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A timpani roared to life, and I could feel the reverberation in my chest just as she took 

off…leaping like she wore angel’s wings, hanging in midair with effortless grace.  

The art of ballet. Who would have ever thought that I, Booker T. Adams, a South Dallas kid 

who grew up with a poster of Jordan defying gravity on his wall, would even have an opinion 

about the artistry on display this evening. I’d just watched two hours of a ballet and had not even 

thought about shutting my eyelids. It might have something to do with our vantage point. 

Platinum seats. But observing female ballet dancers, how they soar through the air with such 

power and elegance, their ability to evoke emotion while not saying a word, was stirring. On the 

other hand, watching male dancers, their packages accentuated like the top of a Christmas tree, 

was like being forced to view an hour of male enhancement commercials sitting next to Momma 

on the couch. 

Casting a gaze across the auditorium at Winspear Opera House in the heart of the Arts 

District in downtown Dallas, a sea of eyes riveted on the stage, I knew I wasn’t alone in my 

assessment. I’m sure about half the crowd—check that, maybe two-thirds—appreciated the 

glorification of the male anatomy.  

Long, soft fingers interlocked my hand, and I glanced at Britney, her eyes so blue they 

twinkled, even in muted lighting. She gave me a brief wink, gripped her free hand around my 

bicep, and returned her focus to the stage, a mesmerizing version of Sleeping Beauty. She 

shuddered briefly. Cold? Moved by the production? Moved by my presence?  

Perhaps her laying claim to me, my arm, had as much to do with her subconscious need to 

feel secure and safe as it did with warming up her body temperature. I couldn’t help but sneak 

another look at her purple and black lace knit dress, by Alexander McQueen, which hugged her 

lean, taut body. 

An arrow shot into my skull, reminding me that Momma was due back in town in a couple 

of days, if I recalled correctly. I found the timing of the two connecting thoughts perplexing, and 

I couldn’t pinpoint the exact reason. Besides the fact that Momma had never met Britney and that 

Britney’s lifestyle mimicked that of a princess from a magical kingdom, I couldn’t figure it out. 

Or had I? 

Cupping my hands around her fingers that felt as soft as cotton balls, I wanted Britney to 

feel protected, warm, and cared for. We’d yet to use the “L” word, but our mutual appreciation 

was rather obvious, especially after she’d whisked me away on a surprise trip to Cancun on 

Christmas Day. 

Britney had experienced a hell few of us could ever comprehend. Just hours before walking 

down the wedding aisle at the Old Red Courthouse last October, she’d observed her fiancé strung 

up and tied to the face of the clock tower. With onlookers and first responders gawking, and 

others ogling through the magic of cell phone technology, Ashton Cromwell suffered humiliation 



of the highest order, up until the exact moment when a black powder bomb detonated, blowing 

bricks, rebar, and debris skyward, ending his life. I think a piece of Britney went with him. 

Recalling her grief—I was the first person to reach her on the lawn that day—and now 

seeing how she’d willed herself to live a vibrant life, she had my lifelong admiration, my respect, 

and a small piece of my heart, growing by the day. 

Just weeks after six bombs splintered our community, including two that nearly took the life 

of my precious daughter, Samantha, I remembered watching the local news. Andrew Plumlee, a 

demented puppeteer who’d held some bizarre vendetta against the nurses and doctors who cared 

for his sick mother before she perished, had been killed in his sleep by a fellow cellmate.  

The details sounded sketchy—how the perp got access to Plumlee’s cell—but it really didn’t 

matter. Like Oswald’s death so many years ago, Plumlee’s repulsive, selfish acts of terrorism 

were buried with his remains, allowing the people of our fair city to slowly replenish their trust 

in each other. Old wounds, some dating back to the turbulent 1960s, had been ripped apart, and 

skepticism in our justice system quickly evolved into neighbors fighting neighbors. The city’s 

melting pot had become murky in the last fifty years, which unknowingly had enabled a quicker 

healing process, a rekindling of friendships, and forgiveness. 

Rousing applause jolted my senses back into the expansive auditorium as Britney pulled my 

arm upward, and we joined every other person standing to express our admiration for the 

performance. 

“Just brilliant, don’t you think?” Britney’s lips touched my ear, creating a spontaneous 

quiver and an emergence of goose bumps. 

Those supple lips. 

Five rows back, center, our view was akin to sitting in a fifty-yard-line luxury suite at the 

facility often referred to as the Death Star, twenty miles west where the Dallas Cowboys played. 

As much as Britney—and Momma before her—had endeared me to the world of the performing 

arts, I couldn’t go long without my sports fix. After Sunday’s conference championship games, 

we’d know who was going to play in the Super Bowl in two weeks. I chuckled inwardly, 

acknowledging Britney probably wouldn’t have the same enthusiasm for the big game that I did. 

Following throngs of Dallas A-listers into the lobby, Britney threw hand-kisses to people she 

knew, some possibly friends. I’d been introduced to a few couples, and only occasionally did we 

receive awkward or leery looks. 

Britney was a perfect swan, her shoulder-length blond hair pulled back just so, always 

current and fashionable in a way that wasn’t forced or thrown in your face. Her graceful, 

confident gait never crossed the boundary into snobbery. She had an authenticity about her, and 

even with people she’d never met, especially kids, I’d witnessed her kindness. She was a former 

fifth grade teacher, too, which just made sense. The job would have fit her to a tee. Kindness was 

a part of who she was, part of her DNA. 

If Britney displayed the grace and elegance of a swan, I’d probably be described as a black 

panther with a pigmentation issue. Born to a southern black woman with limitless energy and a 

zest to help those less fortunate, and a nomadic, Irish-blooded sales guy who used masterful 



manipulation skills to achieve anything in his life, I’d developed thicker skin than the Gucci 

alligator purse Britney was carrying this evening—except my skin color resembled that of a deer. 

My former routine included wearing navy blue every day as a beat cop for the Dallas Police 

Department. With dreams of making detective some day in the near future, my seven-year career 

abruptly ended because I refused to turn a blind eye to a fellow cop assaulting an innocent man. 

Loyalty was pretty high on my list of personal traits, but it finally became clear that blind loyalty 

put me in the category of being someone’s “boy,” which I’d been called too many times to count. 

Through it all, I came to realize my allegiance and bond was with the city and people of Dallas, 

and all the warts that we shared. I left the police department, unwilling to turn a blind eye, but 

stayed with my community as a private investigator.  

“I understand the Sleeping Beauty performances are sold out for the next six months solid.” 

Ann, a thirty-something brunette and a new friend of Britney’s through their mutual fondness of 

the arts world, had stopped us mid-stride, her fishlike eyes never blinking once. 

Britney reached out a hand and touched Ann’s arm, a shawl draped over it. “Not surprising. 

That was one of the most moving, exciting ballets I’ve seen since I was a little girl.” She brought 

her hand to her chest, and I could feel Britney’s emotional connection. 

Damn, she was the real deal.  

With my arm wrapped solidly around her taut waist, we turned and nearly ran directly into 

an older couple. Britney recognized them immediately.  

Her eyes softened, and her demeanor less bold. “Booker, I’m not sure you’ve met the 

Cromwells, Fulton and Muffin?” 

Ashton’s parents.  

Suddenly self-conscious by the placement of my arm, I didn’t move it, but I could feel my 

breathing pattern pause. A brief awkwardness carried through our small space like a foul odor. 

“It’s nice to meet you.” Muffin’s lips tried to turn upward, but they never made it…as if 

sadness still wrapped her heart. She shook my hand and nodded, and I noticed her fingers and 

wrist draped with clusters of diamonds. 

Muffin’s husband put on a braver face. “Booker, nice to meet you.” His handshake equaled 

my firmness, and he looked me straight in the eye.  

“If you enjoyed the performance half as much as Britney, I’m sure you’ve had a great 

evening.” I kept the conversation light, focused on the ballet. 

“The setting, choreography… it was all wonderful, wasn’t it?” Muffin shifted her gaze to 

Britney, then back to me. I wondered what she was thinking, feeling.  

I opened my mouth, trying to continue the small talk, but Fulton jumped in. 

“Britney, Booker, I want you to know it’s perfectly fine, what you’re doing, We’ve told you 

before, Britney, we wanted you to move on with your life. It’s still painful for us, almost daily.” 

He paused, inhaled a breath, took his wife’s hand. “But you don’t deserve to live a life of regret 

or shame.” 

“Thank you, thank you both,” Britney said, her hand resting against Fulton’s arm. “It means 

a lot. Happiness isn’t something you can plan or predict. I guess you just have to be open to it.” 



I was taken aback with the ease of Britney’s wisdom, and pride oozed from my heart. 

Waving goodbye to the Cromwells, Britney gripped my waist this time, nestling her head to 

my shoulder. Then she kissed it and peered up to me, holding her gaze, a warm, settled smile 

permeating her face.  

“What?” I asked. 

“You’re awesome, that’s what.”  

“Me? You’re the one with Yoda-like phrases.” 

“Excuse me. I’m not a three-foot, green troll, am I?” She winked ever so slowly, adding a 

hint of sensuality. 

I laughed, bringing a fist to my trimmed goatee. “Strong, compassionate, courageous, wise. 

Princess Leia,” I said, nodding with some authority. 

“Was that a subconscious Freudian slip?” she whispered, her breath tickling my neck.  

It actually took me a second to connect the dots. “Ahh.” I smiled, leaned in and kissed her, 

ignoring people shuffling by us in all directions. 

“I want you,” she said. She kissed me, then bit my lip. 

I think my jaw dropped. I looked around for an exit, wondering if she meant now.  

“You think we’re going to throw down in the bathroom or something?” Her face twisted, but 

wrinkles were still hard to find.  

I think she enjoyed seeing me squirm, losing my mental equilibrium. 

“I…uh. Well, no. You just surprised me, that’s all.” 

