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   To everyone who has been a Shannon fan, from the beginning until now, thank you!
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I rifled through documents stacked on the credenza outside my supervisor’s office. My so-called purpose for being there in case anyone passed by and wondered. I could see the office bulletin board now. Shannon Wallace busted for eavesdropping. Call me a jealous girlfriend, call me a terrible employee, but there are some things a woman has to do when dating her boss.
 
   I’d been working as Rick Fine’s assistant for the last six months. We’d gone out for drinks a few times and had fallen into a work-date relationship that held promise. We both liked wine and football and enjoyed similar taste in music.
 
   The sound of his pen tapping on the desk in annoyance met my snooping ears. Whoever he conversed with had gotten on his bad side.
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” Rick mumbled. “It’s 8910 Ethel Cove behind the mailboxes. Don’t be late.” The phone clattered on the cradle, signaling he had disconnected.
 
   I coughed softly to announce my presence, and he waved me in. Before breezing through the doorway, I took a quick breath and considered the situation. He’d summoned me to his office for an undetermined reason. Did the annoyed tone in his voice have something to do with me? I’d been corrected a few times, but if I had deleted any columns in his Excel spreadsheet again, he would have me for lunch.
 
   I resisted the urge to stick my finger in my mouth and tear off a nail.
 
   He leaned back in his executive chair. “How long have you been out there?”
 
   “Not long. You made it sound urgent.”
 
   “Yeah. No time like the present. I’ve got to go out so might as well make this brief.”
 
   I shifted my feet a little, taking inventory. No welcoming smile, no jovial invitation to sit and chat, which we had done on a number of occasions. Today he wore that superior look on his face that I hated. The look that screamed position and authority.
 
   “I take it you’re not going to make it for Friday date night?”
 
   He scowled. “Probably not.”
 
   That was enough. Better just get down to business and get the hell out of his office. If he wanted to be a grouch, he could do it alone. “Well, here I am. What did you need?”
 
   “Thanks for being so prompt.” He stood, snagged his suit coat from the back of his chair, and shrugged it on. “You’re always there right when you’re called, aren’t you?” The detached way he spoke unnerved me.
 
   “I try.”
 
   “Yeah, you do. Which makes this stuff I am about to throw at you even harder.” He tugged on the sleeves.
 
   My stomach knotted. “What’s up?”
 
   “You’re fired.” He stapled me into place with his baby blues. “You can pick up your last check from Payroll.”
 
   “Are you kidding? What did I do?” I stared at him, doing my best to sniff out the joke.
 
   He sank back into his chair with a defeated air. “Sorry.”
 
   This was no joke.
 
   The ecru-colored carpet blurred as I tried to focus on something. My heart pounded so hard that I couldn’t hear anything else. “Did I forget a journal entry or mess up one of your spreadsheets? What?”
 
   “Let’s don’t make a scene, okay? I’ll see to it that you get a good severance package. A little something to take the sting out of it. And a good reference.”
 
   I gazed at the fake Ming vase on the side table. I wanted to rush over, grab it, and fling it at his head. “What did I do? Why are you firing me?”
 
   He avoided making eye contact and patted his pockets, feeling for his car keys. “Call it downsizing.”
 
   “Would you stop fooling around?” I pleaded. “Quit avoiding the questions. I want to know what this is all about. Is it because of—?” I lowered my voice. “Us?” Had some busybody talked to the board?
 
   “You’re a nice girl, Shannon. A little naive but nice. We’ve had some fun, but it’s probably lasted too long. Circumstances like this happen in business environments. Here today, gone tomorrow. There’s no ‘us’. Not anymore. Let’s not fool ourselves. If you think about it, you’ll agree it’s best to keep it that way. Better if you just go out with style. Stoic and proud.”
 
   Proud of what?
 
   My blood pressure skyrocketed. Whispered stories in the filing room returned to haunt me. Rick’s reputation marked him as a major player. Of course, I’d scoffed at it.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   My Aunt Nancy always said a woman should never have to use her body for persuasion. Too late now. My ruination loomed, imminent.
 
   I leaned over the solid pine, double pedestal desk, giving him an eyeful of what rested beneath my sheer, low-cut blouse. I crooked my finger, tempting him to move closer.
 
   He rose slightly, his eyes darting from my chest to my face.
 
   Once I had his attention, I slapped him as hard as I could. “Stoic that, you asshole. I hope you choke and die! No wait, dying is too good for you.”
 
   His face changed from bitch-slapped red to purple.
 
   I did the most prudent thing possible. I stomped off. Well, as much as one could stomp in stilettos.
 
   At my desk, I tucked purse, cell phone, and insulated lunch bag into my canvas tote. There was very little at Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings that belonged to me, and with the termination of job and boyfriend, now even less.
 
   As a grand finale, I ripped the plastic name plate off the flimsy material covering the cubicle and clattered down the tiled hall to Payroll. I collected the check that Rick had already ordered cut for me and left to get wobbly-ass drunk.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   August in the Mid-South is like living in the tropics. The crepe myrtles bloom in fuchsia and pink and old people perch like lazy flies on white wicker swings. Cane chairs appear on porches alongside tables covered with lemonade pitchers.
 
   In every neighborhood folded fans open to gently wave at the heat, and everyone talks about the weather. No one moves too much or too fast, thanks to the humidity, which turns everything into a condensation-streaked wonderland even before daybreak.
 
   Here, the firmest hair spray is reduced to damp stickiness, the best laid plans are set aside until evening, and the most even-tempered person would contemplate murdering their friend.
 
   Breaking the summer tradition of idling on some cool porch, I hurried from the building to my car and hoped the effects of an air conditioned office wouldn’t fade away too soon. Not that hurrying would help. The interior of every car parked outside likely registered well over two hundred degrees. In this heat, to touch a vinyl or leather steering wheel would require hefty gloves.
 
   I waited with all four windows down while the air blasted through my blue 1985 Cougar, a gift from my aunties. Beggars really can’t afford to be picky, I know. But it was tough to ignore the looks people gave me when I sidled up next to them on the highway. Being employed by Fine had been my chance at a new car soon.
 
   I sighed and bowed my head. Crying would be useless at this point.
 
   It is what it is.
 
   Everyone headed to the glimmering lights of Memphis on Friday nights, but I just couldn’t do the dinner and date scene in my current state of mind. Instead, I decided to head south to the casinos where a numbing shot of something and a change in scenery might make me forget Rick Fine and my damaged ego. Once inside the bright lights and loud music that made up the casino, I would lose track of time. Bury my sorrows in forgetfulness.
 
   I dug around in my miniature excuse for a purse for a pair of sunglasses. The handbag’s pink sequins shimmered in the late afternoon sun and would fit right in under the casino’s bright lights.
 
   As I backed out of the parking lot, I caught my reflection in the rear-view mirror. The circles under my eyes stood out like a scarlet letter. I hadn’t slept in my bed—or my own apartment—for a while. Then abruptly last week, Rick suggested I spend a few nights at home to stop his neighbors from gossiping about the new woman in his life.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   Now I saw it for what it was. Another check mark under seriously stupid on my part. I hit the steering wheel with the heels of both hands. What a fool I’d been.
 
   Six months ago I met Rick at a party given by mutual friends. The trust from my parent’s estate had just settled for me to receive my inheritance when I turned twenty-five. The money, though minimal, helped me get started in my own place, free from the raised eyebrows and clucking tongues of my guardians, my two aunties, Tillie and Nancy.
 
   All I needed was a meaningful job and a love relationship. Rick provided both. At his family’s furniture store, Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings, he gave me a job in the office and helped me buy a chair and love seat.
 
   Six months no interest, same as cash.
 
   Then he decided we should christen the chair and the love seat on the same weekend. The images flooded my overwrought brain, and my cheeks grew hot. He definitely knew how to do furniture.
 
   I shrugged off the memory and turned onto the highway heading south, where nothing but furrowed fields lined either side. Cotton had been king at one time, but now rice took center stage. The acres stretched out in emerald trenches, and the sun glinted off the water required to help it grow. No matter how hot the summer, the rice fields stayed lush and verdant.
 
   I whipped out my cell phone and called a few people in my contact list. It would be a lot more fun if someone who sympathized with me wanted to hang out with. Someone who understood what losing a job, or a boyfriend, was like. Although few would understand the devastation of simultaneously losing both.
 
   But everyone I called either still remained at work and couldn’t talk, or had already made plans for Friday night. I considered people I hadn’t seen in a while, and then I remembered Dwayne, a friend from college who always had money and liked to party. We’d lost touch over the last year, but I still had his number. I scanned through the contact list then dialed him up.
 
   “Wall-ass! Lord have mercy, girl. Where you been hiding yourself?”
 
   “I know, right? Geez, why haven’t you looked me up? I’ve been working, Dee. Earning a living. You know what a job is yet?”
 
   He laughed. “Hell, I’ve been here, there, and everywhere. How long has it been? A year?”
 
   “Yeah, about that.”
 
   “Uh huh. Last time I landed eyes on your scrawny ass, you wore a broomstick skirt and was praying for a job.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s true.” Not much had changed. “What are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Not a damn thing. You wanna get together and catch up?”
 
   “Yes, I’d love to.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “How about the Troll down in Tunica?”
 
   “Oh yeah, girl. Works for me. How about seven?”
 
   “Cool. I’ll be watching for you.”
 
   We disconnected, and I relaxed for the first time all day. In thirty minutes, I arrived at the Troll Casino and Gambling Hall, home of the Lucky Troll. After parking, I reapplied mascara and lipstick. And wondered why Rick had dumped me. Had he found someone else? Didn’t he care that my life was going to be flipped upside down from all this?
 
   Tears welled in my eyes, and I swallowed hard. What the hell would I do now?
 
   “Shit.” I wiped my eyes and tried to put makeup on once again, forcing my pain to ice over. Apparently women had to wear a suit of armor during an emotional battle.
 
   Be tough, be strong.
 
   Rick’s words about being stoic and proud returned to mind. He’d probably had a lot of practice using those words.
 
   I stared in the mirror and gave myself a stern talking to. There was nothing to be ashamed of. It wasn’t my fault Rick had lost his mind. I would give him a few days, let him cool off. Maybe he would change his mind. Tonight would be my only pity party.
 
   With a huge sigh, I got out of the car and straightened my skirt. God help any man who tried to hit on me tonight. My armor might be dented at the moment, but it was still there.
 
   I strode the short distance to the doors. Outside, a big statue of a bare-bellied, goofy-looking troll held up a sign which read, Kiss the Troll’s Belly for Luck. I sneered as I pulled open the doors.
 
   Once inside the frigid, smoke-filled room, I stopped for a moment to look around and find the nearest bar. An announcer called for everyone to get his or her entries in for the Friday night drawing, which would commence in ten minutes.
 
   I guess I looked lost because a woman with platinum-colored hair waved me over to the courtesy counter. “Ya got a player card, honey?”
 
   “Not lately.”
 
   “Well, ya gotta have one of them to win the drawing. It’s for five thousand dollars.  What’s your name?”
 
   “Shannon Wallace.”
 
   She commenced to tapping on keys. “Oh? Like Braveheart. Ya know, the movie? Is William Wallace one of your ancestors? I love that Mel Gibson. He looks real good in a kilt.”
 
   “William Wallace? Um, I don’t know.” I hadn’t seen the movie, but I’d been told it was extremely long. Too long for me to sit still, even for streaming from some online place.
 
   The lady talked and typed at top speed. “Bloody movie, but I loved it. Address? City and zip?”
 
   I handed over my driver’s license, and in a few seconds she produced a plastic card with my name and a number embossed on it. “Here ya go. I already entered you for the seven o’clock. All ya gotta do after that is come by the swiping station before the next drawing. There’s one every hour until midnight.”
 
   I took my license and the player’s card, thanked her, and headed for the bar. I slipped into the empty chair between two couples. One pair giggled over something, and the other pair focused on their video poker game. Apparently they were winning because she kept squealing like Aunt Tillie’s wheelbarrow.
 
   My name wasn’t called at the seven o’clock drawing, so I sipped another margarita until the announcer began reminding people to get their cards swiped. Drink in hand, I slid off the stool and headed for the front courtesy counter. While standing in line waiting for my turn at the swiping station, I saw Dwayne. He hadn’t changed a bit. He was still a six-foot-four black beanpole with attitude.
 
   “What’s the hold up?” he complained over the heads of the people. “A herd of Herefords moves quicker.”
 
   I strolled forward a few paces and pulled on the sleeve of his silky shirt.
 
   He whirled around. “Wall-ass!” he yelled, pulling me into a one-armed hug. “You are looking fine as wine.”
 
   “Hey Dee,” I said, stepping away from him a little. He reeked of alcohol. “How’s life?”
 
   He put a hand over his heart in a sign of hope. “Life is good. And you? Please tell me you got that fancy office you wanted.”
 
   The crowd inched forward before I could reply. He stepped up to the counter and flipped his card through. I followed suit, and we both got out of line.
 
   “No. No fancy office,” I told him, wiping at the moisture on my margarita glass. We had once discussed having corner offices in a company as part of our future plans. The mere thought of it now made me sick. “You want to grab a fresh drink before the drawing?”
 
   He nodded, and we proceeded to the bar nearest the announcer’s stand. Big screen televisions flashed recaps from the sports of the day. We perched on stools and discussed events of our lives.
 
   “I’m doing all right,” Dwayne declared. “I got my own business now.” At my surprised look, he continued. “Yeah honey. An office in Cordova and a man secretary to toast my bagels. I ain’t sure yet, but I think I died and went to heaven.”
 
   I laughed. Same old Dwayne. “I guess you come down here a lot then, huh, Mr. Struck-It-Rich?”
 
   “Yeah, I gotta come down here on Friday nights to get rid of my fortune before some unworthy male lusting after me gets it. I was almost in my car when you called.”
 
   I giggled. “That’s great. What sort of business is it?”
 
   “Private investigator. It’s the shit, girl, I’m telling ya. Who woulda ever thought hicks from the sticks would do so well?”
 
   “Being from the sticks was never holding you back, Dwayne. But, wow, I never figured you for that kind of work. Kinda dangerous, isn’t it?”
 
   “Naw. I watch myself, you know what I’m saying?” He handed me a gold business card with his name and number printed in black. Dwayne Brown, Private Investigations. Impressive.                             His teeth gleamed beneath his mustache. “You need a private dick, Shan?”
 
   “Not right now I don’t. But when I do, you’re my man.” I smiled at him.
 
   His brown eyes sized me up, and his expression changed.
 
   I looked away. Dwayne had never been a slouch at perception.
 
   He spoke, his voice curious and sympathetic. “Now I know I ain’t seen you in a while, but something is different. You got a sad, puppy-dog look, you’re dressed too office chic, and you look like you done lost your best friend.”
 
   I started to put him off but remembered our history.  After coming out to me, he’d cried on my shoulder over a date gone wrong. It hadn’t really helped any that he’d downed ten Mai Tais at a place called Chi-Chi’s Cha-Cha Bar. I recalled with chagrin that he’d confessed to puking all over his new fling while they were engaged in a situation resembling Twister. He would certainly understand my dilemma, wouldn’t he?
 
   I decided to unload. “Oh hell, Dwayne. My life’s a mess. As of today, I’m unemployed. Fired. And the man who fired me was my boyfriend, so now that’s past tense, too.”
 
   “That’s just wrong.” He shook his head and peered into his glass. “Who’s the has-been?”
 
   I eye-balled the little man who had been calling out the winner’s names. He headed toward the stage. “Rick Fine, the Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings man? You’ve probably seen him on the commercials. His family must have a gazillion stores.”
 
   Dwayne frowned. “Is he the weasel-looking dude who screams the whole time?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “He wasn’t freaking fine for you, was he?”
 
   Before I could defend my relationship with Rick, the announcer stepped up to the mike to hand out free money again. Everyone surged forward with anticipation and longing for the five-thousand-dollar giveaway.
 
   “I’m gonna win me some shit, you know what I’m saying?” Dwayne yelled over the noise. “Pay me!”
 
   Thankful for the change in topic, I waved to the announcer, and pointed at Dwayne. “Pay him!”
 
   The master of ceremonies smiled at us. He was used to our inebriated, boisterous type. He pushed some buttons, and a name appeared on the big screen. The words didn’t register at first until Dwayne slapped me on the back.
 
   “Fuck a duck! That’s you, Wall-ass!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Three bottles of champagne later, after having my picture taken for the winner’s wall of fame and playing the one-armed bandits, I hugged Dwayne goodbye and promised to look him up soon. He told me he would if I didn’t, and that made me feel good. At least I had one decent person on my side with no ulterior motives.
 
   Well, I had Katie, my best girlfriend, but she was in Ireland. I couldn’t even call her. The nerve of some people to pursue a dream when their friends were in need. Sheesh.
 
   Behind the wheel of my car, I headed down the highway. Headlights flashed against my dirty windshield, and once or twice I noticed lightning off in the distance. All I needed was rain, and I would be in serious trouble. The road didn’t exactly look straight to me.
 
   I leaned forward and glanced up. The moon beamed overhead like a streetlight, reassuring me no such weather catastrophe would unfurl. It was probably just heat lightning streaking across the summer sky.
 
   My mind wandered. I kept thinking about Rick and as if by magic, I found myself transported to his apartment complex. My car knew the way.  What could I do but hang on for the ride?
 
   I twisted the steering wheel, swerving into a parking space sideways. If I’d been in my right mind, I’d have been thankful for missing all the other cars.
 
   I threw open the door and crawled out. The door ajar alarm beeped behind me. I wasn’t going to be long—just enough time to tell Mr. Shithead a few things. Like give me back my iPod, you smooth-talking ass-wipe.
 
   I lurched up to his door and banged. What time was it? I’d left my cell phone in the car and had no way to know but I was certain it was past midnight.
 
   “He’s asleep, you drunken dimwit.”
 
   I giggled and tried to shush myself. Impossible. I hollered for him to open the door and banged a few more times. “Gimme my freakin’ iPod.”
 
   No answer.
 
   “Open the damn door, Rick! God! Why are you doing this?  Do you hate me now?”
 
   Was that stirring behind the door?
 
   Swaying dangerously, I stretched up on tiptoes and peered into the security hole. “Woo-hoo! I see you!”
 
   No response. No movement.
 
   “You bastard! You fucking, no good, lousy, bastard! I hate you!”
 
   That got a response. He yanked open the door and sneered at me from behind the door chain. “I called a cab company to come and get you. Do yourself a favor. Get in and go home. You don’t want to do this.”
 
   “Oh yes, I do wanna do this. I wanna know why you fired me and why you broke up with me and why you’re holdin’ Lady Gaga for random—um, ransom.”
 
   He shut the door, moved the chain off, and reopened the door. A wad of money appeared in my hands. “Shannon, you’re drunk, and you’re disturbing everyone’s peace. You can’t come in, and you can’t fix things out here by shouting and being a bitch. Go home.”
 
   He shut the door and replaced the chain. I started crying. I didn’t just sob. I wailed. I knew I was being childish, and when his neighbor, old Mr. Yoshi, gaped at me from where he had cracked his door open, everything felt worse.
 
   Amusement lit Yoshi’s wrinkled face. Damn all men.
 
   “For God’s sake,” Rick screamed from behind the door, “I gave you the money, don’t do this!”
 
   That convinced me. I threw the money down and staggered away. I didn’t need his sorry ass or his free cab ride. I’d make do without him, without his stinking job, and without Katy Perry on replay.
 
   I fell into my car and shut the door.
 
   By the time I’d made it to the Donut Hole on the corner of Greenman Road and a side street, the first wave of nausea struck me. The last thing I remembered before passing out was aiming the car into a slot, pushing the door open, and depositing a lot of alcohol on the ground.
 
   In the blaring light of a new sunrise, tapping on my car window woke me. A huge donut appeared behind a man with a toothy grin and a silver-streaked mustache.
 
   I lowered the glass. “Is there a problem?”
 
   He leaned into the interior and sniffed. “Not with me. Long night, huh?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   He patted my car door. “Yeah me too, lady. Better hike it outta here, though. The cops like to visit us on Saturday morning. You don’t want them to find you sleeping in your car, right?”
 
   I nodded, mortified he’d realized my sodden condition. He sauntered off to unlock the place to start his day. As I started the car and pulled away, the immortal words of Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz echoed in my brain.
 
   There really is no place like home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   I live in the oldest part of South Lake, Mississippi, over by the middle school. The apartments are designed into quads, two up and two down, with a central staircase on the outside. I opted for an upstairs efficiency, making life harder for burglars. South Lake, as a general rule, is a pretty safe place to live, especially since our closest neighbor is Memphis—the top of the FBI’s list of most dangerous cities. But a girl can’t be too careful.
 
   Also, I didn’t want anyone stomping overhead. And I wanted a view, which ended up consisting of the parking lot on the backside of my place and the swimming pool on the front. Beat the heck out of overlooking the dumpsters.
 
   I eased out of the car, one eye squeezed shut against the light and the agony of a pounding headache. No way to stroll nonchalantly into my place when my legs still wanted to wobble. With a death grip on my purse, I slumped up to the apartment. As I stood outside the door, I considered my dim outlook. The five thousand would be enough to keep me going for a little while, but I would have to acquire a job soon. I like being able to shop and eat.
 
   My prospects reeked like my smoke-drenched clothing. I didn’t have any special skills other than the usual business/office assistant stuff. Typing, filing, and computer operation wouldn’t pay very well once you got down to it. I might as well be a Donut Hole clerk. I kick myself mentally whenever I remember passing on a computer technology degree.
 
   Since leaving college, I’d done everything I could think of to make a living. I’d gone to beauty school only to discover I’m allergic to hair dyes. I’d sold cosmetics at home shows but ended up keeping the products for my own use; when you have to buy a beauty kit for $300, you want to get something more from it than setting it on a table and letting strangers gawk at it. I even worked at the Pampered Poodle Parlor as a dog-washer, but after spending more time wet than dry and leaving every night wearing the scent of Eau de Stinky Dog, I gave up that plan.
 
   Working with Rick had been the answer to my dreams. Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings paid decent wages, offered good benefits and friendly, albeit a bit gossipy, co-workers. As a bonus, I got to use some of the business courses I had taken in college. Where was that sense of accomplishment now?
 
   Gone.
 
   Now I was just a big failure.
 
   I shoved the door open with more force than necessary. It bounced off the doorstop and flew back to smack me.
 
   Damn it.
 
   I ignored the couch that enticed me to come lie down and remember cuddling with Rick. I likewise ignored the television, which could be turned up loud enough to drown out the memories in my head. Instead, I went straight to my bedroom. My personal space.
 
   It hadn’t changed much since I was a teen. The same French provincial furniture and orange sherbet-colored linens. I flopped on my bed, spread-eagled and fully dressed, in need of some advice. My stomach growled, and I yawned. Too hungry to sleep, too sleepy to eat.
 
   Sleep won.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   Late afternoon sun greeted me through the cream-colored mini-blinds. Another steamy day in the neighborhood. I wiped gunk from my eyes and tried to figure out what time it was; what day it was. Oh yeah, the first day of the rest of my unemployed, unwed life.
 
   My stomach griped over last night’s liquid diet, so I promised it that in another half-hour we would be sitting with a plate in front of us. I showered; pulled on blue jeans, a tee shirt, and sandals; shoved my still-damp hair into a ponytail; and jumped in the car headed north toward Aunt Tillie’s restaurant in the historic part of South Lake.
 
   In this part of town, any antique collector would find heaven. Narrow streets swept to pristine cleanliness nestled antique shops, arts and crafts boutiques, sports memorabilia stores, and a barber shop and feed store. Standard businesses for small-town America.
 
   My family’s claim to fame, a bustling eatery called Tillie’s Home Cookin’-IT’S GOOOOD!, stood right at the intersection of River’s Edge and Town Square.  If anyone knew how best to use the five thousand dollars I’d won, it would be Tillie, or her sister, Nancy. They were my father’s sisters, and the two most precious ladies in the whole wide world.
 
   I came to live with them when I turned ten and Mama and Daddy met Jesus in a tornado in Kansas. The Mamas — my nickname for them — did the best they could for me through the years, making sure I graduated from high school and then on to college.
 
   They never married. It was not something everyone was meant to do, they’d said, quoting specific Bible passages to illustrate their point on the matter. They didn’t have to bother. The men my aunts attracted would turn any woman with a lick of sense off the idea of marriage. Probably why I was still single.
 
   I parked in a space two doors down from the restaurant, which jammed with guests long after lunch. I grabbed my tote bag with one hand and shoved down the car door lock with the other.
 
   As I walked toward the door, I noticed two old men perched on wrought iron chairs outside the barber shop, talking.
 
   “Damn shame a man ain’t even safe in his own home anymore,” one said.
 
   “I know. Agnes and I bought our first dining room set from his daddy.”
 
   I kept walking, half-listening. Tillie’s place was a hotbed for gossip, and soon I would be the most talked about person there. Or rather, my newly acquired five grand would be. Wonder what the Mamas would say when I told them about the money? I was genetically unlucky as a rule, generally getting stuck with the stuff nobody wanted. Winning meant my luck had turned. I grinned as I pulled open the door.
 
   Inside, I stood in line behind a man in khaki shorts. He gabbed with a brown-haired woman in need of a dye job.
 
   “It was on the news this morning, but they didn’t give out any names at that time. I guess they wanted to contact the family,” he said. “They think a robbery went bad.”
 
   “Did they say anything about the store being held up? I wonder if that means they’ll have a sale,” she asked, giggling. “Oops, did I say that?”
 
   “A sale? Yeah, that was pretty cold, Denise.”
 
   They followed Connie, one of my aunts’ better waitresses. While I waited my turn, I watched the television attached to the wall behind the bar. The weather segment was on. If the little suns were indicators, we were in for a heap of hot days. I leaned sideways and tried to see into the kitchen. Where was everybody?
 
   Connie reappeared, grabbed a menu, and came toward me. When she realized who I was, she stopped and motioned wildly for me to go to the kitchen. I hesitated. Had someone called in sick? I didn’t feel up to spending my day washing dishes.
 
   “Shannon, hurry up,” she called over the noise.
 
   I thought about turning tail and running back out the door but knew I would never hear the end of such cowardice, so I followed her.
 
   We passed prep cooks clattering containers of food against the stainless steel counters and workers loading plates with salads.
 
   Connie led me past the coolers to where Aunt Tillie frantically manned pots. I tapped her on the shoulder.
 
   “Shannon!” she exclaimed, grabbing for a rag to wipe her hands. “Honey, I’m so glad you’re here.”
 
   Oh oh. Here it comes.
 
   I stuck my hand out to stop her. “Hey. I came by to tell you and Aunt Nan some news before you found out from another source.”
 
   “I know.” She gripped my arm. “Oh honey, I am so sorry!”
 
   “How on earth did you—” I looked over her head at Aunt Nancy who whirled around the corner carrying a stockpot filled with water. The scent of boiling noodles and tureens of homemade spaghetti sauce wafted to my nose. My stomach twisted with hunger. “Hey, Aunt Nan. You are never going to believe what—”
 
   Aunt Nancy shoved the pot on a stove eye and quickly pulled me into a hug. “Don’t break down in front of Tillie, you hear?” she said in my ear, before kissing my cheek. “You know how she is.”
 
   They stood staring at me, like they were working hard not to cry.
 
   “Who died?” I asked, dreading the answer.
 
   Nancy glanced at Tillie before gazing at me with a squint. “You haven’t heard?”
 
   “No. I slept in all day. That’s why I’m here. I wanted to steal a meal. Well, maybe not steal...I wanted to tell y’all about-”
 
   “Come on,” Tillie said abruptly, pulling me by the hand to the tiny office at the back of the kitchen. “Sit.”
 
   I did. Whatever was going on had them both edgy. The gossip in the restaurant over a news story flashed through my mind.
 
   “What’s going on,” I asked. “Has something happened to one of your workers? That would certainly bring the ghouls to eat here. Curiosity seekers are the best customers.” I didn’t know why they thought I needed to be isolated to tell me the news however, so I frowned at them and waited.
 
   “Shannon, it’s all over the news. Honey, I don’t know how to tell you this,” Tillie said. Tears welled in her bright blue eyes, and she shook her head. She sat in the other chair with her shoulders slumped.
 
   Nancy took over. “It’s about Rick,” she said, wiping already dry hands on a striped kitchen rag.
 
   My heartbeat fluttered, taking half of my breath away. “That no-good jerk? What about him?”
 
   “Sugar, prepare yourself now. Someone murdered him last night,” Nancy replied, a bleak look on her face.
 
   Time ceased, and the air seemed sucked out of the room. Then the room began to spin, and nausea crept up the back of my throat. Sound faded into the pounding of my heart rushing through my ears.
 
   “You’re kidding. Rick Fine? My Rick Fine?”
 
   I didn’t recognize my voice. The sorrow on their faces and quick nods of their heads hurt more than any words they could have spoken. There was no way this was a joke.
 
   I rose to my feet and shrugged off their hands as they reached out to stop me. I ignored their pleas to come back and walked straight past the kitchen help into the dining room. I grabbed the remote to the television and flipped through channels, trying to find the local news. I didn’t have long to wait for the breaking news story to be recounted. My favorite anchor, a young blond man, gazed seriously at the camera and gave the latest.
 
   “And now, breaking news brought to you here first. Richard Fine, the son of furniture magnate, Thomas Fine, was found stabbed to death in his apartment early this morning. Police investigators are checking evidence found at the scene and statements given by the victim’s neighbors and family. We have a news crew on the scene and will have a full report on the evening news at five.”
 
   Everything moved away from me like the mirrored glass in a fun house tunnel. I stood still as a multitude of colors swirled. The words reverberated in my head.
 
   …stabbed…this morning…evidence…this morning…
 
   Then, as if the sudden pain of Rick’s death hadn’t created enough chaos, another more insidious thought crept into my mind. This morning? When this morning?
 
   I backtracked the last twelve hours in my head. I remembered going to Rick’s apartment. I remembered driving home this morning. Everything between point A and point B was fuzzy or blacked out. My head throbbed. Too much input on an empty stomach.
 
   The Mamas approached me with uncertainty.
 
   I couldn’t take this now. I didn’t think I could contain the scream rising in my throat, and if someone said how sorry they were or what a damn shame this mess was, I wouldn’t even try.
 
   It was a mistake. Somebody was wrong, had the wrong Fine.
 
   I skirted my family and all the informed employees whose eyes followed me as I rammed the door with the heel of my hand.
 
   If the cops questioned anyone at the office, they knew I’d been fired yesterday and had been hostile about it. If they’d spoken to Mr. Yoshi, Rick’s nosy neighbor, he would have told them he’d seen me last night. Or was that this morning? God. It had been around midnight, I remembered that much.
 
   Me? A killer?
 
   I threw my tote purse into the car, and it thumped against the far door.
 
   I didn’t kill him. I couldn’t have.
 
   I wasn’t that drunk, was I? Had I developed a split personality?
 
   Drunks wrecked their cars, escaped without a scratch because of their condition, and usually didn’t remember a thing about what had happened. Could that be me? I had been as mad as I could get, that much was true.
 
   I backed out of the parking space and shoved old Betsy into drive. An overwhelming sense of urgency enveloped me. I raced down a side street and headed for my apartment.
 
   I was in big trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   I cruised through my apartment complex looking for a cop car or anyone sitting in a vehicle surveying my place. Nobody lurked about, so I passed two adjacent buildings and parked.
 
   The car door groaned when I eased out. If sounds and subversive actions made one look guilty, I qualified as the perfect criminal. I crept down the sidewalk, purse held tightly in front of me, eyes scanning left, right, ahead. When I gained the shelter of the stairs, I drew a deep breath. Apparently, no one waited to ambush me.
 
   I rushed up the stairs and with a shaking hand, jabbed my key in the lock, turned it, and threw open my door. I expected cops to be crouched behind it, guns drawn. When no such event occurred, I slammed the door shut behind me, threw my purse on the oak end table, and high-tailed it to my bedroom. My clothes lay scattered around my room willy nilly, so I gathered hem together. I had to hurry, had to get the hell out of town. No time to waste.
 
   As I packed, I considered where I could go. To run away and leave things hanging would bring suspicion like nothing else. A murder rap would follow me forever. According to all the television crime shows, no statute of limitations on that.
 
   Who could I trust to help me? I stood in the middle of the floor, chewing my fingernail. Katie still vacationed in Ireland, probably pub-hopping with some green-eyed Irishman. I couldn’t inform the Mamas — they would faint. Or worse, they would force me to call the cops. They would make me do the right thing and turn myself in. They believed in the justice system. That would never do.
 
   Then, like a lightning bolt from God, I remembered Dwayne’s card. He was a freaking private investigator now; surely he could help? Maybe he could keep me out of jail until he cleared my name off of the cops’ most wanted list.
 
   Relieved, I finished tossing a week’s worth of clothes, make-up, and necessary toiletries into the red duffel bag I used for the gym. The bag smelled a little strong, but I didn’t care. My perfume could wipe out the stench of dog shit at fifty paces.
 
   I dug Dwayne’s card out from where it had been tossed on my dresser. Saying a mumbled prayer, I called him up on speaker mode and checked my texts. My phone icon showed that I had four voice mail messages. I suspected the Mamas—Aunt Nancy and Aunt Tillie, had been bombing me since this morning’s debacle. They would be hunting me down soon.
 
   Dwayne didn’t answer. I called again. This time while the phone rang, I traipsed around the house making sure I hadn’t forgotten anything. When Dwayne’s voice mail answered, I panicked. “Answer the phone, damn it.”
 
   He picked up the fourth time I called. He sounded sleepy. “Hm?”
 
   “It’s Shannon. Wake up man, I need help.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your help. I need you.”
 
   He grunted in the phone. “Wh-what? Help you? What are you talking about? What’s the matter?”
 
   “I’m in some trouble, D. Where can I meet you? At your office?”
 
   “Hell, Shannon, I’m still in bed. We partied all night. Can’t this wait?”
 
   “I’m sorry. It can’t. I feel like crud too, but this is serious. There’s something going on. Just tell me where you are, and I’ll come there.”
 
   He exhaled loudly. I gave him time to wake up and let his powerful detective brain kick in. “Um, no. You probably should just meet me somewhere.”
 
   “Okay then. Your office? It’s business. Did you hear what I said?”
 
   “Um. Yeah, I heard you. The office is, um, being painted. Let’s meet at that bistro over there in midtown. Off Poplar.”
 
   “Simple Simon’s?”
 
   “Yeah. Gimme a few minutes to brush my snags and splash some water around.”
 
   “God. Okay. Please hurry, Dwayne. This is life or death.”
 
   We disconnected. My heart beat in frantic thumps, and my head pounded in time. I grabbed a bottle of Ibuprophen from the kitchen cabinet and dumped a few into my hand. It trembled so badly, I had to clench my fist. I closed my eyes and inhaled deep breaths.
 
   Dwayne could fix this.
 
   Damn it. Act normal. Yeah, right.
 
   I shouldered my bag, locked my apartment, and strolled out, trying to look nonchalant. My knees knocked like a woodpecker on a water oak. No strangers. No cops. Relief washed over me as I cranked my car, and rolled out of the lot.
 
   The sound of the car’s engine humming was like a litany. Rick is dead. Rick is dead. Dead. D-E-A-D. Not like in the movies, where people revived and performed in a new one tomorrow. He was no longer alive. I drove while waves of grief rolled over me. I was only twenty-six. How could this have even happened?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Simple Simon’s is a strange eclectic place where freaks, geeks and has-been hippies hang out drinking coffee or tea, and eating flaky croissants. Several rooms of the building house art deco pieces, and local craftsmen display wares of unusual pottery and sterling silver jewelry. Even strange-colored furniture finds its way into the various spots around the place. The scent of musky, sweet incense floats by every time a new person enters.
 
   Ignoring the unique clutter, I ordered a French vanilla cappuccino filled to the brim with non-fat creamer, and sweetener. I rested my butt on a lumpy couch and scanned the big front window for Dwayne. The clock on the wall ticked off the minutes, but nothing would hurry Dwayne Brown. He was such a girl; he would have to shower, shave, shine, and sparkle before he set foot out of his place.
 
   Which brought me back to my dilemma. Until this mess was cleared up, where would I hide?                I could stay with Dwayne if he had room. We were friends. We could make good roomies, at least for a while, or until Katie returned in twelve days. She would put me up if I still needed a place. Then I shook my head at my own insanity. How could I even consider involving my friends? It was murder for crying out loud.
 
   What a loser. Endangering the very people closest to me. But maybe it would all be over by the time Katie returned, and Dwayne, if he accepted the job, would be like my official defender. My avenging angel.
 
   I peeked out the window again before letting my brain pick up its tired catalog of troubles. How long did it take to find a killer?  Once the scumbag had been caught, I could come out of hiding. Cops had forensic stuff to cut the chase these days. Surely they would find whoever had done this quickly? And what about my DNA? Oh yeah, there would be some. I’d practically lived there. And now he was dead. God, I couldn’t even go to his funeral. They would spot me for sure. I imagined how that would be: arrested at Rick’s funeral.
 
   I bit my lip to keep from crying. Why did this have to happen? I craned my neck to see if Dwayne had strolled in and I’d missed him. No luck. I gulped in deep breaths, reassuring myself that I was probably in the last place the cops would look.
 
   During my second cup, Dwayne finally passed by the window. I set the mug down and rose to wave him over, lifting a tiny smidge from my panic. The sight of his beaming face did a lot to brighten my spirit.
 
   He wore camouflage shorts and a tee shirt that read, If I throw a stick, will you go away? in big white letters. “Miss Shannon, what are we having today?” he asked, in a sing-song sort of way, like he spoke to a small child.
 
   “We are having a hot beverage in a sturdy mug to keep our hands from shaking,” I answered, trying to imitate his greeting.
 
   He rolled his eyes and ordered a cup of decaf. Black. Same as old times. He sipped. “Perfect.”
 
   “Dwayne. I need help.”
 
   “Uh huh. But you still ain’t told me what your problem is yet, and of course, my being a dumb-ass—”
 
   “Have you read the paper or seen the news yet?”
 
   He laughed, sitting back against the couch. “Hell, Wall-ass, I ain’t had time for hardly a face wipe-off. You made it clear I needed to beat feet over here with a quickness.”
 
   “Okay, okay. I’ll give you that.” I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “Rick was murdered last night.” My lower lip wobbled, but I bit it and refused to cry. Not here in front of him. Later I could bawl a lake full, but not now.
 
   He set his mug down and gaped at me. “Furniture dude? Sheee-eet.”
 
   “Yes, but it gets worse.” I lowered my voice even more. “I sort of need digs. I need a place where I can’t be found. I’m hiring you, Dwayne. Oh, and that five thousand I won? It’s yours.”
 
   He sat straighter. “Oh no. What are you saying?”
 
   I sipped my coffee and averted my eyes.
 
   “No. Tell me you did not go to that man’s house last night after I left you.”
 
   “Okay. I won’t tell you.”
 
   “Oh shit, now it’s clear as plastic wrap. You went over there and caused a stink because you were as drunk as a jay-bird, and now they have reason to think you could have done it, right?” His voice rose to a squeak.
 
   “Just get me out of this mess and find out who killed Rick.”
 
   He scowled at the ceiling for a moment before returning his gaze to me. “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say you have a place where I can stay, and you’ll take the case, damn it.” My vision blurred.
 
   “I can’t. My place is being—whatchamacallit? Fumigated. I’m staying at my granny’s.”
 
   “Will she care if I stay there, too?”
 
   “With me?” His eyes widened.
 
   “Dwayne Brown!”
 
   He caved. “Okay, okay. Damn, girl. But Granny won’t like this.” He paused to think.  When he glanced back at me, it was too late. I reached up and wiped the tears away. “Aw, honey, don’t cry.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m scared. And, I don’t have anyone else.”
 
   “What about those crazy aunties of yours?”
 
   “No. I can’t get them all riled up on account of this. They would do something terrible, like make me go to the police.”
 
   He rubbed his chin. “Well, that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “What?” I whispered, glaring at him. “I can’t do that. I had motive and opportunity.”
 
   He took stock of the people milling all around us, and slugged down the remainder of his coffee. “We ain’t gabbing about this here. Let’s go. Damn, how do I get myself into this shit?”
 
   I wiped my face on a crumpled napkin and followed him out without comment. He wouldn’t have heard me anyway, as he’d worked himself into a “state” as my Aunt Tillie always called it. He’d get over the shock eventually, and hopefully soon. I needed him to be at top speed for me to get through this.
 
   If I could avoid cops for a short while - get this whole matter situated - life could resume its normal crappy track. The problem? Time was not on my side. And South Lake was not a very big place to hide in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Dwayne gave me quick directions to the Shady Oasis Trailer Park on the east side of town in case we got separated. It was near the main highway and reputed to be a hotbed for crime since Larry Lewinski had lived there. Larry, better known as the Loose Cannon, was captured after he broke into Brad’s Paint Emporium and ran out with a few gallons shoved into the bed of his pickup.
 
   He must have driven too fast and too furiously, because the cops followed the trail of dripping paint into Shady Oasis. They found him huddled in a storage shed.
 
   This bit of trailer park history did nothing to deter my plans to hide out there at Dwayne’s grandmother’s place. If the little settlement of trailers and their owners could embrace Larry, the thief, they would love me, the suspected murderess.
 
   I turned onto the dirt road and drove down the hill. Most of the trailers were old and rusty from too many rains and not enough maintenance. Aluminum awnings covered battered charcoal grills and flimsy lawn furniture. Some had small two-step stoops instead of decks.
 
   I spotted Dwayne’s faded red Mustang in front of one of the few well-cared for trailers. No toys strewn about the yard, and no vicious barking Rottweiler straining against the end of his rope. I sighed in relief. Kids and dogs would undo me today.
 
   The front door opened and Dwayne stepped onto the graying, wooden steps. His wrinkled brow was as out of place for my happy-go-lucky buddy as a tornado on a sunny day. “What took you so long? I thought you were right behind me.”
 
   “Cop on my tail. Had to drive the speed limit,” I whispered as I drew near.
 
   He held the door open for me. Once inside, air blew up my legs from its vent in the floor. The place reeked like backed up sewage, and I fought the urge to pinch my nostrils closed.
 
   Dwayne must have read my mind. “Cabbage.” He pointed at a pot gurgling on the stove. “You took so long I decided to start our dinner. Humble though it is.”
 
   “No offense, but it smells like something. . . died.”
 
   He sighed. “Considering your situation, that’s an interesting choice of words. Cop didn’t follow you into the trailer park, did he?”
 
   “No. He turned off at the highway.”
 
   His whole body relaxed.
 
   “Where should I put my stuff?”
 
   “Oh, um, how about in there?” He pointed to the bedroom at the front of the trailer. “Private. Has a small bath off it, too.”
 
   I smiled. “This is awfully nice of you, Dwayne. It’ll be perfect.”
 
   I hauled my stuff into the room where fake wood wallpaper masqueraded as paneling. I took in the single bed adorned with a black comforter set, a four-drawer chest painted Chinese red, and a sliding door, which hung slightly askew, revealing a partially filled closet. Room for more. I peeked into the tiny bath. Toilet and sink, with no room to spare for a tub. I shrugged. These sparse digs would be fine. At this point, I appreciated anything without bars. I dropped my duffel on the bed, tossed my purse on top of it, and tried to relax before returning to the living room.
 
   When I walked out, Dwayne stood at the stove stirring the cabbage. The odor smelled stronger than before. Aunt Nancy always said the more you stir a stink, the worse it smells. She must have been cooking cabbage at the time.
 
   “So, do you have a game plan yet?” I asked, coughing slightly.
 
   He shrugged, then tossed some crushed red pepper into the pot.
 
   Oo-kay. Chicken Hut after dark for fingers and fries.
 
   “Come on,” I said. “You’re the man. You gotta have a plan.”
 
   “Yeah, and no. First, we gotta get the lowdown on what’s happened. I mean what did the paper say? Do they have any leads? How was Dude killed?”
 
   “He was…” I couldn’t say it. The thought of what happened to Rick unsettled me. As the saying goes, shit got real. Depressed, I plopped down in the lime-green recliner.
 
   Dwayne pivoted around, spoon in hand. “He was what?”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t even think about how he died. It must have been terrible.”
 
   “Oh, I get it. You’re gonna get all soft and mushy on me.” He laid the spoon down and picked up a dishtowel, wiping his hands as he walked over to me. “Listen, Wall-ass, this is your life, your damn freedom we’re talking about here. You can’t get all emotional and shit.” He stopped in front of me, hands on hips, towel dangling. He reminded me of Aunt Nancy when she planned to argue.
 
   I nodded. He was right, but in my mind, it was more complex. I had been involved with the man. I might have been the last person to see him alive. I might have been the last one to let him live.
 
   “There’s only one small problem,” I said.
 
   He tilted his head. “Only one?”
 
   “At least in my mind. I wonder if I killed him. You know, if I did it.”
 
   “What?” he yelled, before slapping my leg with the towel. “You fuckin’ did not say that. You did not just say that.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Dwayne, but I was so drunk. I think I was there. I don’t remember what happened after he opened the door and threw money at me. It’s like I blacked out. I mean I was awake and all, but the details of things are fuzzy or non-existent. I could have gone in there and done it. I was pissed at him. You’ve never seen me really mad. You’ve only seen me fortified with alcohol which only makes me seem mad.”
 
   “Look, you got pissed, but you didn’t kill. And I ain’t sitting here listening to you talk stupid. I mean how the hell could you have done such a thing and come out of it without, you know, evidence or something on you?”
 
