole.
 
   “Waiting on a ride. My stuff is over there,” he told me. I grabbed the white plastic bag full of papers and draped it over the handle of the wheelchair.
 
   “Hang on, mister, you’re in for the ride of your life.”
 
   He tucked his hurt arm in for protection and off we went.
 
   When we got to the nurse’s station, one of them detached from the computer she was putting information into and stopped us.
 
   “You have to be taken down by a nurse,” she said.
 
   I nodded. “Okay, can we hurry though? I left my car in the discharge drive.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose and came over to do the job herself. In a few moments, we got to the rental. Dwayne asked why I was driving the truck.
 
   I swallowed hard and managed a quick smile. “Betsy got stolen yesterday.”
 
   “What? You’re freakin’ kiddin me, right?”
 
   “Nope. Snatched. Taken. I don’t know what I’ll do now. I really can’t afford a car note.”
 
   “Well, I ain’t supposed to drive for a few days, I guess you can wheel me around in the ‘stang.”
 
   I patted his shoulder. “Thanks, Dee.”
 
   The nurse let him move out of the chair before bidding us goodbye. I opened the passenger door for him, helped him get his seatbelt on, then ran around and got in.
 
   As we waited for traffic to clear on Greenman Road, he told me about a male nurse who had come in during the night.
 
   “You just never know when you will get blessed with the best,” he said.
 
   “Did you get his number?”
 
   “Does a kangaroo jump?”
 
   “Y’all didn’t, you know, play doctor or anything did you?”
 
   “Naw. I wouldn’t do that. He was working.”
 
   Silence stretched between us while I drove. Finally, to break the quiet, I asked, “Did you ever get a chance to let Carrie know we paid her way into the contest?”
 
   “Oh yeah. She was thrilled. She’s going to call us when she gets somethin’ together and we can all have a hand in creatin’ the spread.” He made a disgusted face. “Like I wanna do that.”
 
   “You were Bubba’s friend. You should help make his last dream come true.” 
 
   “Naw, I helped make his livin’ dreams come true. Whatever,” he said, making the word sound like a bad one. “Is havin’ your car stolen the reason why you’re not spewin’ out information and news and suggestions today? What’s up? You’re really quiet.”
 
   “I’m trying to keep my emotions under control for your sake.”
 
   “Eff that. You can scream and cry all you want to. If I lost my car, I’d do worse.”
 
   I shook my head. “No. It’s not changing anything. I think I’ll just keep cool this time.”
 
   “Where did it happen?”
 
   “At the apartment, right out of the lot.”
 
   “Who did it?”
 
   I frowned at him. “How would I know?”
 
   “Who’ve you pissed off lately?”
 
   I shrugged. His question was impossible. I didn’t go out of my way to make enemies. Sometimes people didn’t like me, but I didn’t have enemies per se. At least I didn’t think I did.
 
   I turned into the trailer park and we drove down Rafe’s street. As we passed his trailer, I couldn’t help but look around.
 
   “Wait!” Dwayne shouted. “Look!”
 
   I saw it. I didn’t believe it, but I saw it.
 
   Betsy was parked in Rafe’s driveway. Maybe I did make an enemy or two along the way after all.
 
   I stomped on the gas and jetted past.
 
   “Whoa! What are you doin’ Wall-ass? You gotta go back and get your car!”
 
   “No,” I replied through gritted teeth. “No, not this time. This time the cops can handle it.”
 
   “Are you as nutty as a runned over squirrel? We can take him.”
 
   I swerved into Dwayne’s parking slot and threw it into park. My breath heaved, and I swallowed hard trying to control myself. “Sure we can. Let’s see, you’re real able-bodied today, aren’t you? Don’t be silly, Dwayne. He’d probably kill both of us. It isn’t worth all that.”
 
   He stared at me, reading me like only he could. “Why did he take your car, Shannon? You know somethin’ and you ain’t tellin’.”
 
   He had me. No point in lying. “Yeah. I do. This is all a get-back. I sort of took something of his, too.”
 
   Dwayne pulled on the door handle and maneuvered himself out of the truck.
 
   “Well, you better figure out what story you are gonna tell, Lucy Ricardo, ‘cause Sal ain’t gonna like this.”
 
   I propelled myself out of the other side and came around to help him inside.
 
   “Ah, don’t worry about it, Dee. I think I know what to do.”
 
   Once we were in his trailer, and I’d seen to his comfort and caught my breath, I dialed Sal.
 
   “Ramirez,” he growled into the phone.
 
   “Hi, it’s me. You remember that item you borrowed the other day, the item in exchange for donuts? I need it back.”
 
   “No, I don’t believe I do,” he said innocently. “What item would that be?”
 
   I coughed and turned my back to Dwayne. He flipped the television on and turned the sound up. Thank goodness he wanted no part of my troubles.
 
   “Sal, it’s serious. I need that book. I found my car at your cousin’s place, but he won’t give it to me unless we swap fair and square. I have to have that book.”
 
   “Your car is at Rafe’s?”
 
   I wanted to smile at the change that came over his voice. He wasn’t quite as cutesy as before.
 
   “Yes. Now can you help me?”
 
   “I’ll do better than that. I’ll drive you home in it.”
 
   The line went dead. I turned to look at Dwayne who stared at me with a knowing look in his eyes.
 
   “You better hurry. My gun’s in the bathroom hamper.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t take Dwayne’s gun, but I did rush out of his trailer and jog down the street. I hoped by cutting through backyards and side streets I could get there faster than Sal. I had to stop for a moment and catch my breath once I reached Rafe’s street.
 
   I really needed to exercise more. My life and the dangers it seemed to bring home were good enough reasons to take up regular aerobic conditioning. As I slowed to a walk, inhaling heavily through my nose, I turned the corner and saw Sal’s Taurus parked in front of the trailer.
 
   My heart fell to my knees. How the hell did he do that?
 
   I hurried forward. Just as I neared the end of his car, he came busting out of Rafe’s trailer, with his cousin in cuffs. He looked hot, mad, and determined.
 
   Rafe was bleeding from his nose and his cheek was going to be a terrible bruise by nightfall.
 
   I started forward, but Sal held up his hand, stopping me. “No. I’m taking him down. You need to leave your car here, I’ve called it in, and they’ll want to take prints.”
 
   “But...” I let the words die. Rafe turned and glared at me, eyes hollow and blank, like pictures I’d seen on television of serial killers. Sal shoved him in the back seat. Suddenly, I was glad he was in custody.
 
   Sal shut the door, raked his hand through his hair, and paused before climbing in the front. “By the way, I spoke with Scott. He’s checking on the caskets. It’s an inventory thing. Anyway, I’ve got a lot facing me now, so I’m gone. Dan Justice should be here soon with the others.”
 
   He climbed in the driver’s seat, and I watched as he roared off, his tail lights disappearing in a cloud of dust. Tomorrow’s headlines flashed in my mind. Bradley Thames’ Killer Apprehended. Then, a more unsettling realization set in. Tonight Sal would be calling on me about a tiny omission on my part about a break-in at Rafe’s trailer, or my name wasn’t Shannon Wallace.
 
   Because if I were Raphael Ramirez faced with the ire of his cousin, I would be singing like a canary.
 
   Plopping down on Dwayne’s grungy sofa later, I tried to understand how the hell I could find myself faced with so many dilemmas on a damn Thursday afternoon. I hadn’t had this much going on since the events of last summer. In the span of one hot, hurtful week, I had gone from each end of the spectrum of emotions. Loss, fear, and anger, and back to loss. Now I found myself once again feeling as though the world was out to get me.
 
   I opened a cola for Dwayne and drank half of one of his cold Evian waters as I walked over to hand it to him.
 
   “My Granny would say you’re thirsty as sin.”
 
   “She’d have the sin part right,” I agreed. 
 
   “What happened, and don’t leave nothin’ out.”
 
   I related the scene at Rafe’s. “Then I walked back over here, too dazed and confused to do anything else.”
 
   “Damn. He’s into some bad shit. I just know it. This whole deal can’t be because he’s been hangin’ with my crew.”
 
   “If it is, then you know something you haven’t told me,” I said, pointing my bottled water at him.
 
   “I don’t know shit, girl. Dude has gone off the deep end if he’s in with those freaks runnin’ around stealin’ caskets. And since he was back there the first night we went out there, and the next time we went the boxes were out there, it’s hard not to think so. Why’s he stealin’, period? First caskets, then your car. Cars and caskets? Damn, I’m curious what he’s into.”
 
   “Sal said he has Jason checking his casket inventory to see if he is even missing any.”
 
   “And ain’t that too weird? If he has a clean inventory, what’s that mean? Somebody’s reusing them? Gross. That’s just too nasty to even think about. Rafe didn’t strike me as the kind to go for freaky stuff like that, neither.”
 
   “You should see his collection of porn.”
 
   Dwayne frowned and shook his head in confusion.
 
   I went on. “Oh yeah, he has some. I found it. Well, let me just fill you in on some stuff. I sort of broke into his place. I say sort of because I used a key he kept under his door mat. But I wasn’t supposed to be there, so technically, it was illegal entry.”
 
   He sat up straighter and grunted as he rearranged his arm. “And you’re telling me this why?”
 
   “I can’t tell anyone else. I need your input.”
 
   He nodded, and I went on. “I found his little black book and stole it. I was going to try and find out who he’s involved with by checking out the people in it. Before I could do that though, Sal visited my apartment, found the book, and got the wrong idea. He thought it was mine.”
 
   “Uh oh. What did you tell him?”
 
   “I finally had to tell him the truth. I couldn’t just let him think I had that many boyfriends.”
 
   Dwayne started laughing. “He thought you was Miss Popular Pants, huh?”
 
   “Stop. Yes, he did. I cleared it up for him, though, and we had an argument. He ended up leaving and the book went with him. I didn’t know it was missing until later.”
 
   “So, that’s what the call was about? You thought if he gave it back to you, you could get Rafe to give you your car?”
 
   “Well, yeah. Rafe only took my car when he found out I was in his place. See, I had to talk to his neighbor, and she seemed a little nosy. I guess she gave him a good description of me.”
 
   “Oh, I’m getting the picture now, Shuttle Discovery. The nosy neighbor talked all about you and he figured out you was there? So his stealin’ your car was not a crime as much as a get-back?”
 
   I nodded, draining the bottle of water. “Probably didn’t take him long to put two and two together. How he found my apartment across town, well, that’s a horse of another color. I guess he found me on Facebook or something.”
 
   “You and I are in business. He could’ve used common joint connections to find you. In fact, I have likely mentioned you to him sometime. He ain’t no dumb bunny.” He paused to consider what I had told him. “Ain’t that something? And come to think of it, what’re you gonna do?”
 
   “Now Sal’s got Rafe at the station, the cops have Rafe’s prints all over my car, and I guess that means he’ll be going to lockup. He’ll tell Sal I broke into his trailer. I might even be asked to come down to the station myself. What if I get busted for B&E?”
 
   Dwayne scooted to the edge of the chair he was sitting in, held his hurt arm with the opposite hand, and then stood. “Doubt Rafe will tell them about all that. He’s one of those kinds who deals with his trouble his own way. You better be worried if he gets bailed out.”
 
   “Am I in danger?”
 
   He licked his lips. “I’d say it’s a good possibility.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “The best defense is a good offense, Wall-ass. Maybe you oughta go see Sal first, before he calls?”
 
   I stood and grabbed my purse. “Well, just in case things go to hell in a hickory basket, here,” I handed him the check reorder form from my wallet. “Get whatever info on Rafe you can out of this. He’s been making large deposits. More than his little salary could bring.”
 
   He smiled. “Damn girl, you really are somethin’, aren’t you?”
 
   Oh yeah. I was certainly something. Mostly in trouble.
 
   “Can you follow me to the car rental place and then loan me your car?”
 
   “Anything to keep your ass off a slab.”
 
   ###
 
    
 
   After dropping the rental off, and giving Dwayne a ride back to his trailer, I made a side trip to my apartment for food. I needed sustenance if I was going to go toe-to-toe with Salvador Ramirez and risk seeing his cousin again. I knew I was stalling, but it worked for me.
 
   Halfway through a ham sandwich on wheat with lots of pepper and mayo, my cell rang. I hurriedly swallowed milk to shove the food down. The caller ID said it was Sal. Why was I not surprised?
 
   So much for stalling.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “You at home?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ve got your car.”
 
   “You coming here?”
 
   “Yeah. You okay with that?”
 
   “As long as you don’t steal anything else.”
 
   I heard a snort as the screen went dark.
 
   When he rapped a few minutes later, I opened the door wide and waved him in. I didn’t say anything, instead reserving my strength in case he got tough. I had no idea how much Rafe had shared with him, but I was pretty sure I was about to find out.
 
   When he stood silently, tapping his fingers against his crossed arms as though waiting for me to say something, I beat a quick retreat to my kitchen.
 
   What can I say? Food comforts me.
 
   I poured more milk and this time brought out a box of individually wrapped cupcakes to go with it. I couldn’t possibly talk with a mouth stuffed full of chocolate cake and white filling.
 
   He joined me in the kitchen and slowly helped himself to one of the cakes. Then he walked to where I kept glasses and poured milk into one. He glanced at me as if I might rescind his privileges. I suddenly thought it was odd how he practically knew his way around my kitchen as well as I did.
 
   Only the sound of chewing, swallowing, and cellophane crinkling filled the air. Finally, I couldn’t stand the suspense. I gulped my milk like a cowboy in a cantina finishing off whiskey and asked, “You got my keys?”
 
   He nodded and pulled them out of his back pocket along with some papers folded in half longwise. He never stopped chewing. Just the sight of my keys sent waves of happiness through me. I wiped my hands on a paper towel and started to read the papers.
 
   About the second paragraph, he cleared his throat. “You got a problem with Rafe?”
 
   I looked up, hoping my face didn’t look too relieved. I really wanted this over with. 
 
   “No, not at all. Other than he was seen running with someone out of the back of the cemetery. The same place where caskets were piled up and then suddenly went missing. No problem at all. I think he is involved somehow, but that doesn’t make him a problem—”
 
   He interrupted. “You chased him, you went to see his mother, you went to his house, broke into it, in fact, stole some personal property, and left yourself wide open to a little revenge. I think that means you have a problem with my cousin.”
 
   I walked to the end of the table, flopped the papers down, and sat, my chin propped up on my hands. I studied him. No way he could know I swiped that reorder form. All he knew about was the address book. He knew I had been there though, and he was letting me know he knew. At least the cat was out of the bag now. 
 
   “Okay, maybe I wasn’t Miss Think-It-Through. I needed some personal info on him to get clearer on his possible involvement. I just did what first came to mind. Sorry it wasn’t the best-laid plan.”
 
   He walked to the other end of the table and joined me. “You can either sign that statement and go to court to prosecute, or, well...” 
 
   “Or what? Let him off the hook since we basically are both even? I guess that means you gave him his address book back?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   I sighed. Rafe and I zeroed each other out. I guessed pressing charges would only get me a bigger black eye when he caught up to me, and fear of being mugged by Raphael Ramirez made my hands sweat. 
 
   “Is he going to be looking for me now that this has happened?” I asked.
 
   “No way. He knows if he tried that, he’d be in real trouble next time I have to haul him in.”
 
   “Will you handle it? The letting him off the hook stuff?”
 
   He nodded and for the first time his shoulders slumped a little. Being a crook’s cousin is pretty stressful, too.
 
   “I think since you are so hell-bent to find out what’s going on with Rafe, maybe we should work together,” he suggested, looking at his hands before turning his dark chocolate eyes on me.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “I’m waiting on the autopsy results on the Thames case. We sent it down to Jackson and those things go along at a snail’s pace. Have more on my plate besides. I can’t be everywhere at all times.”
 
   “But you think I can? Sheesh. Why do you need my help?” The first flutter of suspicion kicked in.
 
   “Simple. You’re Brown’s sidekick, and that guy knows everything about everybody.” 
 
   “Like what does he know that you need to hear? Come on, Sal, work with me here. You’re asking a lot.”
 
   He smiled. “Okay. This is the deal. Back during the Christmas holidays, a kid named William Taylor, aka Billy the Kid, died from a drug overdose shot straight to his heart through his neck. Not the usual place for users to go to, eh?”
 
   “Murder?”
 
   “Exactly. The drug of choice was heroin, pure as pure can be. Then two months ago, an undercover cop was killed by one of his newsboys, an informant, you know?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “The whole situation went down as a warning, with him laid out execution-style making it obvious to the underworld and cop world alike that a war was on. His investigation was compromised and all trails have since gone dead.”
 
   I rubbed my arms in the cold of horror.
 
   “Remember the night when I ran into you and Brown over by Mina’s house? I was hoping Rafe would have some street info for me. He can be helpful that way sometimes.”
 
   “He’s an informant? I had a feeling you were looking for him for some other reason besides just saying hello.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, he’s pretty good with keeping his ears open and his profile low.”
 
   “That’s good for you I guess.”
 
   He went on. “Then, this last time when I got to Rafe about your car, he was high, paraphernalia lying on the chair beside him. Common denominator, heroin.”
 
   I frowned. This was news. “I didn’t know he—”
 
   “—he doesn’t.” The look on Sal’s face told the whole story. His cousin was in trouble and he was worried sick. 
 
   Rafe’s bleeding nose and swollen face returned to my mind. “You didn’t beat up your cousin, did you?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. He was just like I found him.”
 
   “What did he tell you about the situation? Who shot him up?”
 
   “He wouldn’t tell me. He swore they would come back and kill him next time. He stole your car to have a different set of wheels to ride around in, as well as exact revenge, by the way. He was planning on giving it back after you got the message.”
 
   “Okay, so going back a little—what has this got to do with Dwayne?”
 
   “He knows people who know people. You two can nose around together and keep each other safe. You know, get info, and if any of it smells of my cousin, let me know. He’s in deeper than he needs to be, and I still haven’t figured out why. That’s what we need to work together to find out. You’re the unluckiest, lucky girl alive. If anyone can stumble onto the answers, it’s you. Besides, the bad guys may connect you to Rafe now, unfortunately, and keeping an eye on you will be easier if you are keeping in touch with me.”
 
   “So what do we do first?” I felt a little sick at his last statement. I didn’t want to be connected to the bad guys. It didn’t feel good to have a cop tell you that you may be a target.
 
   “Turn Brown loose. That guy knows everyone. He’ll know who’s into drugs. I have to talk to Scott about those missing caskets.”
 
   “While you’re with Jason Scott checking on caskets, see if you can locate a pretty woman with red hair, maybe late twenties. She showed up at Bubba’s gravesite and Dwayne said she worked for Scott. Her actions said she was on a personal visit to pay angry respects to the dead.”
 
   Sal frowned. “Angry, eh? Got a name?”
 
   “Shelley. No last name.”
 
   He tapped his fingers on the table top. “I think I kind of remember her. What else does Brown know about that? Damn, I guess I need to talk to him.”
 
   I squirmed. Dwayne would run as fast as he could in the opposite direction if he knew Sal wanted a sit-down for Dee to spill his guts. “He’s been sort of leaning toward a group of friends who hang out in midtown.” I glanced at him nervously. “Rafe knows those friends, too.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and scratched an eyebrow. “I’m not going to enjoy this at all, am I?”
 
   I took a perverse pleasure in grinning at him as I dialed Dwayne’s number.
 
   It took a few rings before he picked up.
 
   “What?” he answered. 
 
   “Have you had dinner?” I asked.
 
   “Too hard to spread butter with one hand.” 
 
   “How about we come and get you?”
 
   “We?”
 
   “Sal’s with me.”
 
   “Y’all been slapping happies?”
 
   “Ugh.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be ready in five.”
 
   “The Mamas’ place okay with you?”
 
   “They serve wings?”
 
   “With buffalo sauce, usually. For you, I’d bet Aunt Tillie will find some blue cheese.”
 
   “Done.” He disconnected.
 
   I scooped up Dwayne’s keys, and Sal and I started out. Might as well use all Dwayne’s gas since he was unable to do it. My car needed to be parked for a while. It had seen enough action for one week.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Tillie’s Home Cookin’—It’s GOOOOD! was busier than usual. Since most of Mississippi had banned smoking in casual dining settings, we had our run of the place. We ended up sitting in a section close to the front window. Sal sat facing the door.
 
   I wondered if all cops and men in general did that, or was it only the ones with dark eyes? At any rate, I felt totally safe with my dining partners, one facing trouble head-on and one adjusting his ankle holster for easy access with the hand on his unhurt side.
 
   Cathy, one of the restaurant’s more fashionable waitresses, strolled over, her hair pulled back in a ponytail that swung from side to side as she walked. She placed menus in front of us.
 
   “What’re y’all drinkin’?” she asked, hands on her hips.
 
   I ordered water, Sal had coffee, and Dwayne ordered a diet drink. We were the Odd Squad.
 
   When she walked away to get our beverages, Dwayne leaned in and said, “I know y’all didn’t want me to come out here tonight so you could make this town think you was pro-gay, anti-racist white folks. What’s up?”
 
   Sal fiddled with the packs of sweetener, and I shot Dwayne a warning look. There was only so much digging he could do before the cop in Sal would come out. 
 
   Sal started talking. “Some drugs have turned up in all the wrong places. Including in bodies. You hear anything about activity among your friends that might be illegal? Maybe even murder for points?”
 
   Dwayne shrugged. “Always somebody doin’ somebody.”
 
   “This won’t be a usual killing thing. This will be like planned, big-time crime stuff. Heroin being scored in large quantities and someone wanting to move it.”
 
   Dwayne sat back, cupping his elbow protectively.  “I’ve overheard a lot of talk about dirty cops in Memphis trying to screw up some plans. You have similar troubles down here?”
 
   “Worse. Working an angle that might be connected.”
 
   Cautiously, Dwayne replied, “Angles can get you in big trouble with some circles. Who’s involved?”
 
   I flinched. Would Sal tell him about Rafe and the connection to drugs?
 
   “I’m trying to figure that out.” Sal looked at Dwayne like a dog waiting on a bone. “So you know anything?”
 
   Dwayne shook his head. “Nope. Did you grill Rafe when you had him down at your joint? He knows the same people I know.”
 
   Sal nodded. “He’s as tight-lipped as a flute player.”
 
   Cathy brought the drinks, straws, and small coffee creamer containers. “Y’all ready to order?” she asked. I nodded, grateful for the disruption of tension.
 
   Dwayne ordered buffalo wings and ranch dressing. I ordered grilled chicken salad, and Sal ordered the Thursday special, salmon patties. One of Tillie’s specialties.
 
   Dwayne unwrapped his silverware and neatly laid it on a napkin. “You gonna keep on shovelin’ shit until you get something outta Rafe, ain’t ya?”
 
   Sal paused before answering. “This heroin is the real deal. They killed a cop with it who was getting too close to the truth. I can’t wait on Rafe to decide to cooperate.”
 
   “Somebody you know?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Say Rafe does know something. Could he be next?”
 
   “If we don’t get something concrete to stop them, there’s that possibility.”
 
   Dwayne wrinkled his nose and took a sip of his drink. “Maybe Rafe’ll talk to me--if I can find him. But until then, I can check around. See if anyone is buying, selling, or trading. Have to slum around up in Mempho-town though.”
 
   He gave Sal a strange glance, almost like angry. It was weird how his voice changed around the cop. You could certainly tell he was no fan of the SLPD or anyone else right now.
 
   “Know anyone you can call? Like now?” Sal asked, resignation making his shoulders slump.
 
   Dwayne laughed shortly. “Naw man, they’d all be asleep right now. They’re like vampires. Only come out at night.”
 
   Sal didn’t reply as my aunt Nancy arrived laden with plates and pecks on the cheek. She placed food before us, made a little small talk, and left. We were quiet for the next few minutes as we ate. Then when conversation resumed, it was Dwayne who took the lead.
 
   “So, now that you have effectively enlisted my damn aid for your cause, what’s up with Bubba’s case?”
 
   “Active investigation,” Sal said, around a mouthful of salmon. “Waiting on forensics.”
 
   “Well, he didn’t fuckin’ stuff himself in that flower cooler, man.”
 
   Sal looked down at his plate. Dwayne stabbed a piece of chicken into the small plastic cup of dressing and gave our cop friend another hateful stare.
 