She goosed me in the ribs. “Later, Booker. Something to look forward to. First, we have the 

meet-and-greet with the cast.” 

Pressing me against her side, we glided through doors to a large lounge area named after 

some millionaire from the private sector. Contemporary art was splashed on the walls—orange, 

chrome, and muted grays surrounding us. Bars anchored each end of the trapezoid-shaped room, 

an array of beveled glass mixed with polished metal. Sandwiched in between were small round 

tables with decorations in the middle, and white leather studio chairs. Themed Sleeping Beauty 

music piped through hidden speakers, the whole place abuzz waiting for the cast to show up. 

“White wine, chardonnay?”  

“You read my mind, thank you. I need to rest my puppies,” she said through gritted teeth, 

glancing down at her feet standing on top of four-inch, leather-strapped heels. She wiggled her 

toes. 

I scooted in line behind two guys wearing tuxedos, and I suddenly felt underdressed. Then 

again, I thought I had a sharp look going on. Britney had convinced me to drop my vintage black 

leather jacket and instead wear a Hugo Boss blazer she’d bought for me, gray houndstooth, 

which played well with my blue shirt and black, flat-front slacks. I’d even traded my Doc Marten 

boots for a pair of Cole Haan loafers, complete with a buckle strap. 

“Picking the right whiskey is like picking the right girl. It has to be aged perfectly,” said 

Tuxedo One, jabbing his buddy while checking out a waitress walking by. He snapped his thumb 

and forefingers together like an alligator jaw, and I thought he might reach over and pinch her 



ass. 

I suddenly caught a waft of an overbearing musky cologne. Bringing a hand to my nose, I 

stopped all airflow. I couldn’t determine which of the pair was committing the first-degree 

odorous felony. 

“Yeah, dude, we’ve got to ditch our women tonight, I’m telling you. There’s just too much 

poon in this high-class opera house for us not to walk out of here with a piece for each of us.” 

Tuxedo Two slithered his tongue at the next waitress. She noticed, then diverted her eyes, a look 

of revulsion covering her face. Perhaps she wondered how such trash had been able to afford 

platinum seats, a chance to meet the cast.  

One more obnoxious act out of the Tuxedo twins, and I’d personally toss them out of the 

building. For now, I gave them stern looks, the kind that said, “Stop acting like juvenile 

douchebags, or this black man is going to kick your ass.” 

Tuxedo Two caught my coach-like glare, nudged his buddy, and like two immature middle 

school kids, they quickly straightened their posture and shut their traps before taking their drinks 

back to their dates. 

My cop gig had ended months ago, but it seemed like part of me would always feel the need 

to protect the innocent—or at least attempt to reign in those who insulted our intelligence, or 

assaulted our senses, in this case. 

While I waited on the chardonnay and my whiskey sour, I took in the scene from that end of 

the lounge, sweeping downtown views through fifty-foot glass windows, polished metal 

strategically placed to compliment the vignette. A red and gold glow from the center dome of the 

complex outlined walls and bounced off glass. 

Scratching my chin, I chuckled, thinking about my old buddies from the hood. I could just 

hear them razzing me for rubbing elbows with so much money and culture, not just once, but on 

a rather repetitive cycle, all thanks to Britney dragging me into the land of the privileged—not 

that it took a great deal of convincing for me to accompany her.  

“Ebony and Ivory are punkin’ everyone livin’ in their bullshit harmony world,” one of my 

high school buddies would say. 

Removing a set of keys from my pocket, I recalled my first paying case as a private 

investigator, locating a so-called investment consultant who’d swindled my best friend’s sister, 

Jenna Parsons. She’d watched her husband die of heart disease, put me out of my travel misery at 

the time, offering to pay for my investigative services with a five-year-old Saab 9-3 that her late 

husband kept under a tarp in the garage. It was the best present I’d ever given myself, if the 

result of hard work and putting my life on the line was indeed an act of giving. 

I thumbed the logo on the black leather Coach key ring, which Britney had given me in a 

spur-of-the-moment purchase, coasting through a local high-end mall.  

How could a former fifth grade school teacher wear designer clothes, own season tickets to 

every cultural event in Dallas, swipe her plastic on anything that caught her eye, and generally 

look like a million bucks every time I saw her? For starters, through my special “undercover” 

work, I’d learned her million-dollar look was au naturel, even right out of bed in the morning.  



She’d also confided in me that she’d signed a prenuptial agreement with Ashton—I’m 

certain it was to protect his family fortune in case their romance was more of a fling and not a 

lifetime achievement award. Apparently, the prenup kicked in upon the signature of the marriage 

license. Thus, when Ashton died, Britney received a six-figure, one-time payment, and another 

twenty-five thousand a month until she died or was married.  

While those numbers astounded me, she reminded me that Ashton’s family was worth one 

point four billion dollars, and Ashton was set to inherit at least half, since he had just one 

younger brother. She’d agreed to never speak poorly of the family, which she said was the easy 

part—they’d always treated her with kindness and respect. And, in meeting the Cromwell 

patriarch and matriarch, I had just seen that for myself. 

Britney’s gifts were always thoughtful and, as she’d stated more than once, needed. We’d 

already had a couple of discussions about her throwing so much money around, especially on 

me. I didn’t feel comfortable with the constant monetary attention, and I had to admit I was a bit 

old-fashioned when it came to dating. Generally, I expected to pay.  

Guilt wasn’t a word in her vocabulary, and she certainly wasn’t skilled in throwing it in my 

face—another reason why I’d allowed myself to open up and feel close to her. But I knew on a 

couple of occasions I’d felt more like her gigolo than her equal. We’d joked about it, and after 

one particular evening when she’d taken me to the Meyerson Symphony to see Steve Martin’s 

band, which followed dinner at the five-star restaurant, The French Room, Britney glided off to 

my condo bathroom and emerged looking like a female version of David Lee Roth. An 

incredibly hot, sexy version that is: her hair moussed to the max, wearing nothing more than 

heels, a push-up bra, pink lace panties, melon-sized sunglasses, and a pink boa. She bopped to 

the cheesy video, “Just a Gigolo,” mimicking Roth’s zany dance with high leg kicks, like she 

was a member of the Rockettes. 

We laughed our asses and clothes right off, ending the night connected at the hip. 

“Here you go.” Handing Britney her wine, I nuzzled my nose against her fruity hair, softer 

than puffy clouds. I think my eyes shut for a moment. 

She placed a gentle hand on the side of my face; then out of nowhere, trumpets blared. 

All heads turned to the main entrance and in walked the cast members from the ballet, 

waltzing toe to heel, as smoothly as if they were sashaying across the stage in slippers. I’d 

experienced my first-ever formal meet-and-greet a couple of weeks prior, following the musical 

performance of Wicked. I think it won some type of Tony Award, and it was pretty obvious why. 

The female lead, Courtney Johnson, who played Elphaba, reset the standard for a witch of the 

wicked persuasion, in both raw talent and the way she carried herself. When she finally got 

around to meeting us, she had this aura about her that said she was a star, and the musical was 

her launching pad to megastardom. She had that kind of talent. 

Spontaneous applause echoed off steel and glass, as cast members did their best to nod and 

try to blend in with those who’d paid for the opportunity to mingle. 

“Our names aren’t on the side of the building, or on any other door, wall, or piece of tile, so 

we might be last in line again tonight,” I said to Britney, adding a playful roll of my eyes. 



Just as Britney turned to me, a face appeared at our table. It was the female lead, although 

she looked more mature than on stage, with light brown, wavy locks sloping to her shoulder 

blades, set against ashen skin. 

“I want to thank you for coming to see us tonight.” Her voice was pleasant, as if this whole 

social gathering wasn’t a beat down for her. “Olivia Dunham, nice to meet both you.” She 

smiled, shook our hands, her manner poised and polished. 

“You guys did an amazing job. Just wonderful,” Britney said. 

“Thank you. It’s a lot of hard work, but I guess it’s paying off. This is my first lead role.” 

“Wow. How’d you get your big break?” I was genuinely intrigued. 

Bringing tiny fingers to her mouth, she glanced toward the expansive array of windows, 

lights glistening across the city. “I actually owe it to one of my old instructors just down the 

street. Booker T. Washington, the performing arts high school. Are you familiar with it?” 

Britney shifted her eyes to me, releasing a giggle.  

Nodding to Britney, I smiled and said, “You could say that. My name is Booker. Booker T. 

Adams. No relation, of course.” 

Exposing starch-white teeth, Olivia’s round face lit up. 

“I’m a South Dallas guy, and my mom named me after Booker T. Washington. Different 

middle name, though. My dad picked that one out. He had some fascination with presidents. He 

liked Truman.” 

Britney shifted her head. I did a quick double take, then focused on Olivia, who was 

extending a wayward finger while her eyes appeared to search her memory banks. 

“Wait a second,” she said more to herself than us, her hand now pressing against her 

forehead. “I know it’s been almost ten years for me, but I vaguely recall a teacher or instructor 

having a son named Booker. I thought it was Booker T. Washington, though.” Round, brown 

eyes narrowed a bit. 

“I can probably fill in some holes for you. My mom worked at the high school, first in the 

cafeteria, then later in the library.” 

Olivia nodded; Britney swirled her wine and took a sip. 

“While my dad’s last name was…is, obviously Adams, my mom’s full name is Vera 

Washington. If she had her way, my full name would duplicate the original, the man who sought 

to peacefully unite our country, founded a university, and used education to build a bridge of 

equality.” 

For a brief second, both ladies ceased movement. 

“What?” I almost smelled my armpits. 

“Wow, that was quite eloquent. The original Booker T. was an inspirational speaker. Maybe 

you’ll carry on the tradition,” Olivia said, her tone suddenly more serious. 

Britney patted my shoulder, then looped her arm around mine. “Yep, my boyfriend here is 

one of a kind.” She winked at me. 