   I cast a glance at my shirt. The tank I’d worn to Rick’s apartment was in my laundry hamper, wrinkled, but unsoiled.
 
   “He was s—stabbed,” I stuttered as realization set in.
 
   “See?” Dwayne declared, waving the towel at me. “You didn’t have no blood on you nowhere, did you?”
 
   “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. What if—”
 
   “It means everything. Look,” he interrupted, plopping down on the arm of the chair. “Dude was a big business mogul, right? He probably had enemies. Somebody out there did him in for some reason, but shit, we both know it wasn’t you.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   “Shannon.” His expression reminded me of a schoolteacher’s when you forgot your homework. “You can’t even say the word stabbed without going green. Do you really think you could do such a thing, drunk or sober?”
 
   He was right. No way I was a murderer. Unless alcohol gave me superhuman powers and a stomach of steel, I was as innocent as a newborn babe. The cops wouldn’t see things the way Dwayne did. “I practically lived in the man’s apartment. There will be forensic evidence. Hair, fibers, fingernail clippings, etc. They’ll suspect me. I could be arrested for suspicion.”
 
   He stood and paced a few steps before turning around, smacking his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Oh, so you think because your hair or some fibers from your clothes are in the freaking carpet they’ll say you did it? What about hair from the neighbor’s dog? Will they look for him, too?”
 
   The way his voice rose at the end of his question told me he didn’t believe it was of any consequence.
 
   “The neighbor doesn’t have a dog, but yeah, that would be evidence. And the fact I was there at the same time Rick was killed, well, it’s suspicious. Don’t you think?”
 
   He laughed. “Hell, no. I think they’ll want to clear up a few things with you, but they won’t be ready to burn your scrawny ass at the stake over it. I say go to the cops. Declare your innocence.”
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose. Another headache began to make itself known in a nasty way. I needed a shower, some food, and a nap. “Will you bail me out if they arrest me?”
 
   He smirked and strolled to the pot of cabbage. “Dinner’s gonna be late.”
 
    
 
   The South Lake Police Department is housed in a former Baptist Church. If you climb the steps on the front of the building, which used to lead to the sanctuary, you will be in the municipal court.
 
   Dwayne had parked under a shady old oak tree and said he would wait. I guessed this was to show his confidence I wouldn’t be tossed in the slammer.
 
   I asked the front desk officer directions, and she pointed up. Homicide was on the second floor of the old Sunday school section. Pale green paint peeled in places along the wall of the staircase as if to shed itself of the memory of its former life.
 
   I amused myself at the thought of detectives sitting in the same small, sunny rooms once occupied by little boys who still needed to be reminded to go pee. The contrast in former and present occupants blew me away.
 
   When the detective opened the door at my knock, one of Aunt Nancy’s adages came back to mind. She’d said always dress in my best clothes when I went out in case I met someone important. I hadn’t done the best I could to make myself presentable, and I was immediately sorry. Too late to follow her advice.
 
   The sexy, Hispanic man who raised an eyebrow and patiently waited for me to state my business was none other than Salvador Brito Ramirez, formerly of Mississippi Junior College, and someone I’d hoped to never see again.
 
   Of all the eligible men at college, he was the most highly sought after. Partly because he’d won the sexiest legs contest two years in a row, and partly because he had a bad boy quality which made all of the girls want him.
 
   Especially me. And damn the luck, I got a shot at him. But that little college prank had altered my life. Sal was not a truthful person. He’d tricked me into going out with him based on a dare. Talk about humiliation. I’d been crushed.
 
   But as the saying goes, hell hath no fury, so I retaliated by publishing excerpts of his personal journal in the college’s monthly newsletter, The Bugle, which went out digitally too. Even to alumni.
 
   His stormy eyes lit with recognition.
 
   “Salvador Ramirez,” I said, trying to look harmless. “Of the award-winning legs.”
 
   His expression lingered teasingly as memory reminded him of our rocky past.
 
   My heart leapt into my throat.
 
   “Shannon Wallace, of the vigilantes for journalism,” he said, deadpan, and waved me into the room. “Come in.”
 
   The entire office was a mess. Most of it concentrated on two desks littered with papers. “What are you doing here?” I whirled around.
 
   “Looking for a few good men to belittle in a new publication?” he asked. “Should I hide the notes on my cases?”
 
   Sarcasm. I smiled.  It was a beginning. I just wanted to plead my case and escape a free woman. If I never crossed the threshold here again, my feelings wouldn’t be hurt.
 
   “You’ve held a grudge, but it was all in fun.”
 
   “Fun?” He scanned the hallway before shutting the door. “You ruined every chance I ever had of getting a decent date. I never dreamed you would abuse my private journal for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “Journal?” My lip curled in distaste. “That book was a freaking scorecard.”
 
   He frowned and turned away, muttering something in Spanish that sounded like curses.
 
   Suddenly, turning the details of my situation over to him didn’t seem like such a great idea. Had he harbored a desire for revenge all these years?  I remembered Dwayne’s words. I couldn’t have done it. Innocent until proven guilty. Could I make Sal see that?
 
   “I’m not here to do an exposé on your life, Sal. I’m here about my own troubles. I need to tell a cop about a man who was murdered. But if you aren’t interested…”
 
   He stopped clearing file folders from a metal chair and pinioned me with his rich cocoa-colored eyes. “Murdered?”
 
   “Yes. Richard Fine. Is he your case?”
 
   “You know he is. Or have you given up your journalistic aspirations?” He shoved papers into the files. “Have you graduated from theft to murder now?”
 
   I sat for a moment trying to squelch the angry retort bubbling up. Finally, I asked, “Would you stop being so disagreeable and listen? You might get some information that could help you. As to our sordid past, I never intended to hurt you. It was a joke. J-o-k-e, got it?”
 
   “I don’t like your jokes.”
 
   That was the final straw. “And I don’t like being made fun of. How much did they pay you to take me out on that little ‘dare date’ that night?”
 
   He straightened, gripping the back of a nearby folding chair. “You knew about that?”
 
   “Checkmate, Sal. I got my revenge, remember?”
 
   He carried the chair to where I stood, and I got a better look at him. He was a good deal taller than me, and I could tell even under his yellow Oxford shirt that he was well-ripped with muscles. Quite a different person from the jeans, golf shirts, and practical jokes days. The cologne was the same though. Aramis. I sucked in a deep appreciative breath.
 
   Anger stirred in his eyes. He skidded the metal chair a few feet forward. It made a scraping sound as it landed perfectly, facing his desk.
 
   “Sit, Miss Wallace. Tell me why I should hear your story. And keep in mind I’m due for a meeting in about ten minutes.”
 
   I sat and waited while he settled behind the desk. It felt rather official all of a sudden. He crossed his hands and leaned forward, ready to hear my story.
 
   “I was at Rick’s apartment at midnight. And when forensics finishes checking out his place, they’re going to find my hair and other personal things.”
 
   “Will they find your fingerprints on a knife?”
 
   I thought about his question. I hadn’t done much cooking at Rick’s apartment, but there was the off-chance that I had handled a steak knife. Or cleaver. I closed my eyes, and prayed Dwayne was right. I just knew I wouldn’t look good in a state-issued uniform. “They’ll find them on a lot of stuff. Do I, like, need a lawyer?”
 
    
 
   Sal listened to my whole sordid story from start to finish. He postponed his meeting and sent his partner away. Now he leaned back in his chair, a sardonic grin on his face. “Tough day for you, I would say.”
 
   “No kidding. Now, tell me what’s next.”
 
   “We fingerprint you.”
 
   “Great.” I groaned. “So now I’m a suspect?”
 
   He let his chair fall forward with a small thud, and his expression grew serious. “We don’t call you a suspect. You’re a person of interest. And confidentially — wait, you do keep confidences as an adult, correct?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and nodded.
 
   He continued. “We think it was burglary motivated. You had no reason to steal from your boyfriend, did you?”
 
   I thought about my iPod. “I had some things there I wanted. Still do. But I wouldn’t kill him for them, of course.”
 
   “There was money found outside the apartment.”
 
   “I remember that. He threw it at me for a cab. Small price for getting rid of me.”
 
   “You really know how to endear yourself, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s the truth.” If I’d been a lioness, I would have snarled. “What else do you need from me?”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. “Answers. You might be the only one who has any.”
 
   “What answers?”
 
   “Any reason someone wanted to kill him?”
 
   I remembered a strange series of incidents at the furniture store. “Well, he’d had a few break-ins at his office. Somebody trashed the place. He filed a report. Your people told him it was probably some disgruntled employee.”
 
   He scratched his five o’clock shadow. “I remember that. Didn’t seem connected to anything at the time. Only stole a few dollars from an envelope on his desk. In fact, I think the Robbery Division believed Fine knew who did it and was unwilling to prosecute.”
 
   “He thought it might have been his brother, Charlie. He’d been fired and was pretty nasty about it. In fact, he’s just nasty period.”
 
   Sal shook his head. “Don’t think Mr. Fine ever pursued that angle. Anyway, we also noticed some missing items at the murder scene.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Personal things from his dresser and maybe some other stuff. We’re still checking. His family wasn’t much help.”
 
   My Spidey sense perked up. “Anything else?”
 
   He shifted in his seat and avoided my gaze. “Not at liberty to say.”
 
   “Come on, Sal. I know everything in that apartment. What’s missing?”
 
   He glared at me. “Something to do with video equipment.”
 
   My heart thrummed a strange rhythm. “Rick picked up the video bug and purchased a camera at a garage sale I forced him to stop at. The man told us he was involved in a mean divorce and would rather get rid of his gear than see his ex get it. The camera worked great, and Rick become an amateur filmmaker.”
 
   I had been his model while he learned how to shoot video. He shot a private collection of me. Very private.
 
   I swallowed hard. “The killer took Rick’s video camera?”
 
   “No.” He lifted a piece of paper from the corner of his desk. “The hard drive part. The thing that captures the video. Forensics found an empty case for it.”
 
   “You mean, the SD card? The thing that uploads to a computer?”
 
   He nodded and gave me a look that screamed detective. “Seems strange to take the card and not the whole camera. Do you know what happened to it?”
 
   “Not a clue.” My mind went into overdrive. If Salvador Ramirez got wind of Rick’s sex taping, he would have everything he needed to do exactly to me what I had done to him in college. I imagined the faces of cops as they watched. Not a pretty visual.
 
   “I’m just curious.” I sounded too happy, too bright. “Um, my things are still in Rick’s apartment. Could I maybe—?”
 
   “Ever heard of an iceberg in hell?”
 
   “Really?” I sighed. “Why are you being such a horse’s behind?”
 
   “Because I can be.”
 
   Okay, game on.
 
   I gritted my teeth. “I need my things.”
 
   His eyes fixed on my face. “What things?”
 
   I forced myself to think calming thoughts. “Jewelry. Maybe an odd pair of shoes. I don’t know.”
 
   “Guess you’d have to have your request approved by the next of kin.” He closed the folder, set it aside, then reached behind him to snag a gray sports coat from the back of his chair, and gathered keys from his desk.
 
   Disappointed, I followed him to the door.
 
   He turned back to pat my shoulder and said, “I guess there’s no need to tell you this, but with any murder investigation, I like to keep all the people involved close until someone is apprehended, so…” Our eyes locked for a moment before he opened the door. “Don’t leave town.”
 
   I nodded. Well, duh.
 
   He led me down the hall to a room where fingerprints were taken. South Lake Police hadn’t yet replaced the rolling-a-finger-in-ink method like some big cities I’d heard about. Memphis used fancy scanners to do all the dirty work. He handed me an alcohol-laced towelette after it was over, and I was officially in their system.
 
   Later, as he led the way down the stairs, I inhaled more breaths of Aramis.
 
   He’d been silent throughout the fingerprinting ordeal, but now he stopped at the landing and gazed back at me. “I know Fine was your boyfriend, and you’ve helped the case by coming here, but don’t carry it too far.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “This isn’t college, and you are not some hotshot reporter. Find a new job, a new boyfriend, and leave the investigating to us. A killer running loose out there is bad enough. I don’t relish investigating two bodies.”
 
   “I’m touched, Sal, but don’t worry yourself,” I said, passing him on the stairs. “I don’t need a bodyguard.”
 
   He laughed behind me. “It’s a pretty nice body, chica. Be a shame if something happened to it.”
 
    
 
   As soon as my butt hit Dwayne’s car seat, I began babbling. “We have to find Rick’s murderer.”
 
   He turned the key in the ignition. “What? You ain’t happy with how they operate? The cops’ll find Dude’s killer, never fear.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand. Rick is Sal Ramirez’s case. Sal was my crush in college, and I can’t let him find the killer now. The killer may have something of mine no one in this town, and especially Sal, needs to see.”
 
   My voice sounded too high and hysterical even to me.
 
   Dwayne slumped back in the seat. “Salivate Ramirez? Really? He was my crush, too. God, what legs that man had, er, has. He never knew I yearned for his ass.” He turned the air conditioner up on high. “What does the killer have of yours, and why wouldn’t you want the hunk to see it?”
 
   I spoke out loud but mostly to myself. “It has to be found. Geez, no one, and I mean no one can see that stuff.”
 
   “The killer probably already has. Seen whatever you’re talking about, I mean.” Dwayne pulled out of the parking lot, a matter-of-fact look on his face. “I know I’m gonna be sorry for asking this, but what the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ll explain later. It’s sort of complicated, and because of this new development, if that is what detectives call it, I need to help with my case. Sal was all business, so you and I will just have to work together. Privately.”
 
   “The hell you say? Naw. I work alone.”
 
   “Come on Dwayne. I need you. Friends, you know?”
 
   “This is a murder investigation, Wall-ass. I could get arrested. I don’t know if you’re worth the risk.”
 
   Exasperated, I pulled out all the stops. “Don’t get on your high horse with me, Dwayne Brown. I know all of your secrets, and you need my allegiance.”
 
   I thought about my words. I really did know a lot of his secrets.  I could trust him with my video nightmare, couldn’t I?
 
   He stared at me with his mouth open.
 
   “Don’t sit there with your mouth open, you’ll catch a lightning bug. You know it’s true, or have you forgotten about that compromising situation you found yourself in during our freshman year? Ride ‘em, Mai Tai?”
 
   “You’re wrong to bring that up,” he pouted. “I ain’t brought up no shit you did in school, and we both know you did some.”
 
   “Okay. I’m sorry. I do have secrets, you’re right. Can I trust you with them?”
 
   He nodded, putting the car into motion. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”
 
   “Fine then. Some of my secrets were stolen from Rick’s. Probably by the killer.”
 
   “I got that much. Quit pussy-footing around this shit, and tell me what specifically was taken.”
 
   “Videos.”
 
   “Videos? What the hell?”
 
   “More specifically, the SD card that the videos were captured on. Rick shot videos of me. I didn’t want him to, and told him no, but he promised only he would see them. They would never leave his apartment. Oh God, I can’t believe this. Some stranger has our most intimate stuff.” My throat closed up at the thought.
 
   Dwayne didn’t even try to stifle the laughter that spilled out. “You gotta be kidding. Like TMZ reported on those celebrities who got hacked?”
 
   “In a much smaller way, yes. And quit laughing. This is not funny. What if Sal Ramirez catches the killer and recovers the stolen property? His people will upload them to their computers, and the entire South Lake criminal investigations department will get a gander at them. Sal would love to get me back for the time I published his journal. He hasn’t forgotten about it, not by a long shot. I have to find that card, Dwayne.”
 
   Dwayne glanced over at me, humor barely contained. “Killer didn’t take that card. Rick probably sold it. Right after he made DVDs and gave them out to every one of his friends.”
 
   I slapped at his arm. “Quit. He did not.”
 
   “Yeah, he did, girl, I’m tellin’ you. They always say they won’t show nobody. Then next thing you know, the damn thing is playing on YouTube. You might go viral, even.”
 
   “You suck, Brown, you know that?”
 
   He shrugged and pulled onto the highway. “Yeah, well, it ain’t my bare ass gonna be on national television during the late night talk shows.”
 
   I had no intention of my bare essentials being on television. Period. Ever.
 
   We drove through town, each of us in our own thoughts. Finally, Dwayne said, “You know, Sal ain’t going to do anything with that card, Wall-ass. You’re worrying about this like a dog with a bone. That journal is old news, bygone days, history. He’s a professional, a cop, with a boss and responsibilities to protect and serve. He ain’t interested in ogling you.”
 
   I shrugged. “That might be true, but I’m telling you, if the cops get that card, it’s called evidence. What if they have to hand it over to the family as personal effects? After they’ve all viewed it, mind you. Then the Fines will have it. No way. ”
 
   He considered my words. “I get you’re worried about getting it back. I get that. Guess I wouldn’t want my ex’s family to see anything I might have done in private either.”
 
   I crossed my arms and gave him a smug smile. At last, he saw my point.
 
   “So what’s the plan, Stan? You going back to your place, my place or what?” he asked.
 
   I checked the digital clock on the dash. Almost 6 pm. The entire day was gone. I needed a calming shower, food, and sleep. Mostly sleep. “Home. And late tonight, when everyone else is dreaming, I’m going to be in Rick’s apartment. With you, or without you, I have to get in there.”
 
   He angled into his Granny’s driveway. “I ain’t making no headway with you, I see.”
 
   I laughed. “I thought it worked the other way ‘round.”
 
   He shut the car off. “Depends on whose head we’re talking about.”
 
   Inside, Dwayne turned the heat on under his cabbage and pulled out a cast iron skillet. I went into the bedroom and grabbed my duffel bag, tossed it and my purse onto my shoulders, and went to say goodbye.
 
   “You wanna stay for supper?”
 
   I shook my head. “No thanks. I think I need to go on home and sort things out. I’m still in shock from the questioning by Sal. At least I’m not a wanted woman as first feared.”
 
   He sighed. “If I was wanted by that habanero hottie, I would die happy. Damn, I bet he’s still fine. I regret staying in the car.”
 
   “He hasn’t changed much, still has the looks. No little gold band on his finger, either.”
 
   He measured cornmeal into a yellow bowl and stirred, a dreamy look on his face. “Damn, my luck may be changing. You know, those stories you published just made him more appetizing.”
 
   “You read that stuff?”
 
   He nodded, a little giggle escaping his lips. “Probably the only time I ever read the Bugle. So, did Sal believe you ain’t some ax murderer?”
 
   “Murderess is the correct term, and yes, he seemed to. Warned me not to play detective and try to solve the case for him. Of course, I’ve never been good with orders. Hence why I’ve decided to try to get in the apartment tonight.”
 
   That brought Dwayne out of his lustful lolly-gagging. He moved past me into the living room and stood with his arms crossed.
 
   I followed, shifting my duffel and purse around. “Are you going to help me?”
 
   He whirled around and pointed his bony black finger at me. “What you mean is, come with me, Dwayne, and get in trouble, too. You didn’t hear a word Sal said, did you? How are you going to get in there? You got a key?”
 
   “I did have, but Rick took it back. He locked himself out not long ago, and I had to give him mine. Of course, he never gave it back because he intended to break up, I guess. Sure would be nice to have it now.”
 
   Dwayne put a hand on his hip. “It’s illegal to break and enter someone’s joint, girl. Or ain’t you had enough police shit for one day? What’s so damn important in that man’s apartment?”
 
   “There might be DVDs, like you said, or maybe even more of those cards. Some hidden somewhere the cops didn’t find. I know all Rick’s hiding places.
 
   “Damn, Wall-ass, how many of those movies did you make?”
 
   I swallowed. “Not sure. Don’t remember.”
 
   He scowled.
 
   “Please, Dwayne. You’re a pro. I need you.”
 
   “Ain’t you ever watched CSI? You see how thorough those cops are? There ain’t no secrets left undiscovered,” he insisted.
 
   “I have to try, Dwayne. This is very important to me.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, my freedom’s important to me. I took college courses to get a life where I don’t have to break and enter.” He paced back and forth.
 
   “I told you I would pay you.” I hoped I didn’t sound wheedling. “It’s five thou, D.”
 
   He crossed his arms. “That’s terrible. I thought you were my friend. Now you’re trying to get me involved in some illegal shit.” He frowned at me. “And give me hush money on top of it.”
 
   “It’s not hush money. It’s ‘help me’ money. Cash, Dwayne, right now.”
 
   He let his hands drop to his sides and slumped. “I don’t want your freakin’ money.”
 
   “Well, what can I do to convince you?  I’m doing this. I have to.”
 
   He squinted down at me as if in pain. “What if we get caught?”
 
   I dropped my purse and duffel and threw my arms around his neck. “Oh, thank you!”
 
   He fended me off. “Ew.” Then he grinned and offered a fist bump.
 
   Excited, I said, “We won’t get caught. We’ll be careful. Plus, you’ve got PI training. Nobody will know.”
 
   “Training for that don’t teach you how to be a criminal, just think like one.”
 
   I took that as agreement and set out to explain the game plan. “First, we should go to your office and gather the stuff we need.”
 
   He lowered himself on the fuzzy brown couch, as if all his energy was gone. “We can’t do that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Um, it’s being painted.”
 
   “So? Like I haven’t ever seen a room in disarray before?”
 
   “No,” he insisted. “We can’t go there. I don’t need to. I have what I need.”
 
   I was impressed. “Okay then. You’re the man. You take care of all that stuff. Then we can go collect what’s left of my and Rick’s,” I made air quotes. “Collection. If there is one.”
 
   He fell back onto the pillows. “Wonderful. I’m going to prison for the porn of a dead man.”
 
   I stopped at the door without looking back. “He wasn’t anywhere near dead in those videos.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The air conditioner thrummed outside my apartment, an ever-present reminder of summer. Inside, I stood in front of the window unit letting the cool air blast me until my sweat was nearly dried.
 
   Sufficiently cooled, I headed for my bedroom. The entire place had that cave-like aura—dark, chilly, and quiet. Something I needed for the time being. Ignoring my bed for the umpteenth time, I grabbed clean clothes, strolled into the bathroom to the shower and scrubbed every part twice with cucumber melon body wash. The shower jets pounded me until my body tingled all over. When I finished, there was enough steam in the little room to run a train, but I felt a hundred percent better.
 
   I wrapped my hair in a towel and fell naked onto my bed, too weak to deny the comfort only a pillow and blanket could offer. I only intended to rest until I had enough energy to dry my hair, but when I woke it was late.
 
   Eleven o’clock. I was starved. When had I eaten last?
 
   Dragging myself out of bed, I tugged the towel off and eased into clean black jeans, a black tee shirt with ‘Jamaica’ written in gold letters, and my navy-blue and white Nikes. I was no fashion slob; black went with everything in my book.
 
   My hair, now a mass of tangles, demanded I stop in the bathroom and grab a comb. While I fought the frizz, I shuffled to the kitchen to look in the fridge. Thank God, there was yogurt, at least. I smiled with pride at my clean shelves. They were void of food, but they sparkled. No brown lettuce, or gray fuzzies in Shannon Wallace’s fridge. by God.
 
   I tossed the comb on the coffee table and dug into the custard-style strawberry yogurt. Manna from Heaven, but it wouldn’t be enough. I considered stopping off at Grohlstein’s, the 24-hour drug store which had all manner of snack food although a little more expensive than the grocery store.
 
   I could grab a soda and one of those new candy bars touted to be a cookie in disguise. My stomach thundered in applause. I went over my plans again. What did one need for breaking into someone’s apartment? And did the fact that the someone had recently been murdered matter in the organization of such tools?
 
   Yellow crime scene tape draping the area like some strange Halloween party decoration came to mind. It might matter given that little problem. Also, what if the cops were still there investigating? How long did they stay anyway? Did they rid the place of any…residual stuff?
 
   I swallowed hard. We had to go inside. Maybe the dark of night would cover any blood or other things if they didn’t clean it. I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t.
 
   Think of something else. Who might we encounter?
 
   Mr. Yoshi. Would he be watching again? That old man never slept. If he stuck his face out, I would tell him we were just getting my stuff. Maybe I wouldn’t have to. Maybe we would go through a window in the back. I would leave the investigator stuff to Dwayne. He knew what to do.
 
   Searching into my purse, I dug out my cell phone and noted the missed calls—all from the Mamas. I dialed my new partner, Detective Dwayne.
 
   The phone rang several times before his sleepy voice answered. “Hello?”
 
   “What? You fell asleep?”
 
   “Damn straight. And I intend on staying asleep.”
 
   “No, you can’t.  I have to get into that apartment, and I have to do it tonight.”
 
   What if he refused to help me? I wouldn’t be able to manage it alone.
 
   “Wall-ass,” he whined. “Don’t make me do this.”
 
   “Dwayne listen,” I gripped the phone. “We can’t talk about this now. You know what I mean and you know why. I’m doing this. If you don’t come along and I get into trouble, you will be the reason. I hope you can live with that guilt.”
 
   Silence. No way I would wait another day to find out whether there was a disk floating around in that apartment. I had to know what was around and what was missing. I pulled out my ace in the hole. “Did you hear me? I may even have to interested parties about a rug that ended up missing outside a certain bar a few years ago. I did agree not to tell anyone. But if you can’t help me…”
 
   He exhaled loudly. “Not that anyone gives a shit. There’s a statute of limitations, Wall-ass. Now, who’s gonna bail us out when we get arrested?”
 
   Victory assured, I relaxed. “Let’s talk about that later. Cell phone. Very bad idea.” I tapped the phone with my nail. “Airwaves dangerous.” Everyone suspected governmental entities of eavesdropping, me included.
 
   “Meet me at Waffle House on Greenman Road in fifteen minutes,” he growled. Then the phone beeped, and he was gone.
 
   I dropped my phone into my purse and left the apartment, shrugging off the sadness creeping in. Was there something wrong with me for doing this? Maybe if Rick were alive and I needed to get things from his apartment, it would feel different, less invasive.
 
   I shook my head at my own indecisiveness. If he were alive, he would just destroy the damn card and be done with me. I wouldn’t have to break in. As it stood, this appeared the only way left open to me. I had to save my reputation. I would give in to all the ‘what ifs’ another day.
 
   Grohlstein’s parking lot glimmered from all the cars pulling in and out. Too full for me to stop. I would have to wait in a long line behind people out for a night on the town while they probably discussed their plans, like using condoms. I shook my head and accelerated. I didn’t want to even think about condoms.
 
   As I pulled into Waffle House I tried to comfort myself with the thought that if Rick had made any DVDs from the footage he’d shot, he would cleverly hide them. He had put his grandmother’s small antique chifforobe in his closet, and behind it was a private wall safe. He’d shown me the safe in case I ever wanted to lock up anything valuable.
 
   When Sal had said the SD card was missing, I hadn’t remembered the safe. Now, it was something that I alone knew about and needed to check on. No matter what Dwayne said, I didn’t think the cops found the safe.
 
   I tried to remember how many times Rick had recorded us. Two occasions for sure.  But if there had been more...What if he had filmed us without my knowledge? He was always plotting innovations. What if he’d bought another camera and hidden it somewhere? He might do that since I was so paranoid. All he’d have to do was cover the red light with a piece of black duct tape. He’d even asked me one time if it was bothering me and offered to cover it up.
 
   My heart fluttered. It didn’t matter how many instances, as long as I could get to all of the footage. And soon. Rick’s killer might already know more about me than was healthy.
 
   Disgusted, I yanked on the glass door and went inside the diner. I slid into one of the booths, and shivered from the chill of the hard plastic seat that iced my butt through my jeans. I looked around. No matter what city you were in, all Waffle Houses were the same. Not even the jukeboxes were different.
 
   Dwayne joined me a few minutes later. He wore black, too. “My God, it’s cold in here. Why do they do that?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Turn the air up so high it turns your snot into icicles.”
 
   “I think it’s so you will eat really fast and leave.”
 
   “Great, so are we eating?” he asked, pulling over a menu.
 
   “Why not.” My stomach rumbled.
 
   After placing an order for two coffees and identical breakfasts, we glared at each other across the table. Dwayne kept a surreptitious glance going as people entered and left.
 
   “They think we’re together,” he muttered.
 
   “We are together,” I stirred my coffee.
 
   “No,” he said. “Together, together. Like a couple.”
 
   I grinned, trying to be goofy, but he only scowled and looked away. When the waitress brought the food, we ate in silence. He was jumpy, and I was nervous, not the best combination for us to make sparkling conversation.
 
   During our final cup of java, he rubbed his eyes. “I cannot believe I let you talk me into this.”
 
   I regretted asking him to do this but justified it with the fact that I would pay him whether he wanted the money or not. He took a deep breath and slid out of the booth. I followed.
 
   Outside, I walked to his car, waited to get in.
 
   “Wait a damn minute,” he said, turning to face me. “Why are we taking my car?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought you were the big private investigator here. We’ll take the car you feel most comfortable in.”
 
   “Oh really?” he asked, walking away. “Well, I feel more comfortable having your car impounded.”
 
   I shrugged, walked past his Mustang, and got into the driver’s seat of my Cougar. He slid in next to me and hunkered down with his arms crossed. We drove down Greenman Road past some of the newer businesses of South Lake, including a car wash, and a nursery, both closed. Traffic was light.
 
   “One of my aunts used to say nothing good ever happens after midnight.” I glanced over at Dwayne.
 
   “I think she meant nothing legal,” he said.
 
   We followed the curving driveway through the apartments. Lights interspersed along the walkways enabled tenants to maneuver at night without danger between each building, and the illumination twinkled in the night like fairy lights.
 
   I parked a few spaces from Rick’s apartment and waited for Dwayne to announce the plan. He sat still as a stone.
 
   “Well, here we are.” I turned to look at him.
 
   He didn’t say anything.
 
   “Dwayne?”
 
   He shifted slightly. “Yeah?”
 
   “Are you ready? Where’re your tools?”
 
   “What tools?”
 
   A jolt of fear tightened my throat. “Don’t you need something to, you know, get us in? I have a total of one screwdriver and one wrench buried in my trunk somewhere.”
 
   He muttered as he climbed out, “Obviously, you ain’t done this before.”
 
   I followed a few paces behind, looking around for cop cars, unmarked ones. Never saw anything that resembled one and took that as a good sign.
 
   Dwayne waited on the far curb for me to direct him to the right door. I strolled up the breezeway taking stock of the area and walked past Rick’s door to double check every angle. No yellow tape anywhere.
 
   I pointed at Rick’s door and paced around, watching.
 
   Dwayne stepped up to the door and fiddled. People talked behind the thin walls of the surrounding apartments, and I prayed the whole time to get in and out without notice. I thought we had succeeded until I heard a cough.
 
   I wheeled around at the sound. Mr. Yoshi. He never closed his apartment door all the way. There was a killer on the loose, and he all but invited him in for oolong tea and fortune cookies. I clapped my hand over my heart.
 
   He stepped out of his apartment clad in a long, white nightshirt. It would have been comical if he hadn’t been holding a baseball bat.
 
   I pulled Dwayne away from the door.
 
   “It’s okay, Mr. Yoshi. It’s me, Shannon. I just came over to get a few of my things.” I didn’t have anything to show him so I patted my pockets like they were small, insignificant items.
 
   “Who that man?” Yoshi asked, waving the bat at Dwayne.
 
   “He’s a friend of mine.”
 
   “He no welcome here. You go.”
 
   “No need to be rude, Mr. Yoshi; my friend’s here to help me. I’m very sad.”
 
   “He no welcome here. Mr. Rick no like friend. You go.”
 
   I shrugged and motioned to Dwayne to continue with getting us in the apartment, but Dwayne had abandoned ship. Frustrated, I followed him trying to change his mind. “Don’t pay any attention to him. He’s delirious.”
 
   “Uh uh. Let’s go.”
 
   We hurried to the parking lot. Dwayne slid into the seat next to me. “That old dude creeps me out. What was he trying to say?”
 
   “I don’t know. He speaks in broken English.”
 
   “Yeah, but he said, Mr. Rick don’t like me. I never met Mr. Rick.”
 
   I stared up at the building. “He’s a scared old man. His neighbor was just killed. Probably just in shock. I guess he was moving around making dinner, and we disturbed him. Damn, I don’t know what to do now. I really need to get in there.”
 
   Dwayne strapped his seat belt on and leaned back. “Not tonight, honey.”
 
   I started the car, and as I turned to look behind me before backing out, I saw Dwayne’s horrified stare. “What? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Relax, we’re leaving.”
 
   He grabbed my arm. “What if that old man saw the killer? What if Rick was killed by an African-American man? Maybe even one that looked like me, you know, slim, trim?”
 
   I pulled back into the lot, threw it into park, and yanked the keys out. We ran to Yoshi’s door and tried to knock, but he pulled it open, bat at the ready.
 
   “Mr. Yoshi,” I panted, taking a step back. “What did you say about Rick not liking my friend?”
 
   He glanced from me to Dwayne and sized him up. “No. Not this friend. He no like other one.”
 
   “What do you mean no like? Was a black man, like my friend here, at Rick’s apartment the other night?”
 
   Yoshi’s gaze narrowed. “You try to trick me! I no talk to you no more!”
 
   He slammed the door and locked it. From the other side, he shouted, “Go away. You take friend and no come again.”
 
   “That’s one way to get him to lock his door,” I muttered.
 
   We stood there a few seconds looking at one another. Then I moved toward Rick’s door, and Dwayne pulled on my arm. “Don’t even go there. Let’s go.”
 
   “Just one second. It’ll only take a second.”
 
   “Shannon! For crap’s sake, that old man aimed a baseball bat at my head. Let’s go.”
 
   I shook the door knob in desperation.
 
   “He’s probably gone to call the law right now,” Dwayne pleaded. “Please, let’s go.”
 
   That thought hadn’t occurred to me. “Oh great. Ramirez to the rescue. He’ll know exactly what’s up.”
 
   We jogged to the car, got in, and roared off.
 
    
 
   Upon waking, I called the Mamas. My phone messages had increased in number and intensity. They would be coming to the apartment next, and I didn’t want that.
 
   Tillie answered, immediately chastising me for not calling. After that she began grilling me. I told her about the visit to the police station and the fingerprinting.
 
   “Was it like on television?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, very similar. I don’t suppose you’ve seen anything from the news reports? I haven’t had time to tune in.”
 
   “Well, you know I have. I’m the news person in this family. I cannot believe that you and Nancy don’t listen to the news.”
 
   “Do the cops have any new information or a suspect?”
 
   “No,” she replied. “But it does say arrangements have been made. The burial is Tuesday at Memory Gardens. Did you make plans to go shopping? I just know you haven’t got anything worth wearing to a funeral.”
 
   I tilted my head back, warding off a smart remark. “I have a black dress.”
 
   “Is it long?”
 
   “It’s fine, Aunt Till. No one will care anyway.”
 
   Something in my voice must have softened her worries about propriety. She clucked her tongue. “You poor thing. Are you all right? This is just terrible for you, I know.”
 
   “I’m going to be—well, I won’t say all right. It’s going to be a long while.”
 
   “Why don’t you come over? I know it’s hard for you right now, but that’s what families are for, dear. Maybe Nancy and I can dredge up something for you to wear Tuesday. Land sakes, you really should eat. You always starve yourself when you get stressed.”
 
   I smiled. Sunday dinner at the Mamas’ house was just what I needed. I agreed, and she disconnected, leaving me dreaming of the lavish way they would try to bolster my spirits. Aunt Tillie would line the dinner table with all her specialties, and Aunt Nancy would regale us with tales of life as a postal worker until we cried with laughter. Tillie was right. Families needed to be together during times of tragedy.
 
   I thought of Dwayne. His Granny was out of town.  He wasn’t directly affected by Rick’s untimely departure, but he was my friend. I decided to invite him, so I called.
 
   “Hello?” he answered.
 
   “Hey. Want to come with me to the Mamas’ for some food?”
 
   He chuckled. “I can’t, girl. I got a lunch date.”
 
   “With who?”
 
   “You don’t know him, but cross your fingers that I get to. He’s hotter than hotcakes, Honey, h-o-t-t-e-r.”
 
   We shared a laugh for a few moments and after we disconnected, I turned my phone off. I didn’t want to think about dating and all that went with it. The hole in my social life gaped depressingly before me and what had led to that hole returned for more haunting.
 
   Concern about Rick’s videos struck me anew. What had become of that SD card? As I wandered through my apartment, a thought occurred to me. What if he had been watching the footage when I showed up? What if he had been making DVDs of it and had rushed to hide them so I wouldn’t know? He was evil-minded enough to do something like that.
 
   Did the killer have them? I had to get into Rick’s apartment to see if he had stuck them safely in his special hiding place. The only place he would feel safe stashing them.
 
   I pulled pale blue denim shorts and a matching tee shirt out of the drawer. My stomach twisted, partly from being overwrought, mostly from being totally empty.  I hadn’t eaten enough since Friday to sustain an amoeba and had begun to feel the effects of my self-imposed starvation.
 
   Peering into the mirror hanging on the back of my bathroom door, I realized I had pretty distinguishable features. Slanting eyes, high cheekbones, and a slightly cleft chin from my Celtic heritage all worked together to produce what Rick had called an actor’s face.
 
   I locked my apartment, slid behind the wheel of ole Betsy, and drove through the heart of South Lake toward the Mamas’ house. The dark interiors of the antique stores on Main Street buzzed by. Most local businesses were closed on Sunday. Even Aunt Tillie closed the restaurant in favor of being at home.
 
   Stopped at a four-way, I glanced in the rearview mirror in time to see a truck roaring toward me. Rather, I could see the front grill. Big, silver, and bent in such a way that it resembled a nasty metal grin. “Oh shit!”
 
   Luckily, no one waited to cross at the intersection, because pure, fear-fueled adrenaline caused me to stomp on the gas and gun my car forward. The truck never even slowed for the stop sign. It came zooming at me.
 
   I flew through the light at River’s Edge Road, yanked the wheel hard to the right, and skidded into the National Bank parking lot. Afraid to slow down, I kept going until I was out on River’s Edge again going in the opposite direction.
 
   Thank God for corner drive-through lots.
 
   As my heart resumed a normal rhythm, I wanted desperately to go back and follow the truck, but decided against it. If I caught up to the driver, I would certainly give him a piece of my mind which could lead to getting shot. Totally not worth it.
 
   What made someone in that much of a hurry, I couldn’t imagine. Some idiot had probably been talking on his cell phone and not paying attention. Relieved and a little calmer, I turned off and swung down the back road toward the Mamas.
 
   When I slowed to turn on Crease Road, the white truck reappeared. Puffs of smoke sputtered from the tires as it accelerated. Whoever was behind the wheel must have hit the gas when they saw me. “Oh my freaking God!”
 
   The race to obliterate me appeared intentional. What if someone had a vendetta against Rick and it included his ex-girlfriend? Suddenly my hands shook and my mouth became chalk-dry. The killer had murdered once. Offing me wouldn’t be a big deal.
 
   I sped across the street onto the road running north and south along the highway, zipped across the bridge, made a left onto the ramp, and watched behind me as I merged with cars going seventy on the highway.
 
   A quick glimpse told me it was a male driver or a female with really short hair. I doubted the female angle, unless she was a NASCAR fan. The driver had slid way down in the seat trying to remain invisible. Nothing else appeared remotely distinguishable.
 
   I wanted to scream.
 
   Betsy’s speedometer rose to eighty, and the truck still gained. My old car couldn’t take more or she would shimmy and shake like a fifties dance party. I gritted my teeth and waited.
 
   The truck was almost on top of me when the off ramp for Greenman Road came up. I zoomed off at the last minute hoping the bigger, heavier vehicle couldn’t make it.
 
   Traffic stopped at the bottom of the ramp for a light. Surely the fool wouldn’t plow into me and take a chance on killing innocent people?
 
   Hysterical laughter followed this thought. The nut in the truck could care less about innocent people. Saving their lives was up to me right now.
 
   I watched and prayed the light would change. It did, just as I began to slow. Taking advantage of this change of events, I drove Betsy onto the median and around the cars, zipped through the light, and went up the ramp on the other side, leaving everyone honking behind me.
 
   It was a miracle I hadn’t been side-swiped.
 
   Hightailing it down the interstate, I floored the car, slowing only for the off ramp at River’s Edge. The white truck didn’t appear. I’d lost him.
 
   Thanking God for saving my life, I headed straight to the police department, saying prayers aloud that Sal would be in his office on a Sunday afternoon.
 
    
 
   The front desk officer yawned and stretched, and when she finally saw me, she slid the bullet-proof window aside. “Can I help you?”
 
   “I need to see Sal Ramirez.”
 
   “Doesn’t come in on Sunday.”
 
   “Call him.” Her face went all surly at my demand, but I had some surly-sour mojo going on too. “Look, I need to talk to him. I can do it here on the phone or here in person. It doesn’t matter to me, but someone’s trying to kill me, and I think it’s related to his case.”
 
   Before she could protest, I held up my hand and took a three-second beat. How can you make someone understand that your life is in danger and you can’t go home, you can’t go to dinner at your aunts’ house, and you can’t even leave the freaking police station?
 
   “Please.” I gave her the most pleading look I could muster. She snapped the window shut, swiveling her chair around to grab the phone. I wandered away a few feet to give her space, where I was unable to hear what was being said. In a few moments, she came back.
 
   “Okay, he’s on his way.”
 
   “Thank goodness. Does he live very far?”
 
   She gave me a long look as though she figured I wanted to know on a personal level.
 
   I groped for words. “I mean how long will I have to wait?”
 
   “Shouldn’t take long.”
 
   “Thanks.” I moved away, forcing a small smile that I really didn’t feel. Settling down on one of the hard plastic chairs proved nearly impossible. You would think they might get something more comfortable in here. Leather chairs and cherry wood tables would be nice.
 
   Nothing of interest to read greeted me, either. Aside from the latest ‘wanted’ posters on the walls, which made me think of a late-night western.
 
   I glanced at my watch. The Mamas probably wondered where I was and would be ringing my cell soon. Remembering my phone, I yanked it out of my purse and dialed Dwayne. He answered on the first ring.
 
   “Hey, it’s me. I’m at the police department. I don’t know what’s going on, but a truck just tried to run me down.”
 
   “Run you down? You mean like, run you over? Damn girl, who’d you piss off, the Krispy Kreme man?”
 
   “This freaking truck topped the hill on Crease, and I knew if I didn’t step on it, it would hit me. I took off on the interstate and wound up on the other side of town closer to the PD. This nut never slowed down, he just kept coming. I lost him long enough to get here.”
 
   Dwayne let out a breath. “You’re okay, though?” I could picture him with his hand over his heart.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine.”
 
   “Don’t you leave out nothin’ when you make your statement, and call me as soon as you get done. And for Christ’s sake, be careful. This is tripping me out.”
 
   “Yep. Will do.”
 
   I dropped the phone back into my bag as I paced back to the door from the couch again. A white car—screaming unmarked police vehicle—slid into a slot and Sal emerged, still dressed in his church clothes; tan slacks and a short-sleeved white shirt. I envisioned him ditching his tie, suit coat, and dress shoes and just getting comfortable in his easy chair when the call came.
 
   Bet he hated putting those shoes on again.
 
   He stepped through the door, surprise registering on his face when he saw me. “Oh, it’s you. What’s going on?” he asked as he approached.
 
   “Someone tried to kill me.”
 
   “Yeah, Tracey called to tell me some woman was here, scared out of her mind, saying something about my case.”
 
   I started to stand, but he waved me to stay put and sat beside me. His cologne wafted to my nose, strangely comforting in its male pheromone way. “I was nearly killed by somebody in a huge truck today. I think its related to Rick’s murder.”
 
   His brow furrowed as he pulled a notepad from his shirt pocket. “What happened?”
 
   “A guy in a truck came at me like he was going to run me down. At first I thought it was some kid on a cell phone not paying attention or something. Then he showed up again. It was so scary.”
 
   “What kind of truck was it? Pick up?”
 
   I struggled to remember television commercials touting the accolades of the beast who had chased me. “A Dodge...something.”
 
   “A Dodge Ram?”
 
   “Yeah, the one with a big grill on the front. White.”
 
   He didn’t look at me as he took notes. “Do you know anyone with a truck like that?”
 
   “No. No one I know has a truck, period.”
 
   “Did you get the license number? Or see the driver’s face, you know, get me any kind of description?”
 
   I cringed and gave him a palms-up gesture. “No, I didn’t. I mean, I was too worried about staying alive.”
 
   “You keep saying ‘he’. Are you certain it was a man?”
 
   I shrugged. “Who else would drive a truck just the right size for Godzilla?”
 
   He resumed writing. “And you think this person is after you because you knew Mr. Fine?”
 
   “I don’t know. It could be. This is happening now, after Rick is dead. After he’s been murdered. We were dating. Yeah, I think it could be related.”
 
   He tucked the notepad back into his pocket. “I’ll put out a BOLO on the truck, but I’d be willing to bet there are about two hundred Dodge Rams in this area matching your description. Those are pretty popular vehicles, and white is a standard color. Don’t hold your breath on this one.”
 
   “So…what are you saying?”
 
   “Unless this truck shows up again and we get involved in the chase, there’s not a lot I can do.”
 
   “An attempt on my life and the cops are no help. Great. What am I supposed to do? Just drive around out there and wait for him to reappear?”
 
   He straightened. “I know it sounds terrible. The best I can do for you right now is have patrol keep an eye out for it, and maybe see if they can make a few extra swings by your place to keep a tab on you. You’ll need to tell me where that is, by the way.”
 
   I stood, panicked. “How ridiculous. What if I leave here, and he shows up and does me in before help can arrive?”
 
   He rose also, towering over me. “Don’t think like that.” His voice softened. “It’s okay to be scared, Shannon; just let your fear make you smart. Don’t be a hero. Call us.”
 