   After we dropped Sal off at his car, I drove us into Memphis. Dwayne wanted to see if he could get any information from anyone in the bar where he and Rafe and Bubba used to hang out. Personally, I believed he wanted to talk to Everett about Bubba. If the two were having a thing on the side and Rafe found out, well, that might lead to a mighty big disagreement between him and Bubba. Maybe even one worth killing over. One of those crimes of passion the newshounds liked to gab about.
 
   I followed his directions to a dark corner bar in Midtown near the old fairgrounds. I disliked this part of town for a number of reasons, the top one at the moment being the way the whole area smelled. If the age of sewers could be known by their smell, I would declare the ones in this area to be several million years old. I wanted to hold my nose.
 
   After much grunting and moaning, I finally got Dwayne out of the car, and we strolled into the booze can where we plopped down on stools running alongside the bar. Most of the patrons in the establishment— quantity was light—were black, but I expected this for such an urban place. Most were men and most were drinking.
 
   A tall, medium-built black man with a bald head and narrow mustache worked from one end of the bar to the other refilling glasses and wiping up spills.
 
   When he got to us, Dwayne smiled and slid him a twenty. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey yourself,” the bartender answered, taking the twenty. “You want your usual?”
 
   “Nope. Need information right now,” Dwayne said, situating himself on the stool. “We’re hopin’ you know someone who knows somethin’ about someone who knew someone.”
 
   The man laughed. “Well, that’s as clear as a milkshake.” Then he reached over and shook hands with me. “My name’s Everett. I run this dump.” He tilted his head toward Dwayne. “My boy’s got bad manners.” 
 
   He didn’t have to tell me. I was on the inside track. 
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” I said. Everett had a Mid-western accent. He wasn’t old Memphis.
 
   Dwayne exhaled the way he did when he was getting peeved. Then he glanced around, and leaned closer. “Look, the dude’s dead. I can’t be too straight up about shit, you know what I’m sayin’?”
 
   Everett grew serious. “Okay. What’dya need to know?”
 
   “All right. I need to know who was with Bubba when he was in here over the last few days, and I also wanna know if Rafe Ramirez was slinkin’ his ass in here with any strangers. Anyone who could be trouble. And you don’t need to look at me like that, either. I figure if anyone knows what trouble looks like, it’s you.” Dwayne finished with a hand wave. I wanted to laugh at his gesture. It was such a girly thing to do. 
 
   The bartender nodded at someone behind us, and placed two glasses of soda on the bar for us. “Act like you’re in here to drink. I can’t guarantee who’s watching.”
 
   We complied. I wanted to turn around and see who’d sat down behind us but figured that would be a dead giveaway as to who we were and why we were here. Everett pulled a canister of peanuts out and slowly filled two small bowls.
 
   “Bubba was working here with some puffy dude. Looked like he was stuffed full of marshmallows. You know the kind…fat and wealthy looking. Rafe always seemed to show up when he was here too, but you knew that,” he said. “He’s been hanging out with some mean looking honchos. They even wore black.”
 
   Dwayne leaned forward a little. “Could you recognize them again?”
 
   Everett nodded. “Wouldn’t mistake any of them. None belonged in this fine establishment. Looked like mobsters straight out of the old days.”
 
   “You know anythin’ about drug deals goin’ bad down south?”
 
   Everett shot him an intense look before turning his head from side-to-side, stretching his neck muscles. “South where? South of the state line or South America?”
 
   Dwayne shrugged. “Can’t say for sure, but south of the state line would be a good start.”
 
   Everett shook his head and walked around the end of the bar to deliver some peanuts to the newcomers. 
 
   Dwayne downed his soda. “Guess that answers that,” he said with a burp.
 
   “Are you going to ask about the loan?” I whispered, disappointed. Everett hadn’t told us what we needed to know about drugs or anything else. “Maybe if you offered him cash. You know, like real money? You have to loosen his lips.”
 
   “Gimme time.”
 
   Everett came around the bar and arranged some bottles on the far side. I could tell he was watching activity in the bar by looking in the mirror. He was good at it, too. If I hadn’t been looking at him, it would have been unnoticed. 
 
   He asked softly over his shoulder, “You need more info?”
 
   “I recently discovered you didn’t give Bubba some money he was hounding everybody about? Why not?”
 
   Everett straightened and grinned before moving back over close to Dwayne. “Now, how’d you know about that?”
 
   “I have my ways,” Dwayne answered, looking at his glass.
 
   “I told him I would pay him when I got something for my money,” Everett told us. “He knew what I wanted in exchange. He kept his ace.”
 
   My face grew hot as understanding sank in. I didn’t want to know this stuff. I resisted the urge to put my hands over my ears and flap my tongue.
 
   “Anything goin’ on with y’all or was that just playin’ patty-cakes?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “He played a lot, but not with me. I can’t tell you stuff I don’t know.”
 
   Dwayne slid another twenty out of his pocket and stood up. “A’ight. We may have more questions. I’ll be back either way.”
 
   “Making burgers soon,” Everett told him. “Don’t be a stranger.” 
 
   “Whew, boy. Can’t miss that,” Dwayne replied, with a grin.
 
   We strolled out of the bar and once we were on the street, I asked, “What’s so special about the burgers?”
 
   “Black angus. Man-meat. I think he wanted to talk more, but not with you taggin’ along.”
 
   I watched traffic for a moment before answering. “Well, fine. I can get black angus at any old hamburger joint. Man-meat is not my favorite anyway, give me chicken any day. Besides, I was uncomfortable in there where known killers, thugs, and general ne’er-do-wells hang out. I don’t think I want to hang out with you here.”
 
   “These guys ain’t that bad.”
 
   I tilted my head and tried for a sneer.
 
   He remedied his statement. “They ain’t all bad anyway.”
 
   I didn’t answer. Dwayne’s opinions and mine didn’t match at all sometimes. But they were his crowd, his crew. I could leave him to them.
 
   He promised to be careful and was confident he could catch a ride with some of his friends who would filter in later at the club, so after assuring him I could find my way back to South Lake with no help, I jangled his car keys under his nose and took off.
 
   I was half-way home when I realized with his injury he was a sitting duck if anyone wanted to get physical. Maybe with Everett on his side and his other friends in tow, he’d manage to keep things light. I hoped so. Sal wasn’t going to be happy if I had to call him out in the wee hours again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 By the time I got home, it was too late to do anything constructive. I slid the Mustang into a slot, snagged my mail from my mailbox, and went up to my apartment to sort through the pile, hoping for less bills and more junk. Later, while I checked my bank account balance on my phone, I shoved a bag of popcorn in the microwave. What I really needed was a beer and a corndog, but I didn’t have any of either.
 
   Then I scrolled to my voice mails. Three messages. The first one, Aunt Tillie asking what size underpants I wore. She’d found a good sale at Macy’s. I was jealous. The pumps I had purchased while out with Dwayne had been the last shopping I’d done in some time. 
 
   The next message was a garbled mess like someone was eating the phone. I deleted it. 
 
   The third message was more interesting. Sal’s voice came on and said, “Come on, chica, pick it up.” When I didn’t, he sighed and disconnected.
 
   My curiosity flickered to life. He didn’t sound like he was calling to ask for a date, but I was sorry I’d missed his call nevertheless. I punched the call back option. It was his office number. It was late, but cops always worked, right? 
 
   He didn’t answer. Now my interest was a burning itch, so I called his cell number, and thought hard for a quick excuse if he wanted to know what the hell I was doing calling at half past ten.
 
   He picked up. “Yeah.”
 
   “Hey, I got your message. What’s up?”
 
   “Thanks for being so timely,” he said with a snort. “On a sort of self-imposed stake-out. Totally off the record. Wanna join me?”
 
   “Is it dangerous?”
 
   “You carrying?”
 
   “Yes, or well, I can be.”
 
   “That might make things dangerous, but okay. Load up. Just in case.” 
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Scott’s cemetery.”
 
   Whoa! What? I shook off my shock. “Where in the cemetery? That place wanders forever.” 
 
   “I’ll meet you at Bubba’s plot. I left the gate unlocked.”
 
   We disconnected, and I immediately went into action. I grabbed the remains of my popcorn, double-checked my gun to make sure it had one round in the chamber, dabbed a spicy perfume behind my ears and headed out in Betsy. It didn’t feel right going out to face an uncertain adventure in Dwayne’s car without him. 
 
   Bubba’s plot was close to the street, but pretty far back off the main lane through the cemetery. I cut Betsy’s lights off after I turned in and drove slowly until I saw the moonlight glimmer on a car ahead. I pulled in behind Sal’s car.
 
   He walked down the short hill to my right, opened the passenger door, and got in.
 
   “Something’s going down tonight. I’ve been watching Rafe’s place and saw him sneak out and head down the street on foot. Somebody in a black Mercedes picked him up and they drove off down Greenman. I lost them in traffic, but came out here on a hunch. Scott has given the department pretty much carte blanche, keys and all. But strangely, none of us were supposed to be here tonight, and I found the gate unlocked. And something else. Drive on and I’ll show you. Keep your lights off.”
 
   I followed where he pointed and started up the lane. In a few seconds, we made a bend and a black car could be seen parked half-way into the wooded area near the fence.
 
   “Look familiar?” he asked.
 
   I nodded. “Uh-oh. Same car? God, Sal, Rafe’s in with the casket thieves? Dwayne and I suspected, but—”
 
   “Hold up. That’s what I want to find out. If he is, it’s some sort of mistake. Whoever these guys are, he’s scared to death of them. He’s a conflicted participant.”
 
   “Well, duh. I’d be conflicted, too, if someone was threatening me with a loaded syringe.”
 
   Sal pulled his gun out of his holster and eased open the door. I pushed open my own door, then cringed at my forgetfulness.
 
   “Shit!” I hissed. Too late. The door made a sound like a cat being tortured. 
 
   Sal gave me a pained look and threw himself back in. “Drive!”
 
   We took off. I kept trying to see movement in my rearview mirror, but no light illuminated the area behind us. We slid to a stop under the awning of the funeral home, behind the hearse.
 
   “Damn it, Shannon. Why don’t you warn me about this stuff?”
 
   I took a deep breath and held my tongue. I should have driven Dwayne’s car. Why didn’t I think about the screechy door?
 
   He climbed out. “Come on. We’ll wait to see what happens, but we’ll keep watch from my car.”
 
   We jogged the distance through the tombstones, cutting across the cemetery until we made it back to his Taurus, then scurried inside like mice in a hole. I slunk down, hoping to be more invisible.
 
   “I don’t suppose you brought your camera?” Sal asked, calmly, peering into the night.
 
   “Well, no.” He hadn’t said anything about a damn camera. “I probably have something in my trunk. If I haven’t taken it all to the office,” I told him.
 
   “No time.” He took a deep breath and started up the Taurus. I remembered the footage Dwayne and I had taken recently and reminded myself to get busy and watch it again. 
 
   We crept slowly around the bend. The Mercedes was gone. Probably scared off by the loudness of my car door. By the time we reached where they had been, headlights flooded the gate at the mouth of the cemetery, and we watched as they sailed through.
 
   “Damn.” Sal said. 
 
   “Don’t blame me.”
 
   “Not blaming you, but you really need to pick up some WD40 for that door.”
 
   “You never know when the element of surprise will benefit you.”
 
   He sighed, and said, “There’s just no catching these guys.”
 
   “At least you know I’ve told you the truth. Let’s get out and go look in the woods. What if they left caskets out there again?
 
   He shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt, I guess.”
 
   He leaned over me and took out a shiny silver flashlight. “The better to see you with, my dear,” he joked. “Not to mention a great weapon.”
 
   I pulled out my .38 and felt around for a place to tuck it. Finally, I settled on the back waistband of my pants. “Yeah, well, I’m making sure it has company.” 
 
   “You’re going to blow a hole in your...” He didn’t finish what he wanted to say about my choice of hiding spots for it, and instead, pulled it out of my waistband and unloaded it. “When I asked you to bring it, I meant bring it and a holster, or at least a pocket. Leave it here. We don’t need any accidents tonight.”
 
   “Whatever,” I replied, trying to inject ice into my voice. Sal didn’t know about the accuracy I had shown at the range in my shooting classes with Dwayne. In truth though, I hoped I didn’t have to prove my ability to him or anyone else.
 
   We followed the same path Dwayne and I had taken when he was shot, and I bit my tongue to keep from saying anything about it to Sal. If he feared a similar fate might befall us, he might make me go back to the car. He could be such a chauvinist.
 
   I took a few extra breaths to calm my nerves hoping not to have to face another incident at the hands of those creeps. In my mind I kept chanting my own version of the Ghostbusters theme song. I had retitled it, “Creepbusters”.
 
   No towering bank of caskets greeted us at the rear fence, and I physically relaxed as a drip of sweat rolled down my back. Sal turned his flashlight on and shone the beam around the fence. A fresh pile of dirt was mounded up farther ahead along the fence. We walked that way, and I kept one hand on his back.
 
   He stopped short, and I bumped into him.
 
   “Oops. What is it? Leaves?”
 
   “That’s not what I would call it,” he replied, turning around and hustling me back the way we came.
 
   “Wait! Stop. What is it?” I made him stop his forced march. 
 
   He looked me straight in the eye, taking my arms in each hand. “You up for more bad news?”
 
   My heart twisted. “Oh, no.”
 
   “It looks like a grave. They’ve buried something out here.” 
 
   “Oh, my freaking God.”
 
   “Let’s go. I’ve got to call it in, just in case it’s a—you know.”
 
   I let him turn me around, and we hurried back to the Taurus. He used his radio. I sat in the car, paralyzed. What if it was a body? What was I thinking? Of course it was a body! These weirdoes were into something serious and deadly. Drugs, caskets, and who knew what else. They might bury someone out there as a warning to the rest of us for meddling over the last week.
 
   Then, a dark thought rose in my mind. What if it was Rafe? What would I do? What would Sal do? He had been seen getting into the Mercedes and it had ended up here.
 
   I chewed on one of my newly-painted nails until I had it soft and pliable. Then I viciously tore it off with my teeth. Biting my nails was only one of my bad habits, but it certainly was one that came out in times of stress. I always wondered if my mother had deprived me of a pacifier when I was a child and created this terrible habit of mine. 
 
   While I contemplated the nail-biting thing to keep my mind off the actual horror, cops began arriving. The blue lights spiraled through the darkness as they wended their way through the grounds.
 
   Sal went to meet them.
 
   The flurry of activity ensued all around me as cops and paramedics and the whole of the South Lake crime scene unit showed up to work the scene. I hadn’t felt more out of place, or alone in a long while. I pulled my cell out and dialed Dwayne.
 
   “Hey,” I said when he picked up. “Were you asleep? Sorry to wake you.”
 
   “No, you ain’t,” he yawned. “You love to do this. Never mind. What’s wrong? And what the hell time is it?”
 
   I semi-laughed. “What? Does something always have to be wrong?”
 
   He coughed. “Yes. It’s two-thirty in the damn morning. Why are you calling me?”
 
   “I was with Sal and we—”
 
   “You did not wake me up to tell me about you and your boyfriend. You. Did. Not.”
 
   “He is not my boyfriend, and no I didn’t. We staked out the cemetery. The bad guys left another present.”
 
   There was noise on the line as he moved around, probably sitting up. “You staked out Scott’s? What kind of present did they leave this time?” 
 
   “A body.”
 
   More muffled noises. “Sheeeit,” he said. 
 
   “Yeah, but we don’t know who yet.” 
 
   “Do you need me to come there?”
 
   “How? I have your ‘stang. And anyway, you’re not allowed to drive with that arm. I have my car. I’m just waiting to see if Sal comes back with an ID. Oh God, Dwayne, what if it’s Rafe?”
 
   “Hrumph. Doubt that. He knows how to take care of himself, you know what I’m sayin‟? More like he’s doin’ the dirt work.”
 
   I watched flashlights bobbing in the woods. “Yeah, maybe so. But if it’s not him, then who is it?”
 
   “That’s the million-dollar question, ain’t it?”
 
   “Yeah. So, what happened with Everett at the club?”
 
   “Got news. He says Rafe’s been seen dealin’ over in the hood. Least, he thinks it’s been Rafe.”
 
   “Like what? Heroin?”
 
   “He got antsy pantsy when I asked. Ain’t it enough that he’s been seen handin’ off packages? Also explains those big deposits you were talkin’ about.”
 
   “I guess so. Should I tell Sal?”
 
   “Hell naw. Not yet, I gotta get more dope on the dope, you know what I’m sayin’?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He yawned loudly. “Well, I gotta go to the bathroom now that you’ve waked my bladder up. Call me back when you have more details on the stiff.”
 
   I agreed, and we disconnected. Shivering at the chill in the night air—or maybe it was the drop in my adrenaline—I reached over to turn the car on to get the heat going. 
 
   The driver door opened and I looked into the face of a masked man with a gun.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The gun wasn’t fancy. It was pretty standard, in fact, with a black grip, dark steel barrel, and gloved hand holding it. I couldn’t see anything of the man other than his eyes. The mask he wore was something along the lines of a Ninja covering. He was no amateur in the costuming department, that was obvious.
 
   He got in so fast the overhead dome light barely had time to come on before he shut the door. He kept the gun trained on me the entire time. He wore an exotic cologne and the scent of it filled the car.
 
   “Do not move. If you move, I will shoot you. Understand?”
 
   I nodded, hoping the gas lights on the cemetery grounds reflected inside enough for him to see my head movement. I listened closely to his words, hoping he would tell me something I could use against him.
 
   “You’re becoming a really big problem, lady. My advice is to keep out of our business and to keep your mouth shut.”
 
   I nodded again, listening to his accent. I’d heard enough from Salvador Ramirez to know it. Definitely Hispanic. I looked into those dark eyes and wondered if it was Rafe. I had only seen him once before, briefly, as he stood outside Kringle’s grocery talking to Sal. Unless you could call his shadow as he darted past me to steal my car “seeing him”. I didn’t think I would really know him dressed in all black and holding a gun.
 
   “Consider this your last warning.” He shoved me hard against the door and exited as quickly as he’d arrived. At first, I watched him, a shadow in the shadows, but soon he moved out of my sight. Afraid to open the door until he had a chance to get out of shooting range, I sat there, frozen in place, my gun digging into my back. I’d been too shocked to even try and whip it out. I was still afraid to try, even now.
 
   I shivered so hard my teeth chattered. I forced myself to move, turned the car on, and then the heat, before slumping back in fear. When no bullets came flashing out of the dark, I honked the horn, over and over, praying the noise would catch Sal’s attention. Soon a cop tapped on my side window all right, but it wasn’t Sal. I pushed the button to lower it.
 
   “What in hell are you doing, trying to wake the dead?” he asked. He was tall and blond and he shined a flashlight into my face.
 
   “I need Sal, and I need him quick,” I said, pulling on my purse with my left hand and opening the car door with the other. “Someone just threatened me with a gun.”
 
   “What? Where?” 
 
   “Right here, in this car!”
 
   He frowned and tilted his head to the side. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “No, I’m not kidding. Now go and get Sal Ramirez.” 
 
   I stopped. He wasn’t getting the hint. 
 
   “Never mind,” I told him. “I’ll get him myself.”
 
   I got out and started walking toward the woods following the lights and noise. There had to be a zillion people there. How the hell a masked gunman could meander around without being seen was beyond me. Out of the blue, I wondered if anyone had called Jason Scott yet. He would love this. More trouble in his graveyard. Great publicity.
 
   The blond cop strode up behind me and grabbed my arm, scaring the bejesus out of me. 
 
   “No, ma’am. You can’t go back there.”
 
   “Oh, yes, I can.” I yanked my arm out of his grasp. “Let go of me.”
 
   “Ma’am. Please calm down.” He began making placating noises, all while stuffing his flashlight in his pocket.
 
   I hate to be placated like a child. Whenever I’m excited, scared, or what have you, and adrenaline is rushing through me like a steam engine, it’s the last thing I want to have somebody do to me.
 
   “Sal!” I screamed. The cop’s face wrinkled in fury. He worked overtime trying to shut me up by shushing me. 
 
   I ignored him. “Sal Ramirez, get your ass out here right now!”
 
   My voice carried even over the activity in the woods. Soon familiar broad shoulders appeared, and he peered out at what was going on before jogging toward us. His flashlight bobbed strangely.
 
   “What’s the matter?” he asked, jogging up.
 
   “A man with a mask,” I managed to say. “With a gun.”
 
   He looked at me, then at the other cop. 
 
   I swallowed hard. “A man with a mask and a gun got in the car with me, threatened me, then took off.”
 
   Sal’s face fell into hard lines. “Come on, let’s go back and sit down. Jones, send somebody through the place and pick up anyone who is found on foot, man, woman, or child. And get me a kit so I can see if I can lift anything.”
 
   He led me to the car. “He got in on the driver’s side,” I told him. “He told me to keep out of their business and keep my mouth shut.” My voice wavered. 
 
   Sal walked over to the passenger side and opened the door. “Okay then, we will put you in on this side,” he said. “Tell me again what happened. Take your time.”
 
   I sat on the car seat sideways, dangling my legs over the side, my feet on the ground, and gazed up at him. He had one hand on the door frame, one hand on his hip, and a deep furrow on his brow. His face was dirty, and his hair was as messy as I’d ever seen it and he didn’t smell too hot. Then I remembered.
 
   “He was wearing a really loud cologne!” I exclaimed.
 
    “Good. What was it? Do you know?”
 
   I shook my head. “Flowery. But not like a girl’s smell. Like a man’s flowery.”
 
   He stifled a smile. “What else do you recall?”
 
   “He wore a black mask, like a Ninja. And gloves,” I mused. “Oh, damn. No prints, Sal. He wore these shiny black gloves. Not as shiny as his gun though.”
 
   He nodded. “That’s okay. We might find something. What else?”
 
   I shivered. “He spoke with an accent.” I searched his face for a moment. “Hispanic.”
 
   What was once a face awaiting information became like a thunder cloud. He stood and shouted for Jones before asking, “Was it Rafe?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He pulled a notebook out of his pocket and clicked his pen open. Writing briskly, he tore off the sheet and gave it to Jones who appeared at his side, fingerprint kit in hand. “Go here and bring him to me.” Jones nodded and asked, “Who is it?”
 
   “Raphael Ramirez.”
 
   The expression changed on the other man’s face. He wanted to ask about the name, I could tell he did. Sal took the kit and said in a very tired voice, “Just do it.”
 
   He walked around the car, and spent some time brushing the door, but it was slow work with only a flashlight to aid in lighting the area. Finally, a CSI and her partner came along, and he passed the chore off. It was a waste of time, in my opinion, but I think he already knew.
 
   When he returned to my side, our eyes locked. An idea struck me. “If the body back there isn’t Rafe, and the masked man could be, then who is the dead person out there?”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder and back. “Nobody I know. Nobody you know either.”
 
   Sal arranged for an escort to follow me home, and tucked me into my car. “I have a call in to Jason Scott. He’ll be here shortly. Can you wait? I really don’t feel right about you going home alone.”
 
   “No. I’m falling asleep where I sit. Besides, you have my protector all lined up.”
 
   He nodded, turning his head to listen to a conversation going on behind him. Then, he turned back to me and was just about to protest my being alone, when I interrupted. “I’ll be fine. You call me and don’t leave anything out, either,” I added, poking his arm with my finger. “I want to know if Scott has anything to add to this weird mystery, like how he really is missing caskets.”
 
    Shrugging, he said, “Okay. Don’t drive too fast. My guy will be following you and just in case you’re wrong about the visitor from tonight, I’ll have him keep surveillance on you for a while.”
 
   “I don’t need around the clock care from a poor cop in a car.”
 
   He smiled. “Well, I could stay at your apartment when I finish here if you’d rather.” His gaze traveled to my mouth and heat flooded my face. We had a long history and apparently, he hadn’t forgotten it yet.
 
   “Fear? Who, me? I smack fear on the snoot.” And I was totally going to hell for lying.
 
   He patted my door and stepped away. “Well, call me if you change your mind. I could bring breakfast. It’s going to be a long night.”
 
   I took Betsy out of park, refusing to look him in the eye. Thinking about what might befall me if he should take up residence at my place took my breath away.
 
   Rolling out of the driveway, I saw a black Mercedes parked down the street.
 
   I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t call the cop behind me. I didn’t want to call Sal and take him away from the investigation. Maybe it was another Mercedes? I decided to drive on and see what happened, but as expected, the vehicle pulled out behind the cop. Great. Now I was putting a cop’s life in danger. I wondered if the masked man was the driver. He was definitely going to make sure I had heard what he’d said.
 