Glancing at her, I made a mental pause—I’d never heard her utter that term: boyfriend. I 

guess we’d never formalized any aspect of our relationship. It just happened, and that’s what 



made it feel so authentic.  

“I think I remember a Ms. Washington working in the library.” Olivia nodded while forming 

another smile. “Small world, huh?” 

“Amazing, isn’t it?” I knew of many well-known performers who’d graduated from BTW. 

Olivia was now on that list. 

“Your mom still there, helping to educate the next line of great performers?” Olivia twisted a 

curl in her hair. It was playful, while also a bit flirtatious, or so it seemed. 

“Actually, Vera—” 

“First name? She’s your mom,” Britney smacked my shoulder in a humorous manner. 

Smirking, I said, “Momma actually studied to get her RN degree while working at BTW. 

She travels the world now, responding to natural disasters, taking care of orphaned kids from 

civil wars, famine, poverty. I have to admit, she’s a pretty incredible woman.” 

I felt a hand on my left arm, not claimed by Britney at the moment, and realized that Olivia 

had slid around the small table and was now huddled next to me. It felt a bit awkward. 

“She sounds special. I feel like I need to meet her all over again.” 

I felt a buzz against my leg and reached for my cell phone. I held up a hand and stepped 

away from the girls, who continued their conversation like they were besties.  

I’d received a text from Justin, my longest friend, current landlord of my PI office just above 

his bar, The Jewel, and the brother of my first client. 

“Sis tells me the chef has not sent payment last 2 months. Might be time to pay him a visit.” 

Huffing out an annoyed breath, I knew I couldn’t ignore my core business longer than just a 

few hours, and this message related to my first case.  

I made a mental note to hunt down the chef tomorrow, then thumbed a response to Justin.  

“Im on it.” 

“Ahhh!” 

A horrific shrill pierced the pleasant buzz of conversation and dance music. I swung my 

body to a side door, where a thin girl in jeans and a pink striped button-down shirt bounced up 

and down, her face fire-engine red, hands trembling. 

A fifty-something woman, maybe a producer of some kind, ran up to the terrified girl. 

“What, what is wrong?” 

“I…I…I.” She couldn’t speak in between gasps of despair and crying. 

“Yes, spit it out, Kirsten.”  

“Girl, dressing roommmm.” Her voice shook like she was attached to a jackhammer. 

“Girl in a dressing room. What about her?” The woman, with gray highlights and blue veins 

snaking down her hands, gripped the younger girl.  

Instinctively, I edged closer. 

“Not…not…moving.” Her skin had turned ghost white. 

I think she was in shock, unable to communicate. 

“What are you trying to tell us, dear child?”  

“I…found…” 



Now just two steps in front of them, I couldn’t help but speak up. “Kirsten, can you take us 

to this girl in the dressing room?” 

Slowly her eyes shifted to mine, and she nodded twice. Then, turning her gaze back to the 

producer, she ripped away her arms and sprinted back through the door. Glancing at the 

producer, I darted out of my stance, wondering if Kirsten was having some type of nervous 

breakdown. The producer and others were on my heels, but I kept my eyes on the pink-striped 

shirt, whose body moved far quicker than her ability to communicate words. 

“Hey, slow down,” I yelled out. 

She pushed off a wall, and I noticed her penny loafers sliding a bit on the slick carpeting. 

She disappeared around a corner, and when I reached the same point and turned my head, I 

caught a blur of pink scooting left around another bend. 

Was she now trying to evade us? Racing down the hall, I wondered if her hysteria could 

have been self-induced, connected to some act she had committed, and her only way of dealing 

with it was to run away as fast as she could. 

I hung a left and the hallway was empty, not even the remnants of a shadow. I paused and 

held my breath. I didn’t hear any footsteps in front of me. Extending both arms out, I moved 

quickly down the corridor, red walls with black-framed pictures of dancers, singers, performers 

of all ages. A door on the right was open. I jumped inside and found fresh flowers, an open can 

of soda, and countless makeup tubes and canisters. Back in the hallway, I found a closed door, 

jiggled the handle. It was locked.  

“Hi…” I knocked, unsure if I’d find Kristen or someone else. 

I put an ear to the door. I heard nothing. Scooting down to the end of the hall, I hit a T, 

another hallway with numerous doors left and a single door on my right. I went right twenty feet, 

then turned into a partially-open door. 

I only saw the back of the pink striped shirt, Kirsten down on the ground, knees under her, 

rocking back and forth. I heard a whimper. 

“Are you okay?” I could feel a reverberating thump in my ear. 

Moving around her, I saw a body, a motionless girl lying on her back. 

“What happened?” I asked, kneeling down next Kirsten, looking into her eyes, tears welling 

up. She only shook her head, staring down at the girl. 

I glanced back at the girl, her eyes closed and mouth slightly open.  

“Holy Mother of Jesus.” I spotted a small hole in the girl’s forehead, just a smidge of dried 

blood around the edges.  

Suddenly, a throng of people clamored into the doorway. 

“Oh my God!” the producer exclaimed between deep breaths, at least a dozen people behind 

her stretching their necks. 

“We have a dead body. Gunshot to the head.” I looked down at the girl no longer breathing. 

My heart jumped. I knew this girl…from last week. 

“Dear God, it’s Courtney,” an accented man’s voice said. 

The musical star had suffered a wicked death. 



2 
 

 

I awoke with a silky smooth knee nestled against my inner thigh, within inches of my groin. 

Normally, I might wince and knock it away. But I trusted Britney, even when my balls were on 

the line. 

With her legs intertwined with mine and her face resting against my bare chest, I could feel a 

soft purr escape her full lips. I wrapped my left arm around her body, my hand fitting just so into 

the curve at her hip. She’d worn one of my old college T-shirts to bed, full of holes and a few 

paint stains. It stayed on for about five minutes. 

An owl’s throat-yodeling trill echoed outside the bedroom window, and streaks of light 

cascaded across the wood and bronze ceiling fan in my first-floor condo bedroom, creating a 

warped shadow on the ceiling. The place wasn’t much, about eight hundred square feet, but it 

was mine, or at least the bank’s. It had me written all over it—simple, no frills, just enough décor 

to let you know I was human, and it came with a built-in roommate who was fast asleep in the 

living room. How did I know he was asleep? If he was awake early on a Saturday morning, with 

his ear-splitting squawk, we’d be on the verge of committing a homicide. 

I took in a shallow breath, not wanting to rock Britney from her peaceful slumber. While I 

always pledged to get more sleep, it rarely if ever happened. And despite staying at the opera 

house three hours longer than planned, once my eyes cracked open, the gears in my brain started 

chewing on data. 

Spotting a hole in the shadow pattern on the ceiling, I recalled the scene in the dressing 

room as word of Courtney’s death splintered the crowd. Despite my pleas asking everyone, 

including Britney, to walk back to the lounge, a throng of people practically bull rushed the 

room, as if they couldn’t believe one of their own had perished. Gasps spewed out of every 

mouth, and several people, women and men alike, spilled tears. One woman fainted, while 

another hyperventilated. We gave her a sack to breathe into. Their responses only increased the 

urgency to call the paramedics. 

Within ten minutes, the facility was crawling with cops, detectives, CSI techs, and two techs 

from the coroner’s office, in addition to paramedics. While emotions surged all around us like 

unrelenting waves, I knew the folks attending to the crime scene were attempting to drown out 

the drama and focus on the facts.  

I was acquainted with a couple of the blue uniforms, although neither was a close friend. I 

could sense a little attitude coming from their direction, whether it was from working a homicide 

so late at night or because they resented me and my new life, believing I’d hit the jackpot lottery, 

rubbing elbows with the high and mighty. The pit of jealousy acted like a self-inflicted, bleeding 

ulcer. It could only be stopped by realizing no one was keeping score in the game of life—at 

least no one who mattered. Few of us were given anything in this world, whether it was by name 

or by anointment, without some degree of sacrifice or hard work. 



I had no ill will toward the men and women in blue who served the community, at least not 

most of them. One asshole in particular was on my shit list, and I didn’t expect that sentiment to 

subside this millennium. 

Given my police background and my eagerness to learn more about the budding case, I 

knew where to position myself, allowing me to capture some interesting tidbits.  

The dressing room belonged to a dancer from the cast of Sleeping Beauty, Eduardo Garza. 

The actor had plopped to his knees when he came upon Courtney. Despite his chiseled looks, 

with thick, brown hair parted to the side, his face drooped with anguish the moment he saw her 

lifeless body. Tears filled his eyes as friends and fellow cast members tried to comfort the man. 

He looked to be close to twenty-five years old and small of stature: five six, five seven tops.  

I overheard a coroner speaking with a mustached detective. As I’d guessed, initial cause of 

death was a gunshot wound to the forehead, nine millimeter by the size of the hole. No weapons 

had been located in or near the dressing room. While cast members and patrons all whispered 

questions, I heard no viable theories. Apparently, Courtney knew Eduardo, but even that fact 

wasn’t verified.  

Retrieving information without a uniform or badge would be arduous—if it was my case to 

solve. And the only way that would happen was if someone hired me. Courtney was a beautiful 

girl who had a gift most artistic performers only dreamed about. From our brief interaction at the 

Wicked meet-and-greet last week, she exuded confidence but was also amazingly humble, and 

had told us she was grateful for people paying to see her perform the trade she loved.  

Releasing a long breath, my gut had a sensation of emptiness, not unlike most homicide 

crime scenes I’d witnessed. I didn’t know Courtney well, but seeing her lifeless body a week 

after she brought the house down with a spellbinding performance reminded me of death’s abrupt 

finality. God only knows how it happened, who would want her dead, and why. I recalled 

Eduardo’s emotional response upon seeing Courtney’s body. It appeared authentic, but then 

again, he was a performer.  

Everyone in attendance was interviewed, including Britney. I was concerned that the sight of 

Courtney’s dead body, all the drama and emotion, would elicit gut-wrenching memories for her. 