   “Smart? I’m so scared I’m jumping out of my skin!” I grabbed the door handle and snatched it open letting bright afternoon sun burn into the room. “I should go buy a gun. That’s the smart thing to do.”
 
   He caught me by the arm just as the door closed behind us. “If this guy has you in his cross-hairs, carrying a gun might end up getting you killed. Just try and help me out by playing it cool and calm. Keep your eyes open and get me something to work with. Let the police do their job. That’s what your taxes are paying for.”
 
   “Right.” I stared at his hand on my arm and tugged away. “My address is 104 Mockingbird Lane, apartment 6b. Make damn sure your friends drive by a lot.”
 
   He nodded, quickly bringing the notebook and pen out to write it down.  “Okay. I’ll give your address to the shift leader, and while I’m thinking about it, let me give you my card.”
 
   God, his smile could melt gemstones.
 
   He tucked the pad away in one pocket and brought out his wallet from the other. “You’ll have to call me at home if you need me again. Monday is my day off, too.”
 
   I shoved his card into my purse and worked at walking nonchalantly to my car. Betsy roared to life and I drove gently out of the lot.  About halfway to the Mamas’ house, I glanced in my rearview mirror to find Sal’s white police car a few vehicles behind. It stayed with me until I turned onto their street.
 
    
 
   The Mamas lived in a quiet neighborhood in South Lake with roomy wooded lots. The oak and pine trees shaded the streets and perfumed the summer air. The sharp pine scent reminded me of overnighters in a pup tent in the back yard. The desire to go back to better days struck like a blow.
 
   My aunts had lived in the same house for over thirty years, and I expected they would live there forever. The house had been painted sky blue, which contrasted nicely with the navy shutters, and the wide porch remained littered year round with cane-bottomed chairs and magazines. Those sturdy chairs were good for sitting in and working out troubles, and I gave them a longing glance as I went inside.
 
   My flip-flops slapped against the hardwood floor as I walked up the hallway to the kitchen. The Mamas sat at the dining room table in the adjoining dining room wearing ‘cat who ate the canary’ expressions. The conversation ceased abruptly as soon as I entered. They’d done that thousands of times during my life. Apparently, I was an interesting topic for them.
 
   “Well, you finally made it, did you?” Nancy asked, directing Tillie to get the rolls from the oven.
 
   Tillie complied, kissing my cheek as she rose from her chair and headed for the kitchen. “It’s so good to see you,” she said. “Go on, sit down.”
 
   I plopped onto a chair across from Nancy, whose face wrinkled in a thoughtful frown. She looked prepared to embark on a lengthy question and answer session about Rick, but I wasn’t ready.
 
   I held up my hand. “Before you start, I don’t know if I have any answers, and if I had any, I probably couldn’t share them. I’d really rather not talk about all this yet.”
 
   She tilted her head. “You used to bring home all your troubles. Tillie and I want to help you sort them out. If you’ll let us.” Just a few words, and I was thirteen again seeking help with my homework, like some algebraic problem.
 
   I pulled my legs underneath me. “The reports have said it all. Rick was killed in his apartment, and they don’t know who did it yet. What more do you want to know?”
 
   She frowned. “Well, for starters, why was he killed?”
 
   I grimaced. “How should I know? I didn’t think he had any enemies. I mean I thought everyone loved the Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings people.”
 
   “Obviously someone didn’t, or he would be sitting here polishing these chairs with his bony butt.”
 
   “Actually, he wouldn’t—”
 
   Tillie joined us, setting a pitcher of sweet iced tea and glasses filled with ice in the center of the table. She wiped her hands on her apron. “Didn’t you tell me Rick had a brother who was the black sheep?”
 
   “Yes, he did.” I recalled my first encounter with Charles Fine with distaste. Rick’s brother was an embarrassment to the family with his gambling habits. He had an intense dislike for me, too, after I mouthed off to him a few times. “Crazy guy got caught stealing from the company.  Messed up old man Fine’s plans for leaving him in charge. Rick was to be named President this year when his father announced his retirement. Well, at least Rick thought he would. I had doubts.”
 
   “Why?” Tillie’s azure-colored eyes gazed at me, filled with curiosity.
 
   “Rick wasn’t forceful enough. He couldn’t make decisions. Well, not in some situations anyway. He didn’t have trouble firing people.”
 
   “Maybe his brother did him in,” Tillie suggested, sipping from a tall glass of sweet tea.
 
   I pulled the pitcher over to me and poured myself some. “Nah, I don’t think so.”
 
   “Why not?” Nancy chimed in. “Rick’s brother would have had more reason than anyone. He stood to gain their father’s whole company.”
 
   “I thought about that. If I intend to find Rick’s killer, I have to think of every possible suspect. Charlie had the most motive, as Aunt Nan pointed out.  He’d been fired nearly three months ago, though. Why would he wait so long to act if he wanted to kill over it?  And why wouldn’t he kill his father instead?”
 
   My aunts eyed one another, then me.
 
   Tillie patted my shoulder on her way back to the kitchen. “Wouldn’t you bide your time ‘til you knew you could get away with it?” she asked in her soft Southern drawl. “And why kill off the father? He would be out of the way neatly enough by retiring. Or dying, eventually. But Rick was young and strong, and potentially, he would be the biggest threat to a corporate takeover.”
 
   That just made plain good sense. Fortunately, I knew insider information on Charles, like where he liked to hang out. I shivered. No way I would go to the Underground without Dwayne. Damn, if Charlie had that SD card, or even worse, DVDs, I would be in far bigger trouble. It almost made me wish the killer was a stranger. Someone who didn’t know me at all.
 
   Nancy coughed.
 
   I looked up. “What?”
 
   “I asked if you were going to the funeral?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I had tried so hard to get past this part. I couldn’t run anymore. A long-held hatred of funerals crept up my back like a mosquito. After my parents’ death, I’d been traumatized. The Mamas sent me to a pediatric psychiatrist in hopes of helping me deal with the whole situation.  But, I’d lied to everyone about how I felt, and realized I might have to do it again now.
 
   “Come on, Shannon,” Nancy said, frowning. “You’re a big girl now.”
 
   “I know. But I just hate funerals.” I took a deep breath. That wasn’t so hard. Maybe I could slide by without lying to her.
 
   Tillie returned to the table with a basket of steaming rolls and three plates. She clucked her tongue at me. “How would you feel if everyone acted that way when you died?”
 
   This struck me as funny. I took a roll and handed the basket back to her. “I would feel just dead over it.”
 
   Her face contorted as she suppressed laughter, and she went back to the stove to return with bowls of food. Nancy pulled her by her apron strings around to her seat. “Sit down, goose. We need to say the blessing.”
 
   I closed my eyes while Nancy intoned blessings upon everything on the table, those of us seated there, and those of us missing. My thoughts wandered. My heart knew what my head wouldn’t admit. I’d be attending Rick’s funeral, in spite of the pain of rejection by the man and my hatred of such events. I still had to say goodbye. When I lifted my eyes after amen, my aunts both gazed at me expectantly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The funeral?” Tillie asked.
 
   “Okay, okay. I’ll go. Sheesh. It’s not like he’ll miss me.”
 
   “Now dear, don’t speak ill of the dearly departed.”
 
   “I’m not. I think I’m still mad at him is all. He fired me on Friday. You didn’t know that, did you?”
 
   “Fired you?” Nancy squinted at me from where she carved roasted chicken. “For what?”
 
   I dug into a bowl of rice and plopped a healthy pile on my plate. “Good question. I don’t know why. He wouldn’t explain it and he didn’t give me any options, but he succeeded in ditching me as his girlfriend, and his assistant, all in one fell swoop.”
 
   She pointed at my plate indicating she wanted to serve me chicken. I held it out to her.
 
   “That doesn’t sound right,” she said, placing a sliced piece of breast meat by my rice. “I mean, I wasn’t overly fond of him personally, so the girlfriend-ditching part doesn’t bother me, but I can’t believe he would be unfair about your job. He seemed pretty professional like a man who adhered to proper rules of conduct, if nothing else.”
 
   Proper? Rules? My mind went back to a red blinking light on a camera posed to capture everything in a dim-lit bedroom. She had no idea.
 
   Tillie fussed over the platter of sliced tomatoes. “Did you get some of these?” I nodded, and she pushed the bowl of black-eyed peas closer. “Maybe he had an idea his life was in danger, and he didn’t want you in the middle of it.”
 
   Nancy and I gaped at her. She gazed back, her eyes innocent and wide. She shrugged. “Well, you told us about all that brouhaha at the office with the break-ins, and if he thought someone was after him, he sure wouldn’t want you around where you might get hurt. I think he fired you to get you out of the way.”
 
   I leaned back and digested this for a few minutes. He hadn’t seemed happy about firing me, but what person would? Had he done it for my safety? The possibility did much to restore my faith in him, but my female pride insisted I reserve the right to do an about-face the second I found he’d fired me on purpose.
 
   When we finished eating, I helped clean off the table and offered to do dishes. Southern manners demanded that of me, but they also gave the hostess the right to decline the offer.
 
   Nancy pushed me toward the living room. “No, we’ve got this. But you can go in there and watch pre-season football. It’s on, and I need someone rooting for my team.”
 
   She’d been a huge Tennessee Titans fan ever since they played in Memphis while their home stadium in Nashville was being completed. I laughed and took her suggestion. The Titans were behind by a field goal when I settled onto the couch.
 
   I watched the ball carrier stumble and fall just as a musical ring came from my purse. I dug out my cell. “Hello?”
 
   A deep, muffled voice, barely above a whisper, spoke in my ear. “I’m coming for you, sex kitten.”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   I frowned, holding the phone away from my ear to glare at it. The screen went black. Sex kitten? My panic rose. I dialed the last number listed on my calls received list. It rang and rang, but no voice mail answered. I hit the red, end call button. With shaking hands, I pulled out Sal’s card and dialed his home number. He answered on the third ring sounding sleepy. He’d probably been napping in an easy chair, and here I was disturbing him again, twice on the same day. “Sal? It’s Shannon Wallace.”
 
   “Yeah? What’s up?” He kind of groaned like he had struggled to sit up.
 
   “I just got a strange call. I think—I think Rick’s killer just called me. I don’t know how he could have gotten my number, so this sounds nuts, I know.”
 
   “What makes you think it was the killer? I know you’re tripped out since the truck thing, but let’s not jump to conclusions,” he replied. “What was said?”
 
   I gazed heavenward. “He said I’m coming for you.” Sal didn’t need to know about the sex kitten part. I had to keep him from searching for that SD card and any resulting DVDs until I could hunt for them myself.
 
   “He said? A man, then? Coming for you? Hm. That doesn’t sound good.”
 
   “That’s why I called.”
 
   “If it is our guy, could he have found your number in Mr. Fine’s apartment?”
 
   I remembered Rick’s red address book, which he kept on his nightstand. “Yeah, it’s possible.”
 
   “And you’re sure none of your friends are playing a joke?”
 
   “No way. Nobody would be that sketchy seeing as how my boyfriend was just murdered. What’re you thinking? That my friends would chase me in a big truck to scare me? Then follow up for good measure with sick, prank calls? Get real.”
 
   “Okay, calm down. I was just asking. Trying to consider-”
 
   “Well, let me give you something else to consider. If this freak has my cell number, then he may have some other information about me, such as where I live. What do I do about that?”
 
   “Well, obviously you need to be careful. If this was the killer, we don’t know what he’s up to. Why would Mr. Fine’s killer want you?”
 
   I chewed on my nail. My guess was he had seen me in all my naked glory. But I sure as hell wasn’t telling Sal this. The caller was obviously into aberrant behaviors of all flavors, including murder. “I have no idea. Insanity maybe?”
 
   “Yeah well, my guess is, he’s playing with you right now.”
 
   “What do you mean he’s playing with me? That was no game of chicken with his Ram truck, Sal. But whatever. I don’t want to play his games. Games like that will end with me mangled. Or worse.”
 
   “That’s why we have to catch him before he goes too far. We’ll take advantage of every opportunity. Do you have a security alarm on your car and apartment?”
 
   I gazed up at the ceiling. “No and no.”
 
   “I would look into both. We’ll do everything in our power to catch this guy, but it wouldn’t hurt to take extra precautions.”
 
   “I’ve never had to take precautions before. I’m so scared right now I can’t think straight.” Extra precautions? Well duh.
 
   “That’s to be expected, Shannon.”
 
   In a few moments, we disconnected and I allowed myself a moment of semi-nausea at this new turn of events. Could it be true? Was it the killer playing some sick game? What if it wasn’t?
 
   Confusion clouded my mind. I wanted to shove my head into the football game, fall asleep beneath Aunt Tillie’s crocheted comforter, and wake up tomorrow ready to go to work as usual.
 
   Instead, I wrote down all that had happened, and what I might be able to do to figure out this mess I’d stepped in. At the top of the list: get into Rick’s apartment to find out if the missing card or extra disks were in the safe.
 
   My hands were shaking.
 
   I’d never been so scared or stressed out in my life.
 
    
 
   The next day at ten in the morning, I was ready to sneak back to Rick’s apartment. I couldn’t tell Dwayne my plan as he would try to talk me out of it. I didn’t own any fancy tools to try to remove the doorknob, unless you count a rusted screwdriver. But I had seen a former criminal explain to a talk show host how to jimmy open a door with a credit card, and I was willing to try it. Especially after spending a sleepless night tossing and turning over what would happen if the cops got their paws on the killer and subsequently, my video. More like videos since we’d done the nasty multiple times. Sheesh, how many hours did one of those SD cards hold?
 
   Nevertheless, I was determined to face my demons. I would get into that apartment and take back the cards that remained. My pulse quickened when Dwayne’s words returned to me about Rick making copies. What if the killer did that? I would never be able to gain control of them all.
 
   Come on, Shannon, one disaster at a time.
 
   Another troubling matter: how to avoid seeing where Rick had been killed. When I caught myself chewing on an already too-short pinkie nail, I decided to try aromatherapy and went to take a long bath.
 
   Afterward, I scrunched gel through my hair making it a mass of waves. The short denim skirt and sporty top I chose to wear made me look years younger. I dabbed on a little perfume, a swipe of mascara, and soft pink lip-gloss.  Reinforced, I mentally crossed my fingers and headed out. Worst case, I looked good enough to have mug shots made if it came to that.
 
   I drove through South Lake and noticed new buildings going up on Greenman Road. Growth reared its ugly head in my small town, and the birth pangs of too much traffic, too many people, and too little scenery began to make themselves known. I wished the little town would remain as it was when I first moved into it years ago: one dress shop, one grocery store, and one gas station.
 
   I parked in front of Rick’s building in the same spot as the night when Rick died.  Mr. Yoshi’s black friend story came rushing back, and I wondered if I should tell Sal about it. It could be a big clue, but he had surely questioned all the neighbors. Wouldn’t the cops know about every possible suspect? I made a mental note to at least drop a hint. If he wanted to tell me to butt out, so be it. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.
 
   Summer had not been kind to the greenery this year, and the landscapers had been working to replace scorched vegetation. There were still empty spots between the bushes and in the flower beds. Given that the season neared its end, I wondered why they didn’t just put in mums and pansies and be done with it. No one dug around there this morning, which surprised me since the heat of the day would soon be unbearable for gardening activities.
 
   I strolled through the breezeway and came to stop in front of Rick’s door, remembering how many times I’d stood here waiting for him to let me in.  The door represented entrance to our inner life, the one we kept from the people at the office. Looking back on it, I wondered if he’d taken my key for another reason. Maybe I wasn’t as important to him as he led me to think. Maybe I’d missed the signs of his lost interest.
 
   My cell chirped, bringing me out of my reverie.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon? It’s Sal Ramirez. I’m on the way over to your apartment. Are you there now?”
 
   Shocked, I answered, “Sure, yes, yes, I am, actually.”
 
   “Great. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Don’t go anywhere.”
 
   “Right. I’m here and waiting.”
 
   We disconnected, and I gritted my teeth. Damn it. Foiled again. I put a credit card in the crack of Rick’s door and moved it up toward the lock. It stopped before reaching where I needed it to be. I slid it back and forth. It kept hitting metal before it got to the lock. Sweat beaded up on my forehead, and even more sweat did a slow slide down my ribs.
 
   I peered around. No one near by. Even Yoshi’s door was closed. I glanced at my watch. I didn’t have time. Sal said fifteen minutes, and I’d wasted nearly five of it fooling around. I stomped back to the car. Why was he coming over anyway?
 
   The local jazz station played on the radio as I weaved in and out of traffic, trying to control my despair at having to leave the apartment without success and having to face Sal was just icing on the cake.
 
   I had just parked and walked to the sidewalk when Sal nosed his car in a front slot. Now I could see it was a new Dodge Charger. How did our little police force afford those? He opened his door and got out. The way he was dressed dimmed my disgruntled attitude.
 
   His faded jeans and short-sleeved maroon golf shirt took me back to former times.  This was the Sal I knew. The jeans were made for his body, snug along his muscular legs and perfectly fitted in the seat. No baggy pants for him. He tapped a manila folder on his leg as he approached me.
 
   “What’re you doing over this way?” I tried to sound nonchalant, like his being here was the most pleasant surprise.
 
   “Business. You look like you’re going out. Or did you lie about being at home?”
 
   I grimaced. Why did he have to look so good and be so observant all in the same package? “Um. Yeah. I was really on my way home though, so no biggie.”
 
   He lifted the folder slightly. “Got some pictures of Rams. Wanted to know if you would look at them and make sure we were on the same page.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Sure, I can do that. Come on up,” I answered, leading the way to the apartment. At least he was gentleman enough not to pursue my whereabouts.
 
   Once inside, he lounged in the kitchen doorway. The sun streamed through the window and Sal pointed at the panes of glass. “We think the guy came in through the kitchen window of the victim’s apartment, picked up a knife from the cutlery set, and went into the living room to do his deed.”
 
   A bitter taste crawled up my throat. “Oh. God. Poor Rick.” Sal started to say something else, but I raised my hand stopping him. “I don’t think I want to know any more.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it.”
 
   My thoughts tumbled one over the other, until I found my voice again. “Who do you think did this? Do you have a suspect in mind yet?”
 
   “Still working on it. Murder cases are often the most involved and take the most time.”
 
   I thought of Charlie. “Speaking of involvement, have you talked to Rick’s brother?”
 
   “Yeah. He doesn’t drive a white Ram.”
 
   “So you agree that the truck driver is associated with this case?”
 
   “Yeah. Could be.” He pointed toward the table, and I followed him over. “Here, look at these.” He opened the folder and pulled out four glossy shots of trucks.
 
   It didn’t take more than a quick glance. “Yep, that’s the monster. Guess I’ll have nightmares over this now that you’ve kindly reminded me what it looks like.”
 
   He shrugged. “Had to make sure. Have you remembered anything about the incident that might help me?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, and don’t expect to. I’m trying to block it out. I have overheard a bit of news, though, about a disagreement Rick supposedly had. Allegedly, he disagreed with an African American man in the presence of others.”
 
   “Where did you hear that?”
 
   “I thought I might have heard the little Oriental man who lives next door talking about it. Don’t know who the disagreement was with, though.”
 
   “You interfering in my case?”
 
   “Me? Heck no. I’m just paying attention.”
 
   “The hell you are.” He jangled his keys in his pocket.
 
   I refused to look at him. “I just overheard something that might be, um, you know, important. Wanted to see if it clanged any bells.”
 
   “I’m hearing bells okay. But they’re the warning kind. Your boyfriend is dead, I don’t have a good suspect list, or a weapon for that matter, and this case is keeping me long hours at the office. That puts me in a mal humor. Muy mal humor.”
 
   “I don’t speak Spanish.”
 
   “You know enough to know what I mean. Don’t get in the thick of this investigation, Shannon. You’re already as involved as you need to be with this truck thing. If you go knocking around the wrong doors, you may end up in jail.” He paused, using a harsh gaze to get his point across. “Or worse.”
 
   I didn’t answer. What could I say? I wanted my videos, and I wouldn’t quit until I had them.
 
   He noted my silence. “Are you listening?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, but you don’t know how tough I am.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, big bad wolf mama,” he said, gathering the pictures together. “It’s okay to use that gimmick on potential blind dates, but this whacko out there…he’s for real.”
 
   We stood for a few moments sizing each other up.
 
   Finally, I dropped my gaze and said, “Gee, thanks for playing ‘scare the victim’. Next time, why don’t you invite me downtown to see crime scene photos.”
 
   He glanced at his cell phone and turned to go. “If it will prevent that cocky attitude from getting you killed, I might.”
 
   I followed him onto the landing outside my apartment, watching as he continued on his way, got into his car, and drove off. I even watched until his car rolled out of sight.
 
   Something about that man messed up my world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Nerves on edge, I kept trying to reach Dwayne on his cell. He finally answered, and I invited myself over. He opened the door and stepped back, arms folded, with a smirk on his face. “Come on in here, Wall-ass. You been ringing my phone off the damn hook all day, seems like.”
 
   “It’s important investigator stuff.” I breezed past him and tossed my purse on the ugly green chair before plopping down on the couch. “We have to get busy.”
 
   “Did you find something else out?”
 
   “Nothing. Empty handed. But that’s okay. We just need to work harder.”
 
   “We? What we? If I remember right, I told you I don’t work with anybody.”
 
   “You’ll work with me. I have clues, suspects, and this.” I waved my cell phone at him.
 
   He laughed and sat beside me. “Yeah, that’s really important. Wait. I got it.” He paused for emphasis. “It’s a secret agent tool? It self-destructs?”
 
   I scowled. “For your information, I think the killer called me. He knows who I am. Looks like he took Rick’s little black book. I’m marked.”
 
   He sat up a little. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, so we have to work fast. He’s got something I want and I’m somebody he wants, at least, I got that impression from his phone call, so there’s some urgency in all of this.”
 
   “Damn,” he said. “Okay, you got my attention. Especially since he knows who you are, has probably followed you already, and your ass is sitting on my couch.”
 
   “Your couch?”
 
   “Um, I mean my Granny’s couch.”
 
   “If you would just agree to open up your freaking office we wouldn’t be sitting on Granny’s couch, now would we? Besides, I don’t think I was followed. I was careful.”
 
   He walked into the kitchen, muttering to himself.
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   He returned with two beers and I gave him a sharp glare. “What’s up?”
 
   He scratched his head and tried to look innocent. “I think I owe you an apology.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’ve sort of fibbed about some stuff,” he confessed, sitting beside me.
 
   “Fibbed? About what?” I sipped on the cold brew.
 
   He focused on his Nikes. “I ain’t got no fancy office in Cordova.”
 
   “What?” I didn’t mean to sound so shocked, and immediately began back-peddling. “I mean, well, no big deal. You know, Cordova doesn’t mean anything. Is your office in a bad part of town or something?”
 
   “Um. No.” He shifted a little before crossing his legs. Then he took a long pull from his beer. When he tapped his fingers against his knee and refused to glance at me, I knew there was something very fishy about this whole situation.
 
   I waited. Something was coming. I felt it.
 
   “Well, see, I don’t exactly have an office. Not yet, I mean.”
 
   I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. “Okay. So what? Most entrepreneurs work from home, right?”
 
   “Um. I don’t exactly have the business going all out just yet,” he explained. “But, it’s coming along. Just have to find a few more bucks, make a few more contacts. Not much.”
 
   “Okay, Dwayne. No biggie. I can help you out with that. I promised you the five thousand dollars I won, remember? We can go office shopping once this is behind us. But first, we have to find this guy and get my tapes.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Well, since I’m confessing—this ain’t really Granny’s place either.”
 
   I swallowed and took a good look around. Damn. Why hadn’t I seen this before?
 
   “Yours?”
 
   “Mine.”
 
   I got up and walked around, seeing things for the first time. He was a terrible decorator. Nothing matched. The furniture was antique disco era. The colors were loud, obnoxious. Lime green chair, once-upon-a-time brown velour couch, fake wood everything. I thought gay men were supposed to be experts about fashion? Maybe he was a slow starter?
 
   “No offense, but you should let me pick out the furnishings for your office. You, uh, have very bohemian taste.”
 
   He shrugged. “Yeah, well.”
 
   I knelt in front of him, looking directly into his eyes. “It’s okay, Dwayne. I’ll scratch your behind if you’ll scratch mine. I worked at a furniture store, so I know a little about design. I can whip this place into shape, no problem. But first, I need help with this little situation of mine, and you’re a private investigator with all that training.”
 
   He smacked his lips and averted his eyes.
 
   “What? No, don’t tell me.” I wanted to shake him. “Did you lie about that too?”
 
   He patted my arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t quite get the diploma. They were on-line classes, and I was going along pretty good until, well, you know.” He shrugged. “I got my Internet service cut off.”
 
   I rose to my feet and paced a few steps. “Okay, so you’re not a PI, you don’t have a license or an office, and you don’t even have an apartment. Is there a Granny?”
 
   “In Chicago.”
 
   That was a relief. “What the hell am I supposed to do now? I counted on your help to find this wacko. He’s a freaking squirrel out looking for his next acorn, and I’m it. My name is written all over his oak tree, in case you hadn’t figured that out.”
 
   He stood and put a hand out to stop my pacing. “Wall-ass, you’re my friend, and I won’t let nothing happen to you, even if it means putting my own self in danger. I just thought you deserved the truth.”
 
   I chewed on my thumbnail. What was left of it. “Thanks. Really.”
 
   Dwayne pulled on my arm, dragging me back to the couch and we sat. “Look, it’ll be okay. All we have to do is figure this crap out. Who do you think this dude is?”
 
   “Don’t know. He masked his voice on the phone. He told me he was coming for me. He also called me a sex kitten.”
 
   He nodded, sipping his beer. “Sounds like he’s found out how to view what’s on that SD card in his spare time. We’re in good shape though, huh? We know what he drives.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. There are only about a billion of those same trucks in South Lake.  Probably a trillion if you add Memphis to the equation. My aunts also reminded me about Rick’s brother, Charlie. His own family fired him for stealing company money to pay gambling debts. He would have a reason to kill Rick.”
 
   “Yeah, but he didn’t have a reason to threaten you, did he?”
 
   “Charlie and I got into a shouting match one time over the fact that Rick and I were an item. Then, Charlie accused me of flaunting our affair under the other employee’s noses. He said I acted like it would get me somewhere. I never flaunted anything, though. Rick and I were careful not to let on.”
 
   Dwayne rubbed his face with his hand. “Hm. Well, guess he’s on the list, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, and let’s don’t forget what Yoshi said about the African American friend that Rick didn’t like. I still haven’t figured that out.”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “I don’t know. No one else hated him that much. He didn’t have any enemies that I knew about. And he only had a few close friends, too. Just Drury. Joe Drury.” I fell silent. I had completely forgotten him in the mess going on. “I need to call him. He was Rick’s old bowling buddy. Rick quit the league when he met me because I don’t do the bowling thing, but they stayed in touch. We’ve double-dated with him before. They were good friends. He’s probably freaking out over the news.”
 
   “They say the usual killer is the one closest to the victim,” Dwayne noted, pointing his finger at me. “So, you and this Joe dude were the closest.”
 
   “Watch it, mister. We’ve already established I couldn’t have done it, and Joe wouldn’t want to kill him. They were buddies. He and Rick did a lot of stuff together. Guy stuff, you know?”
 
   He gave me a crooked grin. “Yeah, girl. Shit. I love guy stuff.”
 
   “Stop. No details, thank you.” I swatted his knee and took a slug from the can of beer. “Aunt Tillie thinks Rick was protecting me. You think that could be true?”
 
   “Could be. Don’t think I’d want my lover prancing over to my place if some freakazoid was after me, either,” he agreed. “That would be reason enough to part company.”
 
   I digested this, adding it to my list of mental tally marks in Rick’s favor. Maybe he had loved me after all.
 
   “You getting hungry?” Dwayne asked.
 
   I thought about it. “Yeah, actually I am.”
 
   “Let’s go get our grub on, and maybe we can piece together a plan.”
 
   “You up for a trip to the Underground? They have food, I think.”
 
   He smirked. “I see the hamster racing around on that damn wheel in your head again. What’s at the Underground?”
 
   “Maybe Charlie Fine. He hangs out there sometimes. I would love to trap him into spilling his guts to some broad. If that falls through, I plan on following him after the funeral service tomorrow. You up for a little surveillance work?”
 
   “Sir Vay Lance is my code name.”
 
   I saluted him with my beer can. “To finding this weirdo and getting my stuff back.”
 
   He clinked it with his empty one. “Cheers.” After a few swallows, he asked, “Ever been to the Underground before?”
 
   “Nope. Don’t know anything about it except what I’ve heard on the news. Why?”
 
   He sighed, pulling his nylon basketball jersey out of his waistband. “I went one time before I found out it’s a drinking hole frequented by fat, white, straight dudes with trucker hats and belt buckles the size of Texas.”
 
   “Sounds like you had a bad time.”
 
   “Yeah, one of them had long hair and an attitude. I don’t relish a return visit. If I see a dude with a long ass earring that reads ‘My mama can whip your mama’, I am so out of there food—or no food.”
 
    
 
   Dwayne drove his car so I could watch out for the Ram. His Mustang was musty, and needed some bodywork, but it still ran great. We went to Kringle’s grocery store, to my bank’s satellite branch, and I deposited the five thousand dollars in my account after Dwayne kept refusing it.
 
   “You keep it, Wall-ass. You’re gonna need it until you get another job.”
 
   I still planned on giving it to him when this whole debacle was over.
 
   As we walked back to the car, a full bag of miniature candy bars lay near the basket return. I stooped to pick it up. They were soft from the heat, but I would put them in the freezer. They’d still be good to eat. Maybe a little discolored, but what a super time my fat cells would have with them.
 
   Dwayne slapped it out of my hand. “What are you doing? Are you nuts?”
 
   “No, are you? That’s a brand new bag of candy somebody dropped from their basket.”
 
   “Don’t you read? Killers do some bad shit to candy!” He put his hand over his heart, his face deadly serious. He was such a sissy.
 
   I dropped the bag of candy into a nearby cart. “Oh okay, worry wart. Too melted anyway. What kind of food does the Underground serve?”
 
   “Last time I was there it was a mishmash. Maybe some Greek something? I sure hope so. My gut needs some spice.”
 
   I would have laughed at him, but I knew his eating habits. Some of his favorites would liquefy cast iron. “They have anything not so hot? My stomach doesn’t have the tough lining yours does.”
 
   “Yeah girl, they got burgers, and you can get chicken since you’re always watching your waistline. I weighed the other day, and God, I’m a freaking elephant.”
 
   “You are not,” I told him just before he got in on the driver’s side and cranked the car. I slid into the passenger seat and turned up the air conditioner while he got situated. “You lose any more weight and you’ll be a ghost. You know you hate dead stuff—”
 
   He put his hand out, cutting me off. His face creased with worry lines, and I followed his gaze. A white Dodge Ram circled the lot.
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   He gave me a confident smile and turned the engine off.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Can’t run forever, honey child. Time to face this bastard and see what his deal is.”
 
   I started to protest, but he reached underneath the seat and came up with a black snub-nosed pistol.
 
   “Oh-my…God.”
 
   “Don’t get all freaked out, Wall-ass. It’s legal.”
 
   I turned. The truck was slowly approaching. “Shit, Dwayne. He’s coming.”
 
   Dwayne shoved the pistol into his waistband, covered it with his shirt, and stepped out of the car. He acted so bold. So bad-ass. I wanted to be just like him. Unfortunately, my weak knees didn’t understand that logic.              I eased out of the other side, kneeling down to keep the Mustang as protective cover.
 
   As the truck cruised by, the driver peered out behind sunglasses and a baseball cap. When he realized Dwayne was watching him, he zipped down the row, wheeled around the end, and roared up the next. No doubt about it. This was the right Dodge Ram.
 
   “I think he recognized us,” Dwayne said, taking off to the other side of the aisle to catch him before he escaped. He shouted over his shoulder: “That’s what I get for hanging out with you, Wall-ass.”
 
   “Whatever!”
 
   The truck stopped at the end of the aisle blocked by a short lady with her two kids rolling their basket out of the way.
 
   Dwayne crept up to the back of the truck, and with one hand on his waistband, approached the driver’s side. He tried to yank open the door, but it was locked.
 
   “Get out!” he screamed, waving at the driver.
 
   The driver got the message. He unlocked the door, and Dwayne snatched it open, shouting orders as fast as a rapper. The guy got out, hands up. I slid back into my seat and grabbed my cell phone to call Sal. He agreed to meet us there.
 
   With stomach roiling, I hoofed it toward the man who’d been trying to kill me. The people pushing their baskets to their cars gaped in curiosity. Thank goodness, Dwayne had not pulled his gun out and waved it around. There were far too many housewives and young mothers out here.
 
   As I approached, Dwayne gave me a strange look. The truck’s driver had his back to me, but something rang familiar about that back. The man was short and stocky with gray hair cut into a bowl-shape.
 
   Oh, God. No. It couldn’t be.
 
   “Mr. Yoshi?”  I pulled him around by the shoulder, until he faced me, hands still in the air. “What are you doing? Do you realize you could have caused me to have an accident, or worse, by chasing me like that?”
 
   He thrust his lower lip out in a full-fledged pout. “No trying to kill. Trying to catch.”
 
   “What? Why were you trying to catch me?”
 
   “To catch killer.”
 
   “Well, what the hell are you chasing me for? I don’t have him! And how did you find me anyway?”
 
   “Tailing you. All time. Killer after you next. Yoshi follow you, find killer.”
 
   “Find killer?” It sank in. He wasn’t the killer. He wasn’t even after me for evil purposes. “Did you call me on my cell and say something ugly?”
 
   He squinted, looked at Dwayne, and back at me. “Yoshi no have number.”
 
   I sighted Sal’s unmarked car approaching, single light flashing. He pulled in front of Yoshi’s truck, peering inside as he came around to where we gathered. He covered his surprise when he saw Yoshi. “Afternoon, Mr. Yoshi, Shannon, and...” He lifted an eyebrow at Dwayne. “Why are you so familiar?”
 
   “We went to the same college. Shannon and I are old friends.” Dwayne became overly nervous and looked down at his shoes. “I ain’t the one, dude. It’s that old man’s truck.”
 
   At that, Sal crossed his arms and gave me a pointed look. “Nice weather we’re having today. Can I be of assistance?”
 
   “Cute, real cute. We’ve got a problem here. Yoshi’s been the guy in the truck. He says he followed me to try to catch Rick’s killer. He thinks the killer will be after me next, and if I’m the bait, then he can just dangle his line and catch the big fish.”
 
   “Yoshi no go fish.”
 
   I ignored him. “He didn’t make the call to my cell.”
 
   Sal nodded. “Well, one mystery solved, several more to go. Good day, sir, you can go home. The police department appreciates your efforts at citizen involvement, but please try not to get too carried away, okay?”
 
   Yoshi nodded, darting for the driver’s door. He even used his turn signal as he drove away. Sal’s presence must have scared him.
 
   “You ain’t just gonna let that old fart go?” Dwayne had been silent up until now. I figured he must have been in shock to see his old crush.  “He’s got some lame ass story going on about Dude’s killer being a black man.”
 
   “I know. We’re checking on it,” Sal replied, with complete calm. “Did we play football together?”
 
   Dwayne grinned, flashing a gold tooth. He motioned up and down his body. “Hell naw. I ain’t in the habit of putting all this goodness in harm’s way. We had class together. Tomlin’s Business Math?”
 
   Sal ushered us out of the street. “Ah. Yes. My least favorite of all classes. Well, I hate to break up the reunion folks, but we’re drawing too much attention. I’m sure Kringle’s will be sending the manager out soon.”
 
   We walked over to the side of Dwayne’s car.
 
   Sal made ready to leave. “I hope you don’t have any more trouble, Miss Wallace.”
 
   Total cop formality. I couldn’t meet his eyes.
 
   “But if you do, please don’t hesitate to use the number I gave you. We’re here to protect and serve.”
 
   I nodded mutely, and he walked away. Dwayne and I got into his car. Dejection smote me. The man in the white truck was not a crazed killer, only a very bad driver with a desire to follow me. The real killer was still out there.
 
   “Mm. Mm. Mm,” Dwayne muttered, interrupting my thoughts. “Yessiree. Salivate’s got it bad for you, girlfriend.”
 
   “What? Don’t be stupid.”
 
   “I ain’t being stupid, I got eyes.” He backed out from the parking slot. “I know lust when I see it. He ruffled with it.”
 
   “That wasn’t lust. It’s lunacy. I’m making the man crazy.”
 
   “Crazy, lusty, horny, whatever.”
 
   Suddenly feeling self-conscious, I asked, “Does my butt look big in this skirt?”
 
   He thought about it before putting the car into drive. “Naw. But your ta-tas look like Swiss cheese in that bra. What is that? Some type of lace? I hear tell that in France…”
 
   France was the last word I heard because I had already tuned him out. Boobs that reminded him of Swiss cheese? Really?
 
    
 
   The Underground, a Memphis landmark in existence for as long as I could remember, gleamed with solid black paint on the exterior, which was made from cinder blocks. Whether it was to make it look like a honky tonk or whether it was just a poor choice of paint, I couldn’t say.
 
   On Monday afternoons the place stayed pretty empty of patrons, as most of the usual crowd visited it on weekends for beer and partying. We walked into the dim interior, and I got a good view of the layout. Tables were situated throughout the area and most of them could accommodate four guests. Some nestled up close to the bar and we decided to sit at one of those. We had a view of the entire place.
 
   Soon, a bored-looking bald man who had been rearranging liquor bottles strolled over and asked us if we wanted something to drink.
 
   “Do you have sweet tea?” I asked.
 
   Dwayne chimed in. “Or hot tea?”
 
   The man laughed as he jotted something on the notepad he carried. “Aw. Did y’all think this was a cozy place to come and curl up with a cup of tea because we yanked all the beer signs down?”
 
   I bared my teeth and growled. Wise guy, eh? “You wouldn’t know Charlie Fine, would you?”
 
   No sense in wasting time. This jackass was probably one of his closest friends.
 
   The man sized me up. “Maybe. Who’s asking?”
 
   “No one special. Just thought I might find him around.”
 
   The man grinned, displaying missing front teeth.
 
   Yikes.
 
   “He always gets the hot ones,” he said with a sneer. “But let me be the first to warn ya, his stick ain’t as big as he claims.”
 
   He sauntered off in the direction of the bar.
 
   Dwayne grinned. “I wonder how he knows.”
 
   “He gives me the creeps.”
 
   Dwayne leaned close. “Two guys just came in, and trust me, their sticks are huge, metal, and encased in leather. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
 
   I didn’t need encouragement. We were already on Winchester Road by the time old Wiseguy likely came back to serve the tea. The only good thing to come out of the experience was the knowledge that Charlie Fine was a frequent visitor. I would catch him there. Big stick or not.
 
    
 
   That night, I dreamed of Rick. He fought off an attacker with a knife. The attacker’s eyes rolled around, showing the whites.  The dream switched, and I stood outside the apartment, beating on the door. Rick screamed, “For God’s sake! I gave you the money, don’t do this!”
 
   I sat up with a start. Rick really had screamed that. At the time, I thought he was yelling at me. Was his killer in the apartment while I was outside? Had Rick tried to get my attention and failed, because I’d been stinking drunk?
 
   My heart pounded in my chest like a runaway train. I threw back the covers and climbed from the bed to go to the bathroom.
 
   The night light on the bathroom wall glowed, and I found my way from long association with the surroundings. The killer had climbed in through Rick’s kitchen window according to Sal, so I checked the lock on the small window facing the parking lot.
 
   The street lamp beamed on the windshields of the cars in the lot, casting reflections in all directions. This simple illumination was probably why I noticed the dark-clothed man slipping from behind the dumpster, moving stealthily between cars. He kept low, head down, until he was beside my Cougar. In utter amazement, I watched as he rolled under Betsy and out of view.
 
   Unless he was changing my oil, this was a very bad sign.
 
   I rushed to grab my cell phone to call the police, but I couldn’t find it on the bedside table where I thought I had left it. I threw the comforter to the other side of the bed hoping it was buried there.
 
   Shit. No phone.
 
   Had I left it in the kitchen? I ran, breathlessly, scanning the counters and table as I passed.
 
   Not there.
 
   “Oh damn it!” I shouted as I flew back to the bedroom. It was on the nightstand when I went to bed. I kept it with me in case I needed it.
 
   Focus, Shannon.
 
   I fanned out the bed covers and heard a soft thump at the head of the bed. I fell to my knees and tugged the phone from where it had landed between the rail and nightstand. My hands shook so hard that I almost dropped it.
 
   Thank God for 911!
 
   I trotted back into the bathroom to peek out of the window while it rang.
 
   Where was he? Was he still out there, doing something to my car?
 
   When the dispatcher answered, I gave my information, pleading with her to urge the cops to hurry.
 
   “They’re on the way, ma’am.”
 
   I thanked her and disconnected, still looking out onto the parking lot.
 
   No movement.
 
   This was not good.
 
   What if he was outside the apartment trying to get in through the kitchen window like at Rick’s? I crept silently toward the kitchen. The overhead light spilled out into the living room.
 
   I squatted outside the kitchen door, like they did in cop movies, and tried to make myself a small target. I leaned out a little bit to get a view of the window.
 
   Nothing. No one peered in.
 
   Then, as if my hearing had turned super-sonic, I heard scuffling on the stairs outside my door.
 
   Ohmigod!
 
   Would he try to break in?
 
   Still gripping my phone, I crawled to the door and double-checked the locks. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I didn’t want to die. I knelt beside the door, silently praying, listening for any noises that would give the intruder away.
 
   When someone pounded on the door, I ran screaming to my bedroom, slamming the door, and locking it. Dialing 911 again, I gave the dispatcher my address and name before whispering, “Someone is at my door. I think he’s trying to get in.”
 
   The dispatcher calmly replied, “Ma’am, are you in the room where the officer is attempting to get in?”
 
   “The officer? What. . .”
 
   “Ma’am, go and open your door.”
 
   “It’s not the killer?”
 
   “No ma’am. South Lake police are responding to your call.”
 
   “Are you sure? I’m so scared!”
 
   “I understand ma’am but he’s called in and told us his location. He’s outside your door, knocking right now. Please go let the officer in.”
 
   I whimpered, “Okay.” Creeping toward the door, I kept my phone handy, peeking through the kitchen doorway as I passed. No one at the window.
 
   Then, assured that I was safe for the moment, I rushed to the door. “Who’s there?”
 
   Another knock.
 
   I peeked through the security hole, but it was distorted. And dark. A lot of good those damn things were. Just wait until the maintenance man heard from me.
 
   If I lived.
 
   Another knock, harder this time. Then the knob was shaken so violently I took a step back.
 
   “Who is it!” I screamed.
 
   “South Lake PD,” he answered. “Please open the door.”
 
   How could I know for sure? I didn’t have a chain or I would crack it open and demand identification. As it was, I primed my phone for a redial of 911 and eased open the door, jamming my foot where it could be closed again quickly.
 
   “Show some ID.” I tried to calm the quaver in my voice but failed.
 
   He wore a uniform, a blond crew cut, and a surfer-boy body. His last name glimmered from his shirtfront. Blalock. He showed me his badge, and I opened the door wide, nearly ready to hug and kiss him.
 
   “Ma’am,” he said, nodding to me. “Did you call about someone around your vehicle?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, shutting and locking the door as he passed me. “Whoever this freak was, he rolled under my blue Cougar, but I lost sight of him when I was talking to 911.”
 
   He paused. “Okay, I’ll go and check for you.”
 
   I lingered. If he went outside, I would be alone and unprotected again.
 
   “Ma’am?” He motioned at the fact that he couldn’t exit without access to the door I barred with my body.
 
   I swallowed hard, and eased away from the door. “Sorry,” I said, as meekly as I could.
 
   He nodded and opened the door, pointing at it before taking a step away. “Lock it. Two raps, it’s me.”
 
   I did as he asked, comforted by the thought that he seemed unconcerned and in total control. I hurried to the bathroom to watch as he went down to the parking lot.
 
   My Cougar shone dully in the lamplight. Blalock got down on his knees and shined his flashlight under Betsy. He swept the light beam down and back looking at the underside.
 
   He rose quickly and spoke into his lapel mike. Then he strode back to the building. After two sharp raps, I opened the door.
 
   “There’s definitely something there.  The team will be here soon.
 
   “Team? What team?”
 
   “Bomb technicians.”
 
   A chill started at my shoulders and worked its way down to my fingertips. That silhouetted creep had put something explosive under my Betsy?
 
   Blalock muttered unintelligible lingo into his lapel mike and waited for the dispatcher to answer back. In a few seconds, she replied in equally garbled verbiage.
 
   “They’re sending another car. I’ll be back.”
 
   “Two raps?”
 
   He nodded and left, unable to leave a possible bomb unguarded. I wandered the rooms of my apartment as unsettled as I have ever been. With no real news to tell Dwayne, I decided not to call him. He wouldn’t want to hear my tales of nearly peeing my pants in fear.
 
   In a little while, Blaylock returned. Two raps. I opened the door.
 
   “It may take some time to get someone out here, the squad is on a call right now. One of my associates is out there in a cruiser, waiting. I’ll stay in here and keep you company until they arrive.”
 
   I led the way to the kitchen to make some coffee, and he filled out his report while we waited.
 
   “How hard is it to get a gun these days?” It was on my mind in a big way. Especially after seeing his gun holstered on his hip.
 
   “Pretty easy actually. Have to get a background check done, but that’s the national instant check system, and that’s it.”
 