   Terrified, I caved and called Sal’s cell. Thank God he had it on him. “Ramirez,” he answered.
 
   “Sal, the black Mercedes is following me and my friend in the cruiser.” 
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I know, okay? I saw it as I passed by, and watched him put on his lights and pull out a discreet distance behind your buddy back there.” I hated the way my voice sounded, almost hysterical.
 
   “Okay, let me get a message to him.” 
 
   “Sal, I’m scared.”
 
   “Just keep driving. Don’t go home,” he instructed. “I’ll call you back.”
 
   I tapped the red end button on my phone and decided to take a scenic drive through downtown South Lake until he called. I went through parts of Old Town, around City Hall, through the park, and passed the all-night gas station. The thought of a gooey candy bar and a Diet Coke ran through my mind.
 
   I have a weird sense of timing I guess.
 
   My phone rang. I answered quickly.
 
   “Okay, now real slow and easy, go to the police station. Matthews has been told about the situation and verified that he has a tail.”
 
   I mumbled a hasty okay and tossed my phone onto the passenger seat.
 
   Here goes nothing.
 
   Turning left at the next corner, I tried to maintain the speed limit as I neared the police station. Whoever was in that car was certifiably insane. Who would want to follow a damn cop?
 
   I turned into the blacktop of the parking lot at the PD. It had been a Baptist church at one time, and I prayed that if any hallowed ground was left, I would land on it. The cruiser pulled in next to me and we both watched in our rearview as the driver in the black Mercedes stomped the gas and roared off into the neighborhood around the police station.
 
   The cruiser backed around, sliding slightly sideways on the loose gravel, and took off after the car. I patted the steering wheel, nerves taking over. I didn’t know whether to stay put or leave. If the Mercedes got free of the cop, the creep might come looking for me. I didn’t want to make it easy for him.
 
   Then again, the cop would hurry back here sooner or later, and he would wear out Sal’s phone if I wasn’t around. Sal would be pissed, but he’d be able to get a hold of me, right? 
 
   I wanted sleep. I wanted sleep and safety. I backed out and headed for Dwayne’s trailer. He and I both had guns. Safety in numbers, the old saying went, which could be true even if the safe haven was smack in the middle of where Rafe called home. 
 
   If he was the driver of the Mercedes, it didn’t matter where I went. Rafe knew where I lived. He knew where Dwayne lived, too, but together we could take him. He couldn’t fight against two armed people. At least I kept telling myself that all the way across town. I wouldn’t feel safe at my apartment until he either ’fessed up to Sal and went under protective custody, or was arrested for wrongdoing and was stuck behind bars. He was a total loose cannon in my opinion. Especially since he hung out with the Mercedes person or persons, one of which had just threatened my life.
 
   I took a deep breath, threw Betsy into park, grabbed my phone and purse, winced at the loud squeak from my car door, and raced for the trailer. 
 
   Mid-jog, I grabbed a beach towel from Dwayne’s laundry line and draped it over my trunk. Maybe Rafe wouldn’t know I was here at a glance. Dwayne flicked on the light as I rushed up.
 
   “Trouble in Paradise?” he asked, holding the door open.
 
   I scurried inside. “They’re after me,” I answered, out of breath.
 
   “So what else is new?”
 
   I plopped down in his chair and saw the blue quilted coverlet on the couch. “Are you sleeping in here?”
 
   He regained his place there. “Sirens everywhere tonight. I knew you’d be comin’.”
 
   “As if,” I said with a smile. “Can I borrow your spare bed?” 
 
   “I made it up for you when you called earlier. It’s all ready.”
 
   I wanted to kiss him. “Thanks, buddy. Although it’s weird how you anticipate my arrival, and I don’t know about it myself.”
 
   “Lots you don’t know about when it comes to you. What happened?” he asked. “Why all the noise on the street out there? And who was the owner of the body?”
 
   “Sal wouldn’t say. Only told me it wasn’t anyone he or I knew. That was his way of saying it wasn’t Rafe.”
 
   Dwayne noticeably relaxed. I guess that news was good to hear. 
 
   “Well, I could have told him that,” he said.
 
   “What? How?” The mention of Sal reminded me that if I didn’t shut my phone ringer off, I would be listening to his next tirade soon. I lowered the volume until it was on vibrate.
 
   “I saw my boy headed down the lane toward his place. Well, he looked like he was joggin’ really. Lookin’ around like someone was after him.”
 
   “When was that? Sal sent a uniform to pick him up.”
 
   “Not long ago at all. I was putting covers on your bed, and happened to look out the front window and saw him. I almost opened up and hollered at him, but thought better of it when I saw him peepin’ over his shoulder actin’ all Con Air.”
 
   This sent a shiver through me as I recalled how he was more than likely still harboring angry thoughts of me. Maybe the nearing dawn would keep him away like garlic repelling a vampire.
 
   Taking comfort in Dwayne’s presence, I yawned and squinted through watery eyes at my watch. It was nearly four AM. I just had to quit being such a night owl. “I’m really beat. I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   He waved me away and sank deeper into his comforter. 
 
   “It is morning,” I heard him mutter as I closed the door to the bedroom.
 
   After stripping out of my clothes and shoes, I tugged on an extra-large dorm shirt kept at the trailer for overnighters. Ever since Rick Fine had been murdered, Dwayne’s place had been my own personal retreat, getaway, and security-blanket-home-away-from-home.
 
   In the bathroom I found a new toothbrush, travel-sized toothpaste, soap and shampoo all courtesy of dear Mr. Brown. He was better than any old hotel.
 
   As I took advantage of the items he’d left for me, I considered our friendship, realizing the need to do something special for him, like solving the mystery of who killed his friend Bubba.
 
   I looked at my reflection in the mirror. I would not let him down, no matter what.
 
   Finally, I plopped down on the bed and bundled into the covers. In a few moments I heard the soundtrack from Rocky Horror Picture Show coming from the television set in the living room. It was an old console, but it had great color and it seemed indestructible. Tim Curry broke into his Sweet Transvestite number and I had to smile. My friend Dwayne.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, as I was lying awake staring at the ceiling, it struck me that we really needed to get together with Carrie Thames about the casket cover contest if we intended to make her a winning entry. I was ready to leave the police work to the police for a change; no stakeouts, no asking questions to anyone about anything. Sal would be so pleased with me today. 
 
   I hoped the bad guys would cooperate and leave me the hell alone.
 
   Desperately in need of down time, I contemplated a long, hot bath at the Mamas’ house or maybe a leisurely trip to the massage therapist down the street from my office. My Aunt Nancy had told me about the lady who performed the massages. She was certified and also the wife of a minister, so she was definitely on the up and up. The more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. 
 
   I rolled out of bed and strolled into the living room fully intent on getting Dwayne to join me. He was already awake and flipping through the channels. Or maybe he’d never gone back to sleep?
 
   “How’s your arm?” I asked.
 
   He lifted it slightly and looked at it. “Okay, I guess. Still attached.”
 
   “I heard strains from Rocky Horror as I drifted into unconsciousness. Are you in a mood?”
 
   He pursed his lips. “Maybe.”
 
   “How about we go to the beauty salon, get pedicures, then ride over to the massage therapist down in Old Town and let her work us over?”
 
   “You must be in a worse mood than me.”
 
   “Yeah, something like that, I guess.”
 
   “Let me pull out my crystal ball. Sal?”
 
   I shrugged. “Not really. I mean he and I have been spending time together doing the damnedest things, but there’s no zip, no pizzazz in our relationship. If you can even call it that.”
 
   Dwayne set the remote down and muted the television. He was giving me his full attention, and I wanted to laugh. I would never understand his need to nose in on my relationship gossip.
 
   “Aw, girl, you know what you need? You need to talk to Mama Rowena.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The love psychic, Mama Rowena. She’s the shit. Can tell you about anything you wanna know about the future.”
 
   “Can she tell me if we’ll win that contest we have paid for Carrie?” I asked wearily. “Because we really need to get the move on that one.”
 
   He stretched. “Yeah, that’s a fact. I need to call Miss Carrie. She must think we’re real jerks for not minding the store like we intended.”
 
   “Well, she’ll understand when she finds out you got hurt. Hell, we didn’t promise her anything definite, you know.”
 
   “You might not have, but I sort of did. She counted on us to have the shop open and all.”
 
   “We could go there today.”
 
   He thought about it. “Yeah. Maybe that ain’t such a bad idea. I think I like it better than havin’ some massage genie pound me into shape.”
 
   I glanced out the window. The weather had finally turned more spring-like. It looked like a heavy rain was on the way. 
 
   “After last night, I hoped I would see things in the morning differently. You know—less intense? Well, daylight isn’t making me feel any safer.”
 
   He sighed loudly. “I wasn’t gonna make you go home alone, Wall-ass.”
 
   “I think I want to go on over to the office instead. It might be better to keep away from my place for a time.”
 
   He gazed at me for a long moment. “Keepin’ away from bad guys, or Sal?”
 
   “You didn’t call him Sombrero Sal,” I laughed. “Or whatever it is you always call him.”
 
   “Naw, I’m respecting the law. That’s all.”
 
   I curled up in a fetal position on the floor, laughing until my sides hurt.
 
   The Delicate Petal was just as we had left it before the funeral. I slipped the key into the lock and turned it, letting us into the gloomy interior. Thunder sounded behind me and I listened as Dwayne closed the door and latched it.
 
   “I don’t think anyone’s shoppin’ for flowers today,” he muttered. “Too damned bad out.”
 
   I didn’t answer, instead walked over to the phone and checked the messages. Ten. I pressed play and listened. All ten were hang up calls.
 
   “I guess they didn’t want to wait for someone to call them back,” I mused. “Should we contact Carrie and let her know we’re here?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll do it.”
 
   While he dialed her up, I wandered around the shop looking at arrangements and studying the way Bubba had laid out his business. I was standing before the flower cooler when Dwayne returned.
 
   “That’s where he was found.” He took a deep breath. “That’s where I found him. The first time we came in here, I couldn’t get near it. It made me nauseous. Now, it just hurts like hell.”
 
   I watched the emotions play across his face. “Why? Why, Dwayne? Why Bubba? Why here? What did he do that was so bad someone wanted him dead?”
 
   He un-tucked his button-down shirt and used the edge to wipe his eyes. “I don’t know. Man, I just do not know.”
 
   The cooler seemed harmless in its present condition. The fluorescent lighting was out and the whole unit had been unplugged. Empty now; no flowers, no bodies.
 
   “Well, someone knows why. Someone always knows,” I said as we stood and stared.
 
   Our reverie was interrupted by my cell phone vibrating against my waist. I had forgotten to turn the sound back on. I was going to be in big trouble with a certain detective.
 
   I fumbled around in my purse trying to find it, scrambling it up from the very bottom under my wallet. Sal’s number glimmered at me.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, hi. I guess I forgot to call you.” I peered at the screen and saw five missed calls. “I had it on silent, and just nearly missed this call, too. My phone was in my purse. Oh hell, you didn’t call to get the latest perils of my life. What’s up?”
 
   “Aside from worrying about you and what ditch your body would turn up in,” he said, frustration evident in his voice. “We got in the prelims on the autopsy of one Bradley Thames. He died of a very potent poison.”
 
   This took me back a step. I stared at Dwayne who was now into my side of the conversation. “No kidding?”
 
   “No kidding. The kind of poison is still pending. I thought you might want to let Brown know. I assume you are together?”
 
   “Who Dwayne? Is he with me?” I mouthed Sal’s name to Dwayne to see if he wanted to let the cop know where he was. He shook his head violently.
 
   “Yeah, is he there? Shannon? Did you hear me?”
 
   “Oh sorry. I have a bad connection,” I lied, tapping my phone. “No. He’s not with me right now. But I’ll tell him.”
 
   “Okay. And by the way, we have Rafe in lockup. He wasn’t too cooperative with the officer I sent to pick him up and got cited for resisting arrest. The Mercedes lost us out on the old highway.” 
 
   “No license plate info?”
 
   “No ID could be made. He made like smoke. Poof. Gone.”
 
   “Too bad. Would be handy to know who the driver was because well, Sal, Rafe wasn’t the one who visited me in the car.” 
 
   “I didn’t think so either, but so far, he hasn’t said where he was during that time, so naturally my suspicions are high. However, I do believe him when he says it wasn’t illegal. Why do you say it wasn’t him?”
 
   “Rafe didn’t have enough time to be in that car, flee from the cop who tailed the car, and be driven to the trailer park. Dee says he saw him walking through his neighborhood about the same time as he should have been at the cemetery. Just doesn’t fit to me. Besides, he doesn’t own a Ninja costume, does he? I don’t believe he could have been the one.”
 
   “Really? And when exactly did you see Brown?” he asked, radar lifted like the USS Sink Shannon.
 
   I didn’t reply.
 
   He sighed into the phone and I took it away from my ear in defense. When the noise subsided, he said, “Where are you? I’d like to keep you under wraps for a few days. If Rafe is not the man who spooked you in the car, then that so-and-so is still out there running around, maybe even watching you.” 
 
   “Thanks. Thanks so much for reminding me.” 
 
   “Sorry. Just stating facts.”
 
   “Um hm. Well anyway, I’m not staying at my place. I’ll be okay. I’ll call you if I have any trouble.”
 
   He fell silent for a moment and I thought he had hung up on me. 
 
   “Sal? Are you still there?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What’s the matter? Did you hear me?” Thunder pealed outside sounding like it would roll on forever. I hoped the city had its tornado sirens primed.
 
   “Just trying to decide if you want to know more. If you are up for it.”
 
   “Oh, God. Like what?”
 
   “I spoke to Jason Scott. He’s definitely missing caskets out of his inventory. Apparently, Shelly, the lady with the red hair you told me about, is his inventory control agent. They had a bunch come through without their packaging for some reason. She was checking into the mishap.”
 
   “Oh, so you verified our story? Good.” I gave Dwayne a smug look. He tilted his head to the side of my phone, listening.
 
   “Yeah well, it’s a little more serious than that.” 
 
   “What? Did she tell you who did the box heist?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   I looked at the phone with disgust before saying, “Okay, Ramirez. I’m burning daylight standing here waiting on you to spill your guts. What’s the deal? Did she tell you anything of importance?”
 
   His voice got really quiet. “She can’t tell anyone anything. Hers was the body we found.”
 
   ###
 
   Carrie Thames arrived in a swirl of peach skirts and Lacoste Pink perfume. Instantly jealous and reduced to shamed discomfort at my own apparel, I gave my appearance the once-over. Un-showered and underdressed, I glowered at my Capri pants which were too tight. I had to quit eating donuts and diet bars.
 
   She went to the right side of the shop and in a small curtained-off, closeted area, I could hear her moving things around, then, running water.
 
   When she reappeared, she said, “I’ve put the coffee pot on. You two look like you need a dose of caffeine to get you going. What’s going on?”
 
   “Have you spoken to anyone at the police department?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged. “I haven’t returned a call left on my cell this morning. I didn’t recognize the number although it was a South Lake prefix. Was it them?”
 
   We both nodded. 
 
   “We’ve gotten a little information on Bubba’s death. I hope you don’t think us terrible for telling you like this,” I said, avoiding her direct gaze. “Maybe you should call that number.”
 
   She motioned for us to go up the stairs to the loft where the work tables resided. We each took a chair and sat down.
 
    “Probably should call the cops, Carrie.” Dwayne crossed his long legs and gazed at her steadily.
 
   “What have they found out?” She folded her hands tightly in her lap.
 
   “Are you sure you want to hear this from us?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, drawing a deep breath.
 
   “Apparently Bubba died from poison,” Dwayne told her, relaying the information I had been given from Sal. “They don’t know what kind yet, but the autopsy results are getting deciphered at SLPD. Detective Ramirez probably called to tell you what he told us.”
 
   She shut her eyes, assimilating the information.
 
   “Listen, Carrie, we want to get involved somehow. A friend of a friend told us that he thought the contest was a good starting place. If we want to know who Bubba was working with the last few days of his life, we have to start with this contest.” I hoped she was listening through the pain of her grief.
 
   She opened her eyes and wiped tears away. “Yes, I guess so. I haven’t gotten the funds together yet to repay you for the entry fee, but—”
 
   “Don’t fret about that,” Dwayne assured her. “We’ve taken care of it. We don’t want you to pay us back.”
 
   She was genuinely surprised. “You don’t?”
 
   “No. All we have to do now is make the best damn casket spray in town and win that contest. I’ll bet if trouble is afoot in tulip-land, our getting deep into that contest is gonna till up some garden grubs,” he declared.
 
   Small wrinkles appeared at the corner of her eyes and I did my best to keep a straight face. It was downright difficult when Dwayne said things as sincerely as he had just done.
 
   “Carrie, what help can you give us on the gift cards from the funeral? I went to scoop them up afterwards, but they were all missing. Did you get them?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No. My father and mother took care of that. I promised them I would help them address the thank-you notes. I can’t seem to bring myself to do it yet, though.”
 
   “Would you mind if we went through the pile? We might see a name or two that means something.”
 
   She gave me a gleaming smile. “Not at all. In fact, why don’t you come by this evening about seven and I will be sure to have them ready.” She grabbed a gift card nearby and wrote her telephone number on it. “That’s my cell. Call when you’re on the way and I will give you the address to GPS.”
 
   I took the card and tucked it in my purse. I’d wanted to check out Bubba’s parents one more time. Maybe in their home they would let their guard down and I would be able to see deeper inside their true feelings about him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We left the flower shop a short while later just as the skies opened up and poured. We ran to Betsy and simultaneously slammed our doors.
 
   “You think I’ll get arthritis or bursitis or some of them old-age diseases in my arm or shoulder now?” Dwayne asked, holding his hurt arm close to him.
 
   “Nah, that’s only if a bone is broken,” I assured him.
 
   We took off for the fresh flower distributor in Memphis. Carrie had given us a list of flowers we needed to order for her to build the casket cover. While we drove, we discussed what Sal had said. 
 
   “What the hell did Shelly have to do with the casket thieving,” I mused.
 
   “Well, like old Sallie said, she was the inventory control girl. She probably knew boxes were missin’ and she started getting nosy. Ding! Someone did her in.”
 
   “But doesn’t that tell you something?”
 
   He turned his head and looked at me. “Yeah. Nosiness will get you killed.”
 
   “No, silly. It tells me that the whole casket thing is an inside job.”
 
   “How’d you figure?”
 
   “Who else knew when they could be moved? How to get them in place and make them available? Someone who works there. Maybe even Shelly herself. Jason said she was working on those very items in the inventory.” 
 
   “You think Shelly was involved in the heist?”
 
   “She could have been. She would have been the best choice in my opinion. But she wasn’t the mastermind. But why not? Why wasn’t she the ringleader?” Now I was off in my own head, wrestling with the whole idea. 
 
   Dwayne followed along with my train of thought. “Because all we ever saw were men. And they all were dangerous lookin’ dudes, with guns, if you recall,” he answered, holding up his arm for emphasis. “She didn’t strike me as being the kind to associate with bad-asses.”
 
   “What? She struck you as a Girl Scout leader type?”
 
   “Well, yeah, sort of. She was a really quiet-spoken, Christian lady. The total funeral working type.”
 
   I turned into Flowers, Inc. and put Betsy into park. “That’s the worst sort, Dwayne—the genius silent type. They’re always the mastermind of deviant organizations. You need help getting out?”
 
   He shook his head and twisted his body until he could shove himself forward and into an upright position. When we were elbow-to-elbow, walking into the warehouse, he said, “I can’t believe that about Shelly. You’d have to have been around when I met her. She served us tea, for crap’s sake. And besides, if Shelly’s the mastermind and she got iced, who’s responsible for that?” He shook his head. “No, it’s more like she got in the way. If she found out who was takin’ those body boxes out back, she would be directly in the line of fire.”
 
   “So they killed her to shut her up?” 
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   We entered the building, a long warehouse with tall ceilings. A door opened across the wide open room behind a counter where we now stood. A man dressed in a stained butcher’s apron started toward us. 
 
   “Can I help you?” he asked.
 
   I smiled and produced the list. “We’d like to order these.”
 
   “We only sell to retailers.” He hesitated. “What’s your business called?”
 
   “The Delicate Petal.”
 
   I watched his face go from bland interest to something akin to fear. 
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.” he said, eyes darting to the back and the door from which he had come. I wondered who he expected to come through the door. Or was it that he wanted to escape?
 
   “Nope, no kidding. We’re from The Delicate Petal. The new owner, Carrie Thames, has requested this list to be ordered so she can get to work on her contest entry. The big one all you florists are so busy with right now.”
 
   Now he truly looked scared, and I noted Dwayne’s brow furrowing as he watched the guy shuffle from foot-to-foot.
 
   “Well, I’ll have to get someone to help you. I’m new here,” he stammered. Then he practically ran back in the direction he’d come from. An older man, wearing an even dirtier butcher’s apron, came out of the door just as the frightened man got to it. They stood and talked for a few moments. The older man kept glancing at us, ran a hand through his steel-gray hair.
 
   “Damn. Something’s not right here,” I whispered to Dwayne.
 
   “Yep, somethin’s stinkin’ around here, and it ain’t cow manure.”
 
   We stood our ground until the man finally shook his head and paused to collect his thoughts by looking at his feet, hands on hips, and the younger man went back through the doorway. When he strolled toward us, I had a bad feeling we wouldn’t be getting our order today. 
 
   His face looked as black as the clouds outside. “Paul told me you people were out here demanding special treatment,” he began.
 
   “Hold up, dog. We ain’t lookin’ for no special treatment,” Dwayne assured him in his best Randy Jackson voice.
 
   “This contest is ruining the whole industry. I swear to God, it’ll be a relief when it’s over,” he said. “What do you want?”
 
   I pointed down at the list. He looked it over, snatched it up and mumbled, “Come back tomorrow.” Then he turned away and stomped off.
 
   I gaped at Dwayne.
 
   “Don’t ask,” Dwayne answered in response to my open mouth. “Let’s go. He ain’t gonna get those flowers to us no sooner.”
 
   While Dwayne marched ahead and shoved open the doors with his good hand. I quickly memorized every nuance of Flowerman’s face. His unhappy eyes were full of hatred. He was at least part foreigner, but I discounted him for my Ninja visitor. Too old to be as nimble as the guy who accosted me.
 
   Disappointed, I joined Dwayne in the car and we headed back to Bubba’s shop, The Delicate Petal.
 
   “We definitely hit some nerve. That was weird.” I said, glancing at the sky. 
 
   “Yeah, everybody is all pissy about this contest. I can’t figure it out. Apparently there is a shit-ton of competition going on.”
 
   “Or everyone is hiding something about it that we need to know.” I turned on the wipers. “It’s going to rain buckets.”
 
   Dwayne remained mute, focusing on his own thoughts.
 
   Carrie greeted us at the door, where she had been weather-watching. “The storm prediction center has promised a nasty night, too,” she told us as we ran in, shaking off water like yard dogs.
 
   “Great,” Dwayne sighed. “So much for my plans. I ain’t getting out to parade around in this mess for nobody.”
 
   While we dried off with paper towels, I gave Carrie the lowdown on Flowers, Inc. “Do you know the people over there?” 
 
   “A little. Bubba usually dealt with our vendors, but I guess I may have talked to someone on the phone briefly, or said hello to the delivery guys who sometimes bring stuff by to fill an order.”
 
   “Oh, so they are used to accommodating y’all? How very strange because, well, I was totally not impressed with them. They were rude, in fact. You might want to find a new supplier.”
 
   Nonplussed, she said, “Don’t know if I can do that. There’s not a boatload of distributors locally.”
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe they’re having a bad day.” Or maybe the head honcho decided getting Bubba out of the way didn’t make any difference in the eligible contestants? 
 
   We trooped back upstairs, sat down, and watched her spread out a bundle of babies’ breath, dividing it into groups of good and bad pieces.
 
   While she worked, she talked. “If I’m not mistaken, Bubba has had an account with Flowers, Inc. since he started. Maybe they are having a bad day. I’ll call later and check on the order. Oh, and I called that cop back, what’s his name? Ramirez?”
 
   “Yeah, Salvador Ramirez.”
 
   “It goes without saying Bubba didn’t poison himself, so I guess he met with a violent end not of his choosing.” She yanked viciously on a tangled bunch and small white blossoms flew everywhere. 
 
   I jumped, startled.
 