For a moment, I think she teetered on the edge of falling back into a dark hole of depression. I 

could see a distant look in her eyes, her hands cold and clammy. I waited patiently by her side, 

and when I trotted away to get her another glass of wine to hopefully take the edge off, I returned 

to find her sitting in the white leather chair, her legs crossed, engaged in a light conversation with 

Olivia, the ballet dancer.  

Friendship can happen at the oddest times. But I was glad as hell the two refined ladies had 

hit it off. Given what she’d experienced already in her young life, Britney needed to see the 

goodness in people. 

More light seeped into the bedroom, and Britney squirmed a bit, lowering her knee. Then 

she gripped my shoulder like she was holding on for dear life. Her chest lifted, and her sleep 

breathing pattern returned. She must have had a dream. I’d have to quiz her later. 

My back felt stiff, and I could sense a desire to jump out of bed, make some coffee, and 



tackle my real job. Never originally part of my life’s master plan, this PI gig was made for me. I 

was independent-minded, suspecting of people and situations, but not yet jaded. I was intensely 

devoted to making a difference in my community, my city. 

Recalling Justin’s text from the night before about his sister and my initial case in the private 

sector, I felt a tad nostalgic about the night I sat in Justin’s bar, The Jewel, and the opportunity of 

my lifetime came across me like a cool breeze on an autumn day. My first case had been special 

for many reasons. A con artist chef who closely resembled Harvey Specter, the suave attorney 

from the hit show Suits, had convinced me not to turn him into authorities if he devised a way to 

pay back my client, Jenna, the twenty-five thousand he’d essentially stolen from her.  

David, the chef who used to moonlight as an “investment consultant,” had overheard 

information about dirty cops, and the only way he’d give up a name was if I promised not to call 

Henry, my friend who was a Dallas County assistant district attorney. 

I held up three fingers and David spilled the name: Ernie Sims. The corporal and I already 

had a history, but my level of interest in his life had catapulted to another level. Eventually, I 

wanted to figure out a way to put that asshole behind bars. 

I’d worked a few other PI cases since the day I walked out of the Dallas Police 

Department—mostly background investigations, digging up dirt on a handful of cheating wives 

and husbands, and an odd pet rescue mission. But they say you always remember your first. 

Jenna had popped my PI cherry.  

Knock, knock. 

“What the hell?” I whispered, jockeying my body to see the clock. It wasn’t even eight 

o’clock in the morning. Slinking out of bed trying not to disturb my sleeping beauty, I slipped on 

some sweats and plodded to the door, preparing for the worst—a Cindy Valentino interaction. 

My overbearing neighbor, who always seemed to pick just the wrong time to drop by, had tried 

every trick in the book to lure me into bed for upward of a year or more.  

“What is it now, Cindy?” I asked with clouded vision while swinging the door open. 

The person on the other side of the door paused, allowing me an extra second to wipe my 

eyes. 

“And who, pray tell, is this Cindy woman?”  

Booker the man just went back in time to feeling like Booker the boy. 

“Momma, hi.” I waved a hand in front of my shirtless chest, my mind still catching up with 

my eyes. 

“Well, don’t just stand there. Give your momma a hug.” My five foot, barely anything 

mother reached up and yanked my neck down. I returned the embrace, my large hands feeling 

more bone than meat on her frame. 

“Momma, have you been treating yourself well? You’re constantly jetting around the world, 

nursing sick kids, but I’m concerned you’re not taking care of yourself.”  

“You forgot about a little prayer.” 

I glanced off to my right and noticed my roommate still mute, thankfully. 

“You’re not following your Momma?” 



I shook my head, already confused by her ramblings.  

“I pray for all the kids I take care of, whether they’re a two-year-old in Guatemala or a 

thirty-one-year-old living in his fancy condo in Big D.” 

I brought a hand to my mouth and chuckled. 

“You saw my place last time you decided to grace us with your presence. Not much has 

changed in the last year.” 

Extending my arm, she ambled a few steps, hobbling a tad, and took in the essence of my 

home. Now more lucid, I finally noticed a dramatic change in her look. 

“You didn’t think I would notice?” 

“What?” Momma had a playful look on her face, which at age sixty-eight had its share of 

“wisdom lines,” as she called them, but she still had a youthful appearance.  

She finally burst out into a full-blown laugh, clapping her hands, her upper body rocking 

back and forth. 

“What do you think?” Holding out four-inch, floppy braids of cornrows sitting on top of her 

round face with prominent cheekbones, Momma danced in a circle, swaying her shoulders back 

and forth, humming a tune she’d probably picked up from locals in Latin America. She reminded 

me of Whoopi Goldberg, or at least half of her. 

Her positive vibe was very evident, and I wondered what else happened while she was in 

Guatemala. 

“Nice look. Very….uh, African, or maybe Caribbean. I’m not sure I could ever pull that off.” 

I swiped a hand by my cropped fro, feeling like I was sixteen. She brought a hand to my 

face. 

“Blame that one on your dad,” she said, popping my cheek. 

“For him being white?” I asked, holding back a grin. 

“No, for being a complete loser. Forgive me, Lord,” she said, pulling out a cross necklace 

and kissing it, then pointing to the ceiling. 

Smiling, I put a hand to her miniature shoulder. “Nice one, Momma.” 

Lowering her gold-rimmed glasses, she stared at me, the whites of her eyes popping from 

her brown skin, a shade darker than mine. Dear old Dad’s DNA had lightened my skin color to 

that of the inside of a Milky Way, but he’d also given me my size and, I suppose, a fair amount of 

athleticism—as if I’d ever admit it to the man whom I’d seen only five or six times since ninth 

grade. 

“Birthday is June thirteenth. You were a Friday the thirteenth baby. Full moon glowing, the 

whole works.” 

“I think that explains everything then.” 

Britney’s cheerful voice. 

Momma and I turned our heads in tandem. I’d nearly forgotten about Britney sleeping in the 

adjoining bedroom.  

“Hey there,” I said, a little too meekly to be believable. 

My overnight guest flipped her flowing hair out of the back of her T-shirt, making it obvious 



she’d just slipped it on. She also wore a pair of simple jeans, as if stretchy jeans that hugged her 

body like a bottle koozie could be viewed as simple. She padded along in her bare feet, toenails 

painted a bubblegum pink. I had no idea she had another outfit stashed in a drawer.  

Britney laid a hand on my shoulder, as if she felt confident in who she was, in what we’d 

become.  

“It’s so nice to meet you.” She extended a hand, then took a step forward and gave Momma 

a quick hug. “Booker has spoken so much about what you’ve been doing in Guatemala. It must 

feel quite fulfilling to make a difference for people who really need care and help in so many 

ways.” 

Momma raised an eyebrow, glanced over at me. I wondered which way this would fall. 

“I’m sorry, I missed your name?” 

“Oh, it’s Britney,” she said, raising up on her toes and rocking slightly. 

“Britney, yeah.” Momma nodded, then shifted her eyes to me again. I knew what she was 

thinking. She wasn’t racist, but she’d always said that she wanted me to share my life with a girl 

who had substance, culture, came from somewhere, and had a passion to change lives for the 

better. In her mind, most white girls represented the easy road and a vanilla existence. 

I couldn’t jump in and provide a dissertation of why Britney was one of a kind. The timing 

wasn’t right. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” Britney asked, walking back toward the kitchen.  

Momma twisted her face, which meant, Does she actually live here with you? 

Before I could respond, my roommate released a highly sexual whistle.  

Momma jerked a hand to her chest, like she’d just heard a ghost. Hardly. It was a lurid 

catcall from my macaw, Big Al. 

“Dear Lord in heaven.” Momma rocked back onto her heels, as heaving breaths morphed 

into a light chortle.  

Glancing over at Britney, she’d stopped halfway to the kitchen, a hand to her head, 

apparently slightly embarrassed at Big Al’s selection and timing.  

Walking toward the metal cage perched in the corner of the living room, I debated reaching 

in there and plucking one of his blue feathers, just to teach him a lesson. Pondering that action an 

extra second, I wondered what it would get me. He’d puncture a hole in my hand, then start 

whistling and belting out rude comments nonstop for hours. He was worse than a strip club 

comedian. Honestly, I think his vocabulary went the R-rated path about a year ago when Justin 

bunked on the couch for a week. 

I joined tall, beautiful, and leggy in the kitchen. She made coffee while I poured myself an 

orange juice.  

“Can we get you anything to eat, Momma?” I called out from the kitchen, knowing I didn’t 

have much in the fridge or cabinet that served as my pantry. 

Hands on her hips, Momma stood in front of the living room windows. 

“So you have a pool too?” 

I leaned toward my prettier half. “She’s either hard of hearing, or she seems to have 



selective memory,” I whispered.  

Britney smirked. “She hears what she chooses to. Didn’t you know, it’s a lady’s 

prerogative?”  

“Yes, Momma, the pool has always been there. It’s just four walls and water, surrounded by 

a slab of concrete.” I felt a little prickle at the top of my spine, sensing my mother’s unease with 

anything that smelled like money. She’d always been wary of those who controlled the world’s 

wealth. I just wondered what she’d say once she learned of Britney’s high-end lifestyle. I 

laughed inside, drawing a comparison between the blunt expressions that escaped from Big Al’s 

beak and my mother’s mouth.  

“Hot cup of coffee, coming right up,” Britney said. 

Smoke curled toward the exposed metal ductwork slanting across the kitchen. 

“How would you like it?” Britney asked. 

“Black, that’s how I want it,” Momma said abruptly.  

Britney’s eyes recoiled, as if she didn’t know how to respond. For the first time since my 

mother had arrived, Britney’s spirit had taken a noticeable blow. I hated seeing her hurt, even if it 

was by my harmless, opinionated mother. 

On the verge of calling out my Momma in front of my significant other, someone knew 

she’d taken it too far. 