   “What about a waiting period?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Unless you want to carry it concealed,” he said. “You need a permit for that.”
 
   My mouth fell open. I might easily have been the proud owner of a handgun and shot the silly fool who’d been messing with my car. “Thanks for the information. I’ll be looking into that.”
 
   “Women living alone should have protection. I recommend a few classes if you buy a gun. The police department will be happy to help in your search for a firearm.”
 
   Another knock at the door.
 
   Blalock moved me out of the way and asked who it was before opening.
 
   “Ramirez.”
 
   I cringed. Sal entered, dressed in black fatigues that puffed out over shiny, black boots and a tee shirt. He took charge as soon as he stepped through the door. “Blalock? Good. Go get a perimeter started, albeit totally too late.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Shannon,” Sal said, walking toward me. “You okay?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He led me to a chair. “You look like you might fall out. Sit.”
 
   I did. “How did you know I was in trouble? And why are you dressed like Rambo?”
 
   “Moonlighting. I train with the S.W.A.T. team on my days off. I heard the call and recognized the address.”
 
   “That makes sense. Sal, is there a bomb under my car?”
 
   “Looks like there’s probably something that could be heat-sensitive under there.”
 
   I shivered. “Wonderful.”
 
   “What did you do to piss this guy off so bad?”
 
   Who knew? I shrugged. “He’s a nutcase. Does he need a reason?”
 
   “Guess not. Wish you could come up with a logical answer though. It would make my job easier.”
 
   I smiled. He’d been nice about the whole ordeal thus far. Of course, he had nothing to gain by being tough. I would get tough right back. I decided to throw him a bone. “Maybe he thinks I know who he is?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “I have a few suspicions. I’ll let you know if anything turns up.”
 
   “Don’t dig around on your own.”
 
   “Don’t worry. I won’t.”
 
   “Good. I like an agreeable woman.”
 
   I bit my lip. If he only knew how agreeable.
 
   Blalock radioed him, and he had to leave for a few minutes. “Sit right here, and don’t move until I tell you to.”
 
   He was gone for a long time. I got antsy and paced back and forth, finally coming to roost in front of the bathroom window again. Several men dressed like Sal moved around the car, dark figures armed with beacons of light, and dogs sniffing around, barking every so often.
 
   My neighbors threw open windows and peered out into the dark until Sal began asking them to stay inside and keep their doors and windows closed.
 
   I would have a lot of explaining to do at the mailboxes, which is where I usually ran into my neighbors. Most were working stiffs who would be unhappy at the loss of sleep.
 
   Something was carefully hauled out from under my car. They set it on the ground, and I waited for a flash or a blast, but none came. An overly active German Shepard barked like mad.
 
   In a short while, a figure detached from the rest and came my way. It was Sal. He knocked on the door, but I was already opening it.
 
   “Come with me,” he said, sweat shining on his forehead.
 
   Intrigued, I followed him. At my car, I exchanged glances with Sal and Blalock. Another fatigue-wearing hunk trained his flashlight on the long, white, crushed box at his feet. The lid had been flipped open.
 
   Inside, long-stemmed black roses with hooky, ugly thorns. The bomb tech held a white card by the edge trying to prevent damage to any evidence. Sal shone his light on it.
 
   One word appeared in a scrawling script. Boom.
 
   “Boom?” My voice trembled.
 
   Sal placed a warm hand on my shoulder. “Attached to a makeshift pipe bomb.”
 
   The sultry night closed in on me.
 
   Sal caught me in his arms as I buckled.
 
   “Dios Mia!” he shouted, hoarsely.
 
   I threw up on his shoes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The rest of the evening and early morning blurred into an ongoing horror movie. Sal asked if I had somewhere else to go as, obviously, remaining in my apartment was dangerous. He sat me on the curb away from the others and ranted for a long time about how much trouble I was and what a danger this situation was to everyone including myself.
 
   “How did you get yourself into such a mess?” he asked.
 
   I endured his tirade until one of the other cops interrupted, and then I escaped back to my apartment where I walked the floor, full of self-loathing, and nearly in a full-blown panic attack.
 
   I didn’t want to endanger the Mamas, so I grimaced and called Dwayne. As I waited for him to answer, I wished again I had gone to Ireland with Katie.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Dwayne?”
 
   “Who the hell else is gonna answer my phone at three in the morning?”
 
   “Dangerous question.”
 
   “Um hm.”
 
   “Well, listen, I sort of need your help again.”
 
   “What now?” He made a swishing noise. Sitting up?
 
   “I sort of had an ordeal over here, and I need a place to stay.”
 
   “Sweetie,” he yawned. “You are an ordeal.”
 
   I relayed the entire tale to Dwayne and he told me to come over. It didn’t take me long to gather my clothes back into the duffel bag. I’d packed and unpacked so much recently, I could probably say “jump”, and my clothes would scramble into the bag.
 
   By the time I walked out my front door, the cops had finished with my car.
 
   Sal offered to drive me to my destination. “The killer is still out there somewhere,” he murmured, worried brown eyes boring into my own.
 
   The reminder sent my thoughts into a black void. I moved like a machine to his car, numb. When faced with such overwhelming situations, my usual response was to bury myself in sleep. Or just bury my head under the covers as I had done when the cops arrived.
 
   Sal drove me to Dwayne’s trailer. He stood in the doorway, arms crossed, mean-faced beneath the porch light. I hated to be such a pain, but didn’t know where else to go. At least he had a gun, whereas my aunts would be sick from fright and wouldn’t know what to do to keep me safe. They didn’t need trouble like this at their age anyway.
 
   Once I was safely inside, Sal drove away. I flopped down on the bed in the front bedroom after giving Dwayne a mumbled goodnight and watching him stumble down the hall. I sprawled there, fully dressed, wondering what had happened to my life.
 
   I’d been on the way to success and happiness just a week or so ago, before Rick decided he wanted me to spend less time at his place. I remembered his lips on mine and his hands roaming over me while we swayed to a B.B. King tune. Looking back, it was likely The Thrill is Gone.
 
   My body reacted to the working of my mind and brought me abruptly to a sitting position.
 
   You have to quit thinking about this.
 
   I checked the happy-faced Tigger wind up clock on the bedside table. It was very late, or very early depending on how you looked at it.
 
   I sighed. Tuesday already? Where did the weekend go? And it was the day they would bury Rick. I wasn’t at all sure I would survive such a difficult thing.
 
   My detachment from all things funeral-like assaulted me. I’d been avoiding them since the age of ten. Funerals were terrible things to behold at that age. Hell, it was awful for everyone; who was I kidding?
 
   I gave up the notion of sleep and wandered into the living room trying to shake off the memories rolling over me like a tsunami. I didn’t want to think about my personal losses. It would only make the one facing me even harder.
 
   Flipping on the light over the stove, I struggled with my caffeine addiction. The desire for something hot and delicious won.
 
   Dwayne kept his coffee maker on the 1950’s style chrome-edged Formica counter top next to the refrigerator. The counters had seen better days. They hosted burns from hot pans being placed on them, and there were a few ripples from water damage.
 
   I hunted in the cabinets until I found a can of some off-brand java. It still smelled fresh, so I proceeded to make a pot. When it was ready, I filled a mug and carried it to the living room.
 
   With one hand, I dug around in my purse for a pen and something to write on. Nothing cleared my mind like pouring out my thoughts and feelings, and I needed clarity in the worst way.  My search netted an old envelope—the one my last paycheck had been in—so I sat on the couch and began to write.
 
   The things I knew: there were missing items from the apartment but not normal ones that a thief would take. I mean who takes the SD card but leaves the camera? I wished I knew what else was missing from the apartment. Since I was in the murderer’s cross-hairs, he must believe I fit in all of the craziness somehow.
 
   That gave me pause. What was he looking for?
 
   Not money, although Rick had thrown some at me and screamed something about money. Rick wasn’t a flashy kind of guy. Looking at him, no one would know he had any funds. If Charlie was the killer, what item of interest could Rick have? His brother knew all there was to know about Rick’s wealth or lack thereof.
 
   I became more confused as I wrote and finally laid the pen aside.
 
   The senselessness of Rick’s death slammed me in the heart. He didn’t have enough bad traits to warrant his murder. He didn’t do drugs. He wasn’t into any evil-of-the-night activities such as prostitution. So why stab him to death?
 
   I closed my eyes against the immediate visual, but like a movie, it played on.
 
   Finally, I got up and paced the floor to clear my mind.
 
   Focus, Shannon, focus.
 
   What if I could get into Rick’s office and computer? The cops had gone there already, but I might understand something they wouldn’t. And I wondered what Sal’s suspect list was like. Did he have a profile of the killer yet? Sal had warned me to stay out of his case, and here I was considering all aspects of it.
 
   I drained my mug and plopped on the couch again. Did the killer kill for revenge or gain? And what would he gain? If it was Charlie, he would gain a whole company. He might have done it and made it look like a burglary gone bad.
 
   But who else? Who would kill Rick, and why? I chewed the end of my fingernail and felt the sting of torn quick. Long-term stress did that to me.
 
   I pulled the memory of the phone call to mind. The killer’s voice had been dull and muffled. I didn’t recognize it, although my terror might have played a hand in all that.
 
   The pipe bomb would probably give a few clues to the cops, but that wouldn’t help me. They wouldn’t tell me such information until they had the creep who was responsible in custody. South Lake PD would be closer to solving the murder, but I would still be waiting to get my hands on the missing SD card.
 
   Fear of my personal videos being exposed across the Internet sent my blood pressure skyrocketed. In this oh-so-connected world, the killer could take whatever he had of my bedroom ballet, plaster it up on YouTube, and post links to it.
 
   What ifs flew through my tired mind and no answer followed. I rubbed my face with my hands. Too much. There was too much that could happen with that missing card. Disaster could rain down on my head with every moment it remained out there in anyone’s hands but my own.
 
   I tilted my head back and stared up at the ceiling. I just couldn’t take the chance. The thought of a stranger’s eyes surveying such intimate moments made me want to curl into a ball and cry. The thought of millions of stranger’s eyes watching the video sent me over the edge.
 
   The killer knew. He’d watched them, the freak. He’d called me sex kitten. He knew. It sickened me.
 
   If this freak wanted to hurt me, he didn’t have to blow me up. All he had to do was leak the contents of that SD card to the press. Ohmigod. If the news got out, there would be no peace from Sal Ramirez. And two little old ladies who meant everything to me would be devastated when the news media splashed it across the television. Their customers would laugh behind their hands. I could hear it being told and retold with relish, and my dear aunts, the ones who had cared so diligently for me, would be mortified.
 
   I stood and cradled my empty coffee mug to my chest. If it meant putting my whole life in jeopardy, I had to get that card back.
 
    
 
   The funeral was set for noon at Scott’s Funeral Home over on Waverly Avenue. The place had recently grown from four rooms to six as the town increased in size. More lives in, more lives out.
 
   We took Dwayne’s car. I had on my darkest sunglasses and hoped my latest crying jag had emptied my body of grief. I was a total wreck.
 
   Dwayne stuffed a handful of tissues in my purse. “Believe me, girl. You’re gonna need them. And if you don’t, I will. This shit gets to me. You know I don’t do funerals.”
 
   I tried to explain how much his being there meant to me, especially since he was such an anti-dead people person. But I started crying again and gave up the notion. I hoped he knew anyway.
 
   Dwayne glanced over at me. “Oh now, don’t start that yet. You’re gonna get mascara all over your face before you even give those people your condolences. Grab them tissues,” he said, waving at my purse. “And give me some, too.”
 
   I handed one to him, as I blotted my face. “It’s waterproof makeup, it shouldn’t run. And I-I can’t help it. I just—this hurts like hell.”
 
   He dabbed his eyes. “Well, I ain’t wearing nothing waterproof, and when you cry, it gets my waterworks all worked up, so stop it.”
 
   We turned into the lot and parked. I took a deep breath before opening the car door.
 
   “You okay?” he asked again.
 
   I nodded.
 
   As we walked toward the building, my throat constricted and I stopped. “I can’t go in.”
 
   He took my elbow and moved me forward. “The hell you say. We’re going. If you gotta cry, go on and cry, but you gotta go in. I’ll be right here, and once this shit is over, you can go home and drown your sorrows in some strong stuff, or take drugs and sleep for two days. If we keep on like this, I’m gonna need something myself.”
 
   I swallowed hard. I can do this. Dwayne placed a supportive hand on my back as he opened the door, and I took strength from him.
 
   When we entered into the foyer, I spied Sal and his partner, Dan Justice, who appeared very cop-like in a dark blue suit. I nodded to them and made small talk with Dwayne as we waited in line to sign the guest book.
 
   “What’s the deal?” I asked in a low whisper. “What are they doing here?”
 
   “Looking for a few good men,” Dwayne said, trying to make me laugh.
 
   I glanced around for other familiar faces, and noted the thick, sound-muting carpet and the furniture, which offered comfortable seating for the grief-stricken. Anything to avoid thinking about why I was there. Dwayne excused himself and went for the men’s room. Funeral places gave me a nervous twitch so I wandered on, completely out of sorts.
 
   I managed to keep myself together until I saw Joe Drury sitting at the end of a dark leather couch, staring at his hands, perfectly miserable. His light brown hair had grown long, and tiny lines had begun to show around his mouth and eyes.
 
   His forlorn expression sent new waves of hurt crashing through my whole body. “Hey, Joe,” I whispered.
 
   He greeted me with a quick hand squeeze. “I wondered where you were. I didn’t know if you even knew. Someone told me they thought you were out of town.”
 
   “No, I’m here. Are you okay?” I asked as I sat beside him. “That’s the ultimate question, isn’t it? You were his best friend.”
 
   “Yeah, he was a great guy.” His eyes misted over. “Beat me bowling so often I had to quit.”
 
   I couldn’t contain my grief another second. We held each other and cried.
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Shannon,” he said.
 
   I finally lifted my head in an attempt to control my heaving breath. “Whew,” I finally managed. “This is way hard.”
 
   He nodded, wiping his own eyes. “Have you seen the family yet?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Better do it quick. The service is about ready to start.” He smiled, but it faded when the two detectives sidled up to the couch. “Go on now. I’ll be right here.”
 
   “You’re not going in?”
 
   “I’ll be in directly. Need a smoke first.”
 
   I smiled and patted Joe’s leg, then stood and hunted for Dwayne.
 
   He leaned against the wall outside the viewing room.
 
   “Are you going in?” I asked.
 
   “Nuh uh, girl. I’m keeping my distance. Dead folks don’t like me none. You know that.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” I peeked in. Pews lined both sides of a long aisle, church-style. The closed casket was displayed at the end of the aisle atop a raised platform.  A casket cover of red roses and white mums adorned it.
 
   Pictures sat on a table off to the side.  The smell of lilies assaulted me, clinging to my hair and clothes. Someone put a hand on my back and excused himself as he moved around me.
 
   Charlie.
 
   Dressed in a gray pinstripe suit that swayed with his muscled physique, he moved down the aisle toward Evelyn Richards, the Human Resource manager at the office. She smiled a hesitant smile like people exhibit when they don’t know quite what to do or say. They embraced.
 
   His very presence sent a shiver down my back. He never liked me, and the feeling was mutual. But I promised myself and God that I wouldn’t think about the past. I would ignore the possibility that this man might be the killer.
 
   I watched for a few moments as he talked softly with Evelyn, and a man I didn’t know. People clustered around the room speaking in quiet funeral voices.
 
   When I moved slightly inside the doorway, I caught sight of Thomas Fine, Rick’s father. He stood by the casket gazing at a floral spray, completely wretched.  My heart ached at the sight of him struggling to contain his grief. He looked like I felt.
 
   I walked over to express my condolences. He met me with a mournful smile.
 
   We hugged and stood silently, gazing at the pictures for a few moments. Tears streamed from our eyes, and the world ceased to exist as sorrow washed over us. He put his arm around me and squeezed. For a moment, someone else understood what this loss was like. Grief counselors say this woeful feeling has a cleansing property, but at that moment, there existed emptiness and pain and a sorrowful need for Rick to forgive me for whatever it was he thought made us no longer compatible.
 
   “I know you loved him,” Mr. Fine said, as if reading my mind.
 
   “I just don’t understand. I thought we had something.” I took a tissue from a container nearby. “What happened? Why’d he fire me?”
 
   “He cared for you too, Shannon. He did. I can—I need to explain-”
 
   A woman came up the aisle, sobbing his name, and interrupted whatever he was about to say. Morbidly obese, she had difficulty making it up the two steps to the dais. He left me to help her. I didn’t know what he could explain to me about Rick, but I would have to wait. Telling me why his son fired me wasn’t going to change anything today.
 
   I slipped away. I wasn’t family, and this was a time for them. Besides, if I stayed any longer, I would find myself drowning in what might have been, and I wasn’t ready to face that, yet.
 
   Charlie still talked to a crowd of people gathered across the platform. He would be there for a while, so no need to keep an eye on him. I left the viewing room and made my way back to Dwayne.
 
   He wore a strange expression on his face.
 
   “What’s up?” I glanced around. “Where’s Joe?”
 
   “Outside, I guess. He wasn’t being Mr. Congeniality to anyone around him.”
 
   I searched around for Sal and Dan. They were missing as well, probably discreetly positioned, in case of trouble.
 
   “That room makes me nervous.” Dwayne eyed the room in front of him as he lounged against the wall.
 
   “Only because you know that we all wind up going down that road,” I whispered. “I was just going to the restroom to check my makeup.” Turning too quickly, I bumped into a man in a soft gray suit signing the guest book.
 
   “So sorry,” I apologized.
 
   “Miss Wallace, right?”
 
   His musky cologne overwhelmed me. It was something by English Garden, and he’d bathed in it. I rummaged around in my overwrought brain trying to remember him.
 
   “Yes. I know you from somewhere, don’t I?”
 
   “Levi Green. Green Screen Productions. Sure was sorry to hear about Mr. Fine. Terrible thing, murdered like that.”
 
   “Of course, now I remember,” I said, trying to dredge up a smile. I gestured toward Dwayne. “This is my friend Dwayne Brown. Dwayne, Mr. Green – Levi. His production company shot the Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings commercials.”
 
   Dwayne shook his hand. “Oh yeah? The ones where the people are all doing that yoga stuff, and screaming at the top of their lungs? Wondered what that was supposed to mean.”
 
   He dropped Dwayne’s hand and backed off a step. “That’s Tai Chi. You don’t like the commercials? They’re supposed to echo the animal everyone has inside and is trying to tame. It escapes when you find something you’ve been missing, like good furniture. A sort of psychoanalytic approach.”
 
   “Oh,” Dwayne said, in a small voice. “Like that. I see.”
 
   I nudged him with my shoe. “Wonderful concept Mr. Green. Look, there’s Mr. Fine now. Looks like he’s motioning for everyone to come inside.”
 
   Green turned to see where I pointed, and I elbowed Dwayne and frowned. He needed to watch his attitude. Green excused himself and headed for the viewing room and old Mr. Fine.
 
   “Don’t be that way,” I scolded, wiping under my eyes, and smoothing my skirt. No time for make-up fixes now.
 
   “What way? I don’t like how Dude does his stuff. Tai Chi and wild animals? Sounds freaky.”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “I’m entitled to my opinion.”
 
   “He’s highly recommended. Rick paid some very serious money for those commercials.”
 
   Dwayne shrugged and we joined the line leading into the chapel for the service. I had a hand on Dwayne’s sleeve, and he tensed as we entered. We found seats close to the back so that Dwayne wouldn’t have to get any closer to the casket than necessary. I watched for familiar faces, but there were only a few.
 
   The Fines were seated in the family section at the front of the room. Joe sat alone on the far edge of the pew to the left of the aisle, and Sal and Dan stood at the end of the last row, nearly in the corner. Sal had his arms crossed, his face stern. I wondered what thoughts were running through his mind.
 
   Our eyes met briefly and he gave me a quick smile.
 
   The minister stepped to the podium and began the service. I pulled out tissues and waited for the tears, able to hold off until Evelyn sniffled. When her outright sobbing ensued at the bagpipes playing “Amazing Grace”, the floodgates opened.
 
   Dwayne’s jaw clenched, and he held out his hand for tissues, too.
 
   After the eulogies concluded and the last hymn was sung, the family had their final moment with Rick. Then the curtain closed to dismiss us.
 
   Dwayne neatly scooped me up by the elbow and began plowing through the crowd. “I’ve gotta get you outta here, right now.”
 
   I had hiccups from crying so hard, too overwrought to argue. He kept close on the heels of the couple in front of us. We were nearly out of the room when Sal and Dan walked toward the front door escorting Joe between them.
 
   There was nothing I could do. I tried to hurry but couldn’t run over the people in front of us. By the time we were outside, Sal opened the car door to place Joe in the backseat. I saw he was cuffed.
 
   I grabbed Dwayne’s arm. “Oh my God! They’re taking Joe.”
 
   He frowned and followed my gaze. “Wonder what’s up?”
 
   I didn’t know what to do.
 
   “Something’s wrong,” I told Dwayne as we stood there watching.
 
   “You ain’t in no shape to go after them and insist on his innocence, so don’t even think about it. Ole Sally ain’t gonna listen to you no way.”
 
   I opened my mouth to argue but instead the tears fell in a torrent. “It’s wrong. Stop him, D. They have the w-wrong man.”
 
   “We’ll figure out that shit later. We have to go bury this man. Come on,” Dwayne said.
 
   We climbed in the Mustang and got into line a few cars behind Charlie and the other mourners. When we arrived at the graveside, Dwayne parked a little ways down where no one would block us in on the narrow winding lane.
 
   I put my sunglasses on, and Dwayne supported me as we walked to the canopy where the casket was being situated on the levers to lower it into the ground.
 
   Everyone assembled around the Fines in a tight knot.
 
   After a short Bible reading, and final goodbyes were said, we each passed by the Fines to offer our condolences. Charlie didn’t look up, and Mr. Fine bravely held his tears back. We kept going until we were on the other side of the canopied grave site and back out in the sun.
 
   Dwayne said, “Let’s go.”
 
   We stepped gingerly around tombstones as we worked our way back toward his car. That’s when I noticed someone taking pictures. I pointed her out to Dwayne. A glossy-haired brunette with the viewfinder to her face.
 
   “Charlotte Dillon?” I asked. “Wonder why she’s here?”
 
   “This is a small town, and this is a big crime. She’s a reporter,” he answered, helping me into the car. Then he muttered, “I’ve heard of ambulance chasers, but this is cray cray.”
 
   We pulled away. I watched as Mr. Fine and Charlie placed their boutonnieres on the casket. My heart twisted, and I promised myself to never look back.
 
    
 
   Tucked in a booth at Finnegan’s Pub in the Pinch District of downtown Memphis, I finally relaxed. Attending Rick’s funeral had been the second toughest thing I’d ever done. The mammoth effort I’d given to be brave had worn me out, and all I wanted now was to forget about it.
 
   We were seated at a table near the wide-paned windows in full view of the sunset over the Mississippi River. The setting sun filled the horizon with oranges, reds, and purple. A paddle wheeler crept by, passengers lounging on its different levels, enjoying a late afternoon cruise.
 
   We ordered two beers and Dwayne gave his all to console me. “Drink. Best way to get over an all-day crying fit.” To emphasize his point, he nudged my beer closer.
 
   “How do I forget that Rick was murdered?” I asked, hoping he would have a sensible answer. “How do I get the movie in my head to stop playing?”
 
   “You don’t. You never will. You know, I lost a friend once to AIDS.” His jaw tightened. “It hurts like hell, and it haunts you forever.”
 
   “Death is death no matter the cause, I suppose. So what now? What did you do afterward?”
 
   “Find another lover.”
 
   Yeah right. Like that would happen.
 
   I gave him a grieved look. “No thanks. I think I’m lover-ed out.”
 
   “That’s what we all say, girl. Just be willing to meet new people. Get your life back. You sure as hell ain’t gonna bring Rickie-boy back by mourning him for the rest of your life. I ain’t had no real relationship for so long I wouldn’t know what it’s like anymore, but at least I’m willing.”
 
   “Recently, on the phone, you were meeting a hotter than hotcakes hottie. What about him?”
 
   Dwayne sighed. “Gonna take more than my famous meatballs, you know what I’m saying?”
 
   I nodded, heat warming my cheeks. “It’s tough being single.”
 
   “You ain’t just whistling Dixie.”
 
   The heartache would always be there, I could take it out and examine it anytime I wanted to. I had to quit wanting to.
 
   “To Rick.” I said, lifting my mug in a toast.
 
   Dwayne nodded and we clinked our bottles together.
 
   After a long drink and an even longer pause, I asked, “How can we get an address on Charlie Fine? If I could get into Rick’s computer, I might be able to locate it, but I can’t ask for such a thing right now. It’s bad taste.”
 
   He lifted one eyebrow. “What you want that man’s address for?”
 
   “I just want to make sure he isn’t the killer.” I kept my eyes averted. He wasn’t going to like this.
 
   “One word: Sal.” He took another sip.
 
   “He won’t find out. And if he does, he’ll just think I’m extending condolences to a family in mourning.”
 
   “Ain’t you in mourning too?” he muttered. Then after considering it for a few minutes, he added, “Since I know you so well, I know you ain’t going to quit, so yeah, I got connections. My cousin works down at the DMV. She told me to let her know if I ever needed some info on anybody.”
 
   “Call her, please?”
 
   Shaking his head, he pulled his cell out and tapped the screen. He put it to his ear and listened. In a moment, his eyes rolled upward to the ceiling in exasperation. “Yeah, I can wait.”                                           Then, to me, “I sure as hell don’t want to, but I can. These people have no idea. Hello? Yes, may I speak to Clareta Hill?”
 
   I drummed my nails on the table.
 
   “Clare? Hey, girl. It’s me, Dwayne.” He took the phone away from his ear to glare at it before resuming. “Dwayne Brown? Your cousin, ass. You know who this is, shit, don’t act like that.”
 
   While he caught up on family news, I sipped my beer and looked around. Finnigan’s had the usual pub flavor, a bar with too few stools, postage stamp sized dance floor, and beer signs. Lots of them. In one corner, a pool table stood with patrons lounging around it, vying for the next game.
 
   “Yeah, it’s apartment A. Right. Okay then, call me back as soon as you can, and keep it down low on the info, aight? ‘Bye.” He smiled at me. “Nothin’ but a thang.”
 
   I clinked glasses with him again, and we silently celebrated forward movement. Then I remembered Joe Drury, and my heart fell around the pinkie ring on my little toe.
 
   “Damn,” I moaned. “We forgot about Joe. We have to do something.”
 
   Dwayne frowned. “Naw. Ain’t nothing we can do about that. The cops gonna wrestle with everybody they think might have did it. If he didn’t do it, he’ll be let go.”
 
   “He didn’t do it. He was Rick’s friend. They were tight.”
 
   He shrugged. “You got his number? Call him and see what’s up. Surely he knows something.”
 
   “He was cuffed. Were they arresting him? Will they allow him to use his cell?”
 
   “Formality of transporting a person of interest, especially a very emotional one. Dude was pretty tore up about his buddy. If he ain’t the killer, then they have probably let him go by now with the same warning they gave you.”
 
   I dug through a planner I kept in my purse. “You sound like you are reciting a police manual.” I found Joe’s number and called. When no one picked up, I left a message. “I think we need to go to the police station again. If they still have Joe—well, I have to help.”
 
   “And just what do you think you gonna do about it? They ain’t gonna let you sashay in there like you his Mama or something.”
 
   “I know, but I might be able to talk to Sal and make him see reason. Joe is innocent.”
 
   He scowled at me, but I scrolled around in my phone until I found the one I wanted. “Nancy Griffin on Riverdale Road.”
 
   I copied and pasted it into the notepad app on my phone.                                           Dwayne started wiping the sides of his glass with his finger like he was nervous about something.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That his girlfriend or something?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “So what if she don’t know he was taken in? Was she at the funeral?
 
   “I didn’t see her, no.”
 
   “And you’re gonna call her and fuck up someone else’s day?”
 
   I sighed. He was right. As we contemplated how to get the latest news, my cell began ringing.
 
   It was Joe.
 
   “Joe!” I stuck my tongue out at Dwayne.
 
   “Hey, doll. I just got home, and got your message to call.”
 
   “What the hell were the cops taking you in for?”
 
   He sighed heavily. “The murder. They think I did it.”
 
   “You’re kidding!”
 
   “No, I’m serious. That detective guy, Ramirez, grilled me forever. I didn’t think I was coming home, I really didn’t.”
 
   I fell silent for a moment. What evidence could Sal have that would point to Joe?
 
   “Why do they think you did it?” He might not answer, and that was okay. I closed my eyes and prayed.
 
   “I was at Rick’s the night he died.”
 
   I opened my eyes and frowned at Dwayne. “You were at the apartment? For what?”
 
   Shuffling noises. “It’s a long story. The short version of it is that I owed him money. We were meeting to discuss it. I swear, Shannon, when I left his apartment, Rick was alive.”
 
   “Damn Joe, this bites. Please let me know if I can help. You have to promise we won’t lose touch.”
 
   He promised and we disconnected. I didn’t like this. I glanced at Dwayne who was fanning himself with a coaster.
 
   “Now what?” he asked. “They got evidence on the dude or something, right?”
 
   “What could they possibly have? Some circumstantial crap, I’m sure. He was there the night Rick died, so of course, they’re looking at him cross-eyed.”
 
   “Guilty,” Dwayne said in a game show host’s voice.
 
   I ignored him. “I’m talking to Sal. I’ll convince him to tell me why he thinks Joe did it.” I began pushing buttons on my phone until Sal’s number appeared. Dwayne put his hand over the screen.
 
   “I knew you were gonna do that,” he said, gently taking it from me.
 
   “I’m calling him!” My blood pressure edged higher.
 
   “Salivate’s just doin’ his job, Shan.”
 
   I hated when he spoke in that all-knowing soft voice.
 
   “I have to do something. Rick’s killer, probably his own brother, is out there running free, and all the cops can do is play twenty questions with Rick’s best friend. I’m getting frustrated. What if this nut succeeds in getting to me while they’re busy looking the other way?”
 
   He shook his head. “No way, Jose. Ramirez ain’t stupid, contrary to what you may believe, Miss Know-It-All. What you need to do is eat. Plus, I can’t run around chasing leads and bailing you out of jail today. I have to meet with a client in a couple of hours.”
 
   “A client?”
 
   He handed my phone to me. “Yeah, my first real case. I got a referral from a friend. I’m picking up my money, ‘cause I get paid half up front.”
 
   “You don’t have a license.” I plunked my cell into my purse, dejected.
 
   “Sal’s helping me out. There are some little loopholes.”
 
   The wheedling note in his voice said I didn’t need to aggravate Sal about this case and risk losing a chance at getting inside information from him.
 
   Dwayne was right. As usual.
 
   I also had to believe in the system. If Joe was innocent—and I knew he had to be—then they couldn’t just arrest him for no reason. They had to have proof. They did let him go, after all. The cops had let me go, too, and I appeared as slippery as an oil slick.
 
   “What kind of case is it?”
 
   “A husband checking up on his wife who’s supposed to be having an affair. He wants me to keep an eye on her and take some pictures of anything I think is screwy. Or screwing,” he laughed.
 
   The waitress came over, and we placed our orders.
 
   When she left, Dwayne fiddled with his cell phone lying on the table. “You wanna go with me to collect my money?”
 
   “I thought you worked alone.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Why are you asking me?”
 
   “I guess I’m hungry for companionship today.”
 
   I squinted at him. He seemed serious. He also seemed sad. Maybe today had touched a place in him that I had never seen before. “Okay. I’ll go. I sort of owe you for all you’ve done for me lately. Do you think we could swing through the Underground’s lot? I want to see if Mr. Big Stick, Charlie Fine, is hanging out there drowning his sorrows.”
 
   He shrugged, an uncomfortable look crossing his face. He didn’t like the Underground, that much was obvious. The waitress brought extra napkins.
 
   “You know what he drives?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “Yeah, a maroon Mercedes.”
 
   “This is starting to sound like a damn Dr. Seuss book.”
 
   I laughed. “What does that mean?”
 
   “Maroon Mercedes, murdered man, big stick, brother Rick-”
 
   “Whoa,” I interrupted, putting my hand out to stop him. “Don’t quit your day job.”
 
   “Can’t. Ain’t got one.”
 
    
 
   We had just made a round through the parking lot of the Underground when we spied a car suspiciously like Charlie’s Mercedes preparing to exit onto the old highway behind the Underground. I pointed at it, and Dwayne sped up but got stopped at the intersection. I had glimpsed a woman passenger, and she resembled Charlotte Dillon, the news hound.
 
   “No sense in following him. I’ll have old Charlie’s address in a little while,” Dwayne said.
 
   I nodded, watching the disappearing tail lights. “If it was Charlie, only a worm would align himself with a reporter known for sensationalizing the news.”
 
   “I’m surprised anyone still has her on staff. She can make a parade into a soap opera,” Dwayne said.
 
   Dillon thrived on drama and since she was hanging out with Charlie, he was obviously feeding her plenty. What reporter wouldn’t want to be on the inside of a murder story?
 
   We turned the other way and drove to an older section of southwest Memphis so Dwayne could meet with his new client, Scott Redmon.
 
   The man wore glasses and smelled like mildew. He was the size of a small steamroller and had nothing good to say about his wife.
 
   “This here’s my associate, Miss Wal—ters,” Dwayne fumbled. “Barbara Walters.”
 
   Why had he lied about my name?
 
   Mr. Redmon laughed, great hacking snorts. “Interviewed any celebrities lately, Babs?”
 
   This guy creeped me out. I smiled and moved away a few feet trying to appear interested, yet detached. Dwayne explained the payment arrangements, the surveillance routine, and agreed deliver the goods. Satisfied, the man gave Dwayne his deposit.
 
   “I want to know everything you find out as soon as you find it. I’m not giving the bitch any room to hang me. I’ve been down this road before.”
 
   I’ll just bet you have.
 
   We got back into Dwayne’s Mustang and headed south.
 
   “Barbara Walters?” I asked.
 
   “Would you rather he knew your real name?”
 
   “Does he know yours?”
 
   “Of course. I’m a businessman.”
 
   “My rosy red ass.”
 
   “Right back at ya, girl.”
 
   I glared at him for a second and then relaxed into the seat enjoying the sun on my face. “So tell me about this dude’s deal.”
 
   “Redmon’s wife is part owner in a landscaping business, and her team is working on a big job at an apartment complex. He gave me the address so I could go and stake her out. I can drop you at the trailer, or you can come along,” he said. “I don’t know how you gonna feel about it, though. Redmon’s wife is working at Rick’s apartments.”
 
   I sat up, started and alert. “Rick’s?”
 
   “Yeah. You ain’t gotta go if you don’t want to.”
 
   I considered it. I really didn’t have anything else to do. “It’s okay. I’ll go, I guess. What’re you planning?”
 
   “Um. Finding out where they are, what she looks like, if she takes a break and hangs all over somebody. You know, checking it out.”
 
   “Oh yes,” I laughed. “Sir Vaylance is your code name.”
 
   He nodded and turned the radio up. I opened the window to let the wind in and the music out. My whole body vibrated with the thump of the bass. I pulled out his tattered old CD case. Dwayne had music on his phone like everyone else, but he still had some awesome old music on CD. I wondered if he knew you could go deaf from listening to music this loud. Dwayne was singing, but I couldn’t even hear him.
 
   With no way to talk, I allowed my mind to wander. I made a mental note to call Thomas Fine to get into Rick’s computer. My timing sucked but life wasn’t playing fair.
 
   When we crossed the state line from Memphis into North Mississippi, Dwayne rolled the windows up, turned the music down, and focused on finding his target.
 
   Returning to Rick’s apartment complex gave me cold chills. Especially when I recalled that the voice on the phone said he was coming for me.
 
   We drove through the complex looking for any people running weed wackers, grass blowers, or lawn mowers. We’d had no rain for weeks, and as usual, sprinklers were spraying mists of water everywhere around the leasing office. This gave me an idea.
 
   “How about we go inside and ask someone about the landscaping company. Surely, they can tell us if Redmon’s group has shown up today and if so, where they’re located. You’re wasting gas.”
 
   “Uh huh, and that shit’s expensive, too.”
 
   The woman inside looked young and innocent dressed in her navy sun-dress and white sandals. Her blond hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and when she walked toward us, it swung back and forth.
 
   “Can I help you?” She blew a bubble with her gum.
 
   “My name’s Dwayne Brown,” he announced, handing her a card. “Brown Investigations. I’m trying to locate the landscaping company working in your apartments here.”
 
   She read the card and frowned at us. “The Straw Hat people?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s them. Straw Hat Landscaping.”
 
   “They don’t work here anymore. One of their mowers shot a rock through one of the tenant’s windows, and they got into a fight over it. The lady who owns Straw Hat practically had to drag her employee off the man who lived here. We were worried there might be a lawsuit, so we encouraged them not to come back.”
 
   He glanced at me and shrugged before asking her, “Do you have a forwarding address?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “He wants to know where he can find them.” Damn, didn’t she understand Dwayne-speak? I watched as the light bulb went on.
 
   “Oh! Yeah sure, I got the address of their office.”
 
   She strolled back to her desk, a light oak affair, and pulled open the left drawer. After rummaging for a moment, she brought out an envelope and wrote the address down on a bright yellow sticky pad.
 
   “Here ya go.”
 
   We thanked her and started to leave. Just before we got to the door she asked, “Y’all investigating that murder?”
 
   Uh oh. Instantly, I turned around. “Yes, why?”
 
   “Sad, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, real sad.” I half-stepped toward her. “Have you heard anything about it?”
 
   She moved out from behind her desk and leaned against it. “I got my suspicions on who did it. I’d like to lay my bet on the table, if you don’t care.”
 
   I smiled. “Go right ahead.”
 
   Dwayne shifted beside me. “Yeah, I’d like to hear this.”
 
   “The man who got killed was the same one who got his window broken. I think the grass guy was so mad that he came back that night and killed him. He sure looked the type who would.”
 
   Dwayne and I exchanged looks. A new angle for sure. “What does this guy look like?” he asked, pulling out his cell phone to make a note.
 
   She wiped at the desk with a finger, avoiding eye contact with him. “He was African-American.”
 
   My cell chirped, interrupting what I was going to ask. I turned away and answered on the second ring. In the middle of hello, the muffled voice spoke in my ear, slow and soft. “I see you got my flowers.” Click.
 
   Fear welled in my throat. It was definitely a man and he had put the flowers with a bomb under my car. I pulled up the last call received list. It wasn’t a known number. I dialed it. No answer. With my heartbeat pounding, I shoved my phone into my bag. Dwayne’s conversation went on, and I waited for an opening to drag him away.
 
   The apartment lady said, “Of course, it could have been someone else, but that guy, well he was really scary, and maybe he thought he had a reason. You know what I mean?”
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean, scary grass cutting guy,” Dwayne agreed as he gave me an inquiring look. I tilted my head to indicate we needed to go.
 
   He smiled and turned back to the woman. “Rest assured we’re working on it, and you know, your opinion just might crack the case. Thanks for all your input. We’ll keep you in mind if we have more questions.”
 
   “We have to go,” I said, tugging on his arm. He waved goodbye, and we strode outside.
 
   “What?” he asked. “I was making friends and influencing people.”
 
   “He just called me again,” I told him.
 
   “Who? Salivate?”
 
   “It’s Salvador, and no, it was the guy.”
 
   “The guy? You mean Killer Dude? What did he say?”
 
   “He wanted to make sure I got his flowers.” I swallowed to steady the waver in my voice.
 
   “Great. A killer with a flair for the weird. Have you even checked in your phone to see if it’s a number you recognize?”
 
   “What, do you think I’m stupid? Of course I did, and it’s not.” I slammed the car door. “Obviously, he means to shake me up, make me run scared. When I was a kid, I was scared that tornadoes were going to get me. This feeling is exactly the same.”
 
   Dwayne got in and sat back, thinking. “Well, if he knows where you live, I wonder if he knows where you live when you live with me?”
 
   Hoping to allay his fears, I shook my head and said, “Nah. I don’t think so. Not yet anyway.”
 
   I put my seat belt on and said a silent prayer to be good as gold if God would only honor keeping my loved ones safe. I didn’t want harm or danger to darken Dwayne’s life, or the life of anyone else
 
   close to me.
 
   He started the car, and I closed my eyes against the late afternoon sun. Eventually, I would have to go back home. I couldn’t stay with Dwayne much longer even if he did have a gun. The psycho after me would not flinch at killing again.
 
   I remembered what the woman at the leasing office said. Could the grass people have been involved in the stabbing? Rick was famous for having a fit and falling in it. I used to hear him behind the closed doors of the conference room at management meetings. He was pretty easy-going and friendly until you infringed on his or his company’s money.
 
   “What she said back there explains how the killer got in,” Dwayne said, reading my mind as he pulled out of the complex. “Your man’s window got broke.”
 
   “Yeah, and it also tells me you need to keep alert when following Redmon’s woman around. She obviously has male protection.”
 
   “Think this lady might have been onto something?”
 
   I shrugged. “Who knows? Rick hated inefficiency. He might have incited the guy to come back.”
 
   “But was an argument over a window enough to make him come back and kill? Seems like he’d just be pissed off, maybe fistfight over it, or beat Rick to a pulp,” Dwayne stated, gazing forward, hands on the steering wheel. “I don’t see such a deal endin’ in a knifing. But I ain’t a cop. I don’t see anger put to action every day.”
 
   I didn’t answer. I was able to imagine it, and the vision unsettled me.
 
   He glanced over at me a couple of times. “You thinking again?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I see ideas in your head circling around like bicycle spokes.”
 
   “I’m trying to decide if the grass guy could have done it. If he did, that means it’s him calling me because the killer took the address book. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Yeah, but what would he want with your videos, if the killer really and truly took them?”
 
   “Yeah, and why anything else too? What would make the guy throw away his life, his freedom, over a damn window? And, why would he be bothering with me now?”
 
   “He might be a crack-head. People do stupid shit for drugs. Maybe he was cracked out, flipped on his computer, saw you doing the wild thang? Intrigued, he starts calling up everybody in Rick’s little black book.”
 
   I thought about that. “You think the killer is on drugs?”
 
   “Could be. Drugs’ll make you do shit you wouldn’t normally do.”
 
   “Great. And if the killer is the grass guy, he’s allegedly involved with Redmon’s wife. If we’re watching these folks, you better have your little pistol handy. I don’t cotton to some knife-toting drugged-out slob hunting me down. In fact, I need to get a gun of my own.”
 
   He shook his head, eyes trained on traffic. “No. Hell, no.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Lordy mercy, Wall-ass. I’m more scared of putting a gun in your hands than of facing three killers with machetes.”
 
   “Gee thanks.”
 
   “Hey, I can’t help you can’t walk and chew bubble gum at the same time. Remember the time you fell down the stairs between Psychology and Business Math?”
 
   “That was Debbie’s fault. She tripped me.”
 
   “And you’ll blame me for shooting yourself in the foot just because I helped you pick it out.”
 
   I giggled. “Nuh uh.”
 
   He fell silent, and I let him digest the idea.
 
   I wondered if more info on the landscapers would be in Rick’s computer at the office. I also wondered if Charlie knew about the Straw Hat people. It would be interesting if the same folks did landscaping for Fine, Fine Furnishings. They had more than one store in town. Maybe they needed grass cut during the summer? If there was a connection between Charlie and the fellow who had fought with Rick, I would probably scream ‘bingo’.
 
   I pulled out my cell phone and looked up Mr. Fine’s number.
 
   He answered quickly. “Hello?”
 
   “Mr. Fine? This is Shannon Wallace.”
 
   “Shannon, how nice to hear from you. How are you my dear?”
 
   “I’m making it, sir. I’m sorry to bother you at home and all, but I wondered if I could possibly get into Rick’s office and get on his computer sometime soon?”
 
   He paused. “Why?”
 
   “I think there may be something in there. Maybe a clue to his murder.”
 
   “The police have already gone through his office. I doubt they’ve left any stone unturned.”
 
   “I still think I might find something they overlooked, sir. I think I would, I really do.”
 
   “What do you think they’ve missed?”
 
   “I don’t know. A name or an address, maybe? I just know I’ll recognize it for what it is when I see it.”
 
   He didn’t sound aggravated, but I was afraid such gray reasoning would push some buttons. I didn’t want to tell him anything until I had something concrete. He might want to call Sal and I didn’t want to face him until I was sure of my hunch.
 
   “I won’t take long,” I added, wheedling.
 
   “You’ll have to come early before anyone gets in.”
 
   “Yes sir, that’s fine.”
 
   “I’ll meet you there tomorrow, six o’clock sharp.”
 
   “Okay. Thank you. And Mr. Fine, I’ll be discreet. I know you have a lot of struggles ahead of you with Rick gone. I don’t want to make it worse. I just think that if there is a clue to who killed him, he would want us to try to find it.”
 
   “You may be right, my dear. You may be right.”
 
   “Mr. Fine, at the funeral you were about to say something to me about Rick. Do you remember what I’m talking about?”
 
   “Yes, but I would rather discuss it in person.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll leave it at that then. See you tomorrow.”
 
   We disconnected, and Dwayne let out his breath in a long huff. “On second thought, I see right now I better get you a womanly piece and find some range to take you to.”
 
   I perked up. “A gun? Really? You mean it?”
 
   He gave me a pained look. “No, Wall-ass, I secretly want to have to identify your ass at the morgue. Yes, I mean it.”
 
   “Wow, a real live freaking gun?”
 