   “Oh! I’m sorry,” she apologized, scooping up the flowers under the table on our side. “It’s just so hard. I don’t know who would’ve done such a thing. He was a great person—”
 
   Dwayne and I got down on all fours—well, he was on three--to help her. He grabbed her hand, making her stop her flurry of activity. “Stop. It’s okay. He’s gone, but you’re fine. We’re gonna find out who did this and the SLPD will throw them in jail for a long time.”
 
   She sniffed as if tears were on their way. “Thank you.”
 
   After the petals were swept up, she resumed work at the table. I began to be a little antsy over the weather and went back downstairs to look out at the rain.
 
   Storms spooked me. If it was going to thunderstorm or worse, I wanted to watch for it. Sort of like airplane rides in the friendly skies. You always want the window seat so you can help the pilot fly. 
 
   “Do you have a radio or television set?” I called out after seeing more black clouds than I thought was safe.
 
   “There’s a radio in the office,” she answered. “Under the stairs.”
 
   On the right side of the room, a set of stairs led up to an area filled with local art hanging on the walls. Underneath the stairs, a door was barely visible in all the colorful painting of the wall. A sea-foam colored ivy vine had been painted weaving its way among the bright flowers all the way from the floor to the top of the rail around the upper area.
 
   I found the recessed handle and gave it a tug. The door opened with a rubbing sound. Feeling around for a switch and finding none, it took me a few moments to realize the bare bulb in the ceiling had a pull string. I yanked on it and sixty-watt light brightened the small office, cramped from a dark painted desk, matching chair, and piles of papers and ledgers.
 
   I didn’t see the radio at first because a stack of files lying on top of a four-drawer metal filing cabinet caught my eye and distracted my mission. I scooted around the chair and started going through the files. If anything at all told me about a person, it was their files.
 
   These appeared to be customer files Bubba had kept on his clients. Apparently some people bought regularly and some even had tabs due to the large-scale nature of the event needing his services.
 
   Scott’s Funeral Home was one such customer. Flowers, Inc. was another. “How’s it going?” Dwayne asked, sticking his head in the room.
 
   “Haven’t found the radio yet,” I said with a sigh.
 
   “What’s that?” he asked, pointing at a manila folder I stuck under my arm.
 
   “A good lead.”
 
   “How so?” He squeezed in the small area, and looked over my shoulder at the papers that I showed him.
 
   “Customer account files. This one is for Jason Scott. Apparently, they are a regular customer. Of course, being the biggest game in the funeral business in our small town, they would be. But, Bubba made several trips there the last few weeks before he was killed, as is noted here and here,” I pointed out the columns. “My question is, if he went to certain places on certain days, say, on Thursdays, then where did he run into trouble? Who killed him? Was it on his route?”
 
   Dwayne’s face became a mask of musing and he took the file. “He was killed here, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Was he? We don’t know. Just because you found his remains here, doesn’t prove anything. Maybe Sal needs to divulge some more info about this case. Maybe you can wheedle it out of him.”
 
   “What? You must be crazy. That man wouldn’t go for none of my brand of wheedlin’, believe me.”
 
   I sighed. “Be serious.”
 
   “Okay. Ramirez needs ranklin’ I got it.”
 
   . “Well, it would be nice to know if Bubba found trouble along the way back to the shop or if it came in on its own, if you follow my drift. Oh, and those people over at Flowers, Inc. have a reason to be pissy. Bubba was into them for several thousand dollars,” I told him, passing over another folder for the vendor. “Maybe we should enlighten Carrie.” 
 
   He gave me a worried look. “Naw. Not right now. She’s having a bad day, you know, with the poison news and all.”
 
   I jumped when a loud clap of thunder pealed overhead reminding me of why I was even in the office. I scrambled around the tight space looking for the radio just as tornado sirens began wailing from atop the fire station down the street.
 
   My heart stopped and started in odd little jerks as I recalled another stormy day in the late eighties in Oklahoma. My parents were whisked away like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, leaving me an orphan. I had always feared I would meet a similar fate.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Shit!” I yelped, digging through the disaster on the desk. Then I glanced at the floor and saw a cord. I pulled on it and the radio came flying out from under the desk, smacking me painfully in the shin. “Damn it!”
 
   Dwayne laid the folders back on the filing cabinet and gently took the radio from me, hooking it in the wall outlet just outside the office door.
 
   “Shannon.” His voice sounded a little far away, and I gazed at him, comprehension eluding me. “Look at me.”
 
   “T-t-turn that thing on and find out what’s going on.”
 
   I pulled out the desk chair and sat down hard. My breath was coming in great gulps and I couldn’t stop it. It was like someone had sucked all the air out of my lungs and I was working overtime to get it back.
 
   I heard Carrie come up behind Dwayne. “Is everything all right?” she asked.
 
   “Do you have any paper bags? I think she’s gonna need one in a minute. She gets a little panicky over storms.”
 
   “B-b-bull-” I stammered in defense. Followed quickly by, “C-can’t breathe.”
 
   “Shush. Calm down. Can you hold your breath?” He knelt in front of me and patted my shoulder. “In fact, put your head down, like in the faint position. Focus on somethin’ else now.”
 
   I wanted to ask him how the hell I was supposed to do that with the heart-rending screech of the sirens going off, but I couldn’t speak. The room spun. I closed my eyes and tried to hold my breath. 
 
   The world became a whirl of colors and sounds faded. I opened my eyes when Dwayne handed me a small brown sack. I stuck my face in it and breathed.
 
   The radio crackled as a DJ interrupted the music to tell us a tornado warning had been issued for our area and warned us to get to the lowest floor of the building. Seeing as how the building we were in was formerly a cotton gin and the loft overhead was the flower prep room, I supposed we were on the lowest floor.
 
   I still wanted my Aunt Nancy and Aunt Tillie. They had been getting me through tornadoes since I was ten. I felt safe with them and so far, no tornado had hit us. Call me superstitious, but as far as I was concerned they were my good-luck charms.
 
   “Call Aunt Tillie,” I managed to say.
 
   “Your aunties are just fine. Breathe.”
 
   I looked up at Carrie, her face full of concern, then took the bag away, feeling foolish. “Carrie, come in here, this is probably the sturdiest place in the building because of the stairs,” I said, moving aside to let her get in the small room.
 
   She smiled. “I’m not afraid. I love storms.” And to prove her point, she walked to the glass door and looked out.
 
   “Glass is bad, glass is baaad,” I told Dwayne, pointing at the door and replacing the bag over my nose again.
 
   “Unless you hear a roar soundin’ like a train, you do not remove that damn bag again,” he instructed me as he got to his feet. 
 
   Carrie came strolling back toward us. “It doesn’t look that bad outside to me.”
 
   I took the bag away and breathed deeply, eyes closed, prayer on my lips. The sirens abruptly quit.
 
   “All clear, see?” Carrie told me with a smug smile as she whirled her dainty skirt on her way back to the loft to finish her work.
 
   I wanted to slap her. “Yeah, that’s great.”
 
   What I really wanted to say was, so the Doppler radar missed it, so what? Could still be an F4 out there with my name on it just waiting to—
 
   “You okay?” Dwayne poked me in the shoulder.
 
   I nodded and handed the bag to him. “We need to go. I should get some food. I have to check on the Mamas.”
 
   He shook his head. “One minute you’re about to pass out with a panic attack and then you’re starvin’. I just don’t get you, Wall-ass.”
 
   “Me either. I need food to stop my stomach from jumping around. Sorry if that messes with your mind, Brown.” I pushed past him, but paused to whisper over my shoulder. “Grab Scott’s file. We need to visit him.”
 
   I strolled to the bottom of the stairs and told Carrie we were going to go check on my aunts and grab a bite to eat. I offered to bring her something back, but she declined. 
 
   “I’m going to run over to the house and plan the casket cover. I have a program on my computer at home that will design a garden. I think I can modify it to work on a smaller space. I’m pretty excited. Bubba wasn’t the only one in the family with artistic tendencies,” she declared.
 
   I nodded as Dwayne came up behind me. “Sure. Well, we’ll call soon.”
 
   We took off. I didn’t know whether to be bothered by the fact that she didn’t ask us to stay and run things, or the fact that she was so full of glee over designing a contest entry that by all rights her brother owned.
 
   I drove to Tillie’s Home Cookin’—IT‟S GOOOOD! with Dwayne. We showed ourselves to a window seat since that was the biggest place to sit and look out. It didn’t look like noon to me. 
 
   “You still worried about the weather?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “No. I’m more worried that Rafe will drive by and see my car and decide to slash my tires.”
 
   “There’s that,” he said with a nod, perusing the menu.
 
   “After we eat, we have to drive over to Jason’s place,” I said, scanning the lot then the sky.
 
   “What you got in mind?”
 
   “Seems like he owes us some explanations. I mean, he hired us to stake out his cemetery and find out who was vandalizing his place. We did that. You even gave your blood to the cause,” I pointed at his shoulder and clucked my tongue in disgust. “So, I figure he owes me some sort of information on those damn caskets. Off the record or on. I’m not picky.”
 
   “What makes you think he’ll talk to us about it? I mean, Sal’s workin’ on that angle, ain’t he?”
 
   I waved to my Aunt Nan. She grabbed two glasses of water and headed our way.
 
   “He might tell us something he wouldn’t tell the cops don’t you think?” I whispered quickly before she could overhear.
 
   “You okay?” she asked me, setting the glasses down and pulling out her order form. “I know how shaky you get during tornado season.” 
 
   Then, to Dwayne, “How are you doing, Sugar?”
 
   He held up his hurt arm. “I think I’m gonna live.”
 
   She patted his shoulder. “That’s good. What you want to eat today?” 
 
   “You still got breakfast?”
 
   “Stopped serving it at 10:30.”
 
   “All righty. Gimme the catfish plate, slaw, and fried okra, and lots of tartar sauce.”
 
   He pulled the Tabasco closer to him. I knew he would have his fish smelly with the red hot sauce as soon as it was placed in front of him.
 
   “What are you having?” she asked me.
 
   I took in her usual hairstyle, pulled back in a ponytail, and her freshly painted nails. “You look nice.”
 
   She glanced down at Dwayne. “Spooked her, huh?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   I shut the menu and handed it to her. “Grilled chicken salad, ranch, crackers, sweet tea, and quit reading my mind.”
 
   Her laughter rose above the din of voices and restaurant noise to follow her through the swinging doors and into the kitchen. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. 
 
   I looked up at Herb and smiled. “Hey, Herbert, what’s up?”
 
   “Oh, the news is, of course. We’re closing in on a very big story, maybe one you’d like to be involved with on the takedown? Maybe you could get some video footage of it?”
 
   I nodded. “Sure would! What’s the scoop?”
 
   He looked around at the patrons. “Can’t discuss around here, too many ears. I’ll call you.”
 
   Dwayne jutted his chin at him and nodded. “Do that.”
 
   And the reporter was gone again, hustling through the crowd to the door.
 
   “Wonder what that was all about?” Dwayne asked.
 
   I shrugged. News was in abundance to everyone but us. I waited a reasonable amount of time and began anew to convince Dwayne about needling Scott for information. I appealed to his love of money in order to get him to do what I wanted.
 
   “Seems like after being duped with the missing caskets, Scott would be a little receptive at a chance to get his inventory filmed for future references. I think we should offer to film his stuff for him. Then if anything else gets taken, he can just show the cops what he has in stock, and the serial numbers, etc.”
 
   Dwayne’s face wrinkled with a frown. “Nice thought. How much you think he’ll be willin’ to pay for this?”
 
   “I don’t have a clue. I’m just the idea girl.” I sat back and tried not to smirk. 
 
   “Well, Miss Idea Girl, you need to go back to the drawin’ board,” he replied, tapping his fingers on the edge of the table. “Scott probably has all his inventory on computer via some fancy-ass program for inventory. He ain’t stupid, Shan.”
 
   Exasperated, I leaned forward again and lowered my voice. “Well then, you need to come up with a plausible reason for us to get into his casket room, or rooms, or wherever he keeps his supply of boxes. How the hell else are we going to get a handle on what we are doing? I mean, we have no place to start from.” 
 
   I watched him turn over what I had said in his mind, then continued. “Caskets were stolen from Scott’s. Something about the caskets has Rafe involved. Rafe was also involved with Bubba and Bubba turned up dead. But before that, Bubba spent all of his last day running flowers to places around town, including Scott’s. That is, if he followed his usual routine. Did I mention Scott’s was where all this crap started?”
 
   “You think it’s where it started,” he interjected.
 
   I sniffed. “And oh yeah, there’s a contest for casket covers, too, isn’t that odd? All the damn entrants will be going to a funeral home to display their damn contest entries. I swear, Dwayne, all of this crap is connected. I just feel it. And it’s beginning to give me hives.” I scratched my arms for emphasis. 
 
   He took a deep breath and let it out, but didn’t answer right away. I let him chew on my long-winded dissertation on why we needed to go see Jason Scott while I looked out the window. The rain had started again, but the wind wasn’t blowing this time.
 
   “Okay, we can go see Jason,” he finally agreed. “But the thing is, he’s a good-payin’ client, and if you screw up this deal with him, just one hair—” He held up his thumb and first finger barely spaced apart. “—I’m gonna rat you out to Ramirez.”
 
   “As if.”
 
   He squinted. “I know things, Wall-ass. Things that man would love to know.”
 
   “Dwayne Brown! You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   He leaned back and looked too damn smug.
 
   “Fine,” I said. “I’ll just go along with you and let you fish around for answers. But for crap’s sake, find out what has gone wrong in the body box department at Scott’s Funeral Home. Shelly turned up dead, too, don’t forget, and she is involved in all this somehow. Maybe Jason can shed a bit of light on the subject. If he keeps inventory records on the computer, she might have found out something that got her a date with the mortician.”
 
   Aunt Tillie strolled over, wiping her hands on a flour sack towel. She nodded to Dwayne, and put a hand on my back. “Did you weather the storm okay, sweetie?” 
 
   I fidgeted. “Of course. I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   She shifted slightly to look down at me. “You sure are. And you’re with my favorite person.” She beamed at Dwayne. “How are you, Mr. Brown?”
 
   He grinned at her, and they started chatting like old ladies, telling each other about all their hurts and illnesses.
 
   I tuned them out. No point in rehashing an already tired subject, and I felt like my recent hyperventilating was definitely old and tired.
 
   While Dwayne and Aunt Tillie discussed the best way to make orange marmalade icing, I tried to remember everything about Raphael Ramirez that I had seen and heard of in the last few days.
 
   Rafe at the cemetery. Rafe not at home. Rafe taking my car. Rafe being injected with drugs. Rafe getting into Sal’s car. Rafe being seen by Sal getting into the Mercedes. Rafe being seen walking home.
 
   Did he kill Bubba or did he know who did? And what about Bubba? Did he meet his killer on his route around town delivering flowers? How did he end up dead at his shop? How did the contest fit in? Everyone seemed pretty unhappy with the contest, but would it be enough to kill someone over? I had my doubts, but the award of money was enough to make someone drool. People had been killed for less.
 
   I wondered about Shelly and how she had gotten herself mixed up in whatever was going on at Scott’s. And what was going on there anyway? Who could possibly steal caskets? And why?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Later, after we had stuffed ourselves on Nan and Tillie’s fabulous orange marmalade cake with marshmallow crème icing (at least until they could try Dwayne’s recipe), we drove over to the office before rolling toward Jason Scott’s place.
 
   Dwayne’s idea on how to interest him in our services, while still nosing around his place, was to show him the footage we had taken for him earlier in the week.
 
   I promised Dwayne that nothing of interest was on them. They surely hadn’t perked my ears up. He insisted though, and so we brought the whole group from both times when we were at Scott’s. 
 
   “Don’t freak out, Wall-ass. I can make copies real quick.” 
 
   And he did. Then he gave the copies to me and I stuck them in my desk drawer for safe keeping. I was pretty paranoid about discs getting out and about where the public could see them.
 
   We didn’t call ahead, figuring for a Friday, Scott’s would be open. It was hard to imagine funeral homes ever closing. Dead people didn’t stop dying for office hours, did they?
 
   I wasn’t sure who was the soon-to-be-buried in attendance, but I sort of hoped we would bypass the viewing rooms and such and go straight to the offices and inventory area. We saw Theo Makamushi straight away, straightening papers on a reception desk.
 
   “Hello,” he said to us as we strolled in. “You are looking for Mr. Scott?” 
 
   “Yes, is he around?”
 
   “One moment.” He turned on his heel and went down the hallway toward Jason’s office.
 
   “Look at this,” Dwayne whispered, showing me a potted plant nested on a dark mahogany table. It looked like a small pine tree. “It’s a Bonsai.”
 
   “I thought that was a term martial artists used when hitting something.” 
 
   “No. That’s kill or somethin’. Although, bonsai is a war term. too, I guess. It’s also the name of these cool little plants. They trim them and train them to grow into wild shapes.”
 
   “Amazing,” I said, studying the squat plant.
 
   “This monastery in Georgia has special bonsai operations. I always wanted to go visit.”
 
   I gaped at him. “You’re always surprising me.”
 
   He straightened and gave me one of his girly hand gestures. “Honey, you’ll never know all of me.”
 
   Theo headed back our way so I left off a snappy reply. 
 
   “Mr. Scott says he is very busy now. You should come back later.”
 
   This reply didn’t set well with either of us. Busy doing what? Didn’t he hire us, pay us good, hard-earned cash for a job? Didn’t he want to see what his money had bought?
 
   “Did you mention to him that we brought the discs?” I asked, lifting the stack wrapped with a rubber band to wave at him. “Per his request the last time we were here?”
 
   “No. You did not say anything about discs,” he answered, getting a strange look in his eyes. “You can leave them with me.” He reached to take them.
 
   “No, that’s okay. I insist we see Mr. Scott.” This guy had just stomped on my last nerve.
 
   “He is not seeing—” he started to say.
 
   “Jason!” I called out. “Get your ass out here or I’m calling the cops.”
 
   His office door slowly shut then reopened. He stepped out and motioned us in. I tried to look my most smug as I passed Theo. Dwayne flipped the man’s tie up as he passed. Sometimes you just can’t take him anywhere. 
 
   Jason looked sheepish as he took a seat behind his desk. “What?”
 
   I glared at him. His disheveled look was even more noticeable than usual and his forehead was a mass of wrinkles. He looked like a blond Shar Pei.
 
   “What do you mean what? We brought the discs to look over. We came to get paid. You’re treatin’ us like some damn door-to-door religious pamphlet pusher,” Dwayne answered, yanking a chair out. I followed suit and we sat.
 
   Jason Scott ran his hand over his unshaved face and I was struck by the fact his nose was crooked like it had been broken a number of times and that made me wonder who would want to hurt him and why. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he replied. “This casket thing has got me so rattled I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”
 
   I cast a quick glance at Dwayne. He nodded slightly.
 
   “Yeah, we heard all about that. You know Dwayne got shot out there in the heat of the heist?” I asked, keeping my face poker-straight. “And also, we were the ones who discovered the...”
 
   Scott wasn’t paying attention. 
 
   He kept tapping his pen on the desk on the ledger book, lost in thought. Finally, he said, “I’m short about ten caskets. Normally, that wouldn’t make or break me, but this time, it’s different. Those were high-end boxes. Combine that with the destruction in the cemetery and losing Shelly, well, I’m just messed up.”
 
   He sat back and stared into space.
 
   “What do you mean high-end boxes?” I asked, curious.
 
   He pursed his lips. “Expensive. Lacquered boxes. Imported.”
 
   “What? Like from Slovakia or something?” Dwayne asked, leaning forward.
 
   “Yeah. China to be exact. They were a new line. I was testing the market here to see how successful sales could be. Guess that’s screwed now.”
 
   I made soothing noises and scooted to the edge of the chair. “According to the grapevine, you got them with no packaging? Is that right?”
 
   “How’d you know that?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.
 
   Ramirez would kill me if I leaked information that he was supposed to be privy to alone. “I’m the lead grape on the vine. Listen, never mind how I heard it, is it true?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. It was really weird. We get shipments all the time with three-inch thick Styrofoam caps on their ends covered up in cardboard boxes to protect them during the air trip. This time, nothing. No packaging, no crates, no nothing. Had big plans for those caskets, had buyers lined up. Geez.”
 
   “You could always buy more, right? The timing may be bad, but that shouldn’t stop you.”
 
   “No. You don’t understand. This was a one-time shot.”
 
   He was right. I didn’t understand and wasn’t sure I wanted to know the inner workings of casket buying. I wanted to get to the reason for our visit. 
 
   I shoved the stack of discs toward him across the desk. “Maybe you should look over these copies. See if anything or anybody stands out to you. Maybe we can help figure out who took them, then all this can be settled and over with. And Jason, we know how important keeping your inventory straight is to you, so we thought we would recommend a new service.”
 
   Dwayne fell right into step. “Yeah, we offer a great film of inventoried items for insurance purposes. We can get the serial numbers or descriptions or whatever you need on video and then you can just give it to the cops when, I mean if, you ever need it.”
 
   Scott tilted his head to one side, ignoring the discs. “No kidding?” 
 
   Dwayne smiled. “Yes, sir.”
 
   His face lit up. “Can you do that like, now?”
 
   “We could take a look at your stuff and see if it would pay for you to do it,” I interjected. Then with the exquisite timing most comics love to have during a particularly good joke, I gave Dwayne a fake glare. “This might not be the best thing for Jason. Especially since most of his inventory is now missing. Now, Jason dear, what about looking at these?” I indicated the discs.
 
   Scott stood and scooted his chair back, scooping them up. “Did you look at them?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “See anything?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   He sighed loudly. “Keep looking. I trust you. In fact, I like this idea of taping my inventory. Let’s go see if you can do it.” He took one DVD out of the stack and set it in front of him on the desk. “I’ll look at this later.”
 
   He led us down the hall, away from the front of the building. We turned left into a room, then right into another one. I had no idea the funeral home was so roomy.
 
   The storage area was a large bay, with a concrete floor, and door that lifted out for easy deliveries. It held a handful of caskets still in packaging material, and an assortment of bereavement items like plaques and books. I was sure it could hold a whole lot more. Taping this lot would be easy.
 
   “Wow. Pretty empty.” 
 
   He nodded. “A shit-load of inventory. Gone.”
 
   “You know anybody who’d want to take them?” Dwayne asked.
 
   Scott switched all his weight to his other foot and put his hands on his hips. “You can’t be serious. I mean, do you really think anyone else in this town has use for them, other than another undertaker?”
 
   Dwayne shrugged, but an insidious thought ran through my mind. “You didn’t take them, did you, Jase?”
 
   He looked like he had swallowed one of Aunt Nan’s fishing lures. “Shannon Wallace. We’ve known each other for a long time. I can’t believe you just asked that question.”
 
   Dwayne, ever protective, inserted his point of view. “The cops asked that question, too, didn’t they? So, consider us the cop’s cops. We’re the freakin’ neighborhood watch committee. Now answer the damn question.”
 
   Jason clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. 
 
   I walked over to the packed boxes. I could just make out a glossy sheen beneath the material. Looked very much like the furniture in the waiting room. I wandered back to where Jason stood, lost in thought.
 
   “You know a guy by the name of Rafe Ramirez?” I asked, watching his face.
 
   He looked away and walked over to a pile of discarded casket packaging. He mumbled, “Maybe. Sounds familiar.”
 
   I couldn’t swear to it, but I thought I’d just seen a nerve touched. I couldn’t contain myself. “He was here, wasn’t he? That’s why your watchdog, Makasquooshy put us off!”
 
   Jason shuffled his feet a little. “No. No, of course not. I was just busy.”
 
   Yeah right. I took a different route. 
 
   “Okay, well, I guess we’d better go. SLPD is still looking into this place, though. You’d better hope all of the pre-arranged funerals you’ve been booking are all really pre-arranged, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Yeah. I hear tell if you put a body in one of them fancy boxes, you better plan on burying it or the Feds will get real nasty toward you,” Dwayne added. 
 
   I stared at him. Where did he get all his information?
 
   Jason shrugged as if this was old news, and we followed him back to the office. I could almost feel the fear emanating from him and was about to plead with him to give Rafe up, when he stopped suddenly in the doorway to his office.
 
   I totally rear-ended him.
 
   “Oof! What the hell?”
 
   Dwayne, taller than both of us, looked over our heads at what Jason saw. Apparently someone had decided to make a point to Jason Scott by spearing the single DVD taken from the stack with a very dangerous looking sword that stood straight up. I wondered if the tip had gone all the way through to the wood.
 