“Don’t listen to me, Britney. I’m just full of it today,” she said, flailing her arms. She hooted 

out loud, her own version of forced laughter. “I’ll take a scoop full of sugar and a smidge of 

cream, thank you.” 

I glanced at Britney, and she nodded. I think we both wondered if she’d chipped a hole in 

Momma’s icy exterior.  

Scooting around the counter while gracefully avoiding the single wood column in the middle 

of the living room, Britney handed Momma a burnt orange mug with the University of Texas 

logo on the side. 

“Thank you, Britney. Booker, don’t tell me you’re giving money to the university that tried 

to take away your scholarship?” 

I rounded the column, and out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something pink and lacey 

on the couch. Just as Momma turned to find a seat, I quickly slid on to the couch, orange juice 

sloshing on my gray sweats. 

“Boy, what’s got you in such a tizzy?”  

I looked at Britney, whose face showed a state of near panic. I think she’d noticed the same 

evidence, and she, more than anyone, probably didn’t want Momma to notice.  

“I stumbled into my seat. I need to go clean myself off.” I stuffed Britney’s bra into the back 

of my sweats. 

“Good, while you’re at it, why don’t you put on a shirt? You’re my son and you’re built like 

Superman, but there’s a lady in the house who’s not your mother. Let’s be classy now.” Momma 

plopped down on the overstuffed cushion, setting her mug on the African coffee table she’d 

given me. 



As I shuffled behind the couch, Britney twisted her head slightly, and gave me a wink that 

said, Glad we got out of that one. 

I winked back, but Big Al had to have the last word. 

“Let’s get it on. Let’s get it on. Let’s get in on.”  

“Hush!” I said, noticing Britney turning as pink as the bra stuffed in my drawers. 

“Booker, you go on about your business. I’m not as naïve as you think I am.” Momma 

turned her head and smiled so wide her eyes nearly shut. 

Realizing I couldn’t afford to play social backgammon an entire Saturday—every day was a 

work day in the PI business—I went ahead and took a quick shower and dressed in a standard 

uniform in late January: casual jeans, Doc Martens, gray mock turtleneck with the sleeves 

pushed halfway up my forearms. 

Opening the bedroom door into the living room, I took two steps and paused. Momma 

curled an arm over the back of the couch, her other arm in constant motion, just like her jaw. 

Britney seemed riveted to the conversation, nodding along, then extending a hand to my mother.  

They were bonding, and my heart pinged a little faster for the beautiful blonde. Scooting to 

the kitchen, I made myself busy, booted up my laptop, and listened in to ensure Momma wasn’t 

telling any lies about me. 

“Booker probably doesn’t remember, but I toted his little tush around that high school so 

many days and nights, he probably thought it was a second home,” Momma said. Both ladies 

giggled, glancing over at me. 

“Did any of your friends or colleagues at the school think it was odd to name your son after 

the school you worked at?” Britney asked. 

Clenching my teeth, I dipped my line of vision below the top of the laptop screen, wishing 

Britney hadn’t been so transparent. All the brownie points she’d earned might have just been 

tossed in the garbage disposal.  

“Girl, everyone at that school knew I was one proud black woman. Proud of my heritage, 

proud of the school I worked at. I didn’t stand out. Everyone around me, instructors and students 

alike, were honored to be associated with that type of institution.” 

Sneaking in a sip of coffee, Momma’s back arched a bit more, while I tried to separate 

legitimate email from spam. 

“It’s quite an accomplishment, working and supporting the kids at the high school, attending 

events, yet still putting yourself through nursing school. You’re quite the role model,” Britney 

said, her hand touching Momma’s knee. 

Momma hesitated, her eyes appearing to glisten. Was she getting emotional? 

“You know, Britney, I only did it for that lug sitting in that barstool over there.” 

They both turned, and I smiled like a little kid. Waving, I diverted my eyes back to my 

computer. 

“Sometimes I just needed someone to help watch Booker while I got work done, but I really 

did it to expose him to the arts, hoping some of it would rub off.” 

“And did it?” Britney asked Momma, turning to shoot me a quick wink. 



“He picked up a little piano from a few of the instructors, the students even. I showed him a 

couple of tricks myself.” 

“You can play?” Britney asked Momma, stoking her ego nicely, I thought. 

“Well, I suppose I used to play a little back when I had time. I did enjoy being around such 

creative energy. They gave me life, and I appreciated all they had to offer. Ummm, ummm. Wow, 

some of those kids could really bring it, I’m telling you.” 

Momma’s eyes drifted into the corner, and I noticed Britney’s foot dangling off the couch. I 

envisioned my hands on her toned legs. 

“Has anyone ever really made it in the business after graduating?” 

“So many I couldn’t begin to name them. Edie Brickell, Erykah Badu, and who can forget 

Norah.” 

Britney set her mug on the table and leaned forward. “Norah Jones?” 

“A voice that could melt steel. So melodic, soulful.” Momma brought a hand to her mouth 

and tried to stop from giggling. “Booker, do you remember being serenaded by Norah?” 

I was waiting for this story, so I shrugged my shoulders, preparing for the playback. 

“When Booker turned thirteen, I told him we were going to do something extra special. I 

made him put on his Sunday clothes, and I took him up to the school. Even in the summer, kids 

were always developing their skills, putting on small shows for whoever would show up. Well, 

we caught a show with about five or six performers. At the end, they called Booker down to the 

stage. Oooh weee, girl, that boy of mine did not want to get on the stage. But he did, and he sat 

on the piano bench right next to Norah, who sang him the sweetest version of Elvis’ hit “Can’t 

Help Falling in Love with You.” 

“For reals?” A youthful, teenage slang crossed Britney’s lips as she glanced at me over her 

shoulder. “Who said you haven’t rubbed shoulders with greatness?” 

I nodded, an embarrassing grin taking hold. “It was probably the only time in my life I’ve 

ever truly been starstruck. Even at age thirteen, I knew she was pretty talented. But sitting next to 

her, I thought my heart was going to pop out of my chest. I didn’t tell many of my buddies, but it 

was something I’ll never forget.” 

Britney twisted around to face me as a full smile subsided into a warm glow, her eyes 

penetrating mine. 

“What?” 

“It’s cool to hear stories about how you became the man you are today.” 

Momma gasped, rocking back slightly, yet Britney maintained her gaze a few more seconds. 

“I just hope your new infatuation inspires the same dreamy memories,” she said, winking 

then twisting back around to face Momma. 

“We almost forgot about another talented graduate. We met Olivia Dunham from the 

Sleeping Beauty ballet. She attended BTW.” 

“Right.” Britney nodded.  

That led to us giving Momma a quick rundown from the prior evening. She responded with 

at least three “Dear Lord in heaven” comments, each one more drawn out than the previous. 



“And now you’re telling me you’re a private investigator?” She started chuckling. 

I smiled, but I didn’t get the joke, unless it was on me. 

“Oh no, Booker, I’m not making fun of you. It’s just kind of surreal, you know. You go from 

being this straight-laced cop wearing a blue uniform every day, holding the peace, making sure 

everyone follows the law, to now being more of a freelance man.” She nodded slowly, staring at 

me. “I can feel this is right for you. Can I call you Shaft?” 

“I don’t plan on shaving my head, so let’s stick with Booker.” 

Bonds had been made, and hugs were exchanged. Now the real work could begin. 
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“My tummy hurts, Daddy.” 

Glancing in the rearview mirror, I noticed the corners of Samantha’s mouth turn downward 

as she rubbed her belly.  

I debated pulling out one of the Tums I had stashed in the center console, but thought better 

of it, not wanting to get her hooked on the chalky tablets like her father. 

“I’m so sorry, Mittens. We’ll have you back at Mommy’s in no time. Why don’t you snuggle 

up with Woofies and try to fall asleep?” 

My five-year-old daughter took in a sulky breath, seeking courage to not cry, then leaned out 

of her booster seat to snatch her most coveted item, a stuffed animal. Originally dog-shaped, the 

stuffing had been coddled and molded into looking more like a brown prehistoric reptile, 

snakelike girth in the middle, bulges at either end, and tiny fins attached. Samantha nestled the 

matted creature under her neck, her arms wrapped around the animal with the intensity of a kid 

twice her age. 

Maybe she did inherit her dad’s strength. 

Following Momma’s unexpected visit, I’d received a text from Eva, my ex-fiancée, asking if 

I could watch Samantha while she went into work to finish some paperwork. Eva, a curvaceous 

Latin diva whom I’d left at the alter about five years ago—when she was eight months 

pregnant—was a cop, a profession we’d shared up until my career veered into the private sector 

a few months back. Thankfully, we’d coexisted in the Dallas Police Department, most likely 

because she worked out of Central Division, me at Northeast.  

Our relationship over the years had been complicated, wavering from congenial to cold, 

from feuding to jumping in the sheets—usually right after one of our historic fights. Passion was 

what brought us together, and ultimately it’s what led to our demise as a couple. We both finally 

grew up enough to understand that physical attraction alone couldn’t weather our storms. After 

five years of on-again, off-again signals, Eva and I had both started dating other people in the last 

few months, which, amazingly, brought calm to our relationship and opened communication 

lines for us in parenting Samantha.  

Downshifting the Saab 9-3 into second gear, I glided around the corner, veered right, and 

pulled up to the curb in front of Eva’s duplex. “Okay, Samantha, we’re back at Mommy’s 

house.” 

I yanked the brake and coiled between the bucket seats to check on the usually talkative 

Samantha, extending a hand to her knee. 

In just a couple of minutes, the cutest little girl in the world had fallen into a deep slumber, 

her mouth agape, her chest lifting with each hissing breath. If anything in this crazy world 

softened me, it was Samantha. I truly think she’d only inherited the best parts of Eva and me. 

She had Eva’s thick, brown locks, corralled today by a purple headband, which complimented 



her pink fingernails. Obviously, Eva had taken Samantha for a mommy/daughter manicure.  