   He looked skyward. “Lord Jesus, what am I thinking?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Although it was close to five in the evening, Dwayne decided to postpone working the Redmon case to take me to a new gun shop in town. In Dwayne’s estimation, my need for protection outweighed Redmon’s need to catch his cheating wife.
 
   The Gun Exchange was on the west side of town next door to a Japanese steakhouse and an ice cream shop called Bradley’s. The buildings were single level brick joints with huge plate glass windows covered in signs.
 
   I drooled over the ice cream, longed for fried rice, and shook in my size six shoes as Dwayne held the door for me.
 
   The man behind the counter smiled. “What y’all looking for today?”
 
   I glanced at Dwayne. He knew my ignorance about weapons.
 
   “Looking for a piece for my girl here. You got anything small, easy to handle?”
 
   “Sure do. Look right over here,” the man answered, strolling to the far end of the counter where the handguns were under safety glass. He pulled out a small, black pistol that resembled Dwayne’s.
 
   “This one’ll do the trick,” he said, nodding at me to take the gun.
 
   I didn’t know what else to do, so I accepted it. It was lighter than I expected and felt strange in my hands. Foreign, but somehow fitting.
 
   “Um,” I mumbled, turning it over and back.
 
   Dwayne peered down at me. “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s nice.”
 
   He took the gun. “Nice? Hell, girl, guns ain’t nice. Lemme see it.”
 
   I watched as he went over it, sliding the safety off, testing the trigger. Finally, he handed it back to the guy and turned to me. “That’s about as close as you’re gonna get. Pay the man.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I fumbled around in my purse for my wallet while the man grabbed a few forms and a box. “I just need to run a check on ya, but that don’t take much.”
 
   I handed him my debit card and in less than an hour, I was a proud handgun owner. The shop owner warned me against carrying concealed anywhere but at home, in my car, or at my place of business, and smiled as we strolled out.
 
   My whole body vibrated with excitement.
 
   “What does carrying concealed mean actually?” I asked Dwayne when I could formulate a thought.
 
   He scratched his chin. “Don’t take it to the club in your purse.”
 
   “I don’t go to clubs.”
 
   “The casino then.”
 
   I was still terrified of using a gun but sort of excited that I had it. What would Katie think when she found out? We had shopped for clothes before she left for Ireland, and she would be amazed to see the new accessory I had just added.
 
   Then on the heels of that thought came another one roaring through my head like a freight train. What would the Mamas think? My dear little aunties would never understand why a woman wanted a handgun. They still existed in the world of the fifties where the most dangerous thing was wearing short skirts. They didn’t know the full scope of danger I was in at the moment either. Better leave off telling them anything just yet. Dread of their shocked faces filled me, and instantly, I wanted chocolate.
 
   I talked Dwayne into an ice cream cone, and we walked over.
 
   Bradley’s is the sort of place where you either eat standing outside the walk-up window, or you eat your cone in your car. Very few places to sit had been provided for the customers licking their way to frozen concoction heaven. Not that it mattered to me on such a hot day. I enjoyed standing, watching traffic, and savoring a Chocolate, Chocolate Mint Chip in a waffle cone. Especially when Dwayne was paying.
 
   “This is gonna make us both cows,” he observed, licking at a huge dollop of vanilla ice cream threatening to land on his shoe.  “And chocolate makes your face break out in whelps.”
 
   I frowned. “Whelps are puppies, you mean welts. And I haven’t had a breakout like that since college. It wasn’t ice cream either. It was raspberries. I’m allergic.”
 
   He went to the window to ask for napkins.
 
   I squinted at the mid-afternoon sun and watched cars drive by on Greenman Road. A few beeped their horns at a sign near the street soliciting honks for ice cream lovers.
 
   A small car slowed as it approached the entrance to the drive-through. I thought it was turning in until the driver’s window lowered and a gun appeared.
 
   Dwayne screamed, “Get down!” and we both hit the ground. Bullets pelted the wooden rail and brick wall around the eatery’s courtyard just before the car roared off down Greenman.
 
   Dwayne yelled at me. “Shannon! You okay? You okay?”
 
   “Oh my God! I’m okay. Are you okay?”
 
   “I think so,” he muttered, rising.
 
   We brushed ourselves off. Dwayne’s hand shook as he holstered his gun under his pant leg.
 
   “I didn’t even think of my gun,” I admitted, scrubbing my face with my hands. “It happened so fast.”
 
   Dwayne clucked in disgust at his mangled cone. “That’s what they wanted. The element of surprise. The lousy bastards. Damn. Come on, let’s check on everyone.”
 
   We went back to the window to ask if anyone had been hurt.
 
   “No, thank God,” a young man in a white apron said, wiping his face on his tee shirt sleeve. “Wait until the owner hears about this.”
 
   The young man told Dwayne he thought the car was a Toyota. But they were as taken by surprise as we had been, and the car had accelerated before they could get a clear view. No definite make on the car.
 
   A couple of the girls were huddled in the small office to the back of the building, crying. I went to the back door and stuck my head in to reassure them. They had called the cops, and I heard the wail of sirens coming up Greenman.
 
   We sat on the benches and answered all the questions the cops had. I wasn’t surprised when Sal pulled into the lot.
 
   I kept my eyes glued to the ground when he walked up. His tan loafers filled my view.
 
   “Well?” he asked.
 
   “Shots out of a Toyota. Happened real quick. No, we did not see anything else. We were too busy trying to keep from getting dead,” said Dwayne, man of few words.
 
   “Anyone hurt?”
 
   I ventured a glance. He was writing in a small spiral notebook. “No. No one hurt.” My voice sounded tinny, like I was a doll speaking through a box on her back.
 
   “You got any thoughts?” Sal asked. It was spoken to no one in particular, and he didn’t even spare a smirk at us.
 
   I stood. He was taller than me, so I had to tilt my head back to look at him. Taking such a stance with a cop took a lot of guts. Especially with this one. “Just one thought.”
 
   Now he had to look at me. No words were necessary, I could see the question in his eyes.
 
   “Find this creep before someone else gets killed,” I said, as deadpan as I could muster. Then, I turned away and walked toward the car. I dared him to stop me. Dwayne babbled something behind me and then scampered along catching me in a few strides.
 
   “What did you say to Sal?” I whispered to him as he brushed past.
 
   “Nice seeing you again,” he answered, chirping his door release button.
 
   The adrenaline rush didn’t start until we were well away from Bradley’s and the incident had begun to sink in. This fool was not playing anymore. I rubbed my arms with my shaking hands and tried to understand what made people kill.
 
   Dwayne drove us to his trailer and filled the worried silence with silly conversation trying to distract me, like taking a child to a park to forget a scary movie.
 
   “You know Wall-ass, that dude probably thought you were some Mafia woman.”
 
   “What? I don’t think I like being called that.”
 
   “Yeah, in that black get-up you got on, you kinda look dangerous. In a Cat Woman kinda way.”
 
   I glanced down at my skirt. It was wrinkled from sitting in the car. “Yeah. I’ll bet everyone is wondering what Cat Woman is doing with Blade,” I commented as I caught the glimmer of a smile. “You don’t have to keep talking on my account, Dwayne. I’m okay. I just wonder why he missed. I mean, I was there in his direct line of fire.”
 
   Before he could reply, his cell phone gave off tunes from Rocky Horror Picture Show. He answered it and said ‘yeah’ about fifteen times before clicking off.
 
   He grinned. “Come on. I’m taking you home. Puh-lease change clothes. Wear something else black and dangerous but worthy of a stake-out. That was Clareta.”
 
   “Oh, she got the number? So?”
 
   “Charles Fine’s house, here we come.”
 
   I inclined my head toward him. “Damn, I’m losing my nerve, Dwayne. I was just shot at. All I want is my sex videos - not to single-handedly bring down a murderer, and if Charlie’s the one, well, even more so.”
 
   “What am I? Canned ham? I was shot at, too, remember? Besides, we know a cop, don’t we? Ole Sal is our ace in the hole if we get caught. It’s called a professional courtesy. You know, like doctors. Cops are like doctors, you know, always patching stuff up for friends. We ain’t gonna get shot because we ain’t gonna be seen. Blade and Cat Woman, that’s us.” He was babbling. A sure sign of nerves.
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
   “You wanna find out if he’s the one, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “All right then. We’re going hunting.”
 
   I grimaced. I hated when he concocted the game plan, hated when it was a good one, and really hated when his suspicions were spot on.
 
    
 
   Evening had settled in when we drove by Charlie’s the first time. His neighborhood sat across the Mississippi state line on the eastern edge of Memphis.
 
   A huge tree spread its branches over the roof of Charlie’s house hiding the front of it. The garage door was down, and no lights shone from any of the front windows. Charlie was either missing or in bed. Maybe with Charlotte Dillon. Or maybe they were at her house.
 
   I had to smile at the vision of Rick’s brother caught with his britches down, or even full monty. Anything I could use against him during his inevitable trial.
 
   Yes, your Honor, he had his brother killed in cold blood and had sex the night of his funeral to celebrate.
 
   Then I remembered my missing videos, and my heart fell. What if he was the one drooling over them every night?
 
   “That’s disgusting,” I muttered aloud.
 
   “What’s that?” Dwayne replied, leaning toward me as he tried to pull over to the curb four houses down.
 
   “Oh, nothing. I was thinking out loud.”
 
   “Well stop. You saying something is disgusting makes me think I forgot my deodorant.”
 
   I sniffed loudly. “Can’t tell, but I think it’s still working.”
 
   He snorted. “Get out.”
 
   “Me? What about you?”
 
   “Did you see the fence that man has around his place? Hell, girl, I ain’t into no climbing shit.”
 
   I had seen the fence and agreed that scaling it would take finesse. Extremely quiet finesse.
 
   “Well, Mr. Quick-Fix, how do you suspect I will be able to climb it if you can’t?”
 
   “You’re smaller and lighter. If you had a little lift—”
 
   I interrupted. “What? You’re planning on putting me on your shoulders and tossing me over?”
 
   “That was the idea.”
 
   “Think of another one.”
 
   “Why? You get into the back yard where no one can see you, get to the gate, and let me in. Then we can do something.”
 
   I sat with my arms crossed, thinking. What other choice did I have? The whole front of the house faced the street and was visible to God and everybody. We had to work our way into the house from the backyard.
 
   “All right,” I opened my door. “But if I fall onto something and break my neck because you made me do this, it’s on your head.”
 
   As I walked, I kept telling myself Charlie wasn’t home, and he had no big ugly dogs with sharp teeth.
 
   “No dogs, no dogs, no dogs,” I said under my breath. The fence ran along the driveway from one corner of the house to the neighbor’s house. I picked out a small tree near the far corner. From that spot, I could look over to see what was waiting on the other side before making my free fall into Charlie’s backyard.
 
   I pulled myself into the lowest branches and climbed up to the higher ones. Once there, my ability to see into the backyard improved considerably. The light from a back window helped some, and after a moment, a figure moved inside the house. Somebody was home.
 
   I leaned forward, pushing leaves aside to gain a better angle, with no luck. The tree hadn’t been told it was damn near autumn. Sweat beaded on my forehead. Of course, fate would perch me up here in the midst of the hottest August on record.
 
   Carefully, I pressed down on the branch a little more. It bowed downward and my heart almost stopped. I inched back to avoid breaking my perch, but it kept bending in spite of my efforts. I overcompensated my attempt to get it to go upwards, and in seconds, I hurtled over the fence riding the branch like a bronco all the way to the ground, whooping with terror.
 
   I didn’t mean to scream, but when I landed in the yard face-down, hands and elbows digging into the earth with the branch between my legs, I found myself nose-to-nose with a dog that strikingly resembled Marmaduke.
 
   “Nice doggie,” I crooned. “Niiiice doggie.”
 
   He yelped at me.
 
   “No, shhh.”
 
   He danced around me, barking frantically, as if I were a cornered rabbit or squirrel in his yard.
 
   The light snapped off in the room just ahead of me, and the yard became a dark pit illuminated only by thin watery moonlight.
 
   “Shan?” Dwayne hissed from behind me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. Get me out of here, Dwayne. This dog wants to eat me.”
 
   “Hang on.” He struggled in the tree, and the limbs shook.
 
   The dog continued to bark.
 
   It lumbered a few steps toward me, sniffing. Dog slobber dripped on my hand.
 
   “Hey you!” he hissed. “Stupid dog, come and get it.”
 
   I watched as the dog got curious and loped over to something Dwayne tossed on the ground. The back porch light flared on.
 
   Time to move. I leapt onto the fence my, shoes making hollow thuds as I dug my toes into the wood and nearly strangled on the board tops. Charles Fine’s voice called out to the four-legged beast scarfing down whatever Dwayne had given him.
 
   “Dumplings?” he called. I threw myself over the fence, my heels slapping the other side.
 
   “Dumplings, what are you going on about?” he exclaimed, just as I met Dwayne in the street. We sprinted for the car. We were halfway to Germany Road before we burst out laughing.
 
   “Dumplings?” We asked in unison.
 
   The evening had been utter failure, but at least we knew Charlie was home. And he had a dog. We would have better luck next time.
 
   I glanced at Dwayne and at the sweat streaking down his cheeks. Better offer to buy him a beer, or there wouldn’t be a next time.
 
    
 
   After a heated discussion about whether I should go home or not — where I won the battle and lost the war — Dwayne drove me to my apartment. Our agreement stipulated I would spend the night at home tonight, but his place was open if I got spooked.
 
   We parked the car and got out to go upstairs to check on my apartment. Dwayne insisted I have company after the shooting. Since the fiasco we called “Chicken and Dumplings,” weariness had begun to set in. Even walking the distance through the parking lot took all of my energy.
 
   I glanced at my car, Betsy, as we passed. Nothing amiss. She had been violated once, but I suspected my freaky stalker had better things in mind since his previous effort had failed.
 
   We didn’t talk as we climbed up to the second floor of my unit. As we approached my door, something made the small hairs on the back of my neck move.
 
   In scary movies, a screeching hoot owl would signify something was wrong, but instead the way my door stood ajar sent goose pimples across my neck.
 
   I tugged on Dwayne’s arm and pulled him back to the stairs.
 
   “No. We need help.”
 
   We ran back to the car, and Dwayne called the cops.
 
   “This is not good,” he said, after setting his phone in his cup holder.
 
   I didn’t know what to say.
 
   We got out when the wail of a siren rose in the distance.  It was the same poor soul on duty from the night before.
 
   “Officer Blalock,” I smiled. “Hi, again.”
 
   He frowned. “Not again?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   He made ready to go up. I started to follow him, but he put out a hand to stop me. “Better stay back, Ma’am.”
 
   I swallowed hard as he unsnapped his gun and pulled it out. Holstered it didn’t look like much. Now it was big, and threatening. We watched as he entered the apartment, throwing the door wide and taking a defensive stance.
              We stayed in the parking lot and listened for shouts. Or shots. If any firing started, I would jump inside the car and take my chances.
 
   Tremors started in my knees while we waited, and when Officer Blalock came back outside to find us, they had reached my whole body.
 
   “You can’t go in,” he told me. “Someone’s tore up the place pretty good. Let me get an investigator over here.” He pulled his microphone from his lapel to answer the dispatcher and asked for her to call none other than our dear friend Sal.
 
   I thanked him, turning away when he left to meet a newly arrived cop. I stood there, twisting my purse strap, and Dwayne gave me a quick hug.
 
   “Guess this means you want my spare bed again.”
 
   My throat closed at the dry burn of unshed tears, and my voice quavered. “I want my life back.”
 
   I stuck my hand in my purse and felt the unbreakable steel of my new gun. At that moment, it felt like it was the only solid thing I had in my life.
 
   Blalock and the other cop directed Sal upstairs when he arrived with a crime scene investigator. Ramirez didn’t say anything, but went straight to work. We waited outside, alternating sitting on a worn lawn chair.
 
   Finally, Sal called us inside. “It is pretty ugly, so don’t freak out.”
 
   We tiptoed into the apartment and eased forward a few steps. It didn’t take long to see why he warned me.
 
   Dwayne whistled low. “Dayum.”
 
   I took a deep breath in. Out. And another one in. And out. My coffee table was sideways, drawers in my desk were flung open, and my mantle was raked clean.
 
   I grabbed the back of my couch for support. There was a reason for this invasion. Who wanted to visit and vent? Maybe it was the killer? Maybe he was pissed about missing me with that bullet?
 
   The shaking stopped, and anger ripped through me. I stepped around the couch. Looking for something, was he? “I hope you found whatever it was, you bastard,” I muttered.
 
   I kicked at a piece of broken glass. A collection of pink vases, a housewarming gift from Katie, used to decorate my mantle. Now, it was completely gone. Whoever had done this had been vicious and thorough, making sure to leave everything destroyed.
 
   Blalock tapped me on the shoulder. “Once the investigation is finished, get the maintenance man over to get your door fixed. The lock’s not in good shape.”
 
   I glanced back at it and shrugged, too numb to answer.
 
   “Can I see the rest?” I asked Sal.
 
   He nodded. “Just don’t touch anything.”
 
   I stepped over the littered area and made my way down the short hall to my bedroom, which was worse. Way worse.
 
   My lamp lay on its side. The mattress had been upended. Every single item in my dresser was tossed helter-skelter. Nothing had escaped the violent attack, including my bathroom and closet.
 
   I left everything as it was and wandered back to the front. The cops were already assessing the damage.
 
   “Good thing you weren’t home,” the CSI said to me. She aimed a flashlight over the lower area of my entertainment center looking carefully. I hadn’t dusted in so long that they wouldn’t have trouble finding fingerprints.
 
   My weary mind couldn’t focus any longer. I needed to escape before I began sobbing. Dwayne had been following me around, shocked into silence.
 
   He pointed at the door after seeing the look on my face. “Whenever you’re ready.”
 
   I asked the CSI, “Would it be okay if I left? You guys can do your thing without me here. Right?”
 
   A familiar voice answered from behind me. “No, you need to stay for a while.”
 
   I turned to see Sal standing in the kitchen doorway.
 
   “I’m exhausted, I’m frustrated, I’m scared out of my gourd. What’s wrong with my leaving?”
 
   He frowned.  “I have questions.”
 
   “What sort of questions?”
 
   He waved me over. “Come into the kitchen.”
 
   Sal led the way over the garbage strewn across the floor from my overturned trashcan and pointed for me to look. “This is what I need to talk to you about.”
 
   In the center of my cheap pine dining table was a knife stuck deep into the wood. It held down a note.
 
   Sal tapped me on the shoulder. “Go on, read it.”
 
   I stepped gingerly around the trash and stopped at the side of the table. It read: Sorry you couldn’t make our date. I’ll call you soon.
 
   Sal gave me time to read and ponder it before he stepped closer to me. “I’d say he’s a little pissed at you.”
 
   This made it through my fogged brain. “Why? What have I done? What does he want?”
 
   “To kill you, it seems. Explain to me why, Shannon.” He sounded as tired as I felt.
 
   I rubbed my eyes. “I wish I knew.”
 
   He took my arm and helped me across the swath of spilled refuse. “I need to have you followed for a while. This is getting ugly.”
 
   “I’m scared, Sal. Really scared. This is just so…invasive. I feel physically dirty, like this asshat knows what I look like naked. He’s been through everything.” I looked around at the disaster. “And I do mean everything.”
 
   “Shannon, look, I’m sorry. You know we’re doing the best we can. You have to give us a chance to find this guy. I can get you an alarm system, new locks, whatever you need.”
 
   I stared into his hot chocolate eyes and saw the kindness there. “Right at the moment, I’m not too sure what I need. But thanks, Sal. I appreciate all you have done. I just wish I could find some peace. For one day. God. Do all criminals work like this?”
 
   He shook his head. “Each case is different. This one is mal. Muy mal.”
 
   I sighed and waved at the investigators working. “How long will this take?”
 
   He shrugged. “Tonight at least, maybe longer.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Shan. I got you.” Dwayne shuffled his feet a little looking at the mess around us.
 
   “Take his offer,” Sal said, tossing a can of pepper spray to Dwayne who caught it one-handed. “Keep her safe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Some things will unwind me like none other—and curling up on Dwayne’s couch tucked in a blanket helped. The yummy hot chocolate topped it off.
 
   He lounged across his recliner, swinging on foot. “Look! It’s Patti LaBelle.”  He pointed with the remote as he stopped on one of the most popular home shopping channels. “I would almost buy one of those damn things if I could talk to the Diva herself. Shit, I must be bored out of my mind now.”
 
   I smiled. He was funny without trying. “I know something we can do if you’re really bored.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Go clean up my apartment.”
 
   “Shoot, you talk like a fool. I ain’t going anywhere near your apartment where this nut is staked out. Besides, Salivate won’t still be there.”
 
   “You really like him, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, hell, he makes my pants wanna get up and dance. But I guess that’s wishful thinking anyway.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “He only has eyes for you.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “No bullshit. I saw him looking at you tonight. He’s kinda like a kicked puppy. Hurt and don’t know why.”
 
   “What? I don’t get it.”
 
   “Sweetie, not to say you’re slow, but it does take you an hour to make instant oats,” he declared, swinging his legs around and sitting up. “That dude is truly into you.”
 
   Sal wanted me? Fat chance. “He wants a killer and I’m his bait.”
 
   “Listen,” he said, leaning forward, “I had an old spinster auntie one time who refused to marry because she thought the man was only seeing her to make someone else jealous. Bait of a kind, you know? She died an old maid, never married, and never laid. Now that’s just plain sad. You can’t think ole Sally is only interested in his job. Not after the way he looks at you.”
 
   “At me or at my body? I am nobody’s booty call.”
 
   “Shit sugar, it’s a package deal, ain’t it?”
 
   I couldn’t find an argument.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I rose from my slumber to the sound of paper crinkling. I walked into the living room to find Dwayne seated on the couch digging around in a bag from the local burger joint. It was only a few minutes past six.
 
   He gazed up at me with guilty eyes. “I know it’s asinine, but I woke up smelling bacon. Don’t know how, don’t know why, but I did. Made me hungry as hell, and all I could think of was getting something fried and fattening. I ran out and brought back this. I got you something too.” He opened a box of pancakes.
 
   I yawned and stretched, plopping down beside him. Staring at the food, I said, “That doesn’t look very appetizing.”
 
   He shoved a piece of bacon into his mouth. His face underwent several changes as he chewed, swallowed, and washed it down with orange juice. “Lawd Jesus. That was like a piece of thin rubber band.”
 
   “I told you so.” I moved the napkins around to find a straw.
 
   “Damn fat cells. Got me addicted. I can’t help my addictions. I love pork fat.”
 
   I laughed. “Okay, Porky, what’s on the agenda?”
              “Still have to find Redmon’s woman.”
 
   “I need to make a trip to the furniture store to get into Rick’s computer before his dad changes his mind.”
 
   “Guess that means we’re splitting up?”
 
   I sighed. “Yeah, damn. I sure am glad we got that gun.”
 
   “Been a weird few days for sure.”
 
   “No kidding. I feel a lot safer now that I have my little buddy tucked in my purse. Hey, is there any chance we might get to retry Charlie’s house?”
 
   He nearly choked on his bacon. “Fuck that! You want to get your ass chewed off by some mangy hound?”
 
   “No, I want to get into his house to check it out. I’m afraid if I don’t, then anything linking him to the murder will vanish. He might have the SD card.”
 
   He shook his head and interrupted. “Probably gone by now.”
 
   “I still want to go. I have to try. I have to keep doing something, keep moving, even if it’s a big, fat, failure. And if Charlie is behind all this pipe-bombing, gun-shooting, and apartment wrecking shit, well, to use your terms, I’m going to pop a cap in his ass.”
 
   He grinned. “Never quit, huh?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   We finished our food—I even ate the pancakes which weren’t too bad—and cleaned up the mess. He left for the Straw Hat Company, and I slipped into the shower.
 
   Water is renewal to me, refines and refreshes. Afterward, I pulled on clean jeans and a tank top, towel-dried my hair, and went to find my shoes.
 
   Out of habit, I grabbed my cell phone and checked the screen. One missed call from a number unrecognized. I turned the phone off. It had to be him. If he wanted to call and continue to play this game, he could do it via voice mail. I wanted to block the number but knew he would just use another phone another day. I could block numbers forever but it wouldn’t matter.
 
   I finished dressing and collected my hot pink studded tote. It was a knock-off brand name, but done quite well. I made sure my gun was inside along with the pepper spray. Couldn’t have too much protection.
 
   I started out, ready to tackle Rick’s computer.
 
   The familiar roads sent a tug at my heart. No longer would I be singing to top forty tunes on the way to my job and a day filled with one fine Richard Fine. I turned the music up and drowned out the voices in my head.
 
   Old Mr. Fine’s Cadillac was parked near the building. There were only a few other cars, mostly belonging to shop workers who had to punch in at seven in the morning. I pulled next to the Caddy, went in through the front entrance, and punched the buzzer on the intercom.
 
   “Mr. Fine? It’s me, Shannon. May I come up?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   I rode the elevator to the top floor where it opened into the plush executive offices. Soft carpet silenced my footsteps as I worked my way around the circular glass receptionist desk.
 
   He met me on the other side.
 
   “Shannon,” he said, walking toward me, holding out his hand.
 
   I took it and squeezed. “How are you, sir?”
 
   He smiled sadly, “Ah. Well, you know how it is.”
 
   I nodded. I knew. I really knew. “I’m ready to get into that computer, if you’re still willing to let me.”
 
   He motioned ahead of us. “Okay, let’s get to it.”
 
   Rick’s office door was closed, so Mr. Fine inserted a key to let us in. Opening the door with one hand, he flipped the light switch on the wall with the other. “Here you go, my dear.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’ll be done before we open at eight this morning, right?”
 
   “I’ll be sure to be.” I would need to hurry.
 
   “Good, wouldn’t want anyone asking questions. Best if no one knows about this. The police are still involved with the information here.”
 
   I watched his disappearing form. There was nothing wrong with snooping, as long as no one knew about it? That struck me as odd. Then I remembered Charlie. Maybe he was coming in today, and Mr. Fine didn’t want his eldest son to know he was letting someone into Rick’s office. Or maybe he was just indulging me and didn’t want me here when the business day began. I was an ex-employee even if I was his son’s girlfriend.
 
   I gave up trying to understand and booted up the computer.
 
   The machine whirred and beeped going through its paces as it came to life. I got to the log on screen and froze. What was his password? I remembered it had been some special date. I typed in his birthday and hit enter. Password incorrect.
 
   I tried my birthday, but got the same response. I panicked. If I typed his password wrong three times, the computer would lock me out. I knew this because the network administrator had given me a hard time when I had done it a few times just after I started working at the company. What numbers did he use to use for his security codes? Was it his employee id number? His address? City, state, zip? I sat back puzzled. This was not good.
 
   What did he tell me about passwords?
 
   “Keep it simple but secure, Shannon,” he’d said. “No one knows your mother’s birth date but you, right?”
 
   That was it! It was his deceased mother’s birthday. I typed the numbers carefully making sure I used zeroes and all.
 
   Bingo.
 
   The deep blue background of the ocean appeared on the screen. I set to work going through all his documents and files. He was a pack-rat and never deleted much, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The last database he used showed in the documents list, and I opened it to find files on every company who did business with Fine, including contact names. I hunted around for a flash drive, finally finding one in the middle desk drawer. I began downloading the files hoping against hope that the Straw Hat Company would be in there.
 
   While I waited, I rifled through Rick’s desk for a little black book filled with other women’s names but found nothing. It gave me a warm feeling to know that while he was seeing me he wasn’t gathering other women’s numbers. My aunt Tillie might be onto something with the idea he was protecting me from someone. Given recent events, he had damn good reasons.
 
   I cataloged the contents of his desk. Five blue pens, four black pens, three red pens, several adhesive pads, paper clips, and miscellaneous files filled with papers. He’d also put his receipts for items to be entered into the computer in his desk until he had time to enter them.
 
   There were several. One was for the industrial company who provided non-skid rugs for the entry doors from the shop into the showroom. One for the Pure Water containers in the office, and one for the film company, Green Screen Productions who had done the commercials.
 
   I examined the receipts and compared them to the ledger on the desk. From the look of them, these companies hadn’t been paid yet. I set them aside to tell Mr. Fine.
 
   The files finished copying, and I ejected the flash drive, dropping it into my bag. Carefully watching the doorway for Mr. Fine or anyone else, I logged off Rick’s sign-on and logged back on with mine to see if they’d had time to delete my account yet. With a smile, I watched as my computer desktop flashed before me.
 
   I was in.
 
   Immediately opening my email account, I found dozens of messages. Because the company didn’t have any spam filtering software at the server level, everyone from A to Z sent spam, and everyone in the company received it. By the look of my inbox, I was the lucky recipient of more than my share.
 
   I scanned down the list deleting as I went. One at the bottom caught my eye.
 
   The sender’s name was simple. Killer. The subject line was not so simple. It read: You’re Dead. I clicked on the message. There was nothing in the body. I sat staring at the screen trying to understand. How had he gotten my work email address?
 
   Calm down, Shannon. It could be a virus or something.
 
   Great, now that I’ve clicked on it, I think of that.
 
   A more insidious thought came to mind, quickly. I might be jumping to conclusions, but…
 
   Cold shivers ran down my spine. Charles Fine would know all the addresses at his father’s company. He could send such a thing and no one would know. Especially to my email box. He could even do it from inside the offices.
 
   I checked the return address but it was some alpha-numeric garbage that came right back when I sent a reply. The sender obviously covered his trail well. I checked the time the email had been sent. This morning? Had he followed me?
 
   Terror rippled over me. What if he was in the building? I logged off, then back on as Rick, and shut down so that it would appear that he was the last one to sign on. Not that it mattered now. Whoever sent the email probably had the “Notify when email is received” option turned on and knew it had been opened.
 
   I collected my purse and the receipts and hunted for the old man. He stood by the filing cabinets in the large open area near the computer network room. I cleared my throat softly to signal my approach.
 
   He turned to face me and lifted his eyebrows in question.
 
   “Yes and no,” I explained. “There was really nothing in there to clue us about what happened, but there were these.” I handed him the receipts. “Looks like a few folks need to be paid. You’re seriously past due with Green Screen.”
 
   He flipped through them. “Yes, I suppose we should hurry up and get Accounting on these. I’ve been waiting on an explanation of charges. Rick always handled this stuff. I saw Mr. Green at the funeral and he promised he would be coming by soon. Maybe his billing will wait a day more.”
 
   He frowned and muttered at the papers. My mind scrambled back and forth as to whether to tell him about the email. What could he do anyway? I didn’t want to alarm him.
 
   Instead, I tried a different route. “Is Charlie here today?”
 
   “No, not that I know of. I don’t expect him.”
 
   “Did he know I was coming?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” He paused and thought about it. “I may have mentioned it.”
 
   “Okay. Just wondered.” He could have followed me, and he could be working from anywhere. I envisioned him sitting in his car in the office parking lot sending nasty grams to me while stealing Internet access from his own father’s business. That would be so like him.
 
   “Are you holding up okay?” He pinioned me with his cerulean stare, and I realized that while I had lapsed into thought I’d been ignoring him.
 
   I didn’t see any reason to lie. “No. I’m afraid not.”
 
   He put his arm around me and walked with me toward the elevator. “With good reason, my dear. Just know that you are not alone. I am there too,” he admitted. “To take your mind off of things, do what I do and drape yourself in work. I’d like to offer you your job back if you still want it. Rick was overwrought. He told me of his intention to fire you, and I told him he was being silly.”
 
   “Why?” I blurted out, stopping mid-stride. “Why did he do it? I thought we had something. I wasn’t that bad a typist was I?”
 
   He smiled and shook his head. “I was going to talk to you about this at the funeral but I never got time. Rick didn’t explain the motives behind your termination?”
 
   “No. He acted like a jerk, a total a--” I couldn’t finish. I was talking to Rick’s dad, after all.
 
   He shook his head, indignant. “Stuffing for brains. I told the silly fool — well, he was worried about you, and he thought you would be better off if you were out of the picture. You know, out of his house, out of his life.”
 
   “Worried? Why?”
 
   “Someone was stalking him.”
 
   The fluorescent lighting seemed to dim, and my vision blurred. My Aunt Tillie had been right.
 
   “Are you okay?” Mr. Fine asked. His face swam before me. “I should have used more diplomacy with that retelling.”
 
   “S-s-stalker?”
 
   “Yes. They kept following him and making threatening calls. He thought it was a case of mistaken identity at first. He talked to Charlie and I about it over lunch. He decided to get you out of harm’s way and try to get the cops to help him. He didn’t get to tell the cops his plan though, before he, ah, oh.” His face softened and he looked as though he might cry.
 
   My mind grappled with the new information and I remembered calls received at the office where Rick slammed the phone down. I’d accused the receptionist of sending him solicitation calls. “He got a call the day he fired me that seemed to annoy him.”
 
   Mr. Fine frowned. “Did you tell the cops about this?”
 
   “No. I just remembered it. At the time it didn’t mean anything to me. Do you think I should call them?”
 
   He shrugged. “Charlie relayed to them about the supposed stalker. I expected them to contact me, but Charlie might have asked them not to, hoping to spare me.”
 
   Or to keep the news all to himself to save his neck.
 
   “I think I’ll let Detective Ramirez know anyway, sir. It could be important.”
 
   “I would trade everything I have to have my son back.” He stopped, struggling to contain his emotion. I patted his arm. No need to complete the thought. I gave him a few moments to get under control.
 
   Finally, I spoke. “Speaking of trading things, I have some belongings I would like to get back. You know, still at Rick’s apartment.”
 
   “Absolutely. I have no problem with that at all.”
 
   “Would you happen to have a key?”
 
   He pulled his keys out and talked while flipping through them to find the one he sought. “As a matter of fact, I do. Ricky always wanted me to feel free to pop in whenever I wanted to. He tried to get me to give him the key when he found out about the stalker, but I refused. I figured he might need me at some point. But, that was foolish to think, wasn’t it? I didn’t help at all in the end.”
 
   He took one off his key ring. “Don’t be in a hurry to return it. I have a spare the apartment manager gave me.” He dropped it into my hand.
 
   I thanked him and added it to my own ring. Before he could inquire about which belongings of mine still remained in the apartment, I commented on the grounds outside the building. “Do you happen to know the company who tends the lawn around the furniture store? I wanted to call them.”
 
   He shook his head. “Oh no, gosh, they’ve been doing it forever. I think Charlie hired them years ago. Can’t remember the name of the company though. You could get it from Belinda in payables I imagine.”  His brows furrowed in the middle as he tried to remember.
 
   “Does Straw Hat sound familiar?”
 
   He thought for a moment. “I just don’t recall it.”
 
   “That’s okay, sir. I’ll try to get in touch with Belinda.”
 
   When the elevator arrived, he patted my shoulder in a fatherly gesture. “You watch out for yourself, Shannon. The security in this building has been beefed up significantly,” he said. “Nothing to fear here. But it’s not so out there where Rick’s killer still walks around. Call me if you have any trouble. Anything at all. And let me know if you want to come back to work, okay?”
 
   “I don’t know about the job, Mr. Fine. I’ll give it some thought. But thank you, so much. For today, and well, everything.”
 
   He smiled. “No problem at all. You take as much time as you need. We’ll always have a spot for you here. And you get whatever you want from Rick’s things. He would want you to have it, I’m sure.”
 
   No arguments from me.
 
   He returned to his filing, and I entered the elevator, my mind trying to assess the new information. This changed everything. Rick might have known his killer! I had to find a computer somewhere and look at the files on the flash drive.
 
   I considered calling Sal. I didn’t want to, but he really should hear this news. I strolled out of the elevator and into the foyer, looking around carefully. When it seemed no one was lurking around, I exited through the glass doors, walked straight to my car, plopped my tote down on the hood, and pulled my cell phone out.
 
   I punched the number to the South Lake Police Department.  The dispatcher patched me through to Sal.
 
   “Ramirez,” he answered.
 
   “It’s me, Shannon. I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   “Yes. I just left Fine, Fine, Fine Furnishings. I spoke to Rick’s father. He told me some stuff I think you ought to know.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Did you know Rick was getting threatening calls? He thought his life was in danger. That was why he fired me. He was afraid.”
 
   “Did anyone tell us?” He sounded defensive.
 
   “According to Rick’s father, his other son, Charlie, was supposed to have contacted the PD. I sure hope you’re watching that one.”
 
   He drawled, “Thank you, Miss Wallace, for your suggestions. They’re always welcome.”
 
   “Don’t be snippy with me, Ramirez. I have some information for you that you will want, and I might decide not to share, if you get too big for your britches.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Well, for starters, Rick got a phone call the day he fired me, and well, you might want to investigate that. He was pretty annoyed.  Maybe it was one of the threatening ones? I thought at the time it was a girlfriend, because he told them his address and agreed to meet them, but now-”
 
   He broke in. “He gave them his address?”
 
   “Yes. I remember that well enough.”
 
   “Go on,” he muttered.  I detected the tapping of keys on a keyboard. He was probably making notes.
 
   “I also got something this morning in my email box at the furniture store. Yes, I checked it, and yes, that is probably not allowed, but it said ‘You’re Dead.’”
 
   “Nice.”
 
   “Um. No. You’re not listening,” I told him. The tapping stopped.
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Think hard, Ramirez. I’m no longer employed there. Who knew I would even be around to receive it? No one except Rick’s father, or his brother, if Mr. Fine even told him I was coming in. When I asked, he couldn’t remember if he did or not.”
 
   “Who was the sender?”
 
   “Someone called Killer.”
 
   “Did you think to check the return address?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, I did. I even replied. It came back undeliverable.”
 
   “Okay. So who do you think sent it?” He made the question sound like he already had the answer.
 
   “I think it was someone inside the company or someone who knew I was there this morning.”
 
   “Like Thomas Fine?”
 
   “I don’t think Mr. Fine even knows how to operate a computer.” I didn’t think he even had a PC in his office.
 
   He took a deep breath. “Now we’re getting somewhere. You think it was Charles Fine.”
 
   “Well, yeah. No one else would have known my email address.”
 
   “No? How about someone who used to work there? What is your email address? Is it your name and the company name like Shannon dot Wallace at Fine Furnishings dot com? How common is that in business?”
 
   I closed my eyes. That was my email address exactly. “I’m sure it’s a common business practice, but I’m still putting my money on Rick’s brother.”
 
   “Well, you’d lose it. He’s clean. He didn’t kill his brother,” he said, lowering his voice.
 
   My blood boiled. “You don’t know that. Damn it, does he even have an alibi?”
 
   “Not that you have a right to know, but yes, he does.”
 
   Now I opened my eyes and stared at the blue sky. “Who?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   Probably Charlotte Dillon. “Was it a ‘she’ who substantiated his alibi? Come on, Sal. His girlfriend would lie for him, don’t you think.”
 
   I heard people talking around him. He lowered his voice. “I’m not really able to discuss this now. Care to meet me for lunch?”
 
   “I’ll do better. I need a computer to look at some files I took from Rick’s computer. Yeah, yeah, I know I’m interfering in your case, but I’m bringing them to you. The only catch is you have to let me see what I saved.” I answered, giving up all pretense.
 
   “Sure.” His voice didn’t sound angry over the fact that I was sticking my nose in.
 
   “Okay. I’m on my way.”
 
    
 
   Later in Sal’s office, it was apparent he’d cleared his desk for our meeting. Neat stacks of paper were situated on a side table and he’d made room for a laptop.
 
   “Just why were you saving files from Mr. Fine’s computer?” he asked, as soon as I sat down. He leaned against the wall, arms crossed. His voice sounded easy-going, curious. His body language said something else.
 
   Mentally, red danger balloons floated up. I immediately recognized the trap he’d hoped to spring. “Oh, I was just helping Mr. Fine with a few things he needed clearing up,” I lied. “While I was at it, the thought occurred to me there might be a clue to help with the case in the company database Rick kept on his customers.” I wasn’t going to enlighten him further as to what I had really been doing there.
 
   “You know we already went through these right?”
 
   “Yes, but I might see something you missed,” I answered, trying to engross myself in the laptop screen.
 
   We watched as I scrolled through the files. It took some time to reach the ‘S’ category.
 
   “Satin Sheet, Inc.; Silvestri; Simmons…” I muttered, as I scrolled with the mouse. Soon, I was in the right area.
 
   “Have you seen anything that could be a clue in this case yet?” Sal asked, his voice laced with sarcasm.
 
   “Um. No.” I answered automatically. Then, the name appeared. Straw Hat Company, right near the bottom.
 
   Damn. Careful, Wallace, don’t let him see you sweat.
 
   I turned toward him, and smiled sweetly. “Is lunch still an option? I think my blood sugar is dropping. I’m getting quite shaky.”                            He reached across me, mouse-clicked the file closed, ejected the flash drive, and placed it on the stack I’d created near my elbow.
 
   “Sure, lunch is still on. How about the Gin?”
 
   “Can I have that flash drive?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Double damn. He would never let me take those files.
 
   Defeated, I answered, “How about the home cooking place around the corner from the Gin? It’s my aunt Tillie’s place and I can get us fed for free.”
 
   “Free is always good.”
 
   “Can we meet in about an hour?” I asked. “I have something to do real quick.”
 
   “I thought your blood sugar was dropping?” he drawled, a suspicious look on his face.
 
   “I said it’s dropping, not bottomed-out.”
 
   He shrugged. “Fine. And by the way, I would appreciate it if you didn’t share the information about those files with anyone. Once in my hands, it’s considered part of my case and therefore confidential.”
 
   I gazed up at him. Did he think I would run out and blab about something to the newspaper? Maybe Charlotte had been using her reporter wiles on him and he wanted assurances that she wouldn’t get the info from me.
 
   Time to roll. I smiled, nodded my understanding, scooped up my purse, and moved toward the door.
 
   “See you shortly,” he replied, and I hastened my exit.
 
   Walking to my car, I didn’t know what to think. I’d just found out Charles Fine had an alibi, the Straw Hat people were the lawn service Rick had used, and his apartment key was in my possession. I could finally go to see if any of our secret videos remained. To add to the uncertainty, I had a date with my college crush, which made my heart flutter in ways it totally shouldn’t be doing.
 
   I loved Rick. But he was beyond my reach now. Sal was warm and alive, and breathing, and…I didn’t know whether to cry or sing.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   The lunch crowd at Aunt Tillie’s place was always a thriving mass. It remained one of the best places in our small town to eat, and lines were a norm.
 
   We waited behind an elderly couple while Tillie hurried around delivering food, handing out drinks, and seating people. She smiled at the couple and led them to a table. I nodded at her and headed for one at the very back of the restaurant, near the bathrooms and kitchen. It was noisy over there but would be better cover for the conversation I wanted to have with Sal.
 
   “Nice of you to treat me,” he said, smiling.
 
   “Yeah well, I have connections. Have you been here before?”
 
   “Yes, lots of times. One of my favorite places. Your aunt makes a mean salmon patty.”
 
   I couldn’t argue. “Glad you like it. Thanks for coming.”
 
   “You want to pick up where we left off?”
 
   “Yes,” I nodded, shooting him a sharp glance. “As I’ve said, I think the older brother is involved.”
 
   “And as I’ve said, he isn’t.”
 
   Aunt Nancy came to the table, her blue apron swinging with every step. “What y’all drinking?”
 
   “I’ll have—”
 
   “Sweet tea, no lemon,” she interrupted. “I know. How about you, sir?”
 
   “Just water, thanks.”
 
   She wrote on the pad, but gazed at him over it, giving him a good sizing up. I knew what she wrote was likely, “husband material possible”.
 
   He played with the sugar packets, oblivious. Before she hurried away, she winked at me, approving, tilted the pad toward me so I could see the smiley face.
 
   “How can you be so sure about Charlie? He had motive, and opportunity, no matter what Charlotte Dillon says.”
 
   At the reporter’s name, he scowled. “How’d you know it was her?”
 
   “She left with him from the funeral. Easy enough to put them together after that.”
 
   He tilted his head back and frowned at the ceiling. “Ever consider going into law enforcement? You’d make a good detective.”
 
   “Don’t change the subject.”
 
   He crossed his arms and leaned toward me. “Okay. I won’t. Here’s the deal. You have a dead boyfriend who received threats against his life over the phone, and maybe through email, just like you. Wouldn’t he know his own brother’s voice? Charles Fine has a good alibi for his whereabouts on the evening of his brother’s death.”
 
   My mouth fell open slightly. “Oh.”
 
   “Oh is right. And, on top of all that, we have a better suspect.”
 
   My pulse quickened. “No, you don’t, Sal. You think you have a better suspect. It wasn’t Joe Drury. I’ll stake my freedom on that.”
 
   He fiddled with the salt shaker and remained mute.
 
   “I’m telling you, it isn’t him.” How could I convince him?
 
   “Even I can’t be that certain on guilt or innocence, and I’m trained to know these things. What makes you so special?” Now his serious brown-eyed gaze found mine.
 
   “Well, think about it. Why would his best friend kill him? What reason did he have? He would never hurt Rick. I know it all the way through me. Besides, Rick would recognize his voice, too. And by the way, the voice calling me on the phone is muffled, far from distinct. It could be Rick’s brother easily.”
 
   “Or anyone else with murderous intentions.”
 
   “It wasn’t Joe. He had no motive, damn it.”
 
   Sal bit his upper lip and tapped the table with a fingertip. “What if Drury was in love with you?”
 
   This took me aback. “Oh, get real. I’m not that appealing.”
 
   He laughed and sipped at the water Aunt Nancy had placed before him. “Okay, well, I still have reasonable doubt. Drury is the better suspect.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “Why? I mean, you don’t understand. I know Joe. He’s innocent. I feel it in my gut.”
 