   “Guess someone don’t like Video Angels’ work,” Dwayne surmised, glaring at the broken pieces.
 
   My heart began to pound.
 
   Maybe the point wasn’t for Jason Scott.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh, my God.”
 
   I hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but when it got down to it, this kind of thing made my blood run cold.
 
   “Don’t call the cops,” Scott begged. “I’m dealing with it. It’s someone who used to work for me as a gravedigger. He comes by once in a while to remind me of a debt he thinks I owe.”
 
   “Who is it?” I asked.
 
   He stuck his finger in his ear and looked like he was in pain. When he looked at me, I knew. It was like a beam of light shining through a dark cloud. 
 
   “Rafe.” The word came out like a verbal breath.
 
   “What’s that?” Dwayne asked, as he pushed me in the back and sent us all into the middle of the office floor.
 
   Jason righted himself and looked at his feet. “Yeah, it’s Ramirez. But please, you can’t tell anyone. He knows about something and he can ruin me if it gets to the right people.”
 
   “Like what?” I asked. “How or why you’ve lost fancy imported caskets maybe?” 
 
   Scott’s face reddened. “An indiscretion of a private matter.”
 
   Dwayne chuckled. “Let me guess. You got caught with your drawers down?”
 
   I threw my arm wide. “What about this? Thank God it was the first night’s shoot and just a copy. There wasn’t very much on it anyone cared about, truthfully. This is some pretty serious business,” I told Jason. “I think I have to call Sal now. The last thing I heard, Rafe was in lock-up. Now he’s out and right back to his nasty self.”
 
   Jason swiftly moved to the door and shut it, gathering Dwayne and me into a huddle. “Don’t do that. This’ll kill my wife.” His voice hushed as though he were afraid someone would hear.
 
   “And your wife and her family are behind your wealth, I take it? If she finds out, you’re ruined?”
 
   He tilted his head back, his eyes closed for a moment before nodding.
 
   Dwayne frowned. “It’s blackmail, man. How long you gonna let that ass take your money for some one-night fling?”
 
   “It’s complicated,” Jason added. “Just, please, give me some time to get him off my back. He needs money. It’s just money.” His voice faded.
 
   Silence filled the room.
 
   “Does any of this have anything to do with the casket heist?” I asked finally. “How about Shelly? Do you know who killed her? Did she learn something about those caskets and that’s why she’s dead?”
 
   Jason moved away and stood looking at his desk and the sword sticking up in the air like a finger pointing. “This is not what you think. I can’t tell you anymore. You guys better just go.”
 
   “Jason, if he has anything to do with this business,” I waved behind me where we had been in the storage area, “you have to tell us. Or tell Sal or the cops—or damn, tell somebody. People are dying!”
 
   He whirled around, eyes darting from me to Dwayne and back. “You don’t understand. I can’t. This is bigger than all of us. Now go. Go on and please just keep this quiet. If you tell anyone, I’ll deny it. And if the wrong people find out, I’ll be too dead to deny anything. Jesus, just go.”
 
   He turned back to his desk and yanked on the sword, sending pieces of DVD flying all over. 
 
   We opened the door and headed down the hall, too shocked to do anything else. Theo was nowhere to be found and I had an eerie feeling that he was hiding, watching us. 
 
   “Wonder who’s got a Samurai sword?” Dwayne asked, pausing to touch the bonsai plant.
 
   “Samurai sword? How’d you know that?” I asked, then thinking better of it, added, “No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. Come on and don’t touch anything. This place creeps me out.”
 
   “I thought you were seeing a doctor about that?”
 
   “Not enough doctors in the world to fix this ailment,” I told him, glancing down the hallway to visiting rooms and deathly quiet.
 
   Once we were in the car and headed toward Greenman Road, Dwayne exhaled loudly and asked, “What now? It’s obvious something is rotten in the buryin’ business.”
 
   “I’m thinking about it.”
 
   “Uh oh. That means trouble.”
 
   I kept my eyes on the road. “Your cousin Clareta still work for the DMV?” 
 
   “Yeah why?”
 
   “I need addresses.”
 
   “For who? You’ve already played Snoopy at Rafe’s house. Who else you wanna sneak around?”
 
   “Jason and his new buddy, Theo.”
 
   “Yeah, that dude is plain old weird. He tried to keep us from seein’ Jason. And I think that sword is his. Oriental people keep that stuff around like Southerners keep hand-made quilts. Rafe wouldn’t even bother. He’d just pull out a nine. I’ve seen him.”
 
   That was not a comfort, I wanted to say, but refrained. 
 
   He pulled out his cell phone and tapped some digits. Soon he was gabbing away with his cousin. She was just about to get off work.
 
   “Go out there and find some numbers for me, baby. Yeah, you know that shit. Jason Scott, yeah, gonna be a South Lake number, and some dude new to this country, I think. Well, maybe not, but his name is Theo Makamushi. Mac. Mac, like as in mac and cheese. Yeah. Okay then. Later.”
 
   “You really should have followed through with those private investigations classes. You missed your calling,” I said.
 
   He dropped the phone into my cup holder and smiled at me. “Who’s your daddy?”
 
   While we waited, I pulled into a convenience store not far from the police station. I needed gas for Betsy and was having a terrible craving for potato logs, and Dooley’s Store had the best. I went inside to pay for the gas and placed my order while I waited on my change. The bored-looking cashier girl scooped them out from under the heating lamp and dropped them into a shallow paper boat.
 
   I thanked her, took the salt shaker from the counter, and doused them good. Then I hauled the whole works out to the car, small packets of ketchup stuffed into my pockets.
 
   Dwayne was on the phone. “Clare baby, you are da bomb!”
 
   He hung up and handed a piece of paper to me. Two addresses were on it. I handed him the boat of logs.
 
   “Damn, girl, you’re all right!”
 
   “Don’t you dare eat all those logs! I ordered them for me.” I placed the paper on the console and shoved my purse beside his leg on the passenger floor. He snatched a log while I got situated with my seat belt.
 
   “Yum.”
 
   “Gimme.” I took one and heat-tested it with my tongue. It was hot. I blew on it and picked up the paper. Jason’s address was written first, Makamushi’s last.
 
    “Over on Krest?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, must be in Down Under Subdivision.”
 
   I thought hard. That was across Greenman from my aunts’ neighborhood. “Okay. We can go there first, then we will have to get some directions. I don’t know where this Theo guy lives. Can you pull it up on your cell phone?”
 
    He complied. I tore open a ketchup packet with my teeth. “Technology is so awesome. I wish it wasn’t so expensive though.”
 
   “Yeah, Katie Henderson’s always getting the best stuff. I hear she just bought a Harley,” Dwayne said.
 
   I swiveled around. “She didn’t.”
 
   “Oh yeah, she did, girl. Yoshi told me she stopped by to show us but we were out.”
 
   I fell silent. What the hell? A Harley? Katie would end up dead on a motorcycle. Why didn’t she talk to me first? Then I realized the answer to my own question. She had tried to talk to me. I was busy.
 
   Once the logs were gone, we drove straight down Greenman and turned at the corner of Krest Road. I drove slowly and Dwayne looked at numbers. All the houses were new and brick, designed to be for the up-and-coming.
 
   Scott’s house was a blush-red brick two-story with a garage and cultured yard. The bird- bath out front was an expensive piece of art, giving the impression that this neighborhood was one where you expected the Green Grass people to come weekly during the growing season to do all the upkeep. The inhabitants were probably too wealthy or too busy making money to do any yard work.
 
   I couldn’t tell from the street if anyone was at home, but we targeted the location for a night-time visit. Dwayne and I had done a few B&Es when trying to find my former boyfriend’s murderer. We’d battled slobbering dogs, gun-toting home owners, and crazy Chinese neighbors. This place was a piece of cake.
 
   “So?” Dwayne asked as we sat looking at the house. 
 
   “I think I want to talk to Mrs. Scott.”
 
   “Oh? And what you gonna say?”
 
   “How about, did you know your husband was having an affair?” 
 
   “No, you ain’t either! That woman will snatch you bald-headed.”
 
   I glared at him and climbed out of the car. He stuck his lower lip out and crossed his arms as if to say he would be damned before rescuing me on this one.
 
   Walking up the winding concrete walkway, past the birdbath and up to the front door, I put on my best lost-in-the-neighborhood look. The door was one of those metal-and-glass ones, and I tapped three times, then paused to listen for someone coming. No answer.
 
   I squinted at the car as I walked slowly around the house on the garage side. Dwayne still sat inside. He had uncrossed his arms and watched me closely.
 
   There was no side entry to the house so I walked to the back door, which opened onto a small deck. Apparently, the wealth of the neighborhood was all in the interior, as the backyards were postage stamps.
 
   I knocked again. No answer. Since I was away from the nearest neighbors’ direct view, I took a chance and looked into the glass back door. Nice family room. Had a fireplace and a flat screen TV, comfy couch and chair. Just what a funeral director needed after a long day at the office.
 
   I looked into the window on the left side of the house, but it turned out to be a quaint bedroom with obviously no occupant. I strolled around to the front of the house and made out for the car.
 
   “Well, Nosy Rosy, did you see anything?” Dwayne asked as I seated myself. 
 
   “No. Nothing at all. Strange. I would think the little wife would be home right now. And I don’t think they have kids.” 
 
   “How come?”
 
   “No toys. No bikes, trikes, or Big Wheels. Maybe she’s already moved out? Which means maybe she knows something about his affairs. Which means his swearing us to secrecy is not to save his marriage.”
 
   He nodded. I knew he hated it when I presented a good bit of detective work and he wasn’t in on it.
 
   “You should have gone along,” I said, cranking over the engine. “You’d probably have some thoughts on this situation.”
 
   He didn’t speak to me all the way to the office. Not that we could speak over the loud rap music that he switched my radio dial to. Something about the song choice made me think he was mad at me.
 
   While at the office, I looked at my GPS to get a glimpse of where we were going next, since Dee was not communicating well. 
 
   The humble abode of Theo Makamushi was in apartments. Go figure. Not the easiest thing in the world to do surveillance on, but not the hardest either, if you were close enough.
 
   Then, after giving my partner some fine chocolate candy I kept in reserve for his melt-downs, we drove to the westernmost edge of South Lake to the Calla Townhouses. They were not a gated community, but they did have covered parking, and storage rooms on each patio.
 
   We found number 9507 by driving slowly and looking at address numbers. Makamushi sported big containers on his back patio filled with plants and flowers, already set out for the spring. I bet he took them in faithfully every night.
 
   Not.
 
   Dwayne poked me in the shoulder. “You hearin’ me?” 
 
   “No, what did you say?”
 
   “I said, wonder if he has roomies? We might be in for trouble tryin’ to break in with them in there.”
 
   “No. He won’t have roommates. He’s too antisocial.”
 
   “No way, girl. He’s good with design. He’s got sugar in his tank.”
 
   I laughed. “Just because he can whip that funeral place into shape does not mean he’s handy with decorating. I mean, even I could do that.”
 
   Dwayne’s mouth fell open.
 
   I explained, “Oh yeah, I could. Besides, I intend on watching his place, not breaking in on him. Even I’m not that crazy.”
 
   I went down a few buildings and turned around. “Are you going to go up and knock?” I asked him.
 
   “Shit naw. I’m injured. Who you expect to answer anyway? He’s probably still at the body farm.”
 
   “I’m counting on it,” I answered, glancing at the clock. It was only a little after five. “Okay, you get over here and drive. If I get into trouble, you better have Betsy running and ready to fly.”
 
   I climbed out and scampered over to his side, helped him out and followed him back to the driver’s side. 
 
   “Better hope I don’t have to drive.”
 
   I ignored him. “If I don’t come back in ten minutes, call Sal.” 
 
   “What you lookin’ for, anyway?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s like going to a garage sale. You never know what you are after until you see it.”
 
   He nodded and I took off.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I slid through the wooden gate of Theo’s patio and took a deep breath before strolling up to the glass patio doors. As is the case with some men with no modesty, no curtain was on the door. I guess he didn’t care that people from the street could see him sitting at his table eating his meals in his boxers or briefs. Heck, he might be Sir Commando for all I knew!
 
   At the same time, I was fully visible to him if he was within, as well. He would recognize me from the funeral home. I worked hard to come up with a reason to be there.
 
   None came to me.
 
   I stooped, averting my face, trying to decide what to do. No one came out. No one peered out. No one was at home. Relieved, I wandered around, peeking in the door. He had a nice oriental motif going on in there, complete with shiny lacquered furniture and bright-patterned fabrics. I could only see so much through the back patio door but no other windows were on ground level, as the townhouse was a two-story.
 
   Regretfully, I jogged back to the car and switched places with Dwayne again. He was quiet as we headed back to his trailer. Just before we turned into the trailer park, he fished out his wallet, grunting and panting as he managed with one hand. Finally, he had it out and picked through it until he produced a key. He handed it to me.
 
   I glanced at him as I turned the car wheel. “What’s that?”
 
   “You’ve always known I had this. I used it to get into Rick Fine’s apartment that time. It’s a bump key.”
 
   “A what what?” I asked.
 
   “A bump key. Listen, it’s illegal as hell, but easy enough to make. I can make another one.  But if you get caught with it, I do not know your ass. You understand?”
 
   I nodded and he dropped it into my purse. “Don’t know how you thought you was gonna manage to get in that dude’s place tonight. You ain’t as slick as you think you are. That key’ll at least help you a little. You gotta rap it in the lock and keep rappin’ on it until you get the tumblers worked up, so take a little hammer or screwdriver or something.”
 
   I smiled and nodded. “Thanks, Dee.”
 
   He held his hurt elbow. “Don’t thank me. I feel like a damn criminal.”
 
   I gazed at him a long moment before he got out. “Why do you have that, Dwayne?”
 
   He shrugged. “My Granny used to always lock me out.”
 
   I didn’t believe a word of that, but I didn’t say anything. 
 
   He didn’t want to accompany me to visit with Carrie and her family and see the gift cards, so I took him home and went to my place to shower, eat, and change into different more comfortable clothes. Some sweats would definitely be in order.
 
   Once I had spent a respectable time under the steaming jets of my shower, used a good deal of warm-vanilla scented body wash, and wrapped my hair in a big thirsty towel, I slid my feet into soft terry cloth mules and padded to the kitchen for food. It was almost time for the evening news, and I wanted to see it for any leads on Bubba’s murder. Sal sure wouldn’t tell me.
 
   The serious woman anchor person had a 1950s hair style and buck teeth. She told me in her monotone voice that Bradley “Bubba” Thames’ death had been ruled a homicide and South Lake detectives were searching for a motive for the supposed robbery gone bad. Apparently, some ridiculously small amount of money had been taken. It was not reported that Bubba had been poisoned.
 
   That set me to thinking. If Bubba had been killed in an attempted robbery, why was he poisoned? Why not shot? Or bludgeoned? Poison took longer to act than the usual robber wanted to hang out and wait for. Unless the poison was a fast-acting kind. That gave me pause. What kind of poison was it, anyway? SLPD knew. They had to. I wondered why the reporters weren’t digging around in Sal’s back pocket over that wiggly little fact. Maybe they were working together to keep certain facts out of the spotlight. They had done so on other occasions.
 
   I took my empty plastic yogurt container back to the kitchen and tossed the spoon in the dishwasher along with an odd cup and plate left from a meal I didn’t remember. Tired from the day’s activities, I wanted a nap. If I didn’t get one, a long night of watching Theo’s apartment wouldn’t happen. I dozed off sometime between Entertainment Tonight and The Wheel of Fortune and woke again about seven-fifteen, late for my visit to Carrie’s house. 
 
   I would have to hurry.
 
   Washing the sleep from my face, I grabbed my little .38 and a cheap pair of binoculars. I shoved them into my tote bag along with the special key from Dwayne, and a small hammer. Then as an afterthought, I added a couple of Slim Fast bars. You never know when hunger will become a major problem. Pulling out the gift card with Carrie’s number on it, I dialed while making my way to the car.
 
   She answered on the third ring.
 
   “I’m sorry I’m running late,” I told her. “Can I still butt in and get a look at those cards?”
 
   “Sure! Come on over. We’re just finishing up the dinner dishes.”
 
   I remembered her military, precise father and wondered if he ever stuck his hands in dishwater. Somehow I doubted it. He was more the type to let the women do it.
 
   Carrie lived in a small bungalow in an older section of South Lake on a quiet, tree-lined street. I called it the church district because in the small square block around her house there were probably four.
 
   I knocked on the front door and admired a wrought iron table with flowers sitting on the small stoop. Mr. Thames answered the door and ushered me in. His cologne even smelled severe if that were possible.
 
   “Follow me,” he said, leading the way. We walked into a small living room with quaint furnishings. He sat down in the only recliner in the room and waved toward the dining room adjacent to where we were. “They’re off in there somewhere. Carrie!”
 
   I heard her yell back and he told me to go on in so I walked through the dining room, past the small maple table, and through another doorway that led into the kitchen. Carrie and her mother were seated with the cards spread out in front of them.
 
   “Hi,” I said, pulling out a chair.
 
   “Hey! Come on and sit down with us. We’re just getting started.”
 
   I pulled a few of the cards over to me.
 
   “Most of those are friends,” Carrie told me pointing at the stack I had drawn from. “Mama has the ones from family.”
 
   I nodded and gazed at the names. Flowers had been sent to the funeral from several people I recognized, even my own aunts, who had signed their card jointly. It didn’t take long to realize the flowers in this bunch were from local florists, mainly Pearl’s Petunias and South Lake Florist. 
 
   Flowers, Inc. had sent a few from their place and I remembered Flowerman’s face. It floated before my eyes like a dreamy apparition. A really unwanted one.
 
   “This place,” I said, waving a card at Carrie. “The people who were so nasty. What’s their story?”
 
   She took it from me and handed it back. “I don’t know. They’ve always been okay that I know of. The flowers that came from there were all from employees. In fact, all of the flower shops sent something.” She indicated some other cards from other florists.
 
   “So, most of the employees at those places knew Bubba?” I asked.
 
   “I think that’s right. He used to go out for drinks sometimes with some of them.”
 
   Everett the bartender’s puffy dude came back to my mind. Maybe the fellow at Pearl’s Petunias was the man who Bubba had been seen with? He’d said he didn’t like Rafe. Were he and Bubba more than just friends?
 
   Mr. Thames entered the dining room and peered over his wife’s shoulder at the work laid before us. “Seems like a lot of work just to thank people for doing something they are expected to do.”
 
   “Don’t you think that we should show our appreciation of their kindness?” she asked, looking back at him.
 
   “Nah. Won’t bring Brad back.” He stalked over to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. “So unlike his brother.”
 
   “Pop, don’t start,” Carrie warned.
 
   “Just stating the facts,” he said over his shoulder as he disappeared the way he’d come.
 
   Her face turned bright red. “Please ignore him. He’s just depressed.”
 
   I nodded, but now I really wondered about the poisoned man and his relationship to his family.
 
   ###
 
   I drove to Theo’s apartment complex and spent a few moments trying to decide where to park. Luckily for me it was early on a Friday night and Theo’s neighbors were out. I backed into the slot for the neighbor’s car, and slid down low in the seat. If Theo had friends round his table, I would be in perfect viewing range.
 
   No car was in Theo’s slot, so I assumed he was still out. Remembering my squeaky driver’s side door, I slid out of the passenger side and barely shut it behind me. Quickly pulling the tote bag snugly around my middle, I snuck across the street and eased open the gate. If anyone was in Theo’s apartment, they would see me for sure now. 
 
   I tensed, tippy-toeing to the side of the building, trying to get out of view of anyone looking through the glass patio door. No one came out and squawked at me about why I was there, so I leaned out and peered through the glass into a part of the kitchen. Nobody moved around in there and nothing seemed amiss. I didn’t see anyone in the living room area that was off the kitchen, either. So much the better.
 
   I took the bump key out, stuck it partway into the lock, took out the small hammer, and bumped it. With a little finagling, I got the tumblers moving as Dwayne had instructed. His fear of being caught hit me. I knew this was totally breaking and entering, and I wanted to feel bad about it. The problem remained with me. My mind was terminally criminal because I believed, once again, if Theo was up to no good, he deserved to be found out. Just like when I had done similar at Rafe’s trailer.
 
   I figured breaking into these places was just speeding up the process of elimination for the cops. Not that I cared to share any of my activities—especially the illegal kind—with them.
 
   Slowly sliding the door back, I prayed it wouldn’t make loud noises. As soon as a suitable opening was made, I slithered inside. With no idea of what I would find, I searched each room. 
 
   The only bedroom hosted shiny black enameled furniture adorned with bright red linens. I fingered the gold-and-watery-green accented threads running through the comforter and assessed the thread count. Way higher than any I owned. Obviously, Theo loved this genre of design. It showed in his home décor as much as at the funeral home. He was pretty good with it, too, I had to admit, marveling once again at how some men got design better than women.
 
   I stealthily moved to the drawers of the dresser and on drawer number three, found drugs. Not a connoisseur on the matter by a long shot, I still knew what needles looked like and I knew what pills looked like. No mistaking the row of needles and the baggies of pills before me.
 
   What did a user stash, anyway? I was unsure, but would be willing to bet they didn’t keep their paraphernalia this built up and neat. It seemed far too much for single use, and the orderliness bothered me. This guy was a neat freak.
 
   I recoiled, looking around the whole place with a new eye. Obsessively neat and clean. Dirt would make him bonkers. I would be willing to bet he was a bit OCD. Feeling like I had a decent impression of the man, I decided to nose around in his closet. I remembered searching my former boyfriend’s closet. Men hid things from the world in their closets.
 
   I flipped some shirts around. He had great taste in clothes and many of the higher priced labels appeared in the ton of suits in his closet. He also had expensive shoes, nicely polished and arranged by color. His ties were non-exclusive and indistinct, which spoke volumes to me, as I hated men who wore ties too loud.
 
   I lifted the hem of the bathrobe hanging last on the pole, closest to the door, and found a box with a nice looking Ruger SR9 in it. I knew this because for the longest time I had convinced myself I just had to have one. Some women wanted fancy high-heels. Some wanted firearms. Go figure.
 
   Ammo was neatly tucked away as well. No assistant to a funeral home director could possibly make this kind of money doing what he was known to do. Nosing through his bathroom, I stopped to smell his cologne. One of them could definitely be the masked man’s brand, I thought, and memorized the name.
 
   Likely Leather.
 
   Memorizing the name, I glanced at bedside clock and marveled at the quick passage of time. I’d been snooping way too long. I beat a hasty retreat back the way I had come, pausing in the living room. Usual furnishings, no trophies, no magazines. He was pretty low-profile. 
 
   A quick perusal of his kitchen, unveiled nothing earth-shattering either. No left over dishes, no food out where ants or rodents would find it. Plants sat on newspaper near his back door. One, some kind of a spring flower with shiny leaves and dainty white flowers, caught my eye. I didn’t know what it was called but it was sort of pretty. I couldn’t imagine a man with murder in his blood tending plants so carefully that he produced winners like these.
 
   He was an enigma.
 
   I shook my head and eased out of the patio door, turned the knob to lock it, and hustled back across the street. Once in my car, I let out breath I think I’d been holding since entering the apartment.
 
   Theo Makamushi had risen to the top of my possible criminal list like fat on top of refrigerated chicken broth. After such an enlightening experience wading through his personal domain, I felt as though I knew him better. 
 
   I settled back into the car seat and waited for someone to show up. I turned the car on once or twice and let it run the heat to keep my feet warm as I waited. At about eleven o’clock, a black Mercedes pulled in and parked.  My whole body tensed. Why hadn’t I thought of that? The Mercedes man!
 
    Someone, I assumed Theo, climbed from the car and lugged something out of the back seat. It was in a plastic bag. I squinted to make out the name on the bag, but he was too fast and too far away. The parcel appeared too heavy to be take-away pizza.
 
   For a long time, the kitchen remained dark. A soft light illuminated the room but it seemed to be coming from the living room off the kitchen, like he’d flipped on the front hall light and hadn’t made it to the living room or kitchen yet. It was pretty dim, though, and I almost wondered if it was a mood lamp or something.
 
   My eyes began playing tricks on me and I saw blobs and streaks of color pass before them as I stared through the binoculars into the square space that was his patio door. I saw all manner of movement everywhere on the patio until I realized after a while that it was the heat coming off of Betsy’s hood morphing into heat rays coming into my view.
 