Samantha’s head leaned against Woofies, her tiny hands grasping two stuffed legs attached 

by nothing more than stretched fabric. I could still see a little bit of baby fat on her adorable 

hands, which is why I’d given her the nickname of Mittens when she was just a roly-poly baby.  

Rounding the car to Samantha’s side, I noticed Eva pop out through the front door.  

“Did you guys have fun?” Ambling our way, she squinted into the January sun, her arms 

tucked against her chest. She wore a solid white, short sleeve T-shirt, even though it hovered 

around fifty degrees. 

I held a finger to my mouth as I opened the door. “She’s sleeping. Said she had a tummy 

ache and just conked out. Not sure if it’s what she ate, or if she has a bug.” 

Eva ran fingers through her hair, a deep crevice forming between her brows. “What did you 

feed her, Booker?” 

I gave her a sheepish grin. “We went to Exall Park, near my place, ran around like two 

kids—” 

“She’s the kid and you’re the parent, remember?” She raised a single eyebrow and turned 

her face into a light breeze, wavy hair lifting off her shoulders. 

Ignoring the dig, I continued. “We hit every piece of equipment there, the roundabout thingy, 

the tire swing, climbed to the top of the jungle gym and rang the bell. Had a real blast. We were 

both hungry, so we stopped and ate sub sandwiches. She even had apple slices.” 

She popped my upper arm like she was a buddy. “Sorry I went there. I just don’t like seeing 

my little girl sick.” She leaned down into the car to unlatch the booster seat.  

I forced out a breath. “Actually…” 

She turned her head toward me, and all I saw were brown and white eyes. 

“You know how Samantha has this fear of heights?” 

No response, only the glare of two eyes. 

“Well, I convinced her to walk the guided tightrope. Halfway across, she froze and almost 

started crying. I told her if she made it across on her own, I’d buy her a blizzard at Dairy Queen. 

I was so proud of her.” 

I tried smiling, hoping my eyes would avert the laser beams aimed right at me. 

Eva flipped around, squared her shoulders, and set her jaw. “Really? Don’t you know she 

has issues with dairy?”  

“I know, I know.” I held out two arms, deciding it was best to take the strategy of falling on 

the sword. “My fault. Sorry.” 

She let out an I-forgive-you breath, and her voice intensity dropped in half. “I get it. 

Sometimes she’s irresistible. Do you mind bringing her inside?” 

Popping the latches on shoulder restraints, Samantha wiggled in her seat, her eyelids still 

shut. Even without her grinning, I could see Samantha’s matching dimples.  

I carried Samantha inside with Woofies’ slinky tail stuffed into my ear. Laying her on the 

couch, I kissed her forehead, then turned to tiptoe away. 

“Love you, Daddy,” she said softly, her voice gravelly. 



Turning back around, I leaned down and kissed her head again. “Love you too, Samantha. 

Hope you feel better.” 

She exhaled and quickly regained her mouth-half-open sleep breathing rhythm. 

Back in my car, I punched up the other half of Booker & Associates Private Investigations. 

“Catch you at lull?” I asked Alisa, who doubled as the lead waitress at The Jewel. 

“We’re in dry dock right now, so I’m sitting at the bar with my laptop open, catching up on 

BAPI email.” 

Of Alisa’s many talents, her ability to find an acronym for long phrases or names was 

noteworthy. It probably had something to do with the text generation, although she was five 

years my senior. Nonetheless, it wasn’t the reason I hired her, although it afforded me the 

opportunity to add the “& Associates” to business cards and signage. I’d hired her because of her 

natural ability at organizing data with a passion that equaled my own in terms of corralling the 

bad guys. She’d proven herself a perfect fit for the job from the get-go, when she’d volunteered 

to help narrow down a pool of potential suspects in the recent bombings. 

And she didn’t mind working for an hourly wage that fit within my budget.  

“Anything urgent I need to be on top of?” I spoke through an ear microphone, a new gadget 

Britney had purchased for me when she witnessed me juggling a thin phone between my 

shoulder and face while driving a stick shift. 

“We need to talk about our accounts receivables,” she said, clicking away on the keyboard.  

“What’s the problem?” I cruised out of Eva’s neighborhood and drove east toward Central 

Expressway. 

“All of our contracts have a net thirty payment, but we’ve yet to receive one check, 

electronic or otherwise, within thirty days.” 

Suddenly, sounds of glass shattering pinged my ear. 

“What was that?” 

I think I heard her smack her lips. “Dear God, Justin. You act like a self-conscious 

businessman every hour of the day, but you toss around bottles of liquor like they’re play toys. 

What’s up with you?”  

It was obvious she wasn’t talking to me. I overheard Justin’s response. 

“I’ve been practicing some of those fancy bartending tricks. With the big show tonight, I 

thought it might be another way to get the crowd into it. You know, anything to increase the 

revenue.” 

I could picture his crooked, toothy grin. 

“Sheesh,” she said. “Booker, I better get going and babysit Justin before we run out of the 

hard stuff. We should meet for a few minutes when you get here later, just to review the status of 

the accounts and our open cases.” 

I like how she used the term “our.” I said, “It’s a date.”  

“You’re so silly.” 

Cruising under Central Expressway, the silver bullet crossed into Uptown, Dallas’ version of 

nirvana, heavy on the plastic for all the surgically enhanced young people walking the chic, 



urban streets. 

“I’m headed to Marvel right now to remind our Double D friends about their two-month 

overdue monthly payment to Jenna.” 

“Right. You understand you’ve never told me the whole story behind David and Dax and 

why you never turned them into the authorities.” 

I snickered, realizing I’d allowed Alisa’s blond roots—all authentic—to make me forget how 

astute she was. Nothing got past her. 

“All in due time.” 

We disconnected, and I turned left onto Routh Street and spotted the white facade of the 

Marvel restaurant on the right. I typically avoided valet parking, but I planned on David, the con 

artist/chef, giving me a voucher, so I zipped into the circular driveway next to two redheaded, 

freckled teenagers standing behind a lectern with a cursive M on the front. The shorter, wider 

one, wearing a short-sleeve button-down shirt, wiped his nose and appeared at my door in less 

than two seconds. 

“Welcome to Marvel, the number one Asian fusion restaurant in the country,” he said, his 

eyes staring at brick pavers. 

“Impressive.”  

He raised his eyes and smiled, showing a mouth full of braces. I turned and looked at my 

car, contemplating my options.  

“Is it possible for me to leave my car in this spot? I’ll only be about ten minutes.” It sounded 

odd asking for permission to do anything from a kid who probably hadn’t seen a first date yet.  

“Uh, well…” Shuffling a running shoe, he leaned forward to see if his thinner look-alike had 

heard my question. 

Just then, one of the oversized European double doors opened to the restaurant. A man was 

throwing a jacket over white garb, a chef’s uniform. He walked down the sidewalk, under the 

steel architecture affixed to the entryway. 

“Gordon?” 

One glance my direction, then he stopped like a cat who’d just seen a ghost. 

“Booker, I have nothing to say to you.” 

“Didn’t mean to scare you.” 

The Marvel restaurant sous-chef had a reason to carry a chip on his shoulder from our first 

interaction months ago, although I thought it should be directed more at David and Dax than me. 

In an effort to temporarily evade my questioning, David had essentially tossed his unsuspecting 

second-in-command into the lion’s den. I was told Gordon was David, while Gordon himself 

thought he was going to answer questions about the menu. The Double Ds had pulled off a mini-

conspiracy just to buy an extra few minutes for David to escape in his ostentatious Cadillac down 

the back alley. The con artists were essentially liars, pathologically speaking. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his thin, feathered hair jostling from the breeze. 

“Why wouldn’t you think I had reservations? I’ve always been intrigued by how you pull off 

the Spider-Man/Ironman vibe while serving the…” 



I pointed at the valet. 

“The number one Asian fusion restaurant in the country, sir.” His smile lit up the north side 

of Routh Street. 

“That,” I said. 

Gordon checked his watch. “Sure, I guess it’s possible.” He sounded stressed and annoyed at 

the same time. 

“What’s the hurry? David and Dax have you spinning plates while they sit in the back office 

and drool over the money they’re making from their new catering business?” 

David’s brainchild, Double D Catering, was intended to be the funding mechanism for 

returning the twenty-five thousand dollars to my client, Jenna, plus interest. Another fifty-seven 

clients he’d swindled were also flying around like vultures.  

The whole mess started when David had built up a monstrous debt in Vegas. From what he’d 

said—which is meant as the ultimate qualifier—David won more than he lost on most of his 

betting vacations, which apparently bloated his already oversized ego. Then he took a downward 

spiral, to the tune of one point five million bucks. Somehow, the liability changed hands like a 

shell game, and the rights to David’s debt shifted to a seedy gentleman who apparently was 

connected to organized crime.  

Fortunately for David, “the man” saw potential in his financial prowess, which led to an 

invitation to become a minority partner in a privately held company that managed real estate 

investments, called an REIT. It was all too good to be true, however. As part of the terms of 

paying off his Texas-sized debt, David had to forfeit ownership of his restaurant to the REIT and 

agree to convince vulnerable people—including women who’d recently became widowers—to 

invest in their company. It might as well have been called a donation, because the so-called 

investment only paid down David’s debt, and the investors never saw another penny or a 

financial report. 

“I’ve got a new recipe that is literally sitting in the kitchen half-baked,” Gordon said. 

“Kind of like David’s plan to pay back the clients he defrauded?” 

“What?” His eyes shifted, and he seemed confused. 

Maybe Gordon still didn’t know the full story. 

“Never mind. You seem like you’re in a hurry. David making you do all the work?” 

I couldn’t help but take another dig at the guy who was in over his head. 

“You don’t know? That’s why I’m in charge of the kitchen, the menu, the staff. I just can’t 

keep up. It’s like a runaway locomotive and I’m tied to the—” 

“Don’t know what? Where’s David?” Instinctively, I moved a step closer, my voice 

strengthening with each word. 