   “Chica, you defy explanation. If I went on my gut for every case, I would never arrest anyone. Do you think he’s going to seem guilty?”
 
   “What are the facts, Sal? What exactly do you have on him?”
 
   He grinned and his even white teeth gleamed. “Things.”
 
   “Like what? The fact that he was at Rick’s apartment the night he was killed? That doesn’t prove anything. I was there too, remember?”
 
   He shrugged. “Obviously you’ve been talking to Drury. Let me remind you, there are points of my case on which I cannot discuss. This case is far from closed, but even so, it’s better than this flimsy assumption you’re trying to build around Charles Fine. There’s a few more ghosts in Mr. Drury’s pantry.”
 
   “I think you mean skeletons in his closet,” I said with a sigh.
 
   Nancy came to take our order.
 
   “Get Detective Ramirez whatever he wants at no charge. I’m leaving. My appetite is gone,” I said, a twitch beginning in my eyebrow.
 
   He tilted his head, questioning. “You’re not eating?”
 
   I rose to leave. “You don’t have anything on him that will stick. And you know it. I refuse to stay here and be your pawn while you try to exorcise what I might know from me.”
 
   He thrust out a hand to stop me. His eyes gleamed. “Sit down, I’m not finished.”
 
   I stared at his hand where it wrapped around my forearm. It felt warm and was covered with small dark hairs. He wore a gold pinkie ring sporting an opal on it.
 
   My gaze traveled back to his face and I mustered a smirk.
 
   He squeezed my arm. “Please.”
 
   Nancy cleared her throat and gave me an “better do it” look. Never one to refuse a plea, I sat.
 
   “Please bring me a chicken salad,” he told Nancy. “And give her something with rosemary in it. Maybe herbs will calm her.”
 
   Nancy patted his shoulder. “Tillie’s rosemary baked chicken will certainly fit that bill.” She took off for the kitchen doorway and a safer battleground.
 
   I clenched my fists. “I don’t need calming, Detective. I need answers. Someone out there has me on his speed dial list. I think he followed me to Rick’s office. How else did he know I would get that email?”
 
   “I was getting to that.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “Get on with it.”
 
   “Maybe the sender was just taking a shot in the dark, hoping you would get it?”
 
   I opened my mouth to spew my opinions, but he held up his hand. “It isn’t Rick Fine’s brother; I’ll promise you that. Charles Fine has an alibi and someone who will corroborate his whereabouts despite your opinion of her, yes, her. Secondly, Joe Drury is the one with motive, opportunity and no alibi” At my stricken look, he continued with a wave for me to listen. “Look I’m not saying that Drury is the perfect perp, but he is a person of interest. Not that you need to know any more about it. Through his own admission, there was something going on between him and Fine. Drury even admits to being at the victim’s house on the night of the murder. I haven’t figured out why he made such an admission, but there it is. Now, if you were a cop, which suspect would you be most interested in?”
 
   I shrugged. “He admitted to being there for the same reasons I did. So you would know that he isn’t guilty. But go on, you make it sound so easy.”
 
   “It’s not easy, but you have to think like the killer thinks.”
 
   “And you’re saying you’re doing that?” I leaned closer and whispered, “Bullshit.”
 
   “I’m looking for the missing pieces. I don’t believe the killer would aim at you for an issue he had with or against Fine. Drury was at that apartment. If he killed Fine-”
 
   “No, Sal,” I rushed at the chance. “It wasn’t Joe. He wouldn’t have to play these stupid phone call games if he wanted to get to me.” I paused and thought a moment before asking, “What if Charlie has an accomplice? If his alibi is so ironclad, then there has to be someone else.”
 
   He stared at me like I had told him that aliens were real.
 
   I took a deep breath and finished. “Listen, the voice calling me is well disguised. It could be Charlie, or as you said, anyone else. I’ll give you that. But you have to believe that Charles Fine is just as much a suspect as anyone else, alibi or not.”
 
   He held up a hand. “I don’t want to accuse an innocent man, but it’s not looking good for Drury, especially.”
 
   I flopped back in exasperation. “What can I tell you? What would convince you that Joe didn’t do it?”
 
   “Information that is solid. Convince him to come into the office and sit down and tell us everything. When we hauled him in the other day, he clammed up. Refused to tell us certain facets that could be vital to the case. I want the whole story this time about what he was doing there and what went on in that apartment. Make him help me understand. He’s got to do a better job than what went on the other day.”
 
   “Easy breezy,” I agreed. I had no doubt that he would do it, and no doubt that he would tell them whatever they needed to prove his innocence. A slight nagging began in my mind though, wondering what Joe was hiding. “When?”
 
   “Wait a minute now. He screamed everything from entrapment to brutality when we had him the other day. If you talk to him, be gentle. We don’t want him to think you’re doing it for us.”
 
   “He’s entitled to a lawyer, right?”
 
   He shuffled his feet and tilted back in his chair as Nancy nestled plates before us. When she left, he gave me a no-nonsense look. “Hiring himself a lawyer is probably a good idea.”
 
    
 
   I desperately wanted to go to Rick’s apartment but felt it might be better to wait until dark. The fewer questions raised the better.
 
   Instead, I decided to make a swing by the Underground and then go to see Joe. It would be preferable to have Dwayne with me, but I would manage. The rude waiter from the first visit was mostly hot air. He didn’t scare me. I knew how to deflate fat tires. Mean, fat, bald guys wouldn’t be any different.
 
   The interior of the dive was as dark and gloomy as before, but today it held a few more patrons. I glanced around. Charlie sat tucked in a booth at the back near the bathrooms. I strolled to the ladies’ room, head held high. Surprise swept across his face as I passed him. He wore a white linen shirt and matching shorts and smoked a cigarette, the blue smoke swirling around him. His friend’s profile was etched with acne scars, and he had a head full of wiry red hair that frizzed out like a clown’s.
 
   I kept moving until I reached the alcove where the restrooms resided. Then I paused to listen, but I couldn’t hear anything distinguishable. There was too much noise. I stepped into the ladies’ room and collected my thoughts.
 
   Who was Clown Hair? Didn’t I know him from somewhere? I struggled to remember. Surely I wouldn’t forget that hair. The accomplice angle returned to my mind.
 
   I chewed a nail while I decided what to do. I couldn’t stay in here all day, and I couldn’t do anything about the pair out front. I lingered a couple of minutes more and then sauntered out as though the two men didn’t exist. Just as I passed their table, a hand snaked out and caught my wrist, halting me.
 
   “Well, well, well,” Charlie sneered. “Look what the cat dragged in. What’re you doing here?”
 
   I yanked my arm away. “Creep.”
 
   His laughter followed me out. “If you want a real man, here I am.”
 
   I kept going until I was in my car, afraid of saying something that would be usable in court. I tried to memorize the cars in the lot. None of them rang any bells though and I made a vow to start paying more attention to details.
 
    
 
   Dwayne didn’t call, so I figured he must have hit pay dirt with his surveillance of Redmon’s wife. I drove to Joe’s hoping to convince him of the need to work with the cops. It would rid Sal of his silly suspicion, and make room for the actual suspect, Charles Fine. Every time I thought of him, I shivered.
 
   Joe lived on the west side of South Lake, close to Rick’s apartment. His neighborhood had been one of the nicest in the whole city during my high school years, until the city’s airport decided it needed to expand its runways and bought out many of the homes closest to it. This buyout left great gaping holes in the subdivision as people moved away, and their houses were razed. The remaining houses became the first to fall into hard times. The blight of owners selling at lower than market value threw the rest into what became a total disintegration of the area with grown up lawns, peeling paint, and cars up on cement blocks.
 
   Joe’s house sat on a quiet cove, just off Greenman Road, barely into the neighborhood. An old Camaro sat in his driveway and his yard needed a trim. I climbed from Betsy and made the short stroll up the walkway. The garage door was up and the entry leading into the house stood slightly ajar.
 
   I tapped on the glass, hoping he was in the den just off the kitchen.  When he didn’t make an appearance, I pushed the door open and eased into the country-style kitchen.
 
   Several times after going to see a local pro soccer team play, we had eaten pizza and laughed over beers with Joe in his neat, clean home. Now it was mass chaos.
 
   The chairs lay overturned, yanked out from under the table. The curtains barely hung on their rods, which had been ripped out of the wall. I inched forward. Glass crunched under my shoe.
 
   Someone had cleared the table of dishes, which now lay shattered on the floor. A terrible odor assaulted my nose and I pinched it closed, gagging. A blood trail began by the table and wound behind the kitchen bar, out of my line of sight. I knew whatever was on the other side of that bar would be something I didn’t want to see.
 
   I stood rooted to the spot, unable to move. I didn’t know where Joe was, but a terrible suspicion gathered me in its arms. I began to tremble all over.
 
   God, this can’t be happening!  Not real, not real, not real.
 
   The words ran through my head, a litany of hysteria on the verge of spilling out. My head knew what my heart wouldn’t admit. I cried out Joe’s name, and the silence grew deeper when he didn’t answer.
 
   Unspeakable horror crawled upwards from my stomach and the tears began before I could pull my cell phone out to call South Lake PD. I made the call, never moving a muscle until an officer arrived and rushed past me. Officer Blalock, my knight in blue, had arrived once again. He came to me, eyes wide, talking furiously into his lapel mike.
 
   Things seemed in slow motion. I sank to my knees, relieved that someone, anyone, had arrived. Blalock gently took my arm and led me outside.  “Miss Wallace,” he began. “Did you see anyone leaving the area?”
 
   I shook my head. The wail of sirens rang out faintly in the distance. The city’s finest were on their toes.
 
   “Did you touch anything? Go into the house anywhere besides the kitchen?”
 
   I shook my head and crouched on the curb, my voice thick with tears. “I didn’t have to.”
 
   The first cruiser arrived. Sal stepped out of the passenger’s side.  I was too war-worn to do more than glance at him. He waved for the others to go ahead.
 
   He knelt in front of me.
 
   “Shannon, I’ll need a statement. I know this is hard for you right now, but you have to help me. Help us. Do you understand?”
 
   I closed my eyes and shook my head trying to clear the tumbled thoughts. “I—I don’t know who, or how-”
 
   “Shannon. Shannon?”
 
   I opened my eyes. He gazed at me with kindness, understanding, and something like pity. He sat beside me on the curb, took me into his arms and held me. Just like that. Simple, once it came to it. He rocked me murmuring Spanish and English until it all sounded the same. My tears turned into wracking sobs until the hiccups took over.
 
   We were interrupted by his duty.  One of the cops working the case came and coughed quietly behind us.
 
   “What is it, Smith?”
 
   “Sir, we need you to come and see this before the body is moved.”
 
   “I’ll be okay, go on,” I told him, wiping my face with my palms. He gently brushed his thumbs under my eyes, doing a better job, and I didn’t want him to leave me. His eyes were questioning when I finally found the strength to look at him.
 
   “Go on,” I insisted. “They need you. I’ll be here.”
 
   He nodded and followed Smith inside. I remained there, the sun on my back, trying to ignore the activity behind me as an ambulance appeared along with more police cruisers.
 
   I heard cops talking to each other and from what I gleaned, Joe had been dead for a pretty long while. They whispered “serial killer”, and all the blood rushed to my head. The world tilted, and I closed my eyes against the blackness that threatened to envelop me.
 
   Rick’s and Joe’s killer. Serial killer.
 
   I opened my eyes and tried to focus, but the only thing I saw was Charles Fine’s face at the Underground and the sound of his voice as it taunted me.
 
    
 
   Sal came back outside some time later. I didn’t realize I had been sitting for over an hour until he mentioned the redness beginning to mark my arms.  We went to his car so he could ask me a few questions.
 
   He shut his door, started the car, and turned the air conditioning up.
 
   “Are you going to be okay?” he asked.
 
   I squinted at him. “I may never be okay again.”
 
   “Yes, you will. I won’t let you quit now. You have to be strong.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Great words, easy words.
 
   “Look at it this way. As long as you are strong and fighting, the killer loses.”
 
   “I don’t think I can fight anymore.  He’s taken my security, my hope, my friends. Hell, my whole freaking life.”
 
   “That’s why you have to be strong and keep playing. He’s still in the dugout. You’re at bat now.”
 
   “What gives me such an advantage? You act like killing Joe-” My voice broke. “This is not a fucking game, Sal!”
 
   He softened. “No, but in the twisted mind of this killer, it is a game. With high stakes. He wants to be in charge of enforcing the rules of it. We have to take back control.”
 
   “How? How in hell do we do that? Oh God!” The tears fell in a flood now. “I’m scared; I am so scared.”
 
   “I know. Don’t you think I know that?” He turned and leaned toward me. I thought he might take me into his arms again, but he only patted my shoulder.
 
   “Then tell me what to d-do. How do I keep from being n-next?” I choked.
 
   “We have to change the rules of the game.”
 
   I glared at him. He was committed to catching this killer at all costs, and for some unknown reason, he believed that my imperfect self could actually help him.
 
   “Okay, Detective. What do you want me to do?” I asked, catching my breath and steadying my voice. “The killer, as you now know, is not Joe.”
 
   “Right. I don’t believe it’s Mr. Fine either, but to indulge your suspicions, I’m having him watched. At the very least, he may be in danger, as well. No one is safe right now if they are in anyway connected to this case.”
 
   “Great. Now I’m worried sick about Dwayne. Don’t you think you need to have him followed too?”
 
   “Good idea. Since the two of you are usually together, I can kill dos pájaros con una piedra.”
 
   “Whatever that means,” I sighed.
 
   “Never mind. Now listen. We found a few things similar in this case as in Mr. Fine’s. When we find Drury’s killer, we’ll have found Mr. Fine’s. Connecting the dots between these similarities is now my focus.”
 
   “What similarities are there?” I chewed on my first fingernail and wished Dwayne would call me.
 
   “Missing video equipment.”
 
   I inhaled. Damn. “I don’t know anything about that. I don’t know what that means.”
 
   He frowned at me. “You seemed interested in the stuff taken from Fine’s apartment.”
 
   “So? I was curious. He was my boyfriend, I wanted to know.”
 
   “Uh huh. I don’t buy that.”
 
   I turned away and rubbed my neck in an effort to evade his searching eyes. It didn’t work.
 
   “Is there anything about these missing items that you know and I don’t?” He shifted in his seat.
 
   How could I divulge such information to him? How could I tell him that what was missing were the only things in my life I was ashamed of anyone knowing about?
 
   “It’s a need to know basis on that.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you would want to expound on that answer?” he asked, resigned. “I don’t want to have to arrest you.”
 
   “Nothing to expound. You’d better damn well have good reason to haul me in. I’m innocent and you know it.”
 
   He shot me a look. His eyes were twin pools of determination. “Innocent of murder, yes, but what is this deal with you suppressing information? How can I do my job if I don’t have all the clues?”
 
   I smoothed down my shirt and opened the door. “I really need to get going.”
 
   “Wait! Get your ass back in here,” he commanded, pulling on my back pocket to make me sit down. “We’re not through here, chica.”
 
   Something in his voice told me I really should go, or I would find out why he was such an expert interrogator. My cell phone rang, and I tugged away from him like I was going to answer it. Before he could get a better grip, I slid out.
 
   “Gotta run!” I shouted at him, jetting for my car.
 
   Roaring down Greenman, I held my phone in a death grip and fought back tears. Somewhere in Ireland, my best friend was griping because I didn’t answer my phone.
 
   Damn it, Katie, why did you call me when I couldn’t talk?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   I stopped at the traffic light at Greenman and Polaris Street, glared at the car in front of me, and tried to decide what to do now. I should go over to Rick’s and see about things, but the mere thought made my stomach turn over and trembling began again. Was this nightmare ever going to end?
 
   I wiped my palms on my shorts, fear making them sweat. My life had gone in a downward twist and right now I needed loving arms and comfort food. I turned left from the light taking the back roads to my aunts’ house. They had been bandaging my skinned knees, broken heart, and “tempest in a teacup” situations all my life. They could fix this, too.
 
   Dwayne didn’t answer when I called, and I tried not to be overly concerned. He was just working the Redmon case. It was nothing else.  Worry made me want to go to this trailer and check on him too. Exhaustion stopped me. Sal would keep a man watching Dwayne, me, my aunts, and anyone in the Fine family. I had to trust the authorities right now.
 
   It was probably a good thing that Dwayne didn’t answer anyway. I didn’t know if I could tell him about Joe, the pain was too new, too raw. Feeling like a mass of emotional garbage, all I could do was focus on reaching the Mamas’ house. I pressed down on the accelerator.
 
   The stereo drowned out the screaming voices in my head that kept asking why, why, why, over and over. Raucous vocals and loud, throbbing music blared from the speakers, and I understood perfectly why some people labeled it metal.
 
   Nancy came out onto the front porch when I pulled in. She shaded her eyes with her hand and squinted. Tears splashed down as I fled the car and rushed toward her.  She put her arms around me after I stumbled up the two front steps. “Shannon, what’s wrong? What is it honey?”
 
   I couldn’t answer and allowed her to lead me into the house. The recliner in the living room became my cave, and I dissolved into it, sobbing hysterically. Nancy yelled for Tillie to get in there. They sat on either side of me on each of the chair’s arms, and waited.
 
   Finally, when my tears lessened, the silence of the house and the room became unbearable, and I lifted my face from my hands to look at them. “Joe Drury was murdered.”
 
   “Not the nice boy who came over here with Rick?” Tillie asked, hand to her heart. “Who would do such a thing?”
 
   “And why?” Nancy asked, stilling her swinging foot at the news.
 
   “I went to see him. I…found him.”
 
   “Oh my glorious Lord!” Tillie exclaimed.
 
   “I know,” I sighed. New tears welled and fell, and I felt rather than saw the two of them making hand gestures over my head. I tilted my head back, to get the full story from the mouthing going on.
 
   They stopped, looking guilty.
 
   Nancy recovered first. “What can we do?”
 
   “Yes, dearest, tell us. We’ll do anything you want.”
 
   I wiped my eyes and stood, disentangling myself from my tote. “I need chocolate, a hot bath, and some time to think this through.”
 
   They exchanged glances with one another while the sense of my words sank in. Nancy leaned down, lifted my foot, and tugged my shoe off. Tillie kissed my cheek and headed for the kitchen. In a few moments I was sixteen again, in a Jacuzzi filled with scented bath oil beads, a cup of homemade hot chocolate, and nothing but blissful quiet in the room.
 
   The crying ended when I gave myself a stern talking to. Tears wouldn’t fix any of this mess. I needed to be strong. This killer wasn’t playing any games. He really was coming for me, and I had to protect myself. But first, I needed to regroup. I climbed out of the tub, wrapped myself in a thick terry robe, and climbed into my Aunt Tillie’s bed. In a matter of moments, sleep claimed my tired mind and body.
 
    
 
   A few hours later, refreshed, renewed, and replenished, I faced the Mamas to discuss the situation. They wanted to know why I went to Joe’s house and what the police thought was going on.
 
   “I honestly don’t know the answer to that,” I told them, as we sat on the sofa. “Detective Ramirez shares very little information with me but believed he had something on Joe. I went to Joe’s house to try to convince him to tell the cops why he was at Rick’s Friday night. I thought they would quit considering him as a suspect. Joe was innocent. I knew it. The cops wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “Even trained professionals make mistakes, dear.” Tillie pried open my clenched fingers, and held my hand. “They’re only human.”
 
   “If Sal had only asked me about Joe earlier, or if I had made Joe give me more information when I had him on the phone, he might still be alive. He might be alive, if not for me. Just like Rick.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Nancy said, in her best business voice. “Who knows what’s in the killer’s mind? Not you, and not me. Unfortunately, we’re not in charge of things like that, no matter how much we’d like to be. You’re not God, Shannon.”
 
   Something in her voice made me look at her. She tilted her head toward the light, and I noticed how silvery-white her hair had become. Either she had stopped using a rinse
 
   or she had changed to a new, lighter one.
 
   “What on earth does that mean?” Tillie scolded, summing up my thoughts.
 
   “She’s not a child anymore, Till. She can handle grief as well as the next and probably better than most, but she has suffered a great loss.” She looked at me, concern on her face. “None of us should go around blaming ourselves for situations that occur outside our range. You’re not to blame.”
 
   “Oh, here we go again,” Tillie moaned. “The side effects of suffering. Bull fronkies.”
 
   “Well, she’s lost more folks in her short life than most people do. And she has yet to deal with it. Now this? I guess it’s about enough to do anyone in.”
 
   Uncertain, I asked, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You’re going over and over ground that doesn’t belong to you. Aren’t you saying ‘if only this’ and ‘if only that’? The questions never go away, my dear. You just have to forget the way things might have gone and believe there’s a reason for everything. Otherwise, your grief oozes out in areas of your life you don’t want.”
 
   “Maybe one day she will look at it that way. Right now she needs some distance from death and the discussions surrounding it,” Tillie admonished.
 
   I hugged a couch pillow to my chest. “I agree I have to quit worrying about the what ifs. Right now, I have to focus on how to keep this nut from coming after me with the same results as Rick and Joe.”
 
   They both fell silent—the implication of my words taking the wind out of their sails.
 
   “I’ve decided not to come around here for a while until this whole thing is over. I’m not keen on putting the two of you in any danger. I may have done so already. I intend to ask Detective Ramirez for a patrolman to keep an eye on you so mind your manners, you hear? No racing to work, no streaking to the mailbox. None of that.”
 
   Tillie giggled, but Nancy just glared at her for her lack of propriety.
 
   I smiled and patted Nancy’s foot. “It’s okay, Aunt Nan. I’m okay, and you’re going to be okay. Maybe one day we can bury the what ifs together.”
 
   She nodded, her shoulders slumping a little. I silently lifted a prayer for lots of time together to do just that.
 
    
 
   Dwayne’s trailer park inched into view. Betsy’s gas gauge had nearly red-lined, and I was running low on everything else. I was afraid to go home, afraid to stay with the Mamas, and afraid to go to Dwayne’s, but in the end, I had no choice.
 
   “Thank God,” I exhaled, when he answered his phone. “I have been worried sick. Is it okay if I come over? I’m nearly there already.”
 
   “Yeah shit, girl. Come on up here. I ain’t scared of this jackass.”
 
   Dwayne’s reassurances gave me hope, and I hoped he’d be able to keep danger at bay if something went bump in the night.
 
   We sat at his tiny Formica-topped table, dipping apples in caramel. “Sleep is out of the question, I’m as wide-eyed as a raccoon,” I told him.
 
   “Hell, don’t feel bad, I’m on a sugar high and chatty, too. Tell me what went on today.”
 
   I remembered about the computer and the email and relayed what had unfolded to him.
 
   “Damn, this dude is getting serious. This shit’s too whacked out for even me to understand. Why the hell didn’t Rick tell someone about the threats? Was the man nuts?”
 
   “No. He probably thought he could handle it. Maybe he didn’t want the police involved in anything too close to the business, either. It would have been bad publicity. That’s how he was.”
 
   “Hm. Now you got me curious. Tell me more about Rick,” he prodded. “I know he climbed the corporate rope, liked making sex videos, and now lives somewhere with Elvis, JFK and John Wayne, but I don’t know who he was, as far as you were concerned.”
 
   “He was good to me, D. We had a lot of fun. What else do you need to know?”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow. “Did you love him?”
 
   “I suppose I did. I mean, at some point, I guess I believed we would marry.” I began to chew a nail. It hurt to admit how much I had counted on Rick.
 
   “Was there anything about him that you would want in another man?”
 
   I had to stop and think about that. “He had great hair.”
 
   Dwayne rolled his eyes. “I should have known you wouldn’t tell me about his steak kabob.”
 
   I laughed, thankful for the reprieve. “What? I make it a habit not to kiss and tell.”
 
   “Good plan, although I could tell you a whole bunch of stuff about men that have known me. Lordy, Lordy. The beef steaks I have seen!”
 
   “Quit!” I guffawed. “I’m too full of apples for the giggles.”
 
   He fell silent, but his eyes gleamed with amusement. His humor and friendship had kept me from thinking about Joe’s murder for a few minutes. But like turning a corner and coming face-to-face with something awful, the memory came back with a heart-pounding rush. He didn’t know everything about my entire day yet.
 
   “Dwayne, there’s something I have to tell you,” I started. “Joe-”
 
   “I know,” he interrupted, dropping his gaze.  “I needed to ask Ramirez something, and he told me when I called.”
 
   That explained his all-out effort to keep me laughing and to keep my mind off of Joe. I wasn’t willing to delve into it if he knew about it already.
 
   “What did you need to ask Sal about?”
 
   “Illegal aliens.”
 
   “What? Illegal aliens?”
 
   “Yeah, Redmon’s wife is employing some folks who may be here on a green card. I wondered if he’d been looking for any illegals. Thought it might make things easier for me if I got her yardman busted. The cops would keep them
 
   busy while I did my thing.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Nope. He didn’t have anything though.”
 
   “What did he say about me? I mean, about Joe?”
 
   His clear brown eyes were full of sympathy. “He told me the whole story. Said Joe was dead, had been knifed up. Probably by the same slime-ball as before. Asked me to keep you close by and safe.”
 
   My eyes misted over.
 
   “Also said he was gonna have us followed. Don’t be scared if you see someone in a hoopty car following you around. Damn those dudes drive some ugly shit.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, dabbing my eyes.
 
   “He also said you ran out on him in the middle of making a statement. You gonna go back and finish that?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He’s too close to the truth about the videos. He suspects I know more than I’m telling. Video stuff was taken from Joe’s place, too.”
 
   He considered this. “Maybe you just need to lay low for a little while. Don’t call old Salivate. Keep out of sight, out of mind, you know what I’m saying?”
 
   “I don’t know if I can do that. He’s the only cop I can turn to about this situation. Besides my buddy Blalock, but he isn’t a detective.”
 
   “Well, you better avoid feeding stuff to Suspicious Sal. I swear if you end up in jail-”
 
   I cut him off. “I saw Charlie Fine at the Underground with some really freaky dude with wild red hair. I’ve been kicking the idea around that maybe Charlie has an accomplice. I’m thinking maybe old Red could be him. I saw them together, before…”
 
   He nodded and a tiny furrow creased his brow. “Do you still think it’s him, Shannon? Could he have done it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean, if it isn’t him, then who would do such a thing? I swear Dwayne, if he is the killer, we just have to get into his place and get some sort of evidence. I don’t know if I can go on much longer with all this stuff happening.”
 
   I slumped. The feeling that had nagged me at Joe’s house returned. The officer assisting on Joe’s case said Joe had been dead for a while. Charlie could have done it. There had been time for the murder to take place and for him and his friend to be sitting at the Underground when I arrived. But what if he didn’t?
 
   Fear climbed up my throat threatening to choke me. What if the killer was someone else? Someone unknown and as deadly as a adder.
 
   Dwayne peered at me, and I suspected all my raging emotions showed in my face.
 
   He punched my shoulder. “Well, Fine or no Fine, you’re staying here. It ain’t a problem, and anyway, I’d be walking the floor knowing you were over at your place shooting at everything that moves.”
 
   I smiled, taking in a shaky breath.
 
   He smiled back, content that I wasn’t going to cry.              “And I think maybe having a police tag-along is a good thing for when you go out,” he paused. “But it would be smarter not to go out gallivanting alone. So, you need to just hang with me for a few days.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay. We’ll play ‘keep away’ for a few days. I hope you’ll continue doing a few things for me in the meanwhile.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Get me into Charlie Fine’s house.”
 
   “Ain’t you been listening to me at all? How we gonna do that with cops following us everywhere?”
 
   I shrugged. “This is where you earn your money, Sir Vaylance. You’ll have to lose our tail.”
 
   He gritted his teeth and shook a piece of apple at me. “What you hope to gain by going there? Why would you wanna put yourself in danger?”
 
   “I won’t get caught. And besides, what could he do?”
 
   “Kill you, Wall-ass,” he responded, giving me a stern look. “Or have you forgotten that he’s after your ass?”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. That. Silly me.”
 
   “Yeah that. Shit. You got a car taped up with a pipe bomb, an apartment tore up from the floor up, two friends cold on a slab, and circles the size of silver dollars under your eyes. Why would you go looking to piss Charlie Fine off?”
 
   “I think he’s the killer, Dwayne. I really do.”
 
   He rolled his eyes at me. “Lordy mercy, we need a miracle.”
 
   I started to answer but a brick flew through the front window, which was open at the time, and crashed into his living room, narrowly missing the lamp on the end table.
 
   We both spun around and gaped at it. He had the forethought to rush to the window to try to see the person or persons responsible, but they were long gone. His mesh screen would never be the same. He pushed it out to let it land on the front porch.
 
   My heart beat a tango. “Oh, my God, oh my God, oh my God.”
 
   “Oh, but hell naw,” he muttered, grabbing the brick gingerly to avoid messing up any evidence. “We gonna find out who did this shit.”
 
   He pulled open the paper duct-taped to the brick. It was a note.
 
   I read it out loud. “Eat at Joe’s.”
 
   “Guess we know who sent our air mail,” Dwayne said, setting the brick down. “I’m calling ole Sallie. He needs to know about this.”
 
   He swiped his phone open and dialed. Once he had Sal on the phone, he explained what had happened, described the brick and note, then listened for a while. Finally, he drew a deep breath and promised to keep me safe.
 
   When he disconnected he gave me a pained look. “He done went and interviewed the black guy at Straw Hat. Apparently grass dude is clean on the murder of your man. My guy, ain’t gonna be too happy about it though. Looks like he was with Redmon’s wife when the cops came up on him.”
 
   I paced. “Dwayne we have to do something. This is getting bad. Now he knows where you live too.”
 
   He walked to the sink and grabbed a dishtowel to wipe his sweating brow. He studied me for a moment before speaking. When he did, I knew he had reached some sort of crossroads. “We need to find out once and for all if your boyfriend’s brother is responsible for all this.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying I’ve got doubts, but I’m willing to kick the shit out of them with some solid proof. Get your purse. Let’s go.”
 
   I was already moving toward the front bedroom. “What if Sal finds out? He asked you to look out for me. Won’t he-”
 
   He cut me off. “He’ll get over it. I’ll tell him we got tired with the waiting game. Especially after this.” He waved toward the brick.
 
   I didn’t give him a chance to change his mind. I switched from a purse to a fanny pack, so I could keep my hands free and have some of Dwayne’s illegal entering tools handy. I donned dark clothing.
 
   “Thanks, Dwayne,” I whispered as we walked out into the
 
   night. “You’re my avenging angel.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Darkness slithered across South Lake. Lights appeared in windows of houses where families gathered for their evening meal. Traffic slowed as people turned into the lots of restaurants and stores in the shopping centers on Greenman Road.
 
   Dwayne drove while I went through my list again, nervously patting my fanny pack where my little .38 was safely tucked. If we succeeded in breaking into Charlie’s house this time and found the evidence to nail him, I might well be on the way to resuming a normal life. Then, it would only be a matter of collecting anything that remained in Rick’s apartment, and I would be home free.
 
   I refused to consider what might happen if we had bad luck.
 
   Dwayne concentrated on driving, a worried frown etching his face. At first, he thought every car behind us was following us. He kept going down side streets and checking his rear view. Finally, he relaxed.
 
   “We ain’t being followed,” he muttered. “Sexy Sallie ain’t had time to get them to do that yet. Hell, with two stabbings to tend to, he’s busier than a one-armed tree trimmer.”
 
   That news didn’t really make me feel too good, but at least we could pull off this job without police intrusion.
 
   I kept expecting Dwayne to give me words of advice on what to do and how to do it once we got there, but he didn’t say anything more.
 
   Finally, I asked him. “What’s the game plan, Coach?”
 
   He downshifted and rolled to a stop as the light changed to red. “I’m going to get you in Fine’s house, and then I want you to find something that will nail his ass. Simple.”
 
   “Right. And you’re not going in because…?”
 
   “Somebody’s gotta keep that damn dog happy and keep a watch out.”
 
   “I see,” I answered. “And I know just what I’m looking for, of course.” I didn’t. Not at all. A video card wouldn’t be proof. He could have gotten them from Rick at any time.
 
   “What?” Dwayne asked, interested. “What you looking for?”
 
   I tried to sound sure. “Videos?”
 
   He slammed his hand against the gearshift, putting it into gear and making me jump. “Fuck that. You need something more than them videos to catch this guy now.”
 
   At least we were on the same page in the playbook.
 
   “Naw. I’m thinking that won’t do it, see? What if he says his brother gave him them videos a week before? You gotta start thinking like a defense attorney.”
 
   “Well, like I said before, videos or video stuff were missing from Joe’s place too. Maybe the cops will consider him having some of those from Joe’s place evidence enough.”
 
   He shook his head and waved one hand in a side-to-side motion. “What part of that last tirade did you miss? What you need is stone-cold evidence. Like dude’s prints on something. The cops’ll get them matched with those at the murder scene and voila, busted.”
 
   “So I need his fingerprints?”
 
   “Be a good start.”
 
   “Okay. Get me in. I can get his prints.”
 
   He glanced at me. “How?”
 
   “Don’t ask.”
 
   “Lord God. Why does my heart bang like a rabbit in a cage when you say that?” he moaned.
 
   I didn’t answer.
 
    
 
   We drove to Charlie’s neighborhood and parked down the street a short way. I kept a vigilant eye out for neighbors. There was no activity at Charlie’s house, and I became antsy. We were missing a perfect opportunity to get in and out without trouble.
 
   I mentioned this to Dwayne.
 
   “Okay. If we ain’t seen no one come or go in five more minutes, we’ll do it.”
 
   His prudence annoyed me and my impatience took over. “Why do you have to be so cautious? I’m ready to get on with this.”
 
   “You’ll be glad for my caution if we get in and out alive,” he answered pulling his visor down.
 
   Five minutes inched along like five hours. When time was up, I scrambled from the car.
 
   Dwayne situated his gun on his hip, and dropped his keys into the front pocket of his black pants for easy retrieval. I double-checked the fanny pack and the pepper spray Sal had given me. In a rush of anxiety, I realized I had forgotten ammunition.
 
   I peeked at Dwayne. No way to tell him about this kink in the plan without him completely bailing. He focused his attention on the house, and I crossed my fingers that all would end well.
 
   We strolled slowly toward Charlie’s house. I eyed each of the neighbor’s homes. The lots were all tree-lined and dark under the branches of the huge oaks. Everything was quiet like each one was sleeping, or at least in for the night.
 
   When we reached the edge of Fine’s property, I nudged Dwayne, and we slipped into the gloom of shadows against the fence line.
 
   Dwayne stuck his hand out for a baggie of bologna sliced into giblets for Dumplings. “Hope that dog’s hungry for goodies and not goodie-bearers.”
 
   I agreed. Wholeheartedly.
 
   When we made it to the side of the garage without detection, I breathed more easily. Sweat poured down the sides of my face, and I swiped at it. Another reason not to do surveillance in the summer. Too damn hot.
 
   I crouched behind Dwayne who had gotten low, nearly on his knees. “See any lights coming from the front?”
 
   “No. What time is it?” he hissed.
 
   “Ten twenty-eight.”
 
   He nodded. Soon Dumplings arrived on his sentry round of the fence. He sniffled and snuffled along it, catching our scent. I shivered when I realized that he would remember mine, and that would probably make him bark.
 
   It took about thirty seconds for him to come to the same conclusion. He began to yowl happily.
 
   “Oh great, we’re friends.”
 
   I nudged Dwayne, and he waved at me to approach the gate where good old Dumplings waited, sniffing for me. I worried that the dog could smell fear on me because that was probably a bad thing to exude right about now, but throwing caution to the wind, I yanked open the gate and stood face-to-face with the golden dog.
 
   Thanks to the moon, which appeared overhead from behind a cloud, we had no trouble seeing each other. He lolled his tongue out of one side of his mouth and softly said, “Bruff.”
 
   I shoved a piece of the bologna in his face. He snatched it and gobbled it so fast I couldn’t believe it.
 
   I took another step into the yard.
 
   He tried to jump up on me. I gave him another sliver and advanced. Soon, I’d made it around the immense crepe myrtle bushes growing just inside the gate, and worked my way toward the patio.
 
   Then, I ran out of bologna.
 
   Dumplings gaped at me, mouth at the ready.
 
   Dwayne slipped past, dodged Dumplings, and got to work on the door lock.
 
   “Out of bologna,” I whispered.
 
   “Entertain him with something,” Dwayne shot back.
 
   “Um no. He’s looking at me like I’m the entertainment.”
 
   “Then do a doggie dance, or prance around or something. This is gonna take a minute.”
 
   With all the noise we were making, I figured Charlie had to be out or in another part of the house. His fancy house seemed solidly built and likely had ample insulation against racket.
 
   Dumplings jumped up. I took his two very large paws and put them back on the ground. “No. Get down, and stay down.”
 
   Dwayne dropped something metal, and it clanged on the door.
 
   “God, be quiet!” I hissed in terror.
 
   He clicked the door open and turned to me, moving out of the way so I could get by. “We’re in. Now do your shit, real fast.”
 
   I started to go through the door. A blazing light froze me exactly in the middle, one foot in the house, one foot out, gaping just like a deer caught in headlights.
 
   Charlie Fine stood next to the light switch on the kitchen wall, with a rifle leveled at my chest. “Come on in, you’re halfway there now,” he said, motioning with the barrel. “Wouldn’t want your body to fall outside. Might make me look like I was shooting you without justifiable cause.”
 
    
 
   Dwayne slithered into the darkness of the crepe myrtle and miraculously remained unseen. Fear sent my heartbeat higher until I could hear it throbbing in my ears.
 
   I faked a wide smile. “Hey, Charlie, don’t you recognize me?”
 
   “Yeah, I know you. Now what the hell are you doing creeping in my back door?”
 
   “Oh, I wasn’t really. I knocked. Didn’t you hear me? When I saw it was open, I just came on in.”
 
   “Nice try, babe. I locked that door. What did you do with my dog?” he asked, looking over my shoulder for Dumplings.
 
   “Nothing, he’s out there.”
 
   He scowled at me just as the burly pooch appeared sniffing the baggie, which had fallen from my pocket onto the patio.
 
   “What do you want? There better be a damn good reason why you’re coming here at this time of night, sneaking in like a crook. You better tell me quick or I’m calling the law.”
 
   “Oh, no. Don’t do that. I was in the neighborhood and came around the back to see if you had any lights on. I didn’t know you had a dog, so I gave him some of my sandwich to make friends. I was going to knock once I got back here because I figured if you looked out and saw me, you would think…well, just what you’re thinking right now.”
 
   He lowered the rifle and gave me a look. “Thin, Miss Wallace. Very thin.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but it’s the truth.”
 
   “If you weren’t Rick’s girlfriend, I’d just shoot, then go on and call the cops. But your tale is dying to be told, so tell it.”
 
   Did he mean tale as in story, or tail as in my rear end parts? I took a deep breath. If I lived through this, I would apply for a sales job.
 
   “You haven’t told me what you want though,” he said, looking at my clothes. “Looks to me like you’re up to something illegal.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “Can I have a drink of water? I’m really hot.”
 
   He set the gun down against the wall. “Talk first, drink later.”
 
   I thought furiously about what kind of lie I could offer. “Okay, I‘m in trouble. I came here hoping you could help me.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   What kind of trouble indeed?
 
   “Cops. They want me.”
 
   “What?” He glanced at the gun.
 
   “Um. Yeah, they want me to tell them about the night Rick died. I’m scared to talk to them because I’m afraid they’ll think I did it.”
 
   “That’s insane. Why would they think you did it?”
 
   “I was there that night.”
 
   “You were?” he asked, crossing his arms. “Well, hell. Y’all were dating, why not?”
 
   I didn’t want to go through the real story at the moment, so I ran my hands through my hair and said, “We had broken it off, and if they find out I was there that night more than a little drunk, well, you know what they’ll think.”
 
   “I guess. So, you came here looking for my help. I can’t give any if I don’t know the whole story. For you to show up here like this, it has to be a whopper.”
 
   He moved to the sink and began filling a glass of water. I pulled out a chair and sat down, my legs trembling. I would have to play the whole game out.
 
   “Well, we had a lover’s spat, and I wanted to make out. Er, I mean up. I wanted to make up.”
 
   A smile slowly lifted the edges of his lips and he handed the water to me. He stood close, peering at me. “Did you get what you wanted?”
 
   “Not really. So I left. Look, it doesn’t matter anyway. I came here to see if you knew anything about the case that you could share with me. I need something to keep the cops off me until the real killer is found.”
 
   Charlie slid into a chair next to me, eyes never leaving my face. “I don’t know anything, and I don’t think the cops know anything, either.  But I’m not sure I would share the information, even if I had it. Not without a little encouragement, that is.”
 
   He grinned, and I realized too late that I shared a table with a man fueled by too many hormones. He reached over and stroked my hand.
 
   Ew. I rose from the table. “Well, in that case, I guess I’ll be going.”
 
   He grabbed my wrist and pulled me to him. “Don’t have to go yet,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh yeah, I do. My dinner’s burning.”
 
   He stood and put his face close to mine, brushing my breast with his wrist as he lifted my hand to his lips. “Yeah, maybe you better. Or I could call the cops just for fun. I bet they’d love to know you broke in here.”
 
   I tried to pull away, but it only made him hold on tighter. Then, he licked my cheek, and I drew my hand back to slap him. He anticipated my move and wrenched it behind me, propelling me down a short hallway and toward the front door. He opened it and shoved me out.
 
   “Stay away from me,” he said, pushing me onto the porch. “Unless you want a free ride. I’d love to show you what a real Fine man is like.”
               He slammed the door, and I staggered across the front lawn, down the street, and toward the car. I was barely able to make out Dwayne, crouched down inside.
 
   I didn’t want Charlie to see what kind of car I climbed into, so I kept walking until I turned the corner. Then I waited until Dwayne drove down the street in the opposite direction and made a block.
 
   When he finally drew even with me and stopped, I scrambled inside, the trembling in my legs now reaching the rest of my body.
 
   “I was just about to call old Salivate and spill my guts. Damn, I was so freaked out,” he declared, roaring out of the neighborhood. “When I saw him set the rifle down…”
 
   “You saw that? And you didn’t do anything? Thanks. Thanks a lot, Dwayne. How could you leave me in there with him and his long, dangerous, flesh-eating rifle?”
 
   “I knew you’d be okay. I knew it. You’re like, fucking brilliant and shit. You da bomb, baby.”
 
   I gulped a lung-full of air, and avoided touching my face. “He licked me! I think I may puke.”
 
   Dwayne continued with his ranting. “I said to myself, if she don’t come walking down this street in five minutes, I gotta call the cops. Then I saw you. And that was some smart shit, walking past me like that. So I said, okay fine, she’s gonna act like she don’t know you, so you need to make a block and pretend like you ain’t got nothing to do with her.”
 
   “Dwayne Brown, when you get excited, you get nuts, did you know that? Shut up for a minute and listen!” I shouted.
 
   He shut up. The sudden quiet was unnerving.
 
   “Take me to the police station.”
 
   “Why? What did you find out?” The Energizer bunny kept going. “Did he tell you something about the murder? Did he threaten you? I’ll go back there and pop a cap up his ass if he-”
 
   “Shut up,” I said, pinching his arm. “Now.”
 
   He made a zipping motion to his mouth.
 
   “God. Okay, I need to get to the police station and have a fingerprint test done on my hand and arm. He grabbed me, and I know there’s something there they can get. And he licked me. Gross, gross, gross! They could get DNA from that I suppose. God, let me think. I didn’t get a chance to look for any evidence. But maybe all this shit on me will be good enough.”
 
   Dwayne wanted to say something. I could tell by the way he wiggled in his seat.
 
    
 
   Inside the police department, I asked which detective was on duty and was told Mr. Ramirez was on call. I paced for a moment or two. I didn’t want to face Sal now that it got down to it. He would be really pissed at me for getting involved in his case.
 
   I asked the front desk officer if there was anyone available who could do a fingerprint test on me.
 
   He tilted his head, curious. “Reckon so.”
 
   I smiled, trying to be disarming. “Great! Would you see to that for me?”
 
   He stood and leaned toward me. “Wanna tell me what this is about?”
 
   I glanced at Dwayne who shoved his hands in his pockets and turned his back. He didn’t care for police stations or their inhabitants. No help there.
 
   “Um. Sure. I sort of got into an altercation with someone who may be a murderer. I was interested in getting his prints taken off my hand or arm where he grabbed me. Or even a better test where he…um…kind of like…licked me.”
 
   The cop peered at me closer. “Your name Wallace?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Uh huh. Let me call Detective Ramirez. He’d be the one to handle this.”
 
   “If you must,” I muttered. Dwayne shook his head, looked at his shoes, and joined me in the waiting room chairs while the cop called Sal. I couldn’t hear his side of the conversation but he kept looking at me and nodding.
 
   While we waited, I cleaned out my purse, tossing tissues and gum wrappers and collecting change that had been thrown into the bottom randomly. Dwayne watched through half-slitted eyes until the door opened and the night air ushered in the sleepy detective.
 
   “Evening,” I said, rising. Dwayne slowly joined me.
 
   Sal stopped in front of us, inclined his head, and put his hands on his hips. “I know I’m going to be sorry for asking, but what are you two doing here, and what is all this about fingerprints?”
 
   Dwayne sat back down. He was such a chicken.
 