   I took the binoculars away for a little while to give my eyes a rest. If he came into the kitchen and flipped on the overhead, I would see it with my naked eye. To keep awake and alert, I dug into my tote bag for a Slim Fast bar, hoping the chocolate had revved up amounts of caffeine in it. 
 
   At eleven-twenty, the kitchen light came on and the unmistakable slim figure of Mr. Makamushi appeared. He worked on something placed on his table, and whatever it was, it kept him rapt for a long time. 
 
   I reached overhead to flip my dome light to off to be sure it wouldn’t light up as soon as I opened a door and scooted back over to the passenger side to ease it open. At the last minute, I paused and considered taking my gun. But my sweats had no pocket to put it in and I didn’t want to risk the tote getting in the way of running if it became necessary.
 
   I’d glance at what was keeping him so busy then back to the car I would hustle, I assured myself as I only partially shut the door. It would give me a quicker re-entry. Squatting a little, I slithered across the street, and crouched in the shadows to look through the gate for a better view.
 
   Theo, donning bright yellow Playtex gloves, busily separated plants into small bundles and planted them in a pot. I shrugged deciding this was nothing sinister, and turned to go back, momentarily blinded as headlights beamed onto the street.
 
   My heart nearly stopped beating when Theo opened his patio door and stepped out into the cool of the evening. I just knew he had seen me eyeballing him from the other side.
 
   I held my breath.
 
   Scraping sounds, a grunt, and then the noises moved inside. He was moving his plants indoors.
 
   Relieved, I exhaled. The car that had approached stopped in front of my car. If my bad luck was in its usual swing, that car would be the neighbors, returning from a late-night party.
 
   I swore and scampered across the street, slammed my passenger side door and threw myself in the other side. If Theo looked out all he would see was his neighbor impatiently waiting to get in his parking spot, since he was now blocking any view of me.
 
   I breathed deeply a few times, then signaled that I was about to pull out.
 
   Theo’s neighbor backed up a couple of feet, and let me out, quickly whipping into the slot I vacated. I drove down and turned off the street, went around a few other lanes in that section, and then returned.
 
   The kitchen at Theo’s house was now dark and I was out of places to park, so I rolled out of the complex and headed for home. I thought about calling Sal and telling him that Jason’s number one man had a black Mercedes, but knew from past experience all that would get me was a grumbled reply that lots of people with money had black Mercedes cars.
 
   Sal had an excellent track record. He already knew about the car. He’d followed it with Rafe in it, hadn’t he? He’d call in the license number to the station and find out everything he could.
 
   Suddenly, a chill of fear tiptoed over me. If Theo was involved in the casket caper, he probably did stab the disc with that sword. And if he used the sword on the tape, he was sending us all a message. He had access to a lot of information through Scott’s Funeral Home. 
 
   He could probably find my address, and he could easily find my apartment.
 
   He would have no trouble finding Dwayne, either. Especially since Rafe was involved, either on purpose or not. Theo could send Rafe to visit either one of us and keep his hands clean.
 
   My pulse accelerated with Betsy’s speedometer. I headed to Dwayne’s. He was injured and alone and even if he was armed, he was vulnerable. 
 
   I panicked as I raced through a red light. If anything happened to him, I would never forgive myself. He’d said he’d almost opened the window and called out to Rafe. He still didn’t know Rafe had been given a healthy dose of heroin to make him behave.
 
   What if the bad guys decided to make me behave by doing the same thing to Dwayne? He would open the door to Rafe if they sent him as bait. The bastards.
 
   I dug my phone out with one hand and swiped it open.  Dwayne’s number rang four times with no answer. I listened to his voice mail telling me that he was away from the phone. The electronic voice made me grit my teeth in frustration. 
 
   I threw the phone toward my purse and raced toward his trailer.
 
   Something was wrong. He wouldn’t ignore me after all that had happened recently.
 
   And in reality, Dwayne slept with his phone. He never left it, unless it was to shower. I think he even took it in the bathroom. It was sort of like a security blanket. He would never not answer, unless someone prevented him from it.
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   I hit every traffic light just right and made the Oasis Trailer Park in record time. Hoping for stealth, I turned off my lights and swung onto his street, coasting along until I got close to his trailer. No cars in his drive other than his Mustang. All the lights were on. 
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   I threw it into park and jogged to the door. Rapping on the door, I tried to see around the curtain of the front window.
 
   No good.
 
   I leaned out more, hoping to see anything through the crack. Nothing. I knocked again and called out to him. No answer. 
 
   When there was no movement, I jogged around the trailer to the back, climbed up the steep steps leading to his small back deck. The area was all window with only a sheer curtain over it. I knocked as loud as I could and waited. No answer.
 
   My heart was in my throat. Something was very wrong.
 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I returned to my car, grabbed the bump key, and tried to use it on Dwayne’s lock. Either the lock was bump-key-proof, or I was shaking too badly. I couldn’t manage it. Tears started rolling down my cheeks as I hurried back to the car to pull an old, raggedy tan quilt from the trunk. It had been used for impromptu picnics last summer. Around the front porch were a few bricks used for flower bed edging, and I picked up one on the return trip to the back deck.
 
   Once there, all those glass panes gleamed at me.
 
   I wrapped my hand with the quilt as thickly as possible and tucked the brick into the wadding, pulling the edges over my forearm. Closing my eyes, I turned my head away and shoved the brick through one of the panes as hard as I could.
 
   Mission accomplished.
 
   I pulled out the jagged glass, and screamed for Dwayne. He didn’t come to investigate, and he didn’t answer back.
 
   The stillness within rattled my nerves even more.
 
   Using the quilt, I kept shattering glass, moving the curtains out of the way as I went. I finally made it inside. Dwayne wasn’t in the kitchen. 
 
   I hurried into the living room. No Dwayne.
 
   Scurrying toward the back, to his bedroom, I called his name, hoping he would be there asleep. Maybe he’d taken pain-killers and was doped up. I flipped on the light. The bed was rumpled but not occupied. He wasn’t in the bathroom either.
 
   The entire trailer was vacant and alarms were ringing in my head.
 
   Now, I was frantic. They’d taken him hostage. He’d been kidnapped. 
 
   Now the flood of tears became very loud sobs.
 
   What should I do?
 
   I unlocked the front door and hurried to my car, grabbed my purse, and ran back taking the front steps two at a time. Visions of being attacked from behind by a dangerous enemy made me slam the door and lock it immediately, my fear overwhelming my tears. 
 
   While I dialed Sal, I stood looking at the gaping hole in Dwayne’s window. I wished for a magical genie who could just blink her eyes and fix the damage. 
 
   “Sal!” I bawled, when he answered his phone.
 
   “Whoa, hold it. What’s wrong, Chica?” he asked, trying to get me to calm down. I heard movement and remembered it was very late, or early, depending on how you looked at it. Like one o’clock in the morning on a Saturday.
 
   “D-Dwayne’s,” I managed. “G-gone. G-gone.”
 
   “What? He’s gone?”
 
   I bit my index finger to keep from screaming. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Okay, calm down. Where are you?”
 
   “I broke into the trailer. He’s gone! Gone—taken!”
 
   “I’ll be right over. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t touch anything.”
 
   The phone went dark. I sat in the middle of the living room on the ratty carpet halfway between the broken glass back deck and the front door, hoping I wouldn’t have to use the gun I slid out of my purse. 
 
   Damn it. 
 
   I’d let my partner and best friend down tonight. Of all the things that could happen to me, this had to be the worst. Why didn’t I take him with me? Why did I leave him alone?
 
   The worries and fears of the entire week hit me full force, and I keeled over sobbing, praying Sal would hurry.
 
   When I heard the neighborhood dogs barking, I unlocked the door, gun in one hand, business end pointed at the floor. Sal arrived in a flurry of flashing lights. He bounded up the stairs two at a time, concern on his face.
 
   Hysteria over, a strange numbness struck me.
 
   He took the gun out of my hand, slung an arm over my shoulder, and sat me on the couch. 
 
   “What’s happened?” he asked. “Tell me again, all of it.”
 
   “Dwayne’s missing.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   “Do you see him?” I asked, waving my arm around. “He’s missing, poof, gone.”
 
   “Maybe he’s at Kringle’s grocery?” 
 
   “At one in the morning?”
 
   “Maybe someone drove him? He does have a hurt arm. Did you call his cell?” 
 
   “Yes, that’s why I broke in. He isn’t answering.”
 
   “You broke in?” Now his face creased with amusement. He ventured a glance at the kitchen window.
 
   “Do not look at me like that, Salvador Ramirez. I couldn’t get him to respond and he wasn’t answering his phone. I could picture him lying on the floor with a needle sticking out of his—”
 
   “Okay, let’s take this slow,” he interrupted. “Why do you think foul play is involved?”
 
   “Because he’s hurt. Not able to protect himself. And…and he’s missing.” 
 
   “So? You still don’t know that it’s foul play, right?”
 
   “I know he’d open the door for Rafe. I think Rafe is involved in something dangerous, either willingly or not. What if he—”
 
   “Did you see anyone when you got here?” Sal asked abruptly, walking to the pile of shattered glass. “Did you see anyone or anything that looked suspicious? Did you see Rafe?”
 
   “No. Well, I mean, I didn’t look. I was trying to get him to the door. I was afraid—”
 
   “What makes you think it was Rafe? Or anybody sinister for that matter?” 
 
   Now he sounded angry. I stood, ready to do battle.
 
   “He. Is. Not. Answering. His. Cell. Phone,” I said, pointing my finger at him to emphasize the words. “Why are you so defensive over Rafe?”
 
   He took a deep breath, strode over and handed my gun back. “He’s family. My cousin wouldn’t be involved in anything like kidnapping. He’s not a bad person, just misguided. I think he’s gotten tangled up in something he didn’t know he was getting tangled in.”
 
   “Well, ignorant of the facts or not, he’s tangled. And whether you want to acknowledge it or not, your cousin has men friends. That was men, m-e-n, plural. He and Bubba had been in arguments that led to Rafe being arrested. I don’t know what the deal was between them, but it was bad enough for Bubba to have him hauled in.”
 
   “How do you know all this?”
 
   “Dwayne. Duh.” 
 
   He looked down at his feet.
 
   I went on. “Let’s play twenty questions.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Say Rafe and Bubba were lovers, and they had a spat and Rafe went over to the flower shop to try and make up. What if he got there and saw something he shouldn’t have, say someone stuffing Bubba’s body in that cooler?” 
 
   “No evidence to substantiate your theory.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, I have no other reason to believe your cousin is honorable, okay? If my theory is wrong, then he is involved with the bad guys, seeing as how I saw him in the cemetery with them. I’d much rather believe he is acting out of being forced, just like you would.”
 
   He shrugged and let me continue.
 
   “So let’s say he witnessed something. Maybe he’s being forced to participate. They’ve drugged him. Maybe to make him behave?”
 
   He paced for a few moments. “I’m listening.”
 
   “Okay, so he’s an unwilling participant. Now, the question is, what does Theo Makamushi have to do with it all? I mean, he has a black Mercedes. There have been things going on that fit with his involvement.”
 
   “What sort of things?”
 
   I thrust a hand on my hip. “I can’t put my finger on it. It’s like, well, a sense about it. He’s involved up to his ears and that car is only part of it.” I let that sink in while I returned my gun to its place in my purse. Finally, I screwed up the courage to ask, “Do you think Rafe and Theo are dating?”
 
   “Dating? Geez, I can’t believe you asked that—and no I do not.” His body language reminded me of a rooster shaking his feathers in indignation of being challenged.
 
   “Well, Rafe was seen getting into Theo’s car, which has the earmarks of being the same one as was seen parked at the cemetery where a body was located. And somebody affiliated with a black Mercedes, or that group of people, shot Dwayne. If they aren’t dating, then how is Rafe involved with Theo? This is looking pretty damn dark and dangerous to me.”
 
   He crossed his arms. “Theo’s Mercedes might be the one and same, but that doesn’t mean Theo’s involved with caskets being stolen, bodies being buried. He’s an employee of the funeral home, supposed to be Jason’s employee. Can’t he be in the cemetery at various and odd times? And maybe Rafe’s relationship to him is something else entirely. Not dating, either.” He lowered his gaze to his feet, lifted it to the ceiling, and then shook his head, frowning.
 
   My blood pressure rose. “The last time you acted this way, you had all the answers to who killed my boyfriend. This isn’t finding Dwayne.”
 
   He shuffled his feet, refusing to look at me. 
 
   I exhaled and pointed a finger at him. “Oh, now I see. It’s getting clear now. You’re trying to throw me off. You’re cutting me out of this whole thing, just like the last time. Right? Well thanks, but it won’t work. I know too much. But I do so hope you solve this crap soon.” 
 
   “Shannon, it’s not open for discussion. I’m working on it. Rafe’s life is in the balance. He was attacked, remember? It isn’t like this is some video game here where everybody who dies will be in a new one tomorrow. This is an active case. People—Rafe, too—are in danger.”
 
   “Well, guess what? He ain’t the only one! Newsflash, Dwayne is now missing. He’s not answering his freaking phone!”
 
   “Which brings us back to the beginning. An unanswered phone could mean a variety of things. Could it be he’s ignoring you?” He sounded like he wished he had done the same thing. “It’s very late. Don’t you think you should wait until daylight to begin a missing person’s report? They won’t do anything with it for like twenty-four hours anyway.”
 
   Now I was flat out of patience. 
 
   “Are you trying to put me off because you think you know my history, and I don’t have one that breeds intelligence? Dwayne is missing, Sal. Missing, damn it!” I tugged my own phone out of my pocket. I swiped it open, went into my contacts, and dialed Dwayne’s number.
 
   Sal strode to my side. “Go home, Shannon. He’ll turn up. If he doesn’t, we’ll report him as missing. Right now, I think he is probably out with some friends, at a club, or maybe at their house. You’re going to be mad at yourself if he turns up beet-red from being at someone’s hot tub all night.”
 
   “Black men can’t show up beet-red, genius. You’re out of your freaking mind.” I listened as the ringer buzzed in my ear, once, twice. Then I heard the unmistakable ring tone of Christina Aguilera’s latest hot song tinkling somewhere in the back of the trailer. I followed the sound until I found Dwayne’s phone, buried beneath a towel in the bathroom.
 
   Sal followed me, and we stood staring at it.
 
   “Maybe he dropped it out of his pants,” he suggested.
 
   “No way. He’s attached to this damn thing all the time,” I told him shaking it in his face. “He’d never leave it. We just had a conversation about this not long ago. He loves that damn phone.” Tears edged my lashes. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Will you please call this in now?”
 
   He nodded, and I followed him back to the front of the trailer. He called the office from his phone, opened the door, and went out to his car.
 
   I flopped into one of the kitchen chairs and tried to focus on anything but the ache in my chest. My God. I’d let the bad guys get Dwayne.
 
   This was the worst day of my life. I just prayed I found him before it became the worst day of his life, too.
 
    Sal found a piece of plywood under the trailer and placed it across the broken window before he passed out in the spare bedroom. He wanted to grab a nap before he had to be at his desk, and I couldn’t blame him. While he slept, I swept up the mess and tried to right Dwayne’s trailer.
 
   By dawn, I had fallen asleep on Dwayne’s couch, exhausted with worry and mental strain. I had come up empty on every possible lead.
 
   I tossed and turned on the rough orange velour sofa, hugging Dwayne’s cell phone, lost in dreams of running, looking for some elusive person hidden in a mist. When I jerked awake it was around seven, Sal was already gone. I stumbled to the kitchen to sit at the small table and try to figure out what to do.
 
   Sal had been pretty upset with Rafe when he finally accepted he could be involved in Dwayne’s disappearance. He had stomped around outside for a while. I wished I had something positive to tell him about his cousin, but as it was, I had drawn a bulls-eye on his back myself.
 
   When Sal called me from his office, he told me that the watch commander promised to apprise everyone on his shift and the one after that, but little could be done until Dwayne had been missing for at least a day. An officer had been sent around to Rafe’s trailer, but found no one in residence.
 
   Sal didn’t say so, but I was pretty sure Rafe had moved out. If I was being chased by casket-thieves, or maybe even drug creeps, I would move, too. I just wanted to know if he took Dwayne with him.
 
   Rafe had been friends with Dwayne at one time and involved with Bubba, who was now dead. That thought didn’t do anything for my nerves either. What if he had killed Bubba? What if his intentions were the same for Dwayne?
 
   At any rate, either Rafe or Theo had visited Jason Scott while we were present and had turned the man into a complete melted mess of fear. I wanted answers, but unfortunately none were coming. I needed a common denominator.
 
   Grabbing a pencil off the sofa table, I wrote down names on the back of an envelope Dwayne had left lying around. Under Bubba’s name I put Rafe’s name because they were lovers. Then I put down Dwayne and drew an arrow pointing to both Rafe and Bubba. They were all friends. I wrote the word flowers and paused.
 
    It was a strange way to connect them.
 
   Next, I drew a line separating Bubba and his crew from a new grouping. Here I wrote Shelly. She was the other murdered victim and she was sort of connected. She knew Bubba from the funeral home probably. She knew Dwayne too, from his meetings with Jason. I wrote their names and put an arrow pointing to them.
 
   Sitting back, I chewed on the pencil eraser. Dwayne was by both names. But really Rafe could be by both also. He knew Bubba, but he was seen in the cemetery where the caskets were found, and Shelly was the casket inventory and office person. 
 
   I paced around, grouchiness setting in as I realized something was missing. Some clue was here and it was the connector, but I wasn’t seeing it.
 
   I made a pot of coffee out of Dwayne’s stash of gourmet blends and while I waited for it to drip, leaned over the back of the chair to stare at the list.
 
   Suddenly, as the gurgling of the last bit of water issued out of the coffee maker, it hit me. 
 
   The missing connection!
 
   I wrote Jason’s name by both Bubba and Shelly’s entries.
 
   Jason Scott knew Bubba as a client and he knew Shelly as an employee. He also knew Dwayne, thanks to the video business.
 
   Jason was the connection. And I needed to get some answers pronto.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Enlightened thus far, I decided to go to the office to watch the video from the funeral again. Someone on that tape was involved. Scores of people who had intentions less than honorable were present at Bubba’s funeral, including Theo and Jason, and his participation especially interested me now.
 
   I sped through town, keeping a watchful eye out for the cops, and sent thanks out to the heavens for the light traffic. In record time, I turned into the parking lot at Video Angels, where a lone car sat parked in the far back.
 
   Who had a sedan like that? It was way early for the businesses open on Saturday to have their proprietors moving around in them yet. My antennae went up. What if someone was lying in wait at the office?
 
   I got out of the car, tugged my purse onto my shoulder, made sure Dwayne’s phone was tucked safely within reach, and moved my .38 into the pocket of my jacket. Even if I didn’t need it, I still wanted it there, weighing down one side, reassuring me with its weighty presence. 
 
   After trudging up the short flight of stairs, I glanced through the front windows. They were covered in mini-blinds, but you could see through them if the light was right and you were close enough. There was movement inside. My heart began to throb until I felt faint.
 
   I moved to the opposite side of the door and peered in again, trying to keep as much of my body away from the firing line as I could. Someone dressed in khakis and a white shirt moved across the floor.
 
   With finesse, I inserted my key and opened the door with one hand, gun in the other at the ready. Yoshi swung around and dropped the dust mop he was pushing around. He put his hands in the air.
 
   “Yoshi!”
 
   “Missus Wallace!” In his excitement, it sounded like Merisus Rallus.
 
   I lowered the gun and disarmed it, dropped it into my jacket pocket. “Damn, Yoshi. You scared the poop out of me.”
 
   “You scare Yoshi poop out, too,” he answered.
 
   Dropping my purse on the futon in the reception area, I let out a loud breath. “Well, I have some work to do today. How about since I scared you, I give you the rest of the day off?”
 
   “No pay cut?” he asked, gray brows lifted. 
 
   “No, your pay is fine.”
 
   He nodded and took the dust mop over to a corner behind a screen where he kept his cleaning supplies. When he returned he was carrying a squatty little hat, which he stuck on his head.
 
   “Yoshi, do you know anyone who can fix Mr. Brown’s glass? I sort of broke it out last night.”
 
   “Yoshi work good with glass.”
 
   I felt my spirits lift. “You can do it?”
 
   He nodded. “My family long line glassmakers.”
 
   “Far out! Do you know where Mr. Brown lives.”
 
   He didn’t know where Dee lived or anything about his neighborhood so I gave him thorough directions and a map. Then I pulled out the only cash I had, a five and three ones, and gave it to him. He gave me a strange look before nodding goodbye and strolling out.
 
   Resuming my usual busy air, I hurried over to the front door to lock it behind him. I wanted the office to look unattended so no one would interrupt me today. I needed quiet and space to think.
 
   With my tote tossed over my shoulder, I strode into my office, turned on the lights, and hung my jacket on the hook on the back of the door. Then I went to my desk and moved my mouse to get the computer to wake up. For some reason when you really wanted it to respond fast, it took forever. I dumped my tote on the floor and waited.
 
   The good thing about modern videography these days is the quality of the equipment even an amateur can buy. And all of it is easily obtained at any of the photo-video places online, which means if you have the cash, they can get you the goods in a few days.
 
   Once the computer was fully awake, I clicked a few things and began capturing footage. This would take a little while, so I wandered over and made a fresh pot of coffee. We were almost out of filters, and I made a mental note to buy more. 
 
   When I heard the quiet ding on the computer, I snuck a cupful before the coffee finished dripping and headed back to my chair. The finished copy needed to be saved and called something. Easy enough. I called it “Bubba’s Funeral”.
 
   After that, I started wading through all the frames. In so many of them, there was nothing to be seen of interest—heads of people as they talked about the dearly departed or other members of the Thames clan as they exchanged sympathies.
 
   I watched the part I had previously seen and when it went beyond that section, things got more interesting. Mourners came and stood around the casket.
 
   I slowed down when the camera captured the faces of Mr. Thames and Carrie standing by the casket’s side. They were in a deep discussion with a woman who looked amazingly like Shelly.
 
   I hit pause and sat back to sip at my coffee. What was the inventory clerk at Scott’s funeral home doing in a heart-to-heart talk with the deceased man’s sister and father? And where was the mother?
 
   I hit play. Mrs. Thames never appeared. I wished I had used more than one camera for this event now. Hard to capture all the activity with just one machine.
 
   The mourners wandered away from the dais as the music began in the background. I fast-forwarded through the service and slowed down at the point of catching people leaving.
 
   Three men in black suits stood talking with Theo a few feet away from the stream of people. One was definitely Hispanic, but he wasn’t Rafe. I tried to zoom in on his face, and especially his eyes. Then I cupped my hand over his lower face to allow only his eyes to be seen.
 
   He certainly could be my Ninja attacker. Then, another man was obviously familiar and it took twice through on rewind before I remembered where I had seen him.
 
   Flowerman from the wholesale place. Damn.
 
   He stood out from the rest like a red flag now. His suit coat was tight over his big belly, and I remembered the butcher’s apron. The third man remained aloof until Jason appeared, then he took directions from him to head for the cars.
 
   I kicked the speed of the footage up a notch and watched as the men all dispersed in different directions after Jason arrived. Except Theo. He lit a cigarette and watched the door where people kept coming out. I berated myself for not paying more attention to the funeral home workers and spending too much time watching guests.
 
   I thought about calling Sal. It would be nice to have someone to ground me. I was like a runaway truck. This footage could mean something, but I needed someone else to try to identify the people in it.
 
   Of one thing I was certain. Theo and Flowerman were involved. But how did Ninja Man and the other guy fit in? Was the whole of Jason’s employ involved in underhanded deals? Why were Shelly and Bubba killed? How did it all fit together?
 
   The million-dollar question, Wallace.
 
   I hauled out my phone and punched in Sal’s number. As it rang, I checked my computer clock realizing too late that Sal was very likely at church. After leaving a message for him to call, I dropped the phone back into my purse.
 
   What to do next? Dwayne was missing, people were dead, and all I had was a video with possibilities. I drained my coffee mug and considered making a new cup when the office phone rang. The digital readout touted a number that I didn’t recognize. It could be Dwayne.
 
   It could be a client. 
 
   I feared missing Dee’s call and at the last minute scooped it up. Too late to catch the caller, but not late enough to beat the answering machine.
 