Gordon set a hand on one hip, then he looked me in the eyes for a good five seconds. “It’s 

Dax. He was mugged three days ago.” 

A rush of adrenaline and guilt swept through my body, eliciting thoughts and a few 

questions. I’d always considered Dax to be an annoying twerp who pampered his other half, 

David, like a pharaoh. The fact he was gay meant nothing to me. I only wondered if this was 



similar to the other acts I’d investigated during the bombing spree. Was it a hate crime? For 

Dax’s sake, and the reputation of Dallas, I wished like hell it was a random mugging. 

“Did you hear me? Dax was mugged.” 

I guess Gordon sensed my shock. 

“Right. How bad?” 

“He was in the hospital for a day. They’re back at the condo and David is nursing Dax for a 

change.” 

Gordon had acknowledged the obvious irony, or was it simply payback for watching David 

yank Dax’s invisible but very tethered leash? Karma’s a bitch…so they say. 

The nearest red-headed valet cleared his throat. I glanced over, and he used his sleeve to 

swipe his nose. This kid must work for the competition. 

“Where do they live?” I asked Gordon. 

“Twenty-five fifty-five North Pearl, number twelve fifteen.” 

Ensuring I didn’t touch the door handle, I shifted around my open car door and set a foot 

inside. “That address came easy. You’ve been there a few times I take it?” 

“They’ve yet to invite me to their new digs, but I’ve had to cook for them every day, and one 

of the busboys delivers the food. I just know the address. It’s one of those fancy new condos. 

Gotta run.” 

Gordon hopped through landscaping, trampling purple pansies and gold violas, and made a 

beeline for his car parked across the street. 

Using my sleeve to grab the handle, I shut my car door and turned the ignition. 

Ha-chew! 

Moving my eyes left, through spit-covered glass, I watched a redheaded valet turn red all 

over. And then I was gone. 
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The sizable, ornate lobby of the Ritz-Carlton Residences was everything I’d imagined—throngs 

of well-coiffed guests bustling around wearing brand names of clothes only Britney would 

recognize, more concierge, doormen, and general help staff than required to support a 

presidential gala, and a subtle, but extremely effective security detail. 

Like everyone in the me-first, modern era, I used my cell phone as a crutch while I reviewed 

options on how to make it up to the Double Ds’ condo without forewarning them about my 

arrival. The mugging story notwithstanding, I didn’t trust either one of them, especially after this 

latest disruption in their monthly repayment plan for my client. 

As I studied the flow of the people, I began to draw assumptions on their purposes. On their 

way out the door or on their way up the tower? Clothing helped me in the formal versus casual 

category, and if I listened to parts of conversations and swiftly observed mannerisms, I could 

determine if they were actual residents or guests. My guess was I had about a sixty percent shot 

at making this work the first time. There would be no second time, as I spotted armed security 

guards posted in at least five locations. In addition, the building actually had elevator operators 

to push the buttons and probably serve as a secondary form of security. Getting into the elevator 

with the number twelve button lit up was the goal. 

“Are you part of the Miller bachelor party? We’re loading the party bus out front.”  

I paused, thinking the man who looked liked a party planner on a cruise ship was speaking 

to someone beyond me. I turned in his direction, and he extended an arm toward the brass-

framed revolving door.  

“Sorry. You have the wrong guy.” I pondered why he’d assumed I was part of that group. 

Maybe because I wore no wedding ring. Who knows?  

I found myself drifting toward people huddling, or even intersecting folks who appeared to 

have a mission—mine was to ride their coattails up to room twelve fifteen. 

“Oh dear, I forgot my reading glasses. Would you be kind enough to run back up and grab 

them?” A fifty-something woman with raccoon eyes and fingernails so long that, as she 

constantly tapped her cell phone, she sounded liked a woodpecker, waved her husband toward 

the bank of elevators. He didn’t say a word in response and lumbered off to my right.  

I couldn’t think of a way to tag along with the beaten-down husband, so I let that 

opportunity pass. I was leaning against a granite wall that outlined a massive fireplace, once 

again thumbing through my phone, my ears honing in on any conversation that could take me to 

the promised land.  

Suddenly, a body pressed against me, a hand grabbed my butt. Just as I turned my head to 

find out who had pinned me, I felt warm, salty breath against my neck. 

“I saw you looking at my…body.” The sultry voice aimed to be seductive, but instead I 

found it creepy and, frankly, inaccurate. 



Just as I opened my mouth, the woman with raccoon eyes squeezed my ass like it was 

Charmin, fingernails digging into my cheek. I lurched a tad, but withheld the urge to push back.  

“Can you—” 

“Don’t say a word,” she ordered through a raspy whisper.  

I caught a waft of salt again, this time mixed with a boozy lime. She must have downed a 

margarita, maybe three given her impassioned come on.  

“I know you want me, and…” She paused, gritted her teeth, and continued assaulting my 

ass. “I think it’s obvious what I want to do to you.” She attempted to raise her eyebrows on a face 

appearing to be coated with plastic wrap, then released a phlegmy laugh, sounding oddly wicked. 

A quick image of my college film class popped into my mind: Dustin Hoffman awkwardly 

evading an older woman’s advances—the mother of his girlfriend—in The Graduate, the classic 

movie with an equally memorable theme song, “Mrs. Robinson.”  

In real life, it was more than awkward…it was obscene, and I started to get pissed off. 

“What the—” 

“Hush, my young stud muffin.” Eyelashes flittered against my lips, feeling more like stiff 

paint brushes. “You and I will rendezvous at midnight, right at this spot. Be prepared to join the 

mile high club.” 

Closing my eyes for a brief second, I prepared to unleash a verbal attack, but I realized she’d 

never remember what I’d say. A couple closer to my age strolled by, hand in hand, appearing to 

have a normal conversation.  

“I love it when Donna and Matt have these open house parties,” the perky girl said.  

I noticed she carried a gift bag, purple tissue paper jutting out of the top.  

“They have so many diverse friends. And, I can’t wait to check out their new condo.” 

Without any internal debate, I slithered away from the clutches of Mrs. Robinson, three steps 

behind the couple. Behind me, I heard a final plea. “Don’t forget. Midnight. I’ll be awaiting your 

hard—” 

Banking left around the other side of the thirty-foot fireplace, I avoided further verbal abuse. 

Ding. 

Elevator doors opened, and the couple angled right about forty-five degrees. Scouring my 

surroundings while moving at a decent clip, I spotted a gray and white stone table with two 

glasses of wine, a corked bottle next to it. Two girls chatted away with their backs to me, each 

one pointing to the other’s phone. Modern communication at its finest.  

Dipping my knees, I swooped up the bottle, noticing it was only half-full, and tucked it 

under my arm, the cork end pressed against my armpit. I followed the couple on the elevator, and 

held my breath. 

“Who are you visiting and what floor?” The elevator operator kept the door open, while 

thumbing through his iPad mini. 

I jumped in first. “I’m here for the open house party.” I coughed, hoping the couple was 

listening. “Donna and Matt…” I coughed again. “Sorry, I have a tickle in my throat.” 

“The Fergusons?” the girl to my right offered. 



I nodded, coughing again. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

“Sure.” I cleared my throat. “I’ll just grab a water once I get up to the Ferguson’s. New 

place. Can’t wait to see it.” 

“Oh, sorry. It’s twelve fifty-four,” she said to the elevator operator.  

He held his gaze on me for a just a second, then flipped around and jabbed the button with a 

twelve on it.  

Bingo. 

Two metal doors started shutting, but just before reaching their destiny, I heard a, “Wait for 

me, stud muffin.” Lifting my eyes faster than my next heartbeat, the leechy woman who’d 

pinned me against the wall just moments before, thrust her arm through a foot of free space, the 

doors closing fast. The elevator operator flung his hand toward the wall of buttons, but he 

misfired, and the doors shut. Three sets of eyes turned my way. 

I shrugged my shoulders, acting like I’d just heard an anonymous drunk lunatic spout off a 

nonsensical comment. It was the truth. 

“Looking forward to seeing Matt.” I nodded, inviting further build-up. 

“I know, right?” the girl said. 

“Fat Matt, the water rat, we call him…” I threw a thumb over my shoulder, realizing I’d just 

painted myself into a corner. 

“Oh, you must work with Matt down at the center, that urban project. What’s it called?” She 

asked, her hand touching my arm. 

I ignored the urban remark, and jumped in headfirst, figuring at this stage I at least was 

going to visit the twelfth floor. “Matt and I have been spending a fair amount of time building 

houses, working with the good folks at Habitat for Humanity.” 

She turned her head, nudging her significant other with an elbow, and he finally spoke up.  

“I need to get involved in the community more. Do you mind introducing me to the right 

folks? Maybe I can join you and Matt.” He looked at the girl, who gave an approving nod. 

“We need all the help we can get. Can you swing a hammer?” I asked, smiling. 

“That might be all I can do,” he replied.  

The girl eyed the bottle of wine. “It’s good to see we won’t be the only people walking in 

with a gift. You see?” She elbowed the man again, and he winced this time, giving her an 

annoyed look. “What do they expect? They invite us to these lavish parties and what are we 

supposed to do, not bring a housewarming gift?” She spurted a chortle. 

I clinked the bottle with a fingernail, and it sounded unnaturally high-pitched, as in half-full. 

My eyes stopped moving, wondering if anyone noticed. 

I think the girl’s eyebrows crinkled for a moment, then I was rescued. 

Ding. 

“Tell the Fergusons that Donny said hello.” The elevator operator tipped his hat. 

“Will do,” I said, stepping into the hallway, a crystal chandelier dangling overhead.  

Twisting my face, I reached into my pocket. “Oh, it’s Janette, my realtor. I gotta take this. 



I’ve been waiting to hear back on an offer,” I said, palming the cell phone like it would 

disintegrate. 

Two head nods.  