   “I went to Charlie Fine’s house, and we had an argument. He grabbed my hand and my arm, and I want you to get his fingerprints off. I don’t care what you say; he’s guilty, and these prints will most likely match some you have from Rick’s apartment. He also got his saliva on my-”
 
   Sal rolled his eyes and blurted out, “Why do you persist?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He shook his head, and then motioned for us to go up the stairs to his office.
 
   Dwayne followed last, completely silent. I kept looking back to make sure he didn’t ditch me again. I caught his eye. He looked horrible. I wondered if he was afraid we were going to be arrested. He frowned, waving for me to go up, and to quit looking at him.
 
   When we were seated in the office and the door was shut, Sal let us have it. “Shannon, I’ve asked you several times, nicely, to stay out of this case. I see you don’t listen.”
 
   I shrugged and didn’t reply.
 
   “Go on, keep it up. I ought to throw both of you in jail and hide the key.”
 
   This loosened my lips. “Do jail cells still have to have keys?”
 
   “This isn’t funny, Shannon. You’ve gotten into as much trouble for one lifetime as is allowed.”
 
   “I’m trying to help. I wanted to get something on Rick’s brother that could be concrete evidence to prove to you he’s the killer. Charlie knew where Joe lived, and Joe knew him. Joe would’ve opened the door and let Charlie in.”
 
   I sensed Dwayne’s body growing tense.
 
   “So you go playing cop? ¿Estás loca?” Sal growled, jamming a hand through his hair.
 
   “Uh huh, that’s what I’m saying,” Dwayne whispered.
 
   I elbowed Dwayne, the turncoat. “No, I did not go off playing cop. I got evidence. Something that your department hasn’t tried yet.”
 
   “You got me nothing,” Sal said, shoving papers out of his way. “We already have his prints, for your information. You’ve done nothing but create trouble for yourself, for me, and for this case.”
 
   I hoped Dwayne would offer a little support, but he only let his gaze roam the room.
 
   I cleared my throat, fearing my voice would fail. “You mean, you had his prints the whole time? Did they match anything at Rick’s?”
 
   “Not that you need to know, but no, they didn’t.” Sal peered at me through tired, red eyes. “That’s what I’ve been trying to explain to you for some time now. Charles Fine is not the damn killer.”
 
   I gazed at him and suddenly understood. He couldn’t tell me the details, but he had his own suspect. And his instincts, which probably were more correct than mine, were leading him in a different direction. He knew something discounting Charlie, and he was trying to let me know in the only way he could honorably, and maybe even legally, do so.
 
   I was as wrong as wrong could be.
 
   My lower lip quivered. I didn’t know what to say. The range of emotions must have shown on my face because Sal softened his voice.
 
   “Fine is not guilty. Drury was a good suspect, but now he’s dead, so once more, I’m forced to start over. I think you’re a facet in this diamond since the killer seems to be fixated on you. First your car, then your apartment, but I still don’t know how it all fits.”
 
   He plopped down one hip on the edge of his desk. “Look, I’m working on it. Please, please, just let me do the dangerous work, and you do the job of staying alive until I can find this nut.”
 
   The last sentence was a plea.
 
   “So if I’m gettin’ what you’re droppin’, then you don’t know who’s knifin’ these folks?” Dwayne asked.
 
   “No, I’m not saying that. We have some leads. But that is all I will say,” Sal answered. “Mr. Brown, take her home, and keep the two of you out of this mess, how about it?”
 
   Dwayne nodded and tugged on my purse. “Come on, Wall-ass. Plain to see we’re taking up space needed for more important stuff.”
 
   I moved numbly. It finally sank in. Charlie was not the killer. The cops had known all along. Sal had tried to shut me up when I’d piped on about Charlie, but I was too involved to listen.
 
   And if Charlie was innocent, who was guilty?
 
   Before we walked out into the night air, Sal reminded us that a cop would be watching us and pointed into the lot where our new guardian angel waited.
 
   “Great. Thanks,” I said. “This is just great.”
 
   “You already know,” Dwayne whispered.
 
   Sal mumbled a weary goodnight and returned inside.
 
   “Ramirez is right. We gotta stop getting all up in this police shit. I know you think you did right, but seeing it from his perspective, it wasn’t a good plan.”
 
   “Oh, thanks a lot,” I grouched. “You started this whole thing tonight after a brick nearly smacked you, if I remember right. You even drove me to do the dirty deed, and now you’re going to be on his side? Maybe I need to go home to my apartment.”
 
   “Fuck that. You ain’t going out of my sight. Didn’t you hear what that man said? He put me in charge of you. Damn if I’m letting you go anywhere that I can’t be, ‘cept maybe the bathroom. I did enough damage tonight as it is.”
 
   “I need to clean, Dwayne. I clean when I’m upset.”
 
   “Clean? Lord God.” He fell silent, thinking. “All righty then, I’ll take you to your apartment in the morning, and you can clean a little. But if there’s anything unusual there, you ain’t staying. I don’t relish getting stabbed, shot, or blown up, and I don’t want to have to see you in that state either.”
 
   I glared at him.
 
   “Don’t be giving me no eyes. You know I’m right. And besides, I can’t stay very long ‘cause I got some investigating work of my own to do in the morning.”
 
   Relieved that he had agreed, I decided to change the subject. “What’s going on with your case? Have you made any headway with that?”
 
   He shook his head. “This woman, Redmon’s wife? Well, she’s a strange goose. Wears army clothes and wears her hair real military-like. Personally, I don’t know what he sees in her ass.”
 
   I recalled Redmon’s face. The feeling must be mutual between them because I didn’t know what she saw in him either.
 
   “Dwayne, now that you have a real paying client, I think you need an office. I think if you’re expecting people to take you seriously with all this private dick stuff, you need a place to work from.”
 
   “Private dick?” he laughed. “That sounds sexual.”
 
   “Just for you, Brown. Only for you.”
 
    
 
   After Dwayne fell asleep, I grabbed his car keys from the coffee table and let myself out of the trailer. The cop car parked across the street spoke to me with its presence. Nestled under a tree between two trailer homes, the shiny police cruiser could hardly be considered conspicuous. I shrugged insolently and slipped into the Mustang. Her loud pipes throbbed in the night air. I hoped Dwayne snored and couldn’t hear. He could stop me, but he probably wouldn’t.
 
   There was no way to escape the tail, but maybe I could lose him by using Dwayne’s methods of quick turns and fast driving. A woman on a mission, I had to go to Rick’s apartment. Thoughts of what I could do or what I might find had kept me awake.
 
   I struggled between wanting Dwayne for protection and not wanting him tagging along in case there remained more of my videos there. Without him, I became that crazy person in a movie that went out at night alone knowing that a killer roamed around. But if he came along and there were more videos, he would only want to watch them. That would be too embarrassing.
 
   Embarrassment won.
 
   Exiting the trailer park, the cop slid in behind me. I acted the part of the perfect driver. It wasn’t hard keeping the car at the posted speed limit, but I knew I couldn’t keep it up, this guy had to get lost. I couldn’t risk his following me to Rick’s apartment. Fear of the murderer and fear of exposure did battle for a few minutes. The murderer lost. I had my tote bag, and I had my gun. I also had the key to Rick’s apartment and I intended to use it.
 
   I drove down Greenman and turned on Crease Road, making a quick left into Grohlstein’s lot. The drugstore had a drive-up window for pharmacy customers, and I pretended to be going there. At the last minute, I roared past that side of the building and made a quick left around the other side.
 
   The cop, surprised to see me trying to shake him, accelerated.
 
   I flew through the parking lot, and veered back onto Greenman headed west. Then turning right down Davis Road, I sent the Mustang into her highest speed. It was a matter of a quick left and then a quick right, and I had left the cop behind.
 
   Ah, the element of surprise.
 
   Once I was back onto Greenman, I headed to Rick’s apartment, parked on the opposite side of his building, and hurried around to his door.
 
   Thankfully, the late hour meant Yoshi would be asleep.
 
   I slipped the key into the lock and let myself in.
 
   The silence bore down on me like a blanket, smothering and dark. I walked forward and turned on the small lamp on the end table.
 
   I touched the back of the couch with my fingertips and stopped. My eyes scanned the room, pausing only a second on the brown stain in the center of the carpet. My gaze found the entertainment center. The light illuminated a fine powder, which had been dusted over the flower arrangements, a statue of Buddha, and a framed picture of Rick, myself, and his best friend, Joe Drury.
 
   I swallowed hard and sidestepped the living room, refusing to go near where Rick had breathed his last. I went down the hall to the bedroom.
 
   When I entered the closet, I noted the cheap tripod staring back at me. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate before proceeding with my search. I moved the tripod aside and pulled on the antique armoire standing on the right under the hanging rod. It was difficult, but I finally got it to move enough to get to the wall safe behind it.
 
   I turned the knob left and right, thankful Rick always used his dead mother’s birth date for all his passwords and number codes. There was one SD card inside. I began to cry as I lifted it out. It had to be ours. Why else would it be in here?
 
   Protected.
 
   A surge of love for Rick went through me. He had tried to protect me. He didn’t give out our videos as Dwayne had suggested. Rick had been honorable.
 
   I shoved the card into my tote and left the closet without stopping again until I was back inside the Mustang. Then, the tears poured out of me, and I let them flow until I was spent. Once I had recovered enough to drive, I tried to decide what to do next.
 
   I couldn’t go to my apartment and pop the card into a reader without the cops nosing around wanting to know why I was there. My aunts’ house was totally out of the question, and there really wasn’t any place else to go.
 
   Resigned, I drove back to Dwayne’s trailer park. Before arriving at his trailer, I cut the Mustang’s lights and slid into the drive.
 
   The cop car glimmered dimly from its hiding spot, but he didn’t rush out to inquire anything of me. Sal had probably warned him off. I was thankful for this bit of good fortune and let myself into the trailer as quietly as I could. I replaced Dwayne’s keys and listened to the silence.
 
   He had not been disturbed during my absence so nothing to worry about.
 
   Relief is a great sleep aid, and I dropped off immediately, my purse clutched in one hand and my gun, unloaded, under my pillow.
 
    
 
   The next day, after a quick breakfast of honey buns and coffee, where I didn’t mention any of my nighttime activities, I drove Betsy, and Dwayne followed me home in the Mustang. We were both shadowed by a white unmarked police car who stayed pretty far back.
 
   We pulled into my complex and weaved back to my apartment. I looked up at my door. Yellow police tape draped it closed.
 
   “Sure you’re ready to do this?” Dwayne asked, slamming his car door.
 
   “Yep. Gotta get it done sooner or later.”
 
   “Maybe not today.” Did he sound frightened? I glanced at him. His face was impassive.
 
   “No time like the present,” I reassured him, pulling my pistol out of my purse. It was still unloaded, so I stuck it in my pocket. He pulled his out of his ankle holster, and stuck it in his waistband. I didn’t ask, but I was pretty sure his had ammunition in it.
 
   We hurried up the stairs as the cop pulled into the lot.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I pushed the tape aside and shoved the door open. Daylight bathed the room from the front window. The disaster remained, but nothing more sinister than silence greeted us. We went from room to room checking under the bed, and in the closet, to make sure.
 
   “Okay, Wall-ass, you tidy up and all that jazz,” Dwayne said, as we walked into the kitchen.
 
   “You don’t have to help,” I told him.
 
   “I wasn’t. I’m going to head over to Redmon’s house to give him an update. I figure you can lock yourself in, and keep your cell handy. Maybe Sal won’t care if we’re separated in the daylight hours, especially with that cop
 
   downstairs.”
 
   I smiled. “Well, thanks for coming with me.”
 
   “I would stay but…” he trailed off, jabbing his thumb over his shoulder at the mess in the living room. “This is kind of your private disaster, you know what I’m saying?”
 
   Translated? He needed space. The whole murderer-after-Shannon deal was spooking him. “No problem.”
 
   He left, and as soon as I felt it was safe, I grabbed the SD card out of my purse and shoved it under a load of underwear in a basket in my bedroom. Mysteriously, my unmentionables were ignored by the intruder. I wondered what kind of pervert he really was.
 
   I returned to the living room and the job at hand. The mess would take a while, but I had nothing else pressing at the moment.
 
   The empty trash can was sitting near the door, and I moved it back where it belonged into the kitchen. Black fingerprint dust coated everything. I grabbed my broom and dustpan to begin sweeping up all the glass. I bent, scooped, and stood eye-level with my mantle.
 
   It was then that I found the piece of material stuck to the wood. It was only a sliver really. I started to pinch it between my fingers, but thought better of it. This didn’t belong to me. I was obsessive about keeping my mantle clean.
 
   The tiny scrap was gray and looked like tee shirt fabric. Not mine. Not mine. Not mine!
 
   For the first time since leaving Sal’s office with a bruised pride, I felt good. I had finally gained a bit of something that his police cronies missed. And lucky me, it might just be the one item that would bust the case wide open.
 
   “You’re not as freaking smart as you think you are,” I said aloud, peering at the bit of cloth. The killer had left something behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   A short while after the cop in the car had called someone to come and check out my find, Sal knocked on the door. I grinned wide when he stepped into the apartment.
 
   “He’s all yours now,” I said smugly.
 
   “Good thing you didn’t get started cleaning in here too much before you found it. They’ll just mess it all up again,” he said, returning the grin. “Can’t say this is good news for my guys though. They hate when someone else gets the goods.”
 
   “Sloppy seconds,” one of the crime scene guys muttered.
 
   I crooked a finger at Sal and we went into the kitchen. The knife and the note were gone, but the damage to my table remained. I touched it before turning to look at him. “I just wanted to let you know, I’m really not trying to interfere in your case. But you have to understand it’s my case too. The guy is after me, for goodness sake.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. You think I don’t know this?” He wore a white button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and the small dark hairs on his arms stood out in contrast. “You just have to leave the scary stuff to us, deal?”
 
   “Deal,” I said, sticking my hand out. He took it but didn’t shake it. Instead he held it for a moment, too long to be considered business-like. His dark eyes were kind. I pulled away, gently, and he walked back to the living room.
 
   In a moment or two, the apartment’s maintenance man, Rory Jones, arrived to fix my door. I guessed the cops had a word with the management.
 
   Rory brought a few extra security measures with him, such as a chain lock,and a deadbolt. He peered at me through his thick glasses and half-waved at me with his screwdriver.
 
   “Hey, Rory. Come on in and do your thing. Don’t mind these guys, they’re about to finish.”
 
   He brought a small toolbox inside and set it down by
 
   the door.              “You want a chain or what?”
 
   “What’s the most secure?”
 
   “Probably a dead-bolt.”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   I turned away and caught Sal watching me. “What?”
 
   He shuffled his foot across the floor and gazed over at me,
 
   sheepish look on his face. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to stare, but I had a thought.”
 
   “Great. You think,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Yeah, I do sometimes. Right now my thought is a question. Weren’t you supposed to be staying with Brown? What happened?”
 
   I waved at the room. “I had to come back and put my things in order, Detective. Can’t leave my belongings strewn around like this.”
 
   “Guess not. Are you going back to Brown’s?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’d feel better knowing the two of you are tucked away somewhere safe where I can keep surveillance. I understand you’ve given my guy the slip once,” he said, with a grimace. “Please don’t do that again.”
 
   “I’m a big girl. I won’t open the door to strangers.”
 
   He turned to look at the security devices Rory was laying out. “Peephole. Dead-bolt. And…do you have a security alarm?”
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “What do I look like here? Oprah, or some other millionaire-extraordinaire?”
 
   “Well, what’s your life worth? Hm? If I were you I’d invest in one with my next check.”
 
   I didn’t inform him of my current employment status. Mr. Fine’s offer still waited for my decision. I had to find work soon. I really wasn’t a Rockefeller. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “You do have a smoke alarm, right?” he asked, looking around. The small ivory disk hung on the wall a few paces away. “I see it. Good.”
 
   I tapped his arm. “Quit.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Quit being a mother hen. I promise I’ll be fine.”
 
   The tall CSI who had been crouched by the fireplace, stood and announced they were finished.
 
   “Good. I’ll be back in the office shortly,” Sal told him. “Get that evidence checked in as soon as possible.”
 
   The two gathered their equipment and left. Rory worked quietly taking off my doorknob, and acted as though he didn’t see them leave. I wondered if he sometimes just got lost inside his own thoughts as he went about his work. He was a quiet type.
 
   I followed Sal to the stairs. He took three steps before turning back to me. I knew he would have a parting shot. He always did. “You have my number?”
 
   Ah. A concerned albeit dumb question. “Yes, and you’re good to answer it.”
 
   Deep breath. “Be careful.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   He took two more steps before stopping and turning again. “Go back to Brown’s house and stay there.”
 
   “No.” This was beginning to get funny.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because then I might not need you,” I said, teasing a little. I was also a little serious, although I kept that out of my voice.
 
   He blushed and went down the rest of the stairs, humming, right up until he got into his car. It could have been the wind. I went back inside.
 
   Rory stared up from his assortment of nuts and bolts. “That guy likes you.”
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “The Italian looking one.”
 
   My face got hot. “He’s Hispanic, not Italian.”
 
   “Whatever. He’s into you, I can tell.”
 
   My cheeks burned, and I quickly went back to where I had started my day of cleaning. As I swept, conflict roared through me. Rick had been special in my life. He and I had shared a romance I didn’t think I would ever forget. I knew now how much I wanted a man in my life. Maybe one day, I would look at Sal and appreciate his interest.
 
   Sighing, I thought about Katie and wished she were home. Ireland was not nearly as important as my love life. I missed my friend, and needed her advice. God, what news I had to share with her now.
 
   I wandered through the living room with a load of laundry. Rory watched me. I was sure my emotions were stamped all over my face. Oh well, let him read them and make his own assessment. I was too confused to try.
 
    
 
   Before Rory left, he showed me how to use my new deadbolt and peephole and handed over keys. After he left, I stared at the door as if someone would be pounding on it at any moment. I shook off the bizarre feelings and focused on feeding myself.
 
   Most of my apartment gleamed from the cleaning I’d given it so I wandered into the kitchen to look into the matter of food. Nothing appetizing had survived my absence. I made a list of groceries and prepared to do battle at the supermarket.
 
   Shopping called for a beloved pair of denim shorts, a red tee shirt, white Adidas, and canvas tote. I stuffed my phone into my pocket along with the new keys and set out. Ah, normal activities! I was actually excited.
 
   I made it to the car before my phone rang.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Breathing.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Strange muffled laughter.
 
   “Dwayne?”
 
   “Dwayne?” The voice mimicked. An otherworldly feeling overcame me like I had just heard the spooky voice of an ugly witch in a fairy tale. Today, she masqueraded as a man. He disconnected.
 
   “What the hell?” I said aloud, sliding into the car. The phone went into the cup holder for easy access. If the jerk called back, I’d find a way to keep him talking until I could place the voice. It seemed familiar, but maybe that was because I wanted to know who it was so badly.
 
   I peered around the area. What if he hid somewhere close by, watching? I spotted my police protector. Well, come on then, try something with Sal’s watchdog in attendance. As long as someone was with me, I would be fine, right?
 
   The noon sun glared at me as I pulled into Kringle’s lot. I moseyed along behind an older man and woman pushing their basket down the main aisle, hoping to snag their parking spot. The radio played, and I tapped my hand to the beat while I waited. They took their time unloading the basket and getting belted inside their fancy BMW.
 
   I turned on my blinker and zoned out, feeling sleepy sitting in the sun. Then a car rammed into me from behind.
 
   I screamed at the suddenness of it and was just about to climb out of Betsy when a sixth sense kicked in. What if this was not by accident?
 
   Looking into the rear view mirror I saw a silver Toyota back up and zoom away nearly running over a woman with two small children.
 
   I tried to remain calm.
 
   Real smart, Shannon. Your gun is at the apartment, along with your pepper spray and anything else helpful in this situation.
 
   But who in hell would have thought they needed that at the grocery store with a cop in attendance? Now I looked around for my tail. He was missing. Oh great!
 
   The Toyota was long gone too, so I opened my door and climbed out to assess the damage. Fortunately, Mercury put a super deluxe bumper on my model, and there was only a dent. The bumper had moved into the car a little more snugly, but it was far from damaged.
 
   The older couple maneuvered out of the slot and drove away, probably scared to get involved. I got back into Betsy and pulled in.
 
   I really wanted this to be an accident. A hit and run by some teenager who would be too scared of Mom and Dad to do the right thing. Or maybe someone behind on his car insurance payments who decided to skip out on the unfortunate event rather than get a ticket.
 
   Yeah right. It may also have been a Martian who didn’t have a clue as to how to drive, but I knew better.
 
   My mouth got dry. Where was my tail? Had the cop seen where I was headed, and decided I didn’t need following for a food run? I glanced across the lot at the Burger Brawl. He sat at the drive-through, into a food run of his own.
 
   Wonderful. The killer hit me when the cops were not looking. He wasn’t just prank phone calling after all.
 
   Disgusted, I got out and checked the car again. Maybe it only seemed like a hard hit. Maybe he just rolled into me? No real damage, no worry there.
 
   Who was I kidding?
 
   I berated myself for not trying to see the slammer more clearly. I had to keep my wits about me at all times. This jerk would keep attacking me until he got tired of the game and wanted to end it. I really wanted my gun now.
 
   Hurrying into the store, determined to buy some damn food, I practiced calming breaths. I could do this. I could survive a personal attack from a deranged killer. No problem.
 
   I dialed Sal’s number while walking through the produce section. When he answered, I calmly told him that his tail was not doing a very good job and hung up.
 
   My attention would be pinned on a silver Toyota now. But there was no need in giving that information away to the good detective yet. No need for another of my great ideas — also known as stupid ideas — to show up in the spotlight so soon. The ramming might have had no significance. If I freaked out again, without cause, Sal would surely arrest me for being a nuisance.
 
   Next stop, spaghetti sauce.
 
    
 
   The longer I shopped the more I wanted to jump out of my skin. Was the man with the bushy hair watching me? And how about that hot guy on aisle five? He certainly let his eyes linger.
 
   Either one of them could be the killer. How could I know that he hadn’t returned to follow me around?
 
   I gave up when I pulled a can of chicken noodle soup off the shelf, and ten more came with it. No sense in being a nervous wreck in public. I glanced around to see three small children shopping with their mommies.
 
   I wanted my mommy.
 
   Sunglasses, designed to cut glare in half, went on my face before I exited the store. I needed to keep glare down so I could see details. Details would keep me alive. I refused to be a victim from this point forward.
 
   No one waited to gun their car and run me down as I pushed my basket out into the lot, and no Toyota idled nearby to follow me home.
 
   Okay, maybe I was being a little paranoid.
 
   I kept my phone handy as I tossed plastic bags of groceries into my trunk. The first sign of danger and my finger would press the speed dial button for Sal.
 
   After a quick check, I found the cop assigned to follow me. He stood outside his cruiser, talking to another cop. Changing of the guard, maybe?
 
   I slammed the trunk lid and got in, locking my doors immediately behind me. My heart beat so fast; my breath came in gasps.
 
   Scared? Who me?
 
   Maybe a little, I admitted, but being stalked by a deranged murderer was a new experience for me. The closest I had ever come was when the Turner twins wanted to give me a swirly in the girl’s toilet after we lost a basketball game my junior year of high school.
 
   I pulled out of the lot and carefully watched for a silver Toyota. Nothing. Once on Greenman and headed home, I kept one eye on the rear view. The cop didn’t appear, which bothered me. Didn’t he know he was supposed to stay with me all the time?
 
   At the stop light at Greenman and Eastern, I tried to shove aside all thoughts of danger when the silver. It worked for a minute. Then, the Toyota
 
   turned in front of me, heading back in the direction of the store.
 
   A cold chill started at the back of my neck and circled under my arm, coming to rest under my left breast. The bastard.
 
   This was my chance to change the rules of the game as Sal had put it. Now, I understood what he meant. I wanted to be in control for a while. I was damn mad. This jerk rear-ended me and almost killed people. He was going to pay.
 
   I swung into the Amoco station on the corner and drove out onto Eastern catching the light just before it turned yellow. I would catch the asshole and turn the tables on him. Let’s see how he liked being hunted for a change.
 
   There were a few cars between the Toyota and me. It turned right at the bank and drove slowly down the side street bordering the grocery lot. I followed him, staying well back. If the driver ever checked behind him, he’d get the surprise of a lifetime. But then again, I would be in a ton of trouble.
 
   He turned into the lot and slowly made his way toward the front of the store. Afraid of being made, I kept going on the side street. It ended in a high-dollar neighborhood where the houses were all brick and the cars were all new.
 
   I turned around and worked my way back, spinning into the lot at the last minute. I drove in front of the Chinese restaurant at the end of the shopping Center, not seeing the Toyota at first. Then it appeared, going up and down all the aisles, as if searching.
 
   He was looking for me, and it finally registered that this was a perfect time for me to call Sal and have him stop the guy and arrest him. I pushed the button on my cell.
 
   “What now?” Sal answered.
 
   “I think I have our killer in my sight at the moment.”
 
   “Geez, Shannon, you’re going to get me fired. What are you talking about now? I’m due to be in an interrogation in just a minute.”
 
   “A silver Toyota rammed me from behind earlier in the parking lot of Kringer, but didn’t hang around long enough to exchange insurance info. I figured it was our guy, out for a game. He’s back and now he’s driving up and down the aisles, looking. I want you to send someone to arrest him. But be careful, I think he watches the cops to know where to find me. He only shows up when they’re not around.”
 
   "Are you sure it’s not that Yoshi character?”
 
   “No, Yoshi drives that big ass truck.”
 
   “Well, Toyotas are Japanese, and so is he.”
 
   “Are you going to send someone?”
 
   “Where’s the officer in charge of following you?”
 
   “Good question.”
 
   He exhaled. “I’m on it.”
 
   We disconnected, and I parked over in front of the nail shop. The Toyota made a swoop around the gas pumps. A police cruiser entered the lot and just as he approached me, I flashed my lights. He passed by and slowed, looking for the Toyota.
 
   The fraction of time I took my attention away from my pursuer was long enough for him to escape. Now, as I hunted around, I discovered my mistake.
 
   The Toyota was gone.
 
    
 
   The cop told me to go home and he would follow me. Sometimes you don’t have to tell me stuff more than once. This was one of those times. My milk had gotten warm, my hunger had gotten serious, and my patience had run out long ago.
 
   After seeing me to the apartment, the officer settled into his usual place. I hoped he did a better job than his co-worker had done.
 
   Sal called as I was halfway through heating soup, to say that my former police tail had been involved in a situation at the hamburger place where hot coffee had been spilled on him.
 
   I forgave him. At least he had a reason for ditching me. Even my assigned protectors needed protectors it seemed.
 
   After I hung up, someone tapped three times on the door. I stirred the soup once more and strolled over to use my new peephole. Dwayne.
 
   Unlocking the door took a hot minute with all the new hoohaws. Finally, I got it opened, and he darted inside. “What the hell, Wall-ass, don’t leave me sitting out there where Mr. Anybody can get off a shot.” He checked the dead-bolt and then followed me back to the kitchen.
 
   He sniffed. “You cooking?”
 
   “You hungry?”
 
   “Starved.”
 
   I pointed at the table. “Go sit. I’ll pour some soup.”
 
   He rubbed his hands together and followed my directions. “I have had a crap day.”
 
   “You too? Me too.”
 
   “What’s up with you?”
 
   I explained about the silver Toyota and the incident in the lot.
 
   “Girl, you need to stay out of Kringle’s. I tell you every time you go there someone wants a piece of your ass.”
 
   I gave him a questioning look as I sat a bowl and a spoon in front of him.
 
   “Not like that Wall-ass. The hurting kind.”
 
   “Dwayne, I’m seriously wondering. Who is this guy and what does he want with me?”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I’ve been giving that some thought, myself. Why is he all up in your business acting pissy like a freaking jealous lover and y’all ain’t even been properly introduced?”
 
   “I don’t want to be properly introduced. I just want any of the freaking SD cards he might have taken. I just want to protect my damn reputation. God! Why can’t my life be simple?”
 
   He slurped his soup and didn’t answer.
 
   Something he had said struck a nerve. “He does act like a jealous maniac, doesn’t he?”
 
   Dwayne nodded, blowing on his soup to cool it. “You know…he kinda   acts like you have something of his, and he’s gonna tear up everything he can, until you let go of it.”
 
   I considered this. “Yeah. He sort of does.” I paced around the room for a minute before stopping to place my hands on the edge of the table. “So…then maybe I should give it to him.”
 
   He clattered his spoon in the bowl. “Why do I feel like Ethel when Lucy says some shit like that?”
 
   “Probably because I’m conniving trouble and you’re my trusty sidekick, which means you’re going to be involved. Ricky ain’t gonna like this none, Ethel,” I said, shaking my head.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Where’s Fred when I need him?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   After we had eaten the whole pan of soup and were digging into a plate of brownies, I laid out my plan to Dwayne.
 
   “I’ll wait until this jerk calls again. Then I’ll tell him I have what he wants and that I’m ready to trade.”
 
   Dwayne tried not to laugh at that, but I saw his mouth twitch upwards. “And then what? Dude agrees to meet somewhere so y’all can swap his something for your movies?”
 
   “Yeah, basically.”
 
   “Oh hell naw. That means you gotta meet him alone. Uh uh.”
 
   “Dwayne, listen—”
 
   He scraped his chair back and took his arguing stance, arms crossed, chin down, eyes piercing mine with a blinding glare. I kept explaining to him how important it was for me to try. He ranted for ten minutes about telling the cops my plan, but I finally made him see reason. I had to keep the existence of those sex movies, as he called them, from Sal and his associates at all cost.
 
   He crossed his arms. “Fine, but Sal already has the notion that you and that missing card are somehow acquainted. The only way you can do this shit is if I’m there, too.”
 
   “Okay, how about this: you hide somewhere nearby with your gun trained on us. If this dumbass makes any dangerous moves, you can pop a cap in him.”
 
   He smiled. “All right! Now you’re talking.”
 
   I poured us each a glass of milk. We clinked glasses.
 
   “To a successful conclusion to this nonsense,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, and to us not getting our asses killed in the process.”
 
   When darkness approached, Dwayne decided to stay at my place for the night. I had a bad case of nerves, jumping at every little noise. The killer would try something if he knew I was alone. I felt it in my bones.
 
   Dwayne brought up a battered gym bag from his Mustang. I stood in the doorway laughing at him as he approached looking all innocent.
 
   “You never know when you might be asked to pull an all-nighter,” he explained.
 
   “And what do you keep in there, Mr. I-always-go-prepared?”
 
   He thought for a moment. “Um. Shaving goop, hair gel, boxers, you know, the usual stuff.”
 
   “Boxers?”
              “Hell yeah, I’m a boxer man. No whitey tighties for me. That is if I ain’t going commando.”
 
   “Whoa, stop. No more info. That’s just…enough.”
 
    
 
   While I waited for the mystery caller to dial me up for another taunting session, I planned on the meeting strategy. South Lake City Park would be a great place. It was a well-lit public area with a few good hiding places, so Dwayne could keep us in view.
 
   When I hadn’t heard anything by ten the next morning, I got antsy to go out. Dwayne sat, his lanky frame draped over my easy chair watching reruns of old game shows.
 
   I poked him as I passed. “Let’s go do something.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know. How about the Redmon case?”
 
   “Yeah, shit, I need to be working.”
 
   “Okay, so let’s go. I can keep my phone handy. The jerk always calls me on it.”
 
   He flung his legs forward and stood. “Okay. It’s cool, ‘cause I think I know how to find out something out on this woman.”
 
   I listened as he told me about her and one of her employees, and how they always stood talking before and after work. He believed there was something going on.
 
   “Okay, so we follow them for a few hours and see what happens. Maybe they’ll decide to go to lunch together, and this time he gets thigh pie.”
 
   Dwayne tossed his keys into the air and caught them. “All I need is to catch it on my phone camera, and we’re in the money.”
 
   We drove into Memphis via Highway 78, the commercial truck route. Each side of it hosted big truck garages and commercial vehicle parking lots. The few gas stations along the way had lottery signs in the window.
 
   I smiled. I didn’t need the lottery. I’d won at the casino.  But I still had no clue as to how to spend it. I might pay a few bills, but that seemed like such a waste.
 
   “What should I do with that five thousand dollars?” I asked as we sped down the road.
 
   “Why you asking me?”
 
   “Well, since you adamantly refuse to take it, I figured you had an idea.”
 
   “No, I don’t.” He sounded strange, and I gave him an appraising look.
 
   His eyebrows rose, and he tried to look innocent.
 
   “Come on, Dwayne, you have an idea of what I should do with that money; I can tell by the look on your face.”
 
   “No, I don’t. I only know what I would do with it if was my money.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Get a business license and start a business.”
 
   “Can you even do that with such a measly amount?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   I didn’t push the issue although I felt it was pretty unlikely that a mere five grand would be enough for such a lofty idea. Instead, I asked, “What kind of business? A PI business?”
 
   “Maybe, but really it could be any kind of business. Unless you want to work at a furniture joint all your life.”
 
   “I don’t know if I really have a job there anyway. Mr. Fine told me I did when I went to see him, but I don’t think I could work there again.”
 
   He wiped the back of his hand across his eyes tiredly. “I’m gonna get an office like you suggested. You want to invest in my business?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   We drove in silence for a while until Dwayne turned on the radio. The news segment touted the recent murder of Joseph Drury, the latest in a string of unsolved cases.
 
   “Yeah, right,” I moaned, flipping the station until music with a loud thumping beat wafted from it.
 
   “Well, Wall-ass, it is.”
 
   I frowned at him. “They make it sound like a damn serial killer is out there striking at random.”
 
   “They just don’t have any information from the police. The cops are keeping this shit close to their chest. They ain’t sharing much.”
 
   What could they say? It was one week today since I’d been fired from Fine Furnishings. In a matter of hours, it would be one week to the minute when Rick was stabbed to death in his apartment. We were still as far as far got from finding his killer.
 
   We rolled down Winchester headed for Germantown Road when my phone chirped. I juggled it in my excitement, and when I finally got it in my hands and swiped to answer, the caller had disconnected.
 
   I checked my missed calls and found out it was Sal.
 
   I dialed him up. “You rang?”
 
   “Yeah, just wanted to let you know that the prints we recovered from the flower box under your car didn’t match any in either crime scene.”
 
   I sighed. “Great. Thanks for sharing that enlightening information.”
 
   “I’m not finished.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “The prints did come through NCIC as being those of a small time pusher who got locked up for drunk and disorderly conduct a little while back. I thought I would be seeing him again, but didn’t know on what charges.” He chuckled a little, and I imagined him sitting at his desk with his feet up and a grin on his face.
 
   “What does that mean exactly?” I chewed the edge of a fingernail.
              “It means we finally have something concrete. Now we can start hunting for this guy to get a lead or two. Hopefully those will lead us to the murderer. Maybe this all will help us match that snip of fabric from your place to him, too.”
 
   “You’ll keep me posted?”
 
   “You know it.”
 
   I disconnected. Maybe there was hope. I consoled myself with the idea and relayed Sal’s news to Dwayne.
 
   “Oh, goodie goodie gum drops. Now you can forget about trying to trick the murderer into meeting you.”
 
   “Um. No.” My voice held a note of arrogance. He picked up on it right away.
 
   “I don’t think this is such a hot idea,” he griped. “In fact, this idea sucks like a Hoover.”
 
   I didn’t answer, and he didn’t pursue it.
 
   We pulled into the lot of a garden supply business and rolled around back to an outbuilding. It sat in a wooded area away from the brick business. I knew right away he planned on sneaking in there and using it to watch Mrs. Redmon.
 
   “Why here?” I had to ask.
 
   “Straw Hat group’s working across the street at the National Bank, landscaping the front yard. And don’t try to wriggle out of this shit about your secret admirer.”
 
   Exasperated, I asked, “How else can I get the asshole to hand over my most embarrassing moments?”
 
   “You act like he’ll really do that and not kill you in the process.”
 
   “I thought you would be close by, protecting me.”
 
   He lifted his hands, placating. “What if he snatches you and hauls you into a car or something? Not like I can get to you in time to stop him.”
 
   I contemplated such a scene. “Well, I guess we’ll have to control the area, then.”
 
   We got out of the car and headed inside. It was obvious he’d done this before.
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay to be in here?” I asked, moving tendrils of a Wandering Jew aside.
 
   “Yeah, I gave my PI spiel to the owner. He was happy to accommodate me.”
 
   He placed an overturned crate off to the side of a small window and stood on it. “We can take turns.”
 
   I let him take first watch. I wanted to nose around the plants. I had always wanted to grow something pretty and colorful but discovered I had a brown thumb. In the back of the glassed-off area, I found a storage room filled with pots and soil. There was also an old canvas cot stretched out in there, and I figured it must belong to the owner. He probably came out here to take naps during slow periods.
 
   Tall tables lined the walls, completely covered with plastic green tarp that reached the floor. I pulled some of it aside to see what was hidden beneath. Under the left one, there was nothing, but under the right table were sprayers and pipes and old newspapers.
 
   “Find anything good?” Dwayne asked. I turned to find him leaning against the wall, arms crossed, watching me.
 
   “Not really. Why?”
 
   “You sure are nosy.”
 
   I frowned. “Not exactly. I’m curious; there’s a difference. I’m also interested. So there.”
 
   He glanced at the group across the street. “I don’t think anything is going to come of this stake out any time soon.”
 
   “Want me to watch a while?”
 
   He shrugged and stepped off the crate. I climbed up and got comfortable. He paced back and forth, and I tried to ignore him. He kept snapping his fingers until I was totally unnerved.
 
   “Stop it!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That infernal snapping.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry. Guess I do it without thinking. You know, kinda like you when you bite your nails really loud and spit them out?”
 
   I gasped. “I do not.”
 
   “Yeah you do. It’s loud, too.”
 
   The woman, Mrs. Redmon, waved to the dark-skinned man. He joined her at the tailgate of a pickup truck parked against the curb.
 
   The man fit Mr. Yoshi’s description of him. He resembled Dwayne. I thought of Rick and how this man had gotten into a fight with him over a window.
 
   The two of them started across the street, toward us.
 
   “Uh oh.”
 
   “Uh oh what?” Dwayne asked, hurrying back to the window.
 
   “Shit. Here they come,” I told him, jumping from the box.
 
   “What? Over here? They can’t do that!”
 
   “Well, they are. Come on, we’ve got to hide.”
 
   He muttered something about his new khakis as we both dove under the closest table and smoothed the tarp until we were completely hidden. I prayed the two weren’t coming here to get weed killer, as it was all lined up against my bent knees.
 
   We hardly breathed as the two sets of legs passed by us. Smooching sounds erupted overhead and trailed into the storage area.
 
   Damn, we were trapped here while they made out. I peered over at Dwayne, and he shrugged. No sense in laying blame. He couldn’t know this would happen. Suddenly, I realized we had the evidence we needed for Redmon just a few feet away from us.
 
   I motioned to Dwayne to give me his phone, as the storage area was closest to me.
 
   He attempted to dig it out of his pocket. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he struggled to be quiet. It was an iPhone and not at all small, and his pocket was not easily accessible.  Finally, he handed it to me, and I aimed it into the dim light of the cot room.
 
   They were too far away.
 
   I motioned to Dwayne that I was going to get closer. He kept making slicing signs across his throat, but I pretended not to understand. I eased under the tarp and slid on my belly a foot or two closer to the cot.
 
   The couple made enough noise to drown out any noise I made, including the faint clicks of the camera. I took four shots and slid back under the table. Grinning with pride, I handed it back to Dwayne. Redmon would be drop-kicking his old lady to the curb for sure now.
 
   We were finished here and ready to go, but the couple kept their fondle-fest going for some time. My feet and legs went to sleep. I would need to be careful standing, or I’d end up on my butt. Dwayne crouched with his eyes shut in something that resembled a trance. I figured he was praying.
 
   When another fifteen minutes passed, I wanted to join him. Anything to get us out of here and safely in the car heading back the way we came. I tried to think of things Dwayne could do with the money he would get from Redmon for our efforts. Concentrating on anything became impossible, as all I could think of was standing to stretch my screaming muscles.
 
   The two finally broke it up and went back to work. I moaned as I un-kinked my legs. Dwayne limped back to the window and took a picture of the two as they walked away. I think he was jealous he didn’t get to snap the happy couple in bed.
 
   I bent at the waist and did a few deep knee bends to get the circulation back. “Ouch.”
 
   “Fuckin’ A,” he said, pulling me toward the door. “Stretch later. Let’s get the hell outta here first.”
 
   He jetted onto the highway and headed toward the area known as Haven Lake, an old run-down part of south Memphis, where Mr. Redmon lived. Dwayne’s car clock said it was nearing two in the afternoon. No wonder my stomach growled and everything swayed.
 
   “Hey, Brown, if I’m going to keep being your sidekick and accomplice, you’re going to have to start feeding me on a regular basis.”
 
   He laughed. “No kidding, my guts are doing the wave, too.”
 
   “How about food when we finish up?”
 
   “Ribs?”
 
   “You know a good place?”
 
   He licked his lips. “I surely do. The Rib Roast over on Third.”
 
   Barbecue sounded like an excellent plan. I took Dwayne’s phone, and after getting his passcode, pulled up the shots I had taken. We stopped at a red light and he leaned over to look.
 
   “I guess Redmon got what he wanted.”
 
   “I’d say, and then some.” I pointed at one picture where the lover had both hands covering the woman’s ample bosom.
 
   Dwayne started off again. “Even her ass is homely. Just think what you could accomplish, with your nice chesties.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to notice I have chesties.”
 
   “Hell, I see ‘em. I don’t want to touch ‘em or nothing, but I see ‘em. And I wasn’t talking ‘bout me, anyhow. I was thinkin’ about old Salivate.
 
   I burped. “Skip the Salivating and get on with the barbecuing. Food awaits.”
 
    
 
   It occurred to me as we approached the apartment several hours later that the killer hadn’t called. I mentioned it to Dwayne.
 
   “He’s one of them psychics. He knows you’re planning on catching his ass, so now he won’t call.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Yeah well, it’s the best I could come up with on short notice.” He fished his gun out of his holster, checked it, and went in the apartment first, looking around.
 
   When he went in the bedroom, I reminded him to check the closet.
 
   He didn’t cuss or scream.
 
   The way must have been clear.
 
   “You know that Redmon dude was not very happy to get those pictures,” I observed as he reappeared, and followed me into the kitchen. He laid his gun on the table, and I grimaced. If you had asked me five months ago if I would allow a gun on my table, I would have laughed at your silliness. I handed him an apple.
 
   “Would you be happy if your spouse was creeping with some muchacho from her job? I think Dude was a lot younger than her, too.”
 
   “Well, duh. He ran the course, jumped the hurdle, and waited for her at the gate all inside fifteen minutes.”
 
   He crunched on his apple for a moment before answering. “You saying something about men at their prime time of life?”
 
   I took a bottled water from the fridge. “Uh, yeah. You’d think they could hold out longer.”
 
   My cell phone rang from where I had left it on the coffee table. I raced to grab it before the caller could disconnect.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon? It’s Sal. Why are you breathing hard?”
 
   “I ran to the phone.”
 
   “That anxious, eh? Well good. I have news.”
 
   “Did you get the guy?”
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” My head began to throb.
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   I swallowed. All of a sudden, people died everywhere around me.
 
   “Can you come down here and check out some pictures? I’d like to see if you know this guy,” Sal asked.
 
   I looked at my phone clock. Almost seven.
 
   “Yeah, be right there.” We disconnected.
 
   Dwayne’s eyebrows shot up.
 
   “Come on, we’re going to the police station. They caught the guy who put the flowers under my car. Well, maybe ‘caught’ is a bad word. He’s dead.”
 
   “Damn girl, you stiffing people all over the place.”
 
   “It wasn’t me. I was with you under the table while Dude played footsie with Redmon’s woman.”
 
   We made the trip in record time. Sal opened his door to our knock. His partner, Dan, hunched over files on his desk with the phone to his ear. He wasn’t talking much, and his tanned, lined face was deep in thought.
 
   “Here they are,” Sal told us. “Sit there.” He pointed at the chair nestled against his desk.
 
   I obeyed. Dwayne stood near the door, trying to be inconspicuous.
 
   I studied the pictures. They were mug shots showing each side, and full frontal. The guy could have been any one of a number of people on the street on any sunny day. I didn’t know him.
 
   Then toward the bottom of the stack, there were pictures of a crime scene and I got a little nauseous. The guy had been shot, and was slumped over the gear shifter in his car.
 
   But it was the last picture that grabbed my attention.
 
   He’d taken the bullet in a silver Toyota.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I held the picture up and waved it at Sal. He came over and took it.
 
   “What? Oh, yeah. Silver Toyota. Thought you might catch that. Looks like we’ve found one of the corner pieces in this damn puzzle.”
 
   Dwayne strolled over and peered at the picture. “What’s the connection?”
 
   “His prints were on the box the flowers were in. And he didn’t work for the florist, the one over at the Delicate Petal on the highway. You know who I mean?” Sal asked.
 
   Dwayne shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   Sal continued. “Our CSI did his due diligence, prints don’t lie. We think he was hired by the killer to deliver the flowers to Miss Wallace’s car. He was a small time hood, and big time crackhead.”
 
   “Great.” I shoved back from the desk. My headache had obtained migraine status. “I don’t recognize him, but I don’t know if he knew Rick or Joe.”
 
   Sal took the pictures and placed them in a file. “Okay. Maybe he’s not a major player. Still good news.”
 
   “If you ask me, this news sucks. It means he wasn’t the killer,” I shot back.
 
   “We’ve got to take every piece of evidence and analyze it first. Something will turn up.”
 
   “Or someone,” Dwayne added, opening the door for me.
 