    Dwayne’s recorded voice told the caller we were out of the office and for the caller to leave a number and brief message and we would call them back.
 
   A disguised male voice came on. “I have Mr. Brown. Don’t do anything stupid.”
 
   Click.
 
   Oh, shit.
 
   ###
 
   Later, in the office with me peering at him, Sal listened closely to the recorded message. “Sounds serious. Guess that answers one question. Somebody with dangerous tendencies has Brown.”
 
   “Oh. Um. No kidding. Damn it, Sal. Where are they holding Dwayne and why all this crap? I mean, just tell me what is what and let’s do it. I’m sick of all this.” 
 
   He took me by the shoulders. “One step at a time, Chica. Let the police do what has to be done.”
 
   I pulled away. “Right. Don’t get involved, Shannon. Don’t play detective, Shannon. Leave it to the cops, Shannon. Same story, different day. Well, get a load of this.” I fired up the video on my computer screen and motioned him over. While it ran, I pointed out people and gave him my suspicions. 
 
   He viewed it with no comments until I cut the power.
 
   “Interesting,” he said.
 
   “I told you someone might show up on there, someone involved, important. Now I think so for real. Are any of them familiar to you now?”
 
   “I don’t know who some of the people are, but I’m beginning to feel a new suspect list growing. The drug enforcement guys might be interested in some of those faces.”
 
   “The fat one will turn out to be affiliated with Flowers, Inc. I have met him before, and he is not a nice person. I truly think the other one, the swarthy one, could be my gunman from the night at the cemetery when Shelly was found.”
 
   “Can I have the tape?”
 
   “It’s on a disk. I’ll rip a copy for you.”
 
   “Will it come out clean and not all fuzzy like a convenience store video looks?”
 
   I smirked. “Heck yes. We have only the best at Video Angels.” 
 
   “Good. We’ll need it to be in order for us to use this footage.”
 
   He hit replay on the phone and listened while I made him a copy. I inserted a DVD into the tray on the computer, and clicked around until I had it going. He hit replay again, then leaned down, ear nearer to the speaker on the phone
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “Noises in the background. Do you have any way of playing this in a machine with meters? If we could isolate the noises—”
 
   “We’re good, but we’re poor. I don’t have anything like that. But I’ll bet a sound studio where they record singers and bands would have.”
 
   He smiled. “Good! Can I have it?”
 
   I nodded, and he disconnected the power cable and slid the whole phone and base into his man-bag. 
 
   “Um, Sal, can we not pack that up right now? I mean isn’t it better to keep that hooked up? Maybe that guy or someone, hopefully Dwayne, will call back.”
 
   He thought about it a moment and replaced the phone back where it had been. After hooking the power cable back into the wall, he walked to my desk and stood looking down at me. “If any one calls, you can’t go off and do anything they ask of you. You’ll need to contact me first.”
 
   I ruffled at that. “As if I would just play Miss Macho or something.” 
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. “You did before, remember?”
 
   Last summer returned to me, and I did remember. I had met with Rick’s killer in the local park, hoping to get proof he’d done it.
 
   “Yeah, well, that was a special deal. I wouldn’t do that again.” I stood and walked a few steps away from him.
 
   “Bullshit,” he said. “This is Brown we’re talking about. He’s your best friend. I’m sure he ranks as high as Rick. Right?”
 
   I shrugged and turned away.
 
   “You’ll consider it, Shannon. I know you. Don’t do it. Are you listening? I mean it.”
 
   I turned to gape at him. “You mean it? Do you think you can order me to behave? He’s being held against his will, maybe in danger of being murdered, and you want me to sit idly by and just twiddle my thumbs? Do you think you’ll chunk me in jail if I don’t behave?”
 
   His brow wrinkled. “Yes. If you make me put you in protective custody while we work this case, I will detain you. I will hold you for a busted tail light.”
 
   “My tail lights are fine,” I sighed, pulling the DVD from the machine. I opened a clear jewel case and slid it inside, snapped it closed. “And I don’t speed.”
 
   He took the case from me and let his hand linger on mine a little too long.
 
   “I’ll find a way. Don’t go off trying to help Brown. These people are masters. They’ve killed two people that we know of, and if you think they’ll hesitate to do you next, you’re mistaken.”
 
   His hand was warm, and I let my gaze travel up. His eyes were warm, too, and caring, too caring. I could have melted right then, but I conjured up resolve to resist. “Quit with the puppy dog eyes. I ain’t buying,” I said, pulling my hand away. To emphasize my meaning, I took a step away.
 
   He followed, pulling me under his arm, in a semi-hug. “I’m not trying to use a weak moment on your part, Chica. I’m trying to keep you safe. You have to stay out of harm’s way so you can help me find these creeps. Dwayne’s life may depend on you staying safe, so don’t forget that.”
 
   I pulled free and watched as he prepared to leave. He decided to wait on taking the phone. If the kidnapper called again, it would be another chance to get info off the unit. 
 
   “Call me with anything you get,” I told him.
 
   He smiled and patted my shoulder on his way out.
 
   I was about to shut everything down and go home when the phone rang. The loud jingle of it made me turn to stare at it, my heart stopping. What if it was the kidnapper?
 
    I hurried over, yanked it up, and said, “Hello?”
 
   “Is this Shannon? Shannon Wallace?” a man’s voice asked. He sounded familiar.
 
   “Yeah, you got her. Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Herbert, Nan’s friend? Over at the paper?”
 
   Relief flooded me. “Oh, hey there. What’s up?”
 
   “I told you I’d call if I found anything that might help with your friend’s murder. I thought I’d give you the exclusive before I take it to the cops. Hope you don’t mind my calling your office. I couldn’t get in touch with Nancy.”
 
   “Hot damn, Herbert! Tell me.” At last!
 
   “Well, I really don’t want to go into the details on the phone, but if you’re interested, I might show up at Starbuck’s coffee with the right encouragement.”
 
   “Done. What time?”
 
   “Now. Better be quick about this business. This scoop won’t wait.”
 
   I grabbed my tote, and was halfway down the stairs before I realized I’d left my gun stuck in my jacket pocket. I voted against a return trip to get it. Starbucks was an unlikely place for needing a gun.
 
   At least, that’s the stupid thing I convinced myself of.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I drove around the lot once before settling on a spot to the rear of the small building. As popular as Starbuck’s Coffee had become, I couldn’t understand why they weren’t making them the size of a normal restaurant. It was packed inside, but Herbert had found a window seat and quietly sat sipping an iced coffee.
 
   “Couldn’t wait,” he admitted when I sat down. “You going to indulge?”
 
   I shook my head. “Don’t think I could right now. My stomach is all tied up in knots.”
 
   He took a deep breath and rubbed his hands together before looking around and leaning closer. “You just wait until I tell you what this is all about. Your stomach will be doing somersaults.”
 
   I tried to disassociate the noises of the shop and listened closely. 
 
   “Maybe I’m just out of my mind, but you can be the judge. So here it is. There’s a certain local drug lord who’s using caskets to transport his goods. We’ve infiltrated the ring, and have the names of the ones who have been doing all the grunt work. It’s only a matter of time before the top dog is overthrown, too, because it seems the drones are getting restless. We’ll be lucky if they wait for payment until the appointed time.”
 
   “Names, Herb. Names.”
 
   He shook his head. “Not yet. Can’t tell you names. Have to protect my informants. I can tell you that several locals are involved, and I suspect Bubba was, too. Reason enough to kill someone who was in, then wanted out, see? I mean, these guys are into everything from laundering to distribution. This contest that’s going down is just a front for the biggest drug deal in history.”
 
   I pressed my knuckles into the bridge of my nose to release the pressure building in my head. “Explain. Don’t give names if you don’t have them, or can’t give them, but tell me what’s going on and how this plays. My friend Dwayne’s missing now and I just know this is all related.”
 
   He stopped in the middle of slurping his coffee. “Missing? Since when?”
 
   The genuine look of horror on his face made my heart twist with fear. “Since yesterday. Why? What’s the matter?”
 
   He set his cup down and shook his head. “Truth be told, I’m not sure. Something’s about to change. Informant let on like there’s so much trouble brewing, the leader wants to finalize things and blow town. You don’t think it could be your friend made waves?”
 
   I closed my eyes against nausea rolling through my stomach. “Oh my God, please don’t tell me that.”
 
   He touched my hand and I looked at him, tears blurring my vision. 
 
   “Let’s go tell the cops. This thing’s bigger than the both of us,” he suggested.
 
   I nodded and we scraped our chairs back. I pulled my purse from where I’d left it on the floor and felt the tell-tale signs of a vibrating phone. In the noise of the coffee shop I hadn’t heard Dwayne’s ring tone. Aguilera blended in with the sounds of African drums and cymbals unfortunately.
 
   I flipped it open and peered at the screen touting an unknown number. “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon?”
 
   “Dee! Where are you? Oh my God, I’ve been so worried—”
 
   “Listen up. You gotta come and get me. I’m at the club. You remember how to get here?”
 
   “Black angus burger place?” 
 
   “Yeah. Hurry.”
 
   Shuffling noises.
 
    “Dwayne? Dee?” But the phone screen had gone black.
 
   Icy fear slid cold waves down my back. I gaped at the phone for a moment before turning to Herbert. “You go on, Herb. I can’t go. That was Dwayne. I have to do something.”
 
   He put out a hand to stop me, but I brushed past him and out the door to my car. Betsy purred as I started her and backed out. Herb stood looking at me with his hands on his hips.
 
   I rolled my window down. “Go to South Lake PD. Tell Salvador Ramirez what you have, and tell him I found Dwayne. Tell him...I’ll be fine.”
 
   I took off, praying I wasn’t wrong again.
 
   Traffic was light as I rolled through midtown. On Saturday everyone was out to eat at the popular eateries around town. No one sat parked in the lot of the club as I pulled in front and looked around. No Dwayne.
 
   I drove around back where twin dumpsters overflowed with garbage. I didn’t know what was on the other side of them or if I could pull all the way around and make it back out front, so I stopped and slowly reversed.
 
   Dwayne stepped out from the end of the building. He was holding his hurt arm and squinting at the sunlight. His shirt was un-tucked, his bald head was not shining, and he generally looked like hell. I had never been happier to see him.
 
   He got in, slamming the door awkwardly. Rank body odor, stale cigarette smoke, and something unidentifiable, maybe booze, quickly assaulted my nose.
 
   “Take off.” He pointed at a hidden drive to my left. I took it and roared down the street which led into a rundown neighborhood.
 
   “What’s going on? Where have you been?” I asked, focusing on the road. Small children gaped at the car flying down their narrow street from the safety of their front yards. “Am I being followed?”
 
   “No.” In that one word he sounded tired and beyond annoyed.
 
   I didn’t know what I should do or say. This was the first time in our history I felt cut off from him. It occurred to me that I knew very little about his life aside from how it intersected with mine. My worry about his safety also made me realize how much I cared about him.
 
   “Where’s my phone?” he asked, and I sighed in relief. He was going to be fine if he was asking for his phone.
 
   “Pursey.” I had always named my cars and purses something off-the-wall since high school. Dwayne got me.
 
   He dug around with his good hand and pulled it out, tapped the screen a few times, listened for a few moments, then dropped it into his shirt pocket.
 
   I ventured a glance. “Dee? What’s up? What happened? I was really worried about you-”
 
   “I’m gonna tell you all you need to know in a little while. Right now you gotta take me to the trailer. I wanna shower and eat, and then I’ll be ready to talk. I don’t know whether cops need to be in on this or not yet. I need time to think. For now, play the quiet game.”
 
   No way was I going to do that. “Uh, uh. No way, man. You tell me what’s going on, right now. Are you all right? You’re not hurt anywhere, are you?”
 
   He let out a short laugh. “Hurt? No. All right? Never.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” I glanced at him. He shook his head in disbelief at something I still knew nothing of. “What is it, Dee? What’s happened?”
 
   “A lie. It’s all a lie. And my Granny always says a lie don’t care whose mouth it falls out of.”
 
   I inhaled and exhaled quickly. “Who lied?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter who told it. I believed it. My dumb ass bought it, hook, line, and bobbin’ cork.”
 
   We were getting nowhere fast, and I was not familiar with the part of Memphis where we’d traveled to. “Where am I anyway?”
 
   “Turn left at the next stop sign and you’ll be back out on Airways. Don’t go past the airport. I don’t want to hear planes for a long time.”
 
   I didn’t ask questions, but the plane comment bothered me.
 
   I put on my blinker. We drove in silence for some time. To appease him I turned down Winchester Road and drove out of the way to avoid the airport. I took us down Tchulahoma and back roads until we got to Stateline, then doubled back and headed for South Lake.
 
   All the while he kept his seat tilted back and his eyes closed, and I thought he had fallen asleep until he spoke at last.
 
   “Shannon, you’re about the best friend any dude ever had. I want you to know if I never told you. You mean a lot to me. I can trust you. You would never lie to me.”
 
   Tears welled and fell silently down my cheeks. The emotional see-saw I’d been on for the last day brought a lump to my throat and wouldn’t allow my voice to work for a few moments. Finally, I swallowed hard around it and croaked, “Nothing but love over here, too, Dee.”
 
   ###
 
   Sitting at the kitchen table sipping chocolate mocha coffee, I noticed the place was cleaner than it had ever been. Yoshi had done an excellent job fixing the broken glass, and I reminded myself to add some real money to his paycheck as soon as I could afford to.
 
   The coffee-pot was scrubbed and had a fresh batch in it thanks to my nervous energy. The clean dishes were all put away and even the dishtowels had been folded. I suppose I was bored while Dwayne showered.  
 
   He hadn’t spoken since the affirmation of our friendship and instinctively I knew he’d been through an ordeal. My pal was having to brave his worst fears. I didn’t want to add to his burden, but I certainly wanted to know what the hell had happened. He owed that to me. On my second cup, he yelled to me from the bathroom.
 
   “Make some coffee, we need to talk.”
 
   “Done,” I told him as I made him a cup just like he liked, with three scoops of sugar and enough creamer to turn it a light, golden brown.
 
   He padded up the short hall in his flip-flops. They made a smacking sound with each step. When he rounded the corner I was surprised to find him bare-chested, his bandages gone.
 
   “Are you supposed to go unprotected?” I asked, pointing at his arm.
 
   He shrugged and took the cup. “Probably not. But I couldn’t wash very well with all that shit on.”
 
   We sat at the table across from one another.
 
   He sipped his coffee and smiled. “For the first time in a while I feel good. Thanks for makin’ this.”
 
   I nodded and waited.
 
   Finally, he sighed and sat back. “Okay, I know you’re waitin’ on me to tell you what happened and all.”
 
   “Yeah, I am. Waiting patiently. But even I have limits, Dwayne Brown, so get with it. I just want to know you were not kidnapped, held against your will, abused, robbed, or otherwise mistreated. I was so worried about you. You have no idea.”
 
   He looked at me with his dark eyes and grew serious. “It wasn’t kidnapping. Not really. It was more of a long heart-to-heart talk.”
 
   “Bullshit. Someone called me, told me they had you. What was that all about?”
 
   “Just an information call. Not a warnin’ or nothin’.”
 
   I gave him my best you-are-lying-through-your-teeth look.
 
   He waved at me to listen. “Before you and me met up that night at the casino, back last summer, I had been hangin’ with Rafe and Bubba a lot. We were tight for a while. Then, I met a dude at the nail shop over on the west side and things changed. I liked how he did my pedicures—”
 
   I sat up straight. “I knew it! And you were just fussing at me the other day about nail polish. You have gotten your nails done!”
 
   He grimaced. “Yeah, well, don’t remind me. That little Korean man ruined me for all time. Anyway, back to now...Rafe came over and my dumb ass let him in. Said he needed to come clean and you know, sort of used our past friendship as a jumpin’ off point. He asked me to go with him over to the airport, to a fleabag hotel where he holed up.”
 
   “Hmm. I gathered as much when you didn’t want me to go near the sound of planes.”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah well. Bottom line, Shannon, Rafe didn’t kill Bubba, but he thinks he knows who did. He says he knows every damn thing, in fact.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “Oh? He knows who the drug lord is? He knows that said drug lord is using caskets to haul his crap around in? He knows the contest is just a front for some big buy and delivery going down?”
 
   He frowned. “What the hell are you talkin’ about?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, leaning forward. “Wasn’t Bubba a part of the drug ring? Wasn’t he killed because he wanted out?”
 
   Dwayne lifted his coffee to his mouth. “Damned if I know. Rafe didn’t tell me that. I asked if he was runnin’ drugs, just like our friend Sal asked me to. He told me to keep my questions to myself, but not quite so nicely.”
 
   My head pounded from the confusion. “Maybe you better start at the beginning, Dee. And don’t you dare leave anything out either.”
 
   He nodded and took a deep breath. “Yeah. For sure. Well, after you left me to go spy on Theo, and by the way, that was the dumbest thing you’ve ever done— I’ll tell you why later—I started getting’ ready to take a shower. I was in the bathroom when Rafe knocked on the door. I went to answer it and he came in all huffy puffy, wantin’ me to go with him. Had somethin’ to show me, he said. I threw my shirt on and went, thinkin’ maybe at last I would get some answers.”
 
   “Weren’t you worried he’d do something to you? I mean, he hasn’t been exactly on Santa’s nice list.”
 
   “Nah. He was in no shape to do any of that. Besides, I figured he’d do me in, right in my damn livin’ room, if he was gonna do me. Not like he couldn’t just break in any old time he had a mind to, you know what I’m sayin’?”
 
   I sipped my cooling coffee and listened.
 
   “So anyway, we drove out to the airport. I managed to drive my car with my bad wing. When we got there, he shows me this tie-clasp he has. It’s one of those weird signs that was real popular back in the eighties, a yin yang? You know it?”
 
   I nodded, remaining quiet about his driving with a gunshot wound and wondering where his car was. He’d tell me on his own.
 
   “Well, I blew a gasket. I was so pissed. I mean he’d taken me out to this place to show me a damn tie-clasp? So I proceeded to demand to know what it all meant and that was when he told me the tie-clasp was the killer’s. He found it at the flower shop the night before Bubba’s body was found.”
 
   “What was he doing there?”
 
   “Tryin’ to convince Bubba not to blackmail someone.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The room became very silent; the only noise was a dripping faucet.
 
   “Blackmail? Who?” I finally asked.
 
   “Jason. Bubba stepped into a pile when he made a delivery one day a few months back. He stumbled onto Scott’s infidelities with Shelley.” He paused to let that sink in.
 
   “Shelley? Oh wow.” Classic love triangle. I had been right. Jason was the main connection!
 
   “Yeah, and apparently, it’s been goin’ on a long time. Well, of course, Bubba shared the news with Rafe, because at that time, Rafe worked for Scott as a grave-digger and knew Shelley and all the people involved. Never mentioned blackmail, though. That little tidbit came right before Bubba turned up in that cooler. Now Rafe’s accusing Jason of doin’ the deed, and threatenin’ goin’ to the cops.”
 
   “But did Jason do it?” I rubbed my forehead, warding off a headache. “He did have motive and of course opportunity, since Bubba made a delivery there right before he died according to his records.”
 
   He nodded. “I tried to tell Rafe that Jason is not the one. I don’t believe he is anyway. Especially now. Especially since the tie-clasp thing.”
 
   “What has that got to do with this?” I was confused.
 
   “The tie-clasp? Oh yeah, that’s a big deal. That’s the evidence ole Sallie needs.” He tapped the table with his finger.
 
   I sighed. “Why? What does that have to do with any of this?”
 
   “Well, hell girl, that tie-clasp matches cufflinks Theo was wearin’ the day of the funeral.”
 
   “Theo? You remember that man’s cufflinks?” It wasn’t that surprising, really. Dwayne was always up on fashion. It would be his nature to notice those things.
 
   He looked heavenward. “Well, duh. You mean you don’t pay attention to accessories?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, but, wow, you’re right! We gotta tell Sal,” I said, looking for my purse and cell phone. “Did Rafe give the tie-clasp to you?”
 
   He scraped his chair back. “Hold up, Wall-ass. Can’t do that just yet.” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I promised I wouldn’t tell the cops what I knew until Rafe had a half-assed shot of leavin’ town. He’ll mail the evidence to his cousin.”
 
   “What? He can’t leave town! He’s a suspect. He took you off and left everyone thinking something horrible had happened to you. How do you know he isn’t the one who killed Bubba, and he’s filling your head with crap to throw you off the scent?” 
 
   He sighed. “I ain’t stupid, Shannon. He didn’t do it. And he doesn’t want to stay around and be dead like Bubba. I agreed to give him time to make his escape.”
 
   “So? How do you know he hasn’t by now?”
 
   “I don’t, exactly.” He took a few steps and gazed out his front window. “You missing anything at your place?”
 
   I followed his gaze and remembered what he said about driving himself.
 
   When he returned from the window he wouldn’t look me in the eye.
 
   Then I finally understood. “You gave that chump your ride?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. He’ll leave it somewhere and call and tell me where to find it. Maybe.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t?”
 
   “I’ve been wantin’ a new one anyway.”
 
   I walked around the room, thinking out loud. “So, Theo’s tie-clasp is found at the flower shop, which puts him there with Bubba at some point. But why would Theo want Bubba dead?”
 
   “That’s where Rafe began back-peddling. I asked the same question and he clammed up. Whatever the reason, Rafe is scared to death of Theo. Remember I told you he was workin’ at Scott’s for a while? Somethin’ happened between those two and it’s still goin’ on.”
 
   “Yeah, that fits. I mean Theo has that Mercedes, and Rafe was seen with him—” My cell phone rang, cutting me off. I pulled it out of my purse.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon. It’s Sal. I’m here with Herbert. What’s going on?”
 
   I looked heavenward. No way I could explain this on a cell call. “I have Dwayne, Sal. He has some news for you. We’re coming down to the PD in five minutes.”
 
   “If you are not here in fifteen, I am sending a car with an officer—” I hung up. “Damn it. We have to go tell him about all this.”
 
   He headed toward his bedroom and I assumed a shirt. “Be right back.”
 
   I walked the floor while I waited and tried to decipher the whole story. Something was right there, within the grasp of my mind, but I was too fuddled to reel it in. It bothered me because it was important. Theo. Something to do with Theo—
 
   Dwayne interrupted my reverie by returning from dressing. He scooped up his keys and motioned for us to go.
 
   I was still trying to remember what was so important and the realization it wasn’t coming set in. “I’m going to drop you at the PD and let you fill out the statement and stuff. I have a couple of errands to run, and you have all the information for Sal anyway. Then, when you’re finished, have him get you to the office. I’ll be there waiting.”
 
   He tilted his head back and gave me a hard look. “You ain’t goin’ snoopin’, right?”
 
   I lifted three fingers. “Scout’s honor. I want to go through the funeral footage again. Maybe something will turn the light bulb on.”
 
   He shrugged and followed me to the car.
 
   No need in telling him that I was going to make a copy of the footage and take it over to Jason Scott to make him confess to his or Theo’s involvement.
 
   He would only worry.
 
   On the drive to the office, it hit me. 
 
   Herbert had said the drug-lord had been hiding his drugs in caskets. That meant a distribution point was most certainly where caskets were kept. And voila! Scott was missing some. Not just any ole plain wooden boxes either. No, no. Oriental ones. 
 
   Oriental, like Theo. 
 
   Theo with the missing tie-clasp.  
 
   I wanted to slap my forehead, I felt so stupid. 
 
   After a quick jog up the stairs at the office, I opened the door and scurried to my where my jacket still remained. I tugged it on and patted the pocket where my little pistol resided. This felt very scary and I wanted to call Sal or Dwayne, but they would only stop me and make me come to the police department. And while we dawdled, the ones who needed to be in custody would still be running amok. 
 
   Uh uh, no way.
 
   I wrote Dwayne a quick note, telling him where to find me. He would handle how to get there, maybe even make Sal come along. 
 
   Comforted, I finished the note and headed for the funeral home.
 
   Jason needed to talk to me. If he wouldn’t tell me what the hell was going on, I’d call Sal and have him arrested on the spot. If there was trouble, he’d get the business end of my gun and a good threat. 
 
   My aunts had told me my threats were my most powerful feature. 
 
   I prayed Theo was not working this Sunday afternoon. If he figured out how much I knew, how much I suspected, well, I might well end up the threatened instead of the other way round. 
 