   “Should I feel safer now?” I asked, turning around.
 
   Sal raised an eyebrow. “There’s one less bad guy around, which makes most people feel safer. In your case though? Who knows?” His palms out gesture signified total lack of pretense. He had no idea if I would ever be safe.
 
   On that comforting note, we left. Dwayne took a call from his cousin, Clareta. She needed help moving a piece of furniture.
 
   “I’m gonna go help her out. She helped us the other day. Gotta keep the connections happy, know what I’m saying?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, I hear you. Would it be okay if I stayed home? I have a killer headache. No pun intended. I think I would just like to lie down.”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess so. You got your gun, that nasty spray, new door locks, and a cop in the parking lot. I guess you’re about as safe as I can make you for a few minutes. I’ll swing back by soon.”
 
   I laughed. “Oh, goodie. I can stay home alone again.”
 
   “Don’t push it.”
 
    
 
   Once home, we checked the interior of my apartment and Dwayne left. I tried to relax. My headache was most likely either tension or PMS, and either way, it would be a long painful night. I took two Ibuprofen, stripped out of my clothes, and grabbed clean underwear.
 
   I lifted the stack of underwear and felt the SD card where I’d put it. I pulled the disk out and laid it on the bed for disposing of. I donned my favorite pajama-pants-and-tee shirt combo and dumped the card off into a small wastepaper basket on my way into the living room for a television-fest. I wished for a huge magnet to erase the card with. If that was even possible. The IT people at Fine Furnishings said that was what they did. Who knew? Maybe the heat would do it as it rotted in a dump.
 
   As I gathered and fluffed my pillow and blanket, the SD card beckoned to me. I got a good case of the guilties. It probably contained some of the hottest sex scenes ever filmed and I had just tossed it into a trashcan.
 
   Should I retrieve the card? Should I watch it before sending it into garbage heaven?
 
   Curiosity won. I wanted to see how Rick and I looked doing the deed. No wonder online porno was so popular.
 
   Scooping the card out of the trash, I held it for several minutes. What would the sight of Rick making love to me do to my still healing heart?
 
   I carried the SD card into the living room and stopped in front of the desk where my computer sat. Shifting from foot to foot, I hesitated as fear of seeing Rick again struck me.
 
   Stop, Shannon. You’re entitled to know what ended up on this damn card.
 
   I didn’t waste another moment. Seated at the computer, I pushed the card into a card reader, and waited for it to be recognized. While it was being analyzed and brought up, I scooted over to close the blinds. Just in case somebody chose this inopportune moment to visit.
 
   Then I returned to stand in front of the computer, bracing myself. I downloaded the whole disk to my computer. I really didn’t want the thing to be on my hard drive but my old computer didn’t give me any options. I would delete it when I finished giving into hedonism.
 
   At first the shot was blurry. When the focus righted itself, I saw industrial-colored carpet, roped off area, sign announcing a new APR. The inside of a bank? The camera bounced and bounced, scanned the floor, and jerked around.
 
   Rick obviously didn’t know the camera was on at this point because he began filming close-ups of clothing before the screen went dark, as if he had shoved the camera under something.
 
   This video wasn’t one of our Shannon-gone-wild ones, but I kept watching out of curiosity, what would he even take a camera into a bank for?
 
   Impatient, I clicked on the button to fast-forward. The view changed, and I made out a shiny silver wall. Safety deposit boxes? What was he doing in that area with a camera?
 
   I didn’t have to wonder long. The camera went black, then gray. In a few moments, the view became a room adorned with white walls and a single chair, illuminated by a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling.
 
   A man entered the picture pulling something, and another man, his back to the screen, assisted.  The bundle they tugged along was an unconscious person, and they struggled to set him in the chair.
 
   The camera rolled. Nothing happened for a long while and the men left. The seated man didn’t move. Just as I was about to press fast forward, the two came back.
 
   The assistant walked toward the camera, then behind it. He began fiddling around to sharpen the focus. I didn’t recognize him. In fact, I didn’t know anyone in the picture. And if Rick wasn’t behind the camera, or in front of it, where was he?
 
   The men talked to each other, but I didn’t recognize the voices, and my curiosity grew.
 
   They brought in lights and made the area around the chair brighter. Then adjusted the sound and discussed shot angles. They were going to film the man? Out cold? This began to get more and more strange.
 
   They propped the man up straighter in the chair. His feet and hands were tied. They began slapping him around a little until he came to.
 
   The victim didn’t understand anything at first, and I wondered if he’d been drugged, or maybe he didn’t speak English. Fear, pure and plain, filled his face and shot through his body like an electric charge. His fear made my adrenaline pump.
 
   I squinted, trying to recognize his face but nothing came to me. His soft tenor rang out, echoed off the walls as he sobbed out for them to release him. This was no movie in the making. This was something far uglier, and I was held spellbound, afraid to watch, afraid not to.
 
   Abruptly, the two men disappeared off screen, and I thought maybe they’d decided to honor his requests, but instead, two new men arrived, one vaguely familiar, and the other unmistakable. He’d most recently been photographed in his silver Toyota, where he’d lost a part of his head to a bullet.
 
   The vaguely familiar man finally turned toward the camera, and everything suddenly clicked into place for me.
 
   Levi Green, of Green Screen Productions.
 
   He appeared every bit the actor with his long hair slicked back into a ponytail like a slovenly made-up Steven Segal.
 
   He grinned at the camera and pulled out a gun, similar to my own, waving it around. He shouted at the man in the chair, and I jumped. He promised it wouldn’t hurt. His intent filled the screen like some insidious smoke leaking under a door. I didn’t want to see or hear more. Movie or not, this wasn’t fun anymore.
 
   I sank to my knees in shock as he pointed the gun at the man in the chair.
 
   Before I could hit the stop button, the gun went off and a bright flash of blood sprayed out of the man’s head.
 
   I screamed and clicked the mouse at the screen like crazy.
 
   OFF!
 
   I wanted it off. I wanted it off and out of my house. I yanked on the power cord, terror gripping me.
 
   The screen blinked once, and the offensive image disappeared.
 
    
 
   Sal and Dwayne arrived at the same time. I gave the card to Sal and asked him not to watch it in my presence. I explained what was on it.
 
   Unrestrained tears fell down my cheeks and onto my crossed arms. “Mr. Fine told me I could get my belongings from the apartment, and I was looking for some of my stuff. That’s all I was doing,” I said, pleading him with my eyes. “It’s Levi Green. That rotten bastard. He killed someone.”
 
   He put his arm around my shoulders and squeezed in the way of comfort. All I could think about was Aunt Tillie’s homemade chicken pot pie and how it would be ever so wonderful to be with her and Aunt Nancy talking about the latest football scores instead of reliving the image of a murder.
 
   Sal made phone calls from my apartment and promised to be back soon. He had to take the SD card, analyze it, and arrange to arrest the men if they could be identified.
 
   “Don’t leave her alone for a second,” he warned Dwayne.
 
   “Shit, you ain’t got to worry about that,” Dwayne assured him as he nodded at me. “She ain’t going nowhere else without me.”
 
   I slumped on the couch, wrapped in a baby-blue blanket and stared at the computer. I still saw the scene being played out before me and waves of revulsion rolled over me.
 
   “Why?” I didn’t realize I had asked out loud until Dwayne took up residence in the recliner and answered.
 
   “Who knows? Guess we’ll hear soon enough. Sicko freak.”
 
   “Why Rick, I mean? Why did Green give him that SD card? They were business associates. You don’t give a business associate the evidence of a murder you commit, for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “I can’t figure it out either. Why was the bank stuff on there?”
 
   I shook my head and burrowed deeper into the blanket. “I don’t know. I can’t think anymore.”
 
   “Let’s talk about something else. How about something to eat or drink? You know I make a mean omelet.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” I told him, willing the trembling to stop.
 
   “Is there anything good on television? I sure wish you had some movie channels.”
 
   Hysteria bubbled up inside of me until I was sobbing.
 
   Dwayne held me and rocked me like I had done for him years before. “Shh. It’s gonna be okay, Wall-ass. It’s gonna be just fine.”
 
   I didn’t believe him, but it was sure nice of him to say so.
 
   “I-I don’t think I will ever be all right again, Dwayne. That card has something to do with why Rick and Joe are dead. It was in Rick’s closet, near his video camera, hidden and protected. I thought it was one of ours,” I sobbed. My words died in my throat. Thoughts tumbled one over the other, scrambling to the surface of my mind. A glimmer of possibility emerged. I wiped at my face and gaped at Dwayne. “Green did it. That murdering bastard. It was him.”
 
   I threw off the blanket and began pacing. Anger flashed over me sending prickles of feeling back to my numbed soul.               I muttered to myself out loud, trying to understand. “Why did Rick keep it? Did he even know what was on it? He should have called the cops the minute he knew!”
 
   Dwayne waved both hands at me. “Don’t go there. Do not play detective, Wall-ass. Old Sallie is on the job. He’s gonna round the creeps up, and they’ll sing like birds.”
 
   “Yeah right, and while he’s busy with finding them, Green’s still out there watching and waiting for me to put the puzzle together. This is like a movie script to him. He’s enjoying every minute of it.” I plopped back onto the couch, new tears streaking down my face. “He enjoyed killing. He enjoys it, Dee.”
 
   He handed me a wad of tissue that he yanked out of the box on the coffee table. “You gotta get control of yourself, honey. The cops’ll go pick him up. He’s suspect numero uno. That’s Spanish, for ‘facing lethal injection’ or something. Let’s change the subject.”
 
   I sniffled for a long time after that. The hours passed slowly. Dwayne didn’t even fuss when I made him investigate a noise, and he missed the last fifteen minutes of the Tonight Show.
 
   Finally, I fell asleep, emotionally exhausted.
 
   When I woke, I found Dwayne curled up on the floor by the couch like a faithful collie, wrapped in an old comforter he’d dug out from my closet. I covered him with my blanket also, and took my phone into the kitchen to call Rick’s father.
 
   He would know why Rick had a video card from Green. There had to be a reasonable explanation. I was just missing the easy stuff.
 
   Mr. Fine answered, sounding sleepy.
 
   “Mr. Fine, this is Shannon Wallace. I’m terribly sorry to wake you at this time of night. But I had a question I wanted to ask you about.”
 
   He cleared his throat a few times and asked, “What can I help you with, dear?”
 
   “Why would Levi Green send Rick a video card? One that you record on?”
 
   He thought for a moment. “We always got approval disks before they dubbed the final. I suppose it could be one of those.”
 
   I scooted back in my kitchen chair.  Of course, why didn’t I think of that?
 
   “Did he ever mention getting a card from Green Screen that was not supposed to come to him?”
 
   “Not that I recall, but he didn’t always fill me in on that stuff. I trusted him to take care of the business.” He paused. “Was there anything else? It’s a little late.”
 
   “No. Nothing else. I apologize again for waking you. You’ve told me what I needed to know. I appreciate it.”
 
   He murmured something about the film company always using the same procedures. I thanked him and disconnected, holding the phone for a long moment lost in thought.
 
   Somehow, some way, a terrible mistake had been made, and Rick had gotten the wrong card. Green had been trying to find it all this time and killing anyone who got in his way. I closed my eyes against the memory of the SD card’s contents. No wonder he wanted it so badly.
 
   I checked my windows and door to make sure all the locks and security devices were in place. Then, I woke Dwayne and made him get on the couch, and I went to bed.
 
   Sounds of anything that moved kept me awake until the wee hours. Finally, I couldn’t keep my eyes open another moment. I covered my head and prayed death would not come calling.
 
    
 
   My dreams were disjointed and disorienting, containing only flashes of colors and excerpts from my life. I saw myself as an orphaned child, relived the pain that accompanied it until it nearly drowned me, and woke with tears streaming down my face. Summer birds played somewhere outside my window and wind shook the building in warm friendly gusts that reassured me life still went on.
 
   I tiptoed into the living room, skirting the couch where Dwayne snored softly. He was the best friend a girl could ever ask for. I had to do something to repay him once this crap was over. I would introduce him to Katie Henderson, my best girlfriend. Maybe she knew some attractive gay man to hook him up with. She knew everything about everybody.
 
   Except everything about me now.
 
   I had stories to relate that would amaze her. God, when was she coming home anyway? Ireland might be a great vacation spot but I could only envision it as a place my friend had retreated to without me. I needed her here!
 
   Would this nightmare ever be over? If the cops didn’t get Green and his cadre and nail them with something, they might walk. I shuddered. If that happened…
 
   I rinsed out the coffee pot, spooned fresh coffee into the basket, added water, and flipped the switch. When the familiar gurgle and chug of the machine began in earnest, I decided to hand wash all the dishes in the sink. I had a dishwasher, but I needed something to keep my mind off my troubles and my fingernails out of my mouth.
 
   I did my best to keep things quiet in order not to wake Dwayne, but it was likely not necessary as his snores could be heard easily. While I worked, my mind played out scenarios. If Sal arrested Green on suspicion of murder, he would have a search warrant in hand and those disks, wherever they were, would be up for grabs. I would be found out. The fear of the entire SLPD watching me dance and shake my money maker struck me hard.
 
   The coffee maker let out a gasp of steam to indicate it was finished, and I poured myself a cup. I noted my shaking hands. Not surprising considering how much I hated when things didn’t go my way, and even more when things were out of the realm of my control. Like now.
 
   I carried my coffee to my bedroom only to hear my cell phone buzzing on my dresser. It was too early to be anything good. I set the coffee down and answered. “Hello?”
 
   “Shannon? It’s Sal. Where are you?”
 
   “At this hour? At home, of course.”
 
   “Good. Keep the doors locked. Stay there.”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Green’s disappeared.”
 
   My pinkie nail went into my mouth, and I chewed viciously. I guess the silence worried Sal more than if I had gasped.
 
   “Shannon? Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” I’m a good liar too.
 
   He paused. “Where’s your watchdog?”
 
   “Sleeping on the couch.”
 
   “Keep him there, and keep that pepper spray handy.”
 
   I didn’t tell him I had something made of cold blue steel that would serve me much better. When we got off the phone, I stood in the middle of my bedroom floor debating what to do. It was like in Gone with the Wind when the Yankees were coming.
 
   Where do I go? What do I do now?
 
   Take a hot shower.
 
   Steam filled the air, and I relaxed. Drawing in deep breaths, I whispered the only mantra I’d ever learned.
 
   “I am safe in my home. There is nothing to fear.”
 
   After shutting the water off, I pulled the towel from the rack outside the shower door and stayed in the warmth of the shower stall for a few moments. Wrapped in the first towel, I reached for another to use to dry my hair. The back of my neck prickled. Someone was watching.
 
   My shower door was mottled plastic and not see-through, so I threw it back and found Dwayne leaning against the wall, back to me, face averted.
 
   I squealed in fright. “What the hell, Dee? Why are you in here?”
 
   He straightened. “I woke up smelling coffee, and when I went to get some, you were missing. I heard the shower running, so I came looking for you. Let me step outta here.” He left and stood in the bedroom to allow some privacy, but kept talking. “I would have hollered to let you know I was around, but the damn cell phone rang out here. I didn’t want to scare you by running in there with it, so I answered it.”
 
   “Who was it?”
 
   “Guess it was that Green piece of shit.”
 
   “What did he say?” I stepped out of the shower, tucking the towel securely around me.
 
   “Said he would do you right in front of me then I would be next.”
 
   Weakness flooded through me. I sank to my knees by the toilet as memories of the recording returned to hit me. “Oh God. Oh God.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” I heard a rustle like he was about to whip through the doorway.
 
   “Don’t come in here,” I croaked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Leave. I’m going to be sick, please…”
 
   The rustling disappeared, and I willed the sick feeling to pass. But it didn’t, and I knew it wouldn’t until Levi Green was out of my life for good.
 
    
 
   I had gotten all my shopping finished before we were quarantined to the apartment and had no real need to go out, but before the afternoon set in, Dwayne and I were anxious for something to do. My lack of patience made me wish Green would make some sort of move. The cops wouldn’t find him if he wanted to stay hidden. Get him out in the open was my plan, but he had to call and give me a chance first.
 
   My wish was granted later that afternoon. He called and breathed in my ear, and I breathed back.
 
   “Hey man, instead of playing games on the phone, why don’t you do both of us a favor and agree to meet me somewhere. I’ll bring your goods, and you bring mine. We can both walk away and nobody gets hurt.”
 
   No answer, but he didn’t hang up.
 
   “Meet me at South Lake city park at seven, over by the lake.”
 
   He disconnected. The enormity of what I’d just done punched me in the gut. I felt like a bird in a cage when a cat prowled around.
 
   Dwayne watched me gently set the phone down, and began a barrage of questions, pacing the floor, hands on his hips. “You are taking cop protection, right? You ain’t got no card to give him anymore. What are you gonna do about that? You need to think about this before you do it, in my opinion-”
 
   “I think I know your opinion, Dee. But I don’t need cop protection; I have you, and I’ll give Green a new blank disk instead. He can’t watch it until he gets back in his sewer, and we’ll be long gone. And yes, I’ve thought about it. It’s either the cops finagle a meeting with Green using me as bait, or we do it my way. I personally don’t believe the murdering asshat will show up if he thinks the cops are involved, so my way’s really the only way.”
 
   He shook his head and wandered back and forth, muttering.
 
   I put out a hand to stop him. “Listen Dwayne, we have to recover the SD card, or cards—as the case may be, before the cops catch this guy. Once they have him, Sal will have to go through the data and so will everyone else involved with the case. God, can you imagine? They would have them in some evidence locker, and every night a different guy will go sneak a peek. And drool. Or worse! Yuck.”
 
   He glared at me. “Is that all you’re worried about? Those damn movies? Are you nuts? This guy has killed at least three people and is gunning for your ass. Geez, Shannon, listen to yourself.”
 
   Fear furrowed his brow. I touched his arm. “I’m scared, too, but I can’t hide forever. At least now I know who I’m looking for. Now I can plan better. This way it’s a controlled crash. We control the situation, not him.”
 
   Dwayne sighed and plopped on the couch, dejected. “If I wasn’t so tired of worrying about you all the time, I would probably argue longer.”
              “Good. Now you’re with me.”
 
   He chewed his lower lip. “Seven?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “One time I got talked into seeing a crystal ball reader at the Mid-South fair. She told me the day and time of my death.” His gaze wandered the room.
 
   I waited for a second for him to tell me the punch line. He didn’t. “Well?” I asked, finally.
 
   “Oh. It was summertime. Seven o’clock.”
 
   “She might have been wrong.”
 
   “Naw. She was right. She also told me when I would lose my virginity. Happened just like she told it.”
 
   I squinted at him but refrained from asking any questions. Sometimes you just don’t need to know.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Dwayne and I drove to the park early, our police protection right behind us until we intentionally lost him in the industrial park on the east side of town. We doubled back to the park and drove through looking for other police personnel. Finding none, I dropped Dwayne off and parked by the tennis courts.
 
   After walking around, watching people for a while, I relaxed a little. No one resembled Green. Maybe he wouldn’t show. Wouldn’t that be my sucky luck?
 
   Realistically, if I had been in his shoes I wouldn’t make an appearance, although meeting a snip of a woman in a public park should give him more comfort than he deserved.
 
   At seven on the dot, I situated myself on the park bench by the lake and waited for Green to appear. Dwayne hid somewhere close by, refusing to tell me where. I supposed it was because he didn’t want me to give him away by looking in his direction. He promised that he would be there, but I took my gun and pepper spray too, tucked securely in my tote, just in case. I had begun to be very limited on my trust issues.
 
   The sunset glittered to my left. The golden rays bounced off the water turning everything orange and pink. At any other time, I would be enjoying the sunset, enjoying my life. Now all I could do was worry that I might lose it.
 
   Minutes passed. I glanced at my cell phone’s clock. I didn’t want to get stuck meeting this nut-case after dark. Dusk began its approach over the tops of the towering pines lining the park, settling over the other side of the lake like a giant tent. I scanned the area to my right and saw a lone figure sitting at a picnic table.
 
   He faced me, watching. I shifted away from him and placed my hand on my little five shot pistol lying heavily in the canvas tote. It was small comfort. I couldn’t whip it out in time to shoot him. I was even less sure I could shoot another human.
 
   How long had he been there? Had he seen Dwayne? Chills seeped into my body. Dwayne’s words returned to haunt me. Green had killed three people. The card or cards he might possess no longer mattered. This was my life I was fooling with.
 
   I stood and walked toward him. The closer I got, the less frightened I became. The trip to that picnic table took forever, it seemed. I stopped across from him on the opposite side of the table. My mind whirled through every phone call he had made to me.
 
   “Sit,” he commanded.
 
   I glanced at bird droppings and was immediately glad I was wearing jeans. I draped my legs over the concrete seat, placed my tote on my lap, and sat. “Do you have my goods?”
 
   “Do you have mine?”
 
   “You answer me first.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve got them. All five tributes to your prowess and your lover’s, of course.”
 
   Five? Whew.
 
   “My lover. Oh, you mean, the man you stabbed to death?”
 
   The reminder of his prowess, murdering, stabilized me. The cold feeling evaporated, and anger, white-hot and raging, replaced it.
 
   He shrugged as if what he had done was of no consequence. My gaze followed his hand into his lightweight jacket. He was carrying a gun.
 
   Damn. Why couldn’t one thing go my way?
 
   “Your lover interrupted my plans. If he had just been smart and viewed the card when my secretary sent it, he would have known he had the wrong one. That was what I wanted. But no, he was stupid and dumped the card off at home.
 
   “He was a busy man,” I said.
 
   “He was a stupid man,” he drawled. “And a very easy victim. You’ll be comforted by knowing that he never knew what hit him. After giving me his address to come and pick up my little keepsake, which he didn’t remember even having, it wasn’t hard to encourage him to let me in.”
 
   That answered the phone call Rick had been on when he called me into his office that fated Friday. If only I had known…
 
   My anger suffused my regret. “I suppose you were the one doing the pranks, making him think he was being stalked?”
 
   “Of course. I had hoped he would go and stay with someone, you or his brother, so I could get a look around his apartment. I never found it in his office, so I knew he had it at home. But he didn’t scare easily. At least, not until he saw the knife.”
 
   “And Joe? Why did you kill Joe?” I asked quickly, trying to change the subject. I didn’t want the details. I was afraid I would puke all over the concrete picnic table and then faint. I just didn’t want him making a move before Dwayne could get ready.
 
   It didn’t matter now how much I asked. His gun was probably trained on me under the table. So what if he spilled his guts? Who would find out?
 
   He smiled, like he was about to divulge a secret. “Mr. Drury. Yes, he was smart, but he was too close to your lover. I took a chance that Fine had given the card to him, since I hadn’t found it in any of the places I thought I would. Did you know that he almost caught me at Fine’s place? Oh yes, he came to call right before I did. His timing was perfect, and he was on the way to being the perfect suspect.”
 
   I gazed at the table in an attempt to hide my horror. My fingers were gripping my gun. The conversation was not going where I wanted it to go, but keeping him talking seemed like a good plan.
 
   “So now what? You don’t seem too worried that I have your card and the cops might have seen it. Did you even think of that?”
 
   His voice didn’t change, but the smile did. “I’ve thought of everything. You should already know that. So did the cops see it?”
 
   I tried to imitate his smile. Let him sweat.
 
   “Ah, Shannon. Tsk, tsk. Not a good plan on your part. If they’ve seen the contents of the card, or worse yet, copied it, I will have to kill you.”
 
   The fake smile died on my lips. I squirmed and glanced toward the road leading out of the park. Where were the police when I needed them? Didn’t they usually ride through here once an hour?
 
   He stood and pointed the business end of his weapon at me through his pocket. “No help for you this time, little lady. Let’s go for a little ride.”
 
   “Then what? You kill me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t like your plan. I like my plan better.” I pulled my gun out and held it on him.
 
   He glanced around. “Put that away. This is not the showdown at the OK Corral.” He sat back down. “Not as dumb as you look, eh?”
 
   “I try.” I kept my gun pointed at him. I hoped someone in the park became nosy, saw the interaction, and called the cops.
 
   “Ah well. No sense in playing games. We obviously have a standoff.”
 
   “In chess this would be called a stalemate.”
 
   Where was Dwayne?
 
   He raised his hand and snapped his fingers. A sudden rustling came from behind him. A man appeared, stepped to the side of the table, and showed me his gun trained on me through his lightweight jacket.
 
   “Drop it,” the man said, nodding at my weapon.
 
   I smiled at Green. “You know how to play chess, too?”
 
   He nodded, unsmiling. I kept my eyes on the man and leaned over to carefully place my gun on the ground beside me.
 
   Before anyone could contemplate their next move, Dwayne jumped from the arms of a huge oak tree behind both of the men. He bobbled a little, but never moved his gun’s sight from its twin targets. He rushed forward, shoved his gun into Green’s accomplice’s back and with the element of surprise, disarmed the man.
 
   Green flinched. “Mr. Brown, I presume? Bad timing.” He made a move to pull his gun out to fire it at me, but Dwayne shoved the unarmed man forward into Green’s back, forcing him into the concrete table.
 
   “Uh-uh-uh,” Dwayne warned him. “A bullet at close range will go through both of you. Now I’ve got two guns, both loaded. I’d say the odds are in my favor.”
 
   “Better do as he says, Levi. I believe he’s nervous enough to shoot accidentally,” Simon said.
 
   “You ain’t listening, you primal scream film freak,” Dwayne said, poking the barrel of his gun into the back of Simon’s head. “Drop it, now. Or you’re gonna both be splattered all over this table.”
 
   Green gingerly pulled his gun out, barrel down. He tossed it behind him. I leaned down to get my gun, and at the same time, Green yanked up on the tabletop.
 
   Childhood memories of my father saying how the tables were made of solid concrete flashed behind my eyes. All eight hundred million pounds of picnic table rushed toward me. I scrambled backward off the bench and ended up on my butt as the tabletop landed where I had been sitting.
 
   Green’s goon reacted, twisting away a few steps to get at the gun Green had tossed. My sucky luck held true. We armed ourselves at the same time. I fired and watched as he grabbed his shoulder. “The next one in your fucking head!” I screamed.
 
   He fired back, the bullet flying totally off to my left. I started to fire again, but Dwayne’s legs got in the way. Stupid Simon decided this wasn’t a fair fight with a bullet in his wing, so he scrambled off toward the woods.
 
   The sounds of a struggle between Dwayne and Green made me pause. I flipped upright, and crawled to the concrete slab just as a thick slap rang out. Dwayne landed on his side by the table.
 
   I didn’t know who had a gun any longer and my bravado dissipated.
 
   “What are you doing?” Dwayne yelled at me, scrambling to his feet. “Shoot him!”
 
   I staggered upwards, gun jerking out to shoot at anything that moved, but it was too late. Green had followed his goon into the thickness of woods and night.
 
   “Don’t shoot,” Dwayne said, breathing heavily. “Stray bullets might travel and hit some innocent kid or his baby sister on the swings by the tennis courts.”
 
   My sucky luck had finally gotten better. No one was dead, no one was hurt. Best to keep it that way.
 
   We managed to run toward the parking lot, but it was too late.
 
   Green’s pewter-colored Intrepid spun out in the gravel as he fled the park. We stood panting and coughing for air as his taillights disappeared.
 
   “Why didn’t you shoot the bastard?” I gasped, when I could talk again. “You had him right there.”
 
   “He busted me in the jaw. I couldn’t get a good shot off.”
 
   “And now he’s gone. Oh, brother.”
 
   “So, now what?” Dwayne huffed.
 
   “Now we’re really in deep shit.”
 
   “What makes it any worse now than when we got here?”
 
   “Because now he knows the cops have seen his video. I’m the only thing standing between him and freedom.”
 
   Dwayne sat down hard. “Did I ever tell you I don’t like you anymore?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve never been so close to crapping on myself.”
 
   “I thought you wanted to be a private investigator? This is the life of one, danger on all sides, fleeing felons, all that stuff.”
 
   He shoved his gun into his waistband and removed bullets from the others before handing the guns and ammo to me. Then, he scowled. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “I do.” I dropped the weapons and gear into my purse. “It’s so exciting.”
 
   “Then I retire.” He wiped sweat off with the heels of his. hands.
 
   “You’ve just gotten your first client. How can you retire?”
 
   “Trust me, it ain’t hard.”
 
   “That’s what she said,” I quipped under my breath, leading the way to the car.
 
   Dwayne strode along behind me watching for any signs of danger. “Wonder where that Simon dude went?”
 
   “He’s most likely in the car with Green,” I told Dwayne. “I shot him. I really did it. I wish I was a nurse at Baptist. I’d keep him waiting in triage until he fainted from a lack of blood.”
 
   “Not me. I’d rather be the surgeon who has to dig it out,” he said grinning. “With a sharrrrrp knife.”
 
   We climbed into my old Betsy. As we peeled out onto Greenman Road, a police cruiser turned into the park with lights on and siren going. I guessed gunfire in the park at sunset was a good way to get people dialing 911.
 
    
 
   When we arrived at my apartment complex and found a parking slot, Dwayne announced that he needed clothes.
 
   “You can’t leave me. He’s going to really be looking for me now.”
 
   “Then you can drive me over to the trailer.”
 
   I must have looked as torn as I felt.
 
   “Scout’s honor, Wall-ass. I won’t be fifteen minutes. You wanna go with me?” His face was an innocent mask.
 
   “No, I’m tired and rattled, and I want to sit down and do nothing for a while. The cop babysitter should be here soon.”
 
   “Okay then. You should be fine for fifteen minutes, right?”
 
   I tried to look unconvinced, but he didn’t take the bait.
 
   “Don’t forget to lock up tight. You want me to come look inside?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. It’s fine. He hasn’t had time to do anything like break into my apartment. And I bet he’ll pick a better time.”
 
   “Okay. Well, keep your stuff out and ready anyway.” He opened the car door and slid out. “My ass is wet from that all that damn George of the Jungle shit.”
 
   I climbed out of my side of the car and watched as he swiped at his clothes.
 
   “You did good coming out of that tree,” I said.
 
   He grunted and went around to his Mustang. I stood by Betsy’s trunk. He gave me a questioning look as if to ask one more time if I would be okay.
 
   I waved him away. He saluted me, then climbed in and drove off.
 
   I slung my tote over my shoulder and stuck my gun dangerously in the waistband of my jeans. I kept a hand on it to keep it from going anywhere. The pepper spray stayed in the car. I couldn’t use it and a gun. I hoped I wouldn’t blow my kneecaps off climbing the stairs.
 
   The cop babysitter turned into the driveway and silently slid into a parking slot. I did a finger wave and smiled at him before trudging up to my apartment. As I turned the corner to start for my door, a figure detached itself from the inky blackness of the stairwell on the opposite side.
 
   “Now,” Green said. “We can finish our little discussion.”
 
   I fumbled trying to pull my gun out. It got caught on my shirt, and I almost dropped it. “Oh, shit!”
 
   He jammed his gun barrel into my ribs and pulled the pistol slowly out of my hands. “Give me that, nice and easy.”
 
   He tucked it into his waistband and laughed as he wrapped his free arm around my neck, pulling me backwards toward him. Stars glittered behind my eyeballs for a moment as he tightened his grip. He put his gun to my temple.
 
   “Those cops are worthless unless you call them, and you won’t be calling them, will you?”
 
   “Let go. You’re choking me,” I coughed.
 
   He loosened his hold just a little and forced me to the door. “Open it.”
 
   “I have to get to my keys. They’re in my bag.”
 
   He pinned me against the door with his knee in my back. Then, he pulled the tote strap off my shoulder. I could hear him digging through it trying to find the keys. It wasn’t hard. I had them on a huge keyring with lots of gadgets. I moved a little, testing to see if he had a good hold on me. The pain of his bony knee in my spine increased until my eyes watered.
 
   When he finally had the keyring, he handed it to me, removing his knee. “No funny stuff, Ms. Wallace.”
 
   He returned the gun to my head. I had never had so much trouble with a key before in my life. It was like one of those scary movies where the actors try to get in the house before the werewolf or vampire gets them. My hand shook so bad the key wouldn’t go in. I tried three times.
 
   He dug the gun harder into my temple. “Take a deep breath and do it.”
 
   I followed his suggestion and was amazed at what oxygen did for me. The key slid in the lock on the first try.
 
   He pushed the door open and shoved me inside, slamming it behind us.
 
   “Get over there,” he snarled, waving the gun at the couch. He tossed my tote onto the edge of it.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   His eyes became slits, and I knew I was in trouble.
 
   “Oh, it’ll be loads of fun. You’re hotter than a hooker.”
 
   Hatred fill me. It swirled over me colder than any other emotion I had ever felt. All of my memories of Rick and Joe and how this jerk had cut short their futures rushed through my mind. It chilled me into instant clarity.
 
   I was going to make him awfully sorry he’d said that.
 
   I turned on him. “Yeah? I’ll bet that’s what you say to all the girls. What did you do to your secretary for sending off the wrong SD card to Rick? That was pure stupidity of you to leave it lying around, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Stop it,” he said, pointing the gun at my midsection.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m more careful than you were. I didn’t leave it where anyone would find it. But you know what? Why don’t you just go on,” I taunted, strolling toward him. “Shoot me.”
 
   “Where is the-”
 
   “Shoot me! Fucking shoot me! You sorry good for nothing, bastard…” Now I flat out ran at him, head lowered like a bull. I figured it was the hardest part of my body, and if he shot me there, I wouldn’t suffer.
 
   Shocked, he didn’t have time to react. I guess no one ever told him girls could fight. Thank God for Aunt Nancy.
 
   At the last possible second, he fired off one shot, which lodged in my ceiling. My head met his belly and he fell backwards. There was a sickening crunch when his head hit the door. Stunned, he lay there long enough for me to wrestle the gun out of his hand and grab my own from his waistband.
 
   “Don’t move!” I yelled full of adrenaline. “You’re dead, you bastard. Dead! Do you hear me?”
 
   Completely out of control, I raised both guns to fire, but there was a perverse part of me that wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt me. I landed the kick right in the groin, family jewels be damned.  Strangely, he didn’t move, never even attempted to protect himself. Something was wrong with him, but a crying jag hit me. Tears obscured my vision, and I couldn’t see him anymore.
 
   The doorbell rang, and I swiped at the tears. “Help!” I yelled. And someone kept yelling when blood appeared smearing the white paint of my door as Dwayne pushed it open. Green’s body slid sideways at an odd angle. Dwayne finally made it inside and grabbed me. The yelling stopped. It had been me all along.
 
   Dwayne moved me away from the door, blocking my view of Green with his body. I shook so violently that Dwayne had to sit me down on the floor before I fell.
 
   He held my head to make me look at him. “Shannon. Shannon, listen to me, damn it. Listen. Are you listening? Get your cell phone and call 911. Go. Do it now.” He let go of me and moved to check Green’s pulse.
 
   I sat there, like I’d been made into a block of ice. The guns held loosely in my lap like toys.
 
   Dwayne shot me a look over his shoulder. “Come on Wall-ass, pull it together. His voice sounded like he was pleading, but I didn’t move.
 
   “Girl, move your ass and do it now!” he screamed at me. Something in his voice made me snap out of it. I got to my knees, dropped the guns on the ground, and crawled over to where my bag lay on the couch. I upended it, digging through the contents until I found my cell phone and hit 911.
 
   While I listened to the rings, Dwayne started chest compressions on Green. After I requested police and paramedics, I calmly suggested that he let the creep die.
 
   “No way. He fucking didn’t tell you where your card was, did he?” he answered, pinching Green’s nose closed and preparing to give him mouth-to-mouth.
 
    
 
   After the ambulance left with Green barely alive from what appeared to be a broken neck and maybe a fractured skull, I dropped onto the couch. With my hands between my legs to quell the shaking, I explained again to Sal what happened.
 
   He took notes in a white spiral notebook, saying nothing. When he finished, he walked into the kitchen and talked with another officer. The door opened and Officer Blalock entered the living room.
 
   He shook his head. “You know I lost the bet.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The bet? You know? We all had a bet going as to whether you would end up killing him or just maiming him.”
 
   “Ha. You lost? That means you were betting I would kill him.”
 
   “Yeah,” he smiled. “Figured you’d do him in just for messing up your place.”
 
   I nodded. “Good reason, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   He grinned and walked into the kitchen. I started in there to see what the big powwow was about, but Dwayne came out and stopped me.
 
   “They’re leaving soon. Do you want to stay at my trailer for the night?”
 
   I thought about it. Staying with him would be a good way to get some sleep. My apartment had become one big violated mess.
 
   “Yeah. I think so.”
 
   “Want me to throw some of your stuff in a bag?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’ll do it. Your Granny would be mighty pissed if you handled my unmentionables.”
 
   He laughed. “She’d be more pissed if she knew the unmentionables I handle on a regular basis.”
 
   I snickered. “By the way, I’ll get your money tomorrow.”
 
   “What money?” Dwayne asked, confused. I hadn’t forgotten, but he obviously had.
 
   “That ‘help me’ money, Dee. You earned every cent.”
 
    
 
   It was almost midnight when I no longer gritted my teeth or flexed my fists. I curled up on Dwayne’s couch dressed in a dorm shirt and socks and wrapped in a flannel blanket. Dwayne made hot green tea with cream and sugar, just the way I like it.
 
   He lolled in the recliner, drank beer, and told me funny stories. My mind worked overtime though, and I missed some of what he said. My cell phone sat right by my elbow, and I kept glancing at it, hoping I could will it to ring. It didn’t.
 
   Finally, Dwayne tired of trying to entertain me and flipped on the television.
 
   A breaking news report was on telling about the attack on me by Levi Green. The story proclaimed by a heavily made-up Charlotte Dillon said he was in serious condition at the hospital. When had she made it to television news? I felt completely out of touch.
 
   The report ended, and they went to a commercial. A quick showroom flash and a spiel about quality furnishings at Fine, Fine, Fine Furniture.
 
   I sipped the cooling tea. “Please turn it off.”
 
   Dwayne flipped the station until one of the kid’s channels came into view.
 
   “There, that should be safe enough. I wish I had Shrek on DVD. You would love the donkey dude.”
 
   I didn’t answer. My cell phone began vibrating. In my haste, I missed the edge of the table with my teacup, dropping it and making a mess.
 
   It was the Mamas calling, worried about me.
 
   “I promise to come over to see you tomorrow and stay for dinner,” I told Nancy. They were satisfied with that. In the middle of mopping up the tea mess, my phone rang again. It was Sal.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “We got his prints.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “He’s our guy.”
 
   A loud sob escaped my lips, and I dropped the phone as I collapsed into a puddle of hysterical crying.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   It had been a month since Green attacked me. He’d been identified as Rick’s and Joe’s killer through the modern technology of forensic science. Part of it I wasn’t privy to, but I felt sure he’d been dumb enough to leave a fingerprint behind. Not that it mattered much. He’d remained unconscious and died a few days after arriving at the hospital. I couldn’t make myself feel sorry for my part in his death, but at some point, that detail would come back to haunt me.
 
   Fall whispered on the horizon. I stood looking out the window, watching the kids walk past the apartments on their way to school. The temperatures had fallen into the seventies, and I considered taking a run in the park or trying to find a tennis partner. Fall always made me want to move my body before the long cold days of winter set in.
 
   The old fear of my disk or disks being found by the police and maybe, ultimately, being viewed by strangers or even worse, my aunts, returned. I wished I could find them. It was likely too late, though. They were probably already in police custody.
 
   I crossed my arms and closed my eyes. I needed to prepare myself for the eventuality that they would surface someday soon. I needed to steel my heart and my mind. I needed to have a plan for what I would do then.
 
   I gazed out at the world again.
 
   I needed to resume living.
 
   Aside from eating at the Mamas’ house or signing papers for the police, I hadn’t stepped foot out of my apartment. And all those times had been done under duress. Katie had returned from Ireland, and had come by to visit, but I was asleep. I promised her that we would get together soon. She understood, or at least she said she did.
 
   Dwayne spent an abundance of time at South Lake Police Department these days. We talked every day, and I tried to drag out of him what he was doing, but he acted mysterious and said I would see soon enough.
 
   I turned from my window-watching and plopped down on the couch for another round of television court drama. My cell rang, and I considered not answering. I didn’t want company, and I didn’t want to have to make sparkling conversation. The display showed Dwayne’s number.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “You mind if I come over?”
 
   “I don’t know Dwayne. I’m sort of busy.” The television blared. He’d never buy it.
 
   “Come on Wall-ass,” Dwayne said on the other end. “I have something to show you. I won’t stay long.”
 
   If it had been anyone else, I would have pointedly said no. As it was, I owed him too much for that. “Okay, but really, let’s make it fast.”
 
   He agreed and hung up.
 
   In the short time it took for him to drive over, I threw on clean jeans and a Vikings jersey and twisted my hair up into a clip. I knew it looked ratty, and needed cutting, but it was only Dwayne, so I didn’t care.
 
   When he arrived, he knocked on the door, and it sounded like he used a hockey stick. The loud rat-a-tat shook me to my shoes with its irritating noise.
 
   I opened the door, and he strolled through, laden with an armload of miscellaneous electronic equipment, two laptops, a mini camcorder, and cables and cords.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   He grinned. “Video stuff.”
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “And what are you doing with it?”
 
   “This ain’t all of it,” he assured me, dumping it on my couch. “The rest is in my car trunk.”
 
   “I repeat, what are you doing with it?”
 
   “It’s our new business.”
 
   A shotgun blast would have been softer.
 
   “What? Our new business? I thought you worked alone. And if you think-”
 
   He cut me off. “Think? I don’t think girl, I know. You can’t be livin’ under a burnt bridge not one more day. Life goes on. You and me are goin’ into business. I already have the plans made.”
 
   I stifled the urge to remind him of my sucky luck as I poked through the pile of equipment and wires.
 
   “Where’d you get all this stuff?”
 
   “Green.”
 
   I saw lights flash before my eyes and heard the roar of a tornado. “How could you have done that? He’s—”
 
   “Dead. Yeah, I know. Believe me. I went with Sal to Green’s office downtown, near the river. He told me that after due process we could probably buy all grisly dude’s stuff for a good price. I waited until the auction came up and voila! Here it is.”
 
   “And what do you want it for? I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot pole.”
 
   “Weddings, of course. Or corporate. Maybe even surveillance. That is my specialty you know.”
 
   Old Sir Vaylance. His middle name. Of course. “So you’re still going to be a big investigator?”
 
   “Hell to the naw. We’re going into the videography business.”
 
   I sat down on the edge of the couch and glanced up at him. He was serious.
 
   “I’m getting too damned used to your wild schemes. You might be nutty, but you’re good,” he told me, with a toss of his hand.
 
   I guess I didn’t look convinced.
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “Anyway, I thought you liked being filmed.”
 
   I gasped before slapping at him. He dodged the poorly aimed punch, so I kicked at him.
 
   “That was low, Brown. Loooow.”
 
   “That’s awright, Wall-ass. We gonna get you behind the camera this time, and you’ll be a real star. Get your name etched in digital zeros and ones.”
 
   He scuttled backward like a rat, grabbing at the door when he reached it. “Gotta get the rest. Don’t go nowhere.”
 
   I gaped at the empty place where he’d stood. He’d effectively taken care of all my problems in one fell swoop. I had a job. I had a life. I had a reason to get up each day.
 
   Strange how things turned around.
 
   The man responsible for my upheaval was dead, and his most valued possessions were now in my living room. There was a little justice in that.
 
   Curiosity caused me to walk to the window and watch Dwayne as he unloaded his car. Arms laden with more equipment, he waddled back to the stairs and came up.
 
   Besides the ton of small items that he carried, he toted a sign under one arm. I pulled it from him. It was brilliant royal blue with bright white lettering, and adorned with angel wings painted with glittery iridescent paint that winked at me as I turned it up to the light.
 
   “Video Angels?” I asked.
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah. Shaft and Shadow. Avenging angels, helper of all. Have camera, we’ll grovel. Hell, it’s all your idea anyway.”
 
   My heart swelled with pride. He had been busy putting in hard work on behalf of us both while I tried to gain normalcy. He’d included me, and although it would seem strange to another, he’d left me out. That wasn’t done out of simple friendship but out of shared experience.
 
   I wiped the tears running down both cheeks, and fixed my gaze on the sign.
 
   “Partners,” I whispered.
 
   “Damn Skippy,” he answered. I heard the soft whir of a camera and looked up to see the blinking red light.
 
   He peered around it. “It’s for Sal. He wants to compare you to the others.”
 
   “What others?” I asked, immediately on the defensive.
 
   “The ones he found in Green’s office.”
 
   Horror raced through me. Sal had seen them. My full monty had been discovered at last. “No!”
 
   Dwayne sashayed over to me and held out the camera. “Naw. I’m just kidding.”
 
   I took it, and he walked back to the assortment he’d just brought up. He stacked five DVDs together, and one SD card, and laid them on my coffee table.
 
   “Here ya go. Ramirez wouldn’t watch even one. He saw the names on them and gave them all over to me.”
 
   I set the camera down and lifted one of the disks. It had my name on it. The others were similarly marked. At least Rick had the decency not to add girl gone wild to the name. For the first time in a long time, I smiled.
 
   “Well, hello Sunshine, brightness is your name,” Dwayne quipped with a grin.
 
   I gaped at him.
 
   He headed for the door.
 
   “More?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. I gotta go before you find out that I didn’t share ole Sally’s honor. I watched every damn one of them. Twice.”
 
   I threw the DVD in its case at him and missed as he shut the door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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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 years gone by where 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 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 area of our offices. 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 I 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?”
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