   Trying to be smart, I pulled around to the back, cutting my engine and coasting to a stop before arriving at the delivery dock where Bubba had brought in his flowers. Advertising my arrival right away might be a bad idea.
 
   Behind the funeral home, you could see the cemetery. The ground sloped gently up to the first row of tombstones. Colorful spring flowers of absurd colors greeted my gaze. Dwayne’s statement about being on this side of the dirt returned to my mind. I shuddered before sliding over to the other side of the car to get out. 
 
   No squeaky door would precede me this time. 
 
   Dust whirled around me, lifted aloft by a gust of wind. The area was littered with sandy dirt and assorted pieces of trash like cigarette butts, and giblets of paper. I sidled against the building, and eased along until the glass entry door appeared. To the left stood the big bay doors where trucks backed in, but they were down. 
 
   Pulling on the glass door, I made it inside as quietly as possible and stood for a few seconds to allow my eyes to adjust from the sunshine to the inner gloom of the building.  
 
   I listened closely for sounds. Nothing. 
 
   Then again, the carpet in the place was made for silence and did its job very well. Gooseflesh rose on my arms and I was glad for my jacket. The odd miscellaneous smells of the funeral industry assaulted my nose.
 
   I walked carefully toward Jason’s office, hoping to surprise him. Rounding the corner, I looked in and the surprise was mine. Theo sat behind the desk, arms crossed, glaring right at me. 
 
   “Come in, Miss Wallace. We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
   Someone moved behind me. I tried to turn to see who it was, hand going to the gun in my pocket. It was Ninjaman and this time no doubt about it. His gun was the same as the first time we’d met, and I marveled at how much bigger it was than mine. 
 
   Before I could move, he shoved me forward, spinning me into the wall. My head smacked against it and stars exploded into my vision. The last thing I remembered was sliding to the floor, my legs like stringy linguini.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I returned to consciousness, the pain in my head made me nauseous, and I was pretty sure I had a concussion. Concussed or not, these goons were not going to get away with hurting me.
 
   “Well, so glad you joined us.” Ninjaman grinned through his mustache. I wanted to slap all the hair off him.
 
   “Bite me.” I struggled to get to my feet, but quickly learned that they had been tied together as well as my hands. 
 
   Great, Wallace. Just great.
 
   He waved my gun at me, and I almost expected him to stick his tongue out at me, but he didn’t. Instead, he gave me another nasty grin and turned away, tossing the gun onto a nearby bookcase with a tinny clatter. I swore if I managed to escape I was going to buy a gun that would make Clint Eastwood proud.
 
   My captors were dressed in suits, straight out of a bad remake of The Godfather. Only they were not Italian.
 
   Theo stood, straightened his tie and tugged on his suit coat, before slipping latex gloves on. Then he walked over to a credenza, where he proceeded to remove a bunch of little white flowers from a glass vase.
 
   “You’ve been a very busy lady,” he said, his back to me.
 
   “Yeah, found out a few things I need to talk to Jason Scott about. Where is he, anyway?” I replied conversationally, just as he had done. With a bit of a struggle, I managed to get myself into an upright position, poised on my knees.
 
   Theo stopped his movements to incline his head behind the desk. “Oh, he’s a bit of a mess right now.” 
 
   I gasped. The enormity of what I knew and what he could mean, hit me. “Is he…is…?”
 
   “Probably. By now at least.”
 
   Tears sprang to my eyes and I tried to force them away by sheer will. They fell anyway, the traitors. I hated these goons to see me such an emotional wreck. It made me appear as being weak and unprotected. Which I was, but they didn’t need to know that.
 
   “Tears? For him?” Now I had Theo’s total undivided attention. His black eyes bored into me. “Why? He cared less about anyone besides himself as I have ever known. You waste yourself.”
 
   “Call me a crusader. I want to save people like him from themselves. Too bad it’s too late for you.” I struggled to keep snot from running down my face.
 
   He shrugged and continued to pour the water out of the vase into a rather ugly coffee mug. The words, “go Dawgs!” were lettered in red on the side. Scott was a State fan? I never knew.
 
   “You don’t intend on using that funky water for tea, do you?” I asked, trying to find something to use for a weapon, casting about for anything to keep him talking and me alive. How I would manage defending myself with my hands tied behind me was only a dim guess.
 
   He laughed and Ninja joined in. “No, Miss Wallace, we’re not drinking tea. You are.” 
 
   “That would be pretty nasty, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “And poisonous,” he smirked.
 
   Sometimes I feel like a V-8 commercial in the making. Just slap my head and say duh. It all came to me in a rush. The unknown parts of the mystery were like shadows in a room suddenly filled with brilliant sunlight. The white flowers were probably some horribly poisonous plant. 
 
   “You killed Bubba. Made him drink a nasty tea just like the one you’re making for me? Rafe found your tie-clasp. Oh man, now I get it.”
 
   Ninjaman snickered. “You’re pretty smart for a dumbass.”
 
   “Can’t say the same for you.”
 
   He kicked at me, threateningly. Nothing connected, but I rolled up in defense just in case and landed on my side. Lying from that position, I could see under the desk. 
 
   Jason’s face was turned toward me. His eyes were open, but I was afraid they didn’t see anything anymore. Until he blinked.
 
   “Don’t give me away,” they begged. 
 
   I sat up on my knees again, determined to get both of us out of this mess. 
 
   Keep them talking, Wallace. 
 
   “What happened, Theo? You get found out? Did Bubba discover you hauling drugs in your caskets and you had to get rid of him?”
 
   He took two teabags out of a box on Jason’s desk; some fancy affair that I’d seen as a gift set at Cracker Barrel. Maybe Jason’s wife had given it to him as a present. 
 
   “Lemon? Wonderful. Ah, now you think since you are about to die that I should tell all? I suppose it shouldn’t matter, should it? No secrets between executioner and condemned, okay?” 
 
   I glared at him. 
 
   “Do not look so misunderstood, Miss Wallace. You have done your homework very well. I took pains to keep the information you have uncovered hidden. You are a better detective than most who are paid for that job.”
 
   “So before you off me with your special blend of herbal toxins over there, what the hell happened? I mean, I got the drugs-in-the-casket deal. Unlike a normal distributor, you had to go the grandstand route and use something to hide them in and try to scoot them out from under the eyes of the cops. I also got the way you did in Bubba, the poison, because he rolled up on you in the middle of something illegal. But how does Rafe fit in?”
 
   Ninjaman interrupted whatever he was about to say. “Dumb shit. He worked for us. When his boyfriend got wise and threatened the boss here with blackmail, it all went to hell. Rafe tried to keep the stupid flower-boy quiet, but he was determined to get his nose stuck in where it didn’t belong. Then he dragged the inventory clerk into the middle of it.” 
 
   “Quite the spectacle,” Theo agreed with a nod. “So many deaths. Needless, really. If they had all just forgotten about it, they’d be with us today.” He sounded genuinely sorry as he picked a piece of greenery out of the mug. “Ivan, take this to the microwave in the kitchen and heat it for our guest.”
 
   Ivan, aka Ninjaman, strolled over to take the mug and teabags from Theo.
 
   He wore gloves and I wondered how toxic that tea really was, but he exited before I could ask him.
 
   With the odds a little better, I lifted a silent prayer to God for Dwayne and Sal to hurry the hell up. When I was a child I used to watch cartoons where the bad guys were just about to win but the good guys would rush in at the end and save the hero. If my bum luck ran true, I wouldn’t get such a deal.
 
   Theo reseated himself at the desk, and I wondered what condition Jason was in. If he was on the verge of death, he would be unable to aid me. I wished he could throw his hands around Theo’s neck and choke him, or in some way make an opening for me to get things going our way.
 
   Knowing that might well be impossible, I dug my toes into the carpet, and inching forward, forced my feet under my knees. Then, with supreme effort, stood—an old trick I had played with kids in the neighborhood called Indian Uprising. 
 
   You are seated with your legs crossed and stand straight up without falling over. I had mastered it long ago. This situation was not much different, except once on my feet, I had nowhere to go and would have to hop to get there anyway. 
 
   “Well, that was a good exercise. What do you intend on doing now?” Theo asked. 
 
   I hopped carefully toward him, struggling to remain upright. He sat there, like a Mafia hit-man, awaiting orders, watching me, amazed. 
 
   I inched closer and closer, until I stood at the edge of the desk corner. Before I could beg Theo to spare our lives, Jason rose from the dead and stabbed the druglord with one of the shuriken he’d prized so highly as a gift.
 
   Blood spurted across the white of Theo’s starched shirt and stained the black suit coat even darker. His surprise was quickly overtaken by his pain. His nails scraped at the offending object, but he couldn’t dislodge it and soon his feet kicked out in great large jerks and I knew he was done for.
 
   Poor Jason slid back behind the desk and I feared what he’d suffered in the process of giving that last ditch effort to kill Theo. No time to check on him, though. Ivan would be back soon and he was armed. I needed to find something sharp, fast. 
 
   When Ivan came in a few moments later, toting the hot mug of poison, I sat in the chair, arms tucked behind me, working the knots as furiously as I could. He was shocked when Theo wasn’t where he’d left him. 
 
   “Hey, where’s the boss?” 
 
   I smiled sweetly and shrugged. 
 
   He held the mug higher like he was toasting me. “We don’t need him anyway. I can still get enough of this tea in your cake-hole to do you in, and me and him’ll be out of here, free, unknown, and untouched. About damn time.”
 
   That was when I felt a cold hand shove a colder piece of sharp metal into my hand. 
 
   I grasped it with my fingers and felt Jason’s hands as he finished untying the rope. 
 
   While Ivan strolled toward me, I prayed that all the karate movies I’d ever watched were honestly researched. I aimed for his heart and threw the star with all my might, praying it would be hard enough to impale him. 
 
   It struck his shoulder with a dull thud of metal against bone and fell away.
 
   Oops.
 
   He dropped the mug, howling in surprise and pain. Even though the star hadn’t penetrated, I imagine the heavy metal had hit with enough force to hurt some. 
 
   Shucking off the rest of the ties, I threw myself across the desk, sliding over the highly polished wood like a dust rag. As I flew into the bookcase, I managed to grab my gun on the way down and felt my arm go crunch as I hit the floor with it beneath me in a strange position. 
 
   “Fuck!” I screamed in pain. I one-handed myself into a crouch and aimed the business end of the gun at Ivan, who had now done likewise.
 
   We were, for all intents and purposes, at check in this crazy game of life chess. He had the drop on me, but I was armed, and he was my target. 
 
   “Drop it, Ninjaface,” I managed to bark. My whole shoulder and arm were on fire with pain, and I knew I had damaged something seriously. I struggled to see through a haze of tears that sprang to my eyes.
 
   “No way. No frigging way.”
 
   He pulled a gun out of his inside coat pocket. “You better shoot me now, or—”
 
   A shot rang out, but it wasn’t mine, and an explosion ripped through his leg. He fell, writhing and moaning in pain. 
 
   Dwayne rushed in, shoving his gun in Ivan’s face. “Don’t move, asshole. I’d love to finish this right now.”
 
   The boys in blue arrived close on his heels, guns drawn, radios chattering loudly. Ivan gave up the effort, convinced he was outnumbered. 
 
   Sal appeared at last, broad shoulders pushing through the throng. He pulled on a paramedic’s arm and gestured wildly to where I lay, crying in pain. “Broken, oh my God, something’s broken,” was all I could manage before losing consciousness.
 
   I came to as they were about to roll me into an ambulance. Sal leaned down from one side and planted a huge sloppy one right on my lips. “Damn you, Shannon Wallace,” he whispered in my ear as the stretcher was lifted into the waiting ride.
 
   Jason took the ride with me, and I remembered telling him he was great and he’d be okay, but I don’t know if the words ever left my mouth. All my focus was on the noise of the sirens and the pain in my shoulder as we flew toward Baptist.
 
   The next day, after they put my shoulder back in place, I was feeling much better with drugs and food and no scary bad guys after me. My head was as hard as my aunts always told me it was and no ugly concussion had gotten hold of me.
 
   Dwayne came to the room, loaded with flowers (none poisonous, he assured me) and news of the day. He filled vases and puttered around the room while he talked.
 
   “Jason is fine, girl. The gut shot he took was only through a fatty part of his side, nothin’ vital, other than a loss of blood. You know a drop of your own blood looks like a gallon, and someone else’s looks like two, but I didn’t venture a glance under the desk to see how much he lost, I just took the paramedic’s word for it.” 
 
   “How about the other guy? The one who helped me get this,” I pointed at my arm. 
 
   “Oh, he’s under guard, nursin’ a leg wound. For some odd reason, this mean-ass nurse I met one time was on duty. I told her about his shit, and she promised to give him the bidness. That guy deserves her best.”
 
   I smiled, remembering the nurse and her bottle of Betadine 
 
   He sidled close to the bed and stood looking at me for a moment; a look like that meant something was afoot and when it was on Dwayne’s face, even more so.
 
   “What?” I asked.  
 
   “You remember tellin’ me I should have gone on with those detective classes?” 
 
   “Yeah, why?” 
 
   “I think you’re right. I’m lookin’ into it. What if Video Angels became a surveillance and detection company?”
 
   I know my eyes were as big as dinner plates. “I don’t know what to say, Dee. I mean, geez, how could we afford to…?” 
 
   He patted my head. “Let me worry about all that, girl. Didn’t I tell you I’m the man?”
 
   The door to the room opened and Sal came in, a bouquet of roses in his hands. His face relaxed into a smile once he saw me awake and sitting up.
 
   “Hello, friends,” he said, handing the flowers to me to sniff and coo over. “Glad to see you doing so well, Miss Wallace. Thought I would come and bring tidings about the case.”
 
   “Oh wow. They’re beautiful, Sal, thank you.” I smiled and handed them off to Dwayne who found a spot for them on my nightstand. “News of the case, huh? Did you get your man?”
 
   He nodded. “Dead. Name of Theo Makamushi, aka King Thor. Drug lord extraordinaire in Asia. He had moles in a few of the florist shops regionally. They all kept the lines going between funeral homes where caskets came and went, and flower shops where the money came and went. And Ivan Stone, the man who suffered the drumstick shot from you,” he indicated Dwayne with his pointer finger. “Was next in line after Theo cleared the area this weekend. He was just about finished and out of the country. Thought he’d left things covered with Ivan. Good shot, by the way.” 
 
   Dwayne bowed slightly. “I aimed low.”
 
   “Now that that’s all over, I guess you have free time? So are you going with us to the big unveiling?” I asked Sal.
 
   “Come again?”
 
   “The casket contest. Carrie Thames invited all of us to come and cheer her on.” 
 
   “Oh no. I’m on duty.” He rubbed the side of his nose and looked away. 
 
   Liar. 
 
   Dwayne, cued into the fact that silence had just descended and Sal had not committed, snapped his fingers and said, “Well, now that your boys got the lowdown on the drug deal and how all that played into the florists in the area and how they got it all cleaned up and legal, somebody’s gonna win a shit-ton of money on this body-box spread. You should check it out, dude.”
 
   I figured he wanted Carrie to win, now that it looked like Bubba’s murder was solved. I sort of subscribed to that way of thinking myself. “Yeah, Sal. Come on. You were instrumental in solving Bubba’s case. The least you can do is support his sister.” 
 
   “Maybe I will. If not, then you guys call and tell me all about it. Right now, I’m going to pay a visit on Jason Scott and take his statement.” He leaned over to pat my hand. “I’ll call on you later to get yours. It might even match Scott’s, yes?”
 
   I nodded, getting his meaning. He was on the job now, but there would be time later to turn my side of things into something legal, and he would help out. 
 
   A warm feeling stole over me. “Maybe we can go out for sushi,” I said, giving in to it. 
 
   “I’d like that,” he said with a smile. He turned to go and bumped Dwayne’s shoulder, all friendly-like, on his way out. Just before exiting the room, he gave us one final bit of info. “Herbert, over at the paper, turned out to be a handy helper in all this, by the way. Tell your aunt, he’s a keeper.”
 
   After he was gone, Dwayne patted the side of the bed to get my attention. “Okay now, Miss Thang, you owe me an explanation.”
 
   I frowned. “What?”
 
   He held up three fingers. “What the fuck happened to scout’s honor? You know; no snoopin’?”
 
   The edges of my mouth creased a little. “Now, Dee, you know good and well I was never a Girl Scout.” 
 
   He blew out a breath and thrust a hand onto his hip. I knew that was his way of saying, “Damn you, Shannon Wallace.”
 
   Somehow it felt really good to be in trouble with the two men I cared most about in the world. The future looked impossibly bright. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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Bonus! Excerpt from the third book in the Shannon Wallace Mysteries.
 
    
 
   Schooled in Murder
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Poverty, or the fear of it, sat on me like a screaming black cat digging its claws into my guts and making me take great big gulps of air. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
 
   I was a college graduate. I had a degree in English.
 
   I should have been a teacher with a retirement account slowly building itself into the future. But God has a sense of humor and none of that had happened. If a boatload of green didn’t arrive on the horizon pretty soon, none of my meager accomplishments would be of any consequence. I would be living back at home with my aunties. And thanks to the current economy, employment with McDonald’s didn’t look very promising.
 
   Said aunties, Tillie and Nancy, had been giving me money and food ever since my boyfriend and boss had been murdered a couple years ago. Might be they felt sorry for me but more likely they just loved me and wanted me to eat, drink, and be merry. Problem was, I kept getting myself into situations where dead bodies turned up and people close to me were affected. I need a life, seriously.
 
   My lawyer, James Adams, and I were seated at the House of Q consuming unhealthy portions of hot pit barbeque slathered in coleslaw and Tabasco while plotting a possible job for Video Angels and thereby, for me.
 
   At least, he was plotting. I was too unnerved to say much.
 
   “It’s just to cement their testimony, and won’t take very long,” Jimmy said. “I finally got the court to agree to a filmed copy of the contents of their house, and I know you’re into that stuff these days, so that’s why I called you.”
 
   “Well, yeah, but dang, Jimmy, it’s Miss Lunsford. She taught me in high school. It’d be like rummaging through her desk to snoop for the grade book.”
 
   He licked sauce off his fingertips. “It’s actually Mrs. Denaldo since she got married, hence why I need your services. They’re getting divorced. I need some way to exhibit all of their stuff before one of them ditches something of value. My thought was to tape the contents of the house.”
 
   I wiped at drops of baked bean juice in front of my plate and thought about it. “Don’t they have to fill out forms or something declaring their ownership of stuff so the court can decide who gets what?”
 
   “Are you talking about interrogatories? Sure. But if a form paints a thousand words, a video’ll paint a million, right?”
 
   “Now I know why Dwayne handed the phone to me when you called. This wouldn’t be a job for him. He can’t stand seeing other people’s stuff all jumbled up and mismatched. If you were to let him inside someone’s closet he’d be spouting tidbits from one of those fashion shows he watches, and believe me, it wouldn’t be pretty. I guess that means the old bat’s dilemma lies at my door.”
 
   I didn’t mean for it to sound so hard, but my issues with Mrs. Thelma Lunsford Denaldo surfaced like a smelly, dead fish. She never liked me much while I was in school and since leaving those hallowed halls, I’d returned the favor. She ranked at the top of my least liked list.
 
   “Hey! Don’t be disrespectful. She’s been a teacher in this community for at least twenty years,” he said.
 
   “And she remembers each one of us, and all our youthful mistakes from every year she’s taught. In tenth grade, she caught me passing notes to Katie Henderson, my best friend, and made me answer for it by forcing me to read it aloud in front of the entire class.”
 
   He made a face like he had swallowed vinegar.
 
   I continued. “My reputation as Shannon Wallace, last known high school virgin, had been somewhat sullied after that incident. She even reminded me of my shortcomings two years later as I walked across the stage in the gym to accept my diploma.”
 
   “I see,” he said, with a shrug. “Well, it’s a thought. If you want to make some quick money—”
 
   “Just why are they divorcing?” I interrupted. “Seems to me a pillar of society like her would be an unlikely candidate for irreconcilable differences. Cruelty, maybe.”
 
   “No, not irreconcilable differences. Not cruelty either. Try adultery.”
 
   “What? You’re kidding!”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. Something about making a video that ended up in her husband’s possession. But other than that, I can’t tell you anymore. Let your imagination run the gamut, you’d be right in the end.”
 
   “Welcome to the digital age, huh?” I tapped my front tooth with my index finger and thought about what he’d said. Had she kept a hidden camera going while she played stuff the sausage with her lover? More than likely, her husband was a better snoop than she thought. He might have had hidden cameras and she never knew she played into his plan.
 
   The world of videography had come to me through a similar avenue, and I worried endlessly my faux pas in the home movie industry would make its way into mainstream South Lake life to ruin me. Even the idea someone might innocently discover I had done such a thing made my stomach hurt.
 
   Now, the one person in this two-dog town who could reduce me to a quaking, shivering mass of slobber had fallen victim to something similar.  I tried to sound nonchalant. “Sexy videos, huh? Maybe they were fakes? You can do a lot with video editing these days.”
 
   “I don’t know and don’t really want to know. Suffice it to say, she got nailed from fancy video work. Although I bet you’re more of an authority on that than me, eh? Maybe I’ll use you in court as a professional analyzer. At any rate, I’m working for her estranged and unhappy hubby. He’s convinced she’s guilty as charged.”
 
   I shoved my Styrofoam plate away and dug in my tote for a small container of Tums. The thought of being on a witness stand discussing the technical aspects of videography when it surrounds bedroom activities gave me instant indigestion.
 
   “No, thanks,” I replied. “I don’t want to be in a court of law ever, and especially not on opposite sides from her.”
 
   Jimmy slurped sweet tea through his straw, rubbed his hands on moist hand wipes, and sat back with a satisfied sigh, oblivious to my discomfiture. “Suit yourself,” he said. “I’m just doing my job and thinking of ways to do it best. Speaking of jobs, what about my offer to film the house?”
 
   I glanced at him and gave it some thought. My lack of funds at the moment certainly clouded better judgment but what else could I do? I had to have money and he was willing to pay me.
 
   “How much?”
 
   “Two grand.”
 
   “Two grand? For shooting household items?” My voice rose as the incredulousness of his offer hit me. “Whoa. Adams, Butler, and Cook must be doing well to be able to hand out cash in that size.”
 
   He shrugged a bit too innocently for my taste. His firm touted themselves as the A, B, C of attorneys, and handled all manner of cases. Even ones like this where a couple was out to get everything they could by digging in, and hurting as much as possible. It made the law firm seem on the low-life side of things, but who was keeping score?
 
   “Sure could use the money,” I added, chewing another of the chalky antacid tablets. “Dwayne would be totally happy.”
 
   “Well, I’ll just tell you, if our poor old teacher-lady hopes to get any alimony or other spousal support out of Mr. Denaldo, she’d better think of some new ways to say please. He intends to get the whole tamale and cut her out of everything if she so much as blinks. She’d be a fool to refuse to allow you to come in with a camera.”
 
   I straightened the napkins lying on the plastic-topped table. “What would I have to do exactly?”
 
   His smile said he smelled victory. “First off, you would need to go over and talk to her, tell her what you do, get her comfortable. And while you’re there, get her to sign these forms giving you permission to do the shoot.” He reached down, pulled papers out of his brown briefcase, and waved them at me.  “All you need to know about the case is right here.”
 
   “Why can’t you go over and do this? I’m totally against doing it. I mean, what might happen when my old teacher and I meet again? My reputation in South Lake society would be at stake if I make her mad. And being a party of the second part to her husband’s lawyer and their plan to strip her of everything would certainly not make her happy.”
 
   “I can’t do it. I have court.” He grinned and shoved the papers across the table toward me. “Your check for two thousand dollars is just waiting to be written out by the way. Get the job done and the money is yours.”
 
   “Talk about presumption! You already knew I’d do this?” I gaped at the neatly typed pages and thought about a check made out to Video Angels.
 
   Damn.
 
   Two thousand dollars was a wealth of money. There was a lot of wiggle room if we plunked two thousand dollars in the Video Angels’ bank account.
 
   “You can do this, Shannon,” he added, “All you have to do is to get friendly with her before you film her worldly goods.”
 
   Friendly? Whatever!
 
   I stood, snatched the papers up, and flipped my tote off the back of my chair with the flick of my index finger. “Fine. But just so you know, no matter what else happens, I tried to get out of this. It’s on your head if I’m ruined because of it.”
 
   He was still frowning at that as I flounced out of the barbeque place and into the suffocating July heat.
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