“Tell Donna and Matt I’ll be right in,” I said, overtly tapping the phone with my thumb. 

“Oh, what did you say your name was?” the girl asked. 

I nodded with my whole body. “Hi Janette, thanks for getting back to me so quickly. Wait a 

second. What are you trying to tell me?” 

I mouthed, “Sorry” and flipped my back to the couple.  

I waited a few minutes for the hallway to clear and walked in the opposite direction the 

couple had gone, finding twelve fifteen at the end of the corridor. Silver sconces lined taupe 

walls, the curves a vintage look, while contemporary jewels dangled off each candleholder. The 

carpet cushioned each step like I was floating on air.  

I’d yet to step foot into an actual condo, but I was already eager to share my million-dollar 

experience with Britney.  

Still clutching the half-empty bottle of wine, I punched the doorbell and heard an echo of the 

modern chime. Footsteps clipped tiled floor, drawing closer, and then all sound ceased. I paused, 

waiting for a lock to unlatch. Nothing happened. I knew I was being watched.  

“David, if you don’t open this door…” I lifted the bottle of wine, burgundy red, right in front 

of the peephole. “I’m going to remove the cork and pour it all over the carpet just outside your 

door. I’ll give you to the count of three.” 

“One.”  

Not a sound. 

“Two.” 

Still no movement or sound on the other side of the dark wood door. Keeping the bottle in 

his line of vision, I removed the cork and slowly tipped the bottle. 

“Three.” 

“Dammit!” I heard, then the door flew open. “Okay, you made your point. Don’t ruin that 

carpet. They’ll charge me a fortune.” David, wearing khakis, penny loafers, and a button-down 

shirt in a teal and blue leopard print, flipped his head, his idea of inviting me in. 

Nodding, I took three steps and stopped in an octagonal foyer, travertine tile rimmed with 

some type of metallic wood inlay. But it was the center point that attracted my eyes. A vignette of 

what looked like handmade colored vases were displayed on a round, beveled glass table—ocean 

blue, aqua, sea green, each a unique shape and size. One looked like it could have held a genie. 

Hanging from the twelve-foot ceiling was a contemporary chandelier made of similar material, 

matching the ocean blue vase.  

As I took in a waft of what smelled like chicken soup, I noticed a main living area straight 

ahead, but my eyes couldn’t ignore the plethora of paintings outlining the walls, each illuminated 

with a wall-mounted picture light. Shuffling right, my eyes shifted, and my mind started adding 

up all the zeroes. 

“I can see you and Dax are really roughing it.” 



I glanced over my shoulder, and the usually confident, borderline-cocky David—the man 

who usually bore a strong resemblance to the Harvey Specter character on the lawyer TV show 

Suits—had an arm crossed, a hand massaging his temples. 

I wasn’t even sure he heard me. “David, are you with me?” 

“Uh, yeah, sorry. Didn’t quite catch that.” 

Staring off into a swirl of colors, I realized that I, and probably every other person who’d 

interacted with David, had been duped on multiple occasions. While he appeared distracted, 

disheveled, and stressed like I’d never before witnessed, he knew why I was there. Who knew 

what the master manipulator would cook up to avoid the repayment topic? 

“I was talking about your art collection, this array of vases.” 

“Handmade glass, by the way. And the paintings, all one of a kind, were purchased from 

each country Dax and I have visited. The one you’re standing in front of, that’s from Norway.” 

I nodded, taking in the blustery piece that appeared to be a snowstorm bearing down on an 

open swath of prairie. I squinted, reaching a hand toward the painting. Barely visible was a 

single tree, leafless, alone, clinging to life, but at the same time resolute. That was my take 

anyway. 

David stuffed his hands in his pockets, and I noticed red-rimmed eyes. “That tree, Dax and I 

always thought it symbolized the two of us. Even in the worst of times, we’d be able to stand 

strong against all who wanted to take us down, defeat us.” He raised a hand to the corner of his 

eye, then he cleared his throat. 

If this was one of his acts, it might be considered Oscar-worthy. Still, the money contained 

in this foyer alone could have paid my old cop salary ten times over. 

“So how’d you come up with the money for all of this…” I splayed my arms wide, ensuring 

I avoided knocking over the vase display, “…when you can’t afford to pay back the money you 

stole from my client and the others like her?” 

Lifting his chest, he released an audible breath. “It’s not as simple as you might think.” 

“Nothing is with you.” 

He shut his eyes, setting a foot forward. “You’ve got to understand that—” 

Ding-a-ling. 

David held up a finger and marched through the art gallery serving as a foyer and into the 

living area in front of us. 

“I know you’ll do it anyway, but feel free to come on in. I need to tend to Dax,” David said 

over his shoulder while waving a hand over his head. The sound of his hardsole loafers changed 

to a lower pitch as he crossed the living room threshold, wide-plank dark wood covering the 

floors. 

Ambling along, taking in the remaining art pieces, another number came to mind. 

“Eighteen?” My voice bounced off the hollow surrounding, as I questioned the plausibility of 

David and Dax visiting that many countries. David was thirty-nine years old, but Dax didn’t look 

a day over twenty-six. Damn, these guys had been living a jet-setting lifestyle. I’d never asked 

how long they’d officially been a couple.  



Just as my Doc Martens set foot in the living room, my phone buzzed inside my pocket. It 

was a text from Justin. 

Just spoke to Robert Van Winkle. Runnin with large posse. Should be a huge night at The 

Jewel!! 

A friend since thirteen years old, my high school football teammate turned entrepreneur was 

in bar heaven right now. I just hoped the large posse and associated crowd that would invade 

Justin’s place in the next couple of hours avoided any altercations. I was working security as part 

of my so-called lease terms, and the last thing I wanted to deal with was drunk, unruly punks 

who only wanted to ruin the night for everyone else. I punched in a quick reply. 

Hope he rocks the house and your wallet. Later 

I clicked my phone dark, allowing my eyes to take in the scene. David entered the room 

from the left side. 

“I need to get Dax some more soup. It will be just a minute. Can I get you something?” he 

asked, already walking toward a kitchen through another side hallway. 

I paused for a moment, my palate curious enough about David’s chef skills to wonder what 

he could do with a simple bowl of chicken soup. A while back, I’d questioned the bold claims of 

having a top five Asian fusion restaurant, until I read the reviews. Unless they were all bogus, 

David had created a menu that was a destination for those who could afford such a five-star 

luxury. Now claiming the number-one ranking, if there was a six-star price, I’m sure David was 

hitting it.  

Then again, he had to. He didn’t own the restaurant, since all of the proceeds were funneled 

into the REIT owned by “the man.”  

“I’ll pass for now, thanks.” 

I moved a few steps, taking in the full vision of the living room. White chaise lounges 

bordered a stone fireplace, centered on the exterior wall. Six-foot brass lamps hovered over each 

chair, just in front of framed windows. Resting a hand on the white couch in front of me, I 

realized the symmetrical features of the entire condo. Two single chairs flanked the couch, a 

brass and glass coffee table in front. Most of the furniture rested on a ten-by-twenty rug, muted 

burgundy, taupe, and light blue.  

“I’m sure they didn’t run down to Pottery Barn for this.” I touched the toe of my Doc 

Marten to the rug, then shook my head. 

David swung through the living room, tray in hand, then off toward a bedroom. I decided to 

follow and arrived just as Dax slurped in a mouthful of soup. 

Standing at the door, I hardly recognized the normally dapper-dressed man with model 

looks. Propped against a stack of pillows, Dax adjusted his position ever so slightly, yet his face 

contorted into a dozen pockets of stress. It wasn’t hard to understand why. 

Shades of purple and blue clung to bags under his eyes, both outlined in black—a result of 

blunt force trauma of some kind. A square of gauze pad taped to his forehead disheveled his 

usually ultra-cool blond hair. A hump protruded off the bridge of his nose and three other 

bandages were affixed to his face.  



Since he was wearing a robe, I couldn’t detect any other bruising or abrasions, but a cast 

covered his forearm and a good portion of his hand, puffy fingers extending like Italian sausages. 

“Cat got your tongue?” Dax said. His left hand quivered, spilling his spoonful of chicken 

soup on his robe. “Dammit all to hell!” 

David flipped back toward me and immediately raised his arm. “Booker, Dax is on strict 

orders from the doctors to take it easy. He’s still recovering.” 

I nodded and decided to save my questions for David out in the living room.  

“Hope you heal up quickly,” I said. 

Dax paused mid-slurp, apparently shocked my comment sounded sincere, minus sarcasm.  

Ambling back out to the living room, I shook my head, curious about Dax’s mugging, but 

hoping I could steer David’s focus back to the catering business and ensure the installments to 

Jenna would restart, back payments included. 

Glancing right off from the living room, two round columns bordered the entry into a formal 

dining space, anchored in the corner of the building, floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides. 

Drawn to that space, I noticed a door out to a terrace, green-cushioned furniture set just so—like 

everything else in this model home. 

A quick clip of loafer heels, and I flipped my head. 

“Would you like a drink?” David asked, making a beeline to the bar on the far side of the 

dining room. 

“Tonic water if you have it.” I needed to keep my head clear for this conversation and my 

work later at The Jewel. 

“I’m going straight for the hard stuff.” Removing the top from a crystal decanter, David 

poured a translucent brown substance into bar glass. I guessed it was whiskey, neat. He arched 

his head and downed half of it in no time. His lips smacked a couple of times, then he prepared 

my drink and walked it over. 

“It’s a hell of a view,” he said, opening the door. 

I leaned on a wrought iron railing, which was painted white, feeling a light breeze against 

my face, absorbing the view. The terrace faced south into downtown, a stunning view if there 

ever was one. I first noticed the pebbled ball of lights encircling Reunion Tower, formerly one of 

the most recognizable structures in Dallas, now just one of many unique buildings.  

I glanced left and saw David staring at his glass while he swirled the liquid. 

“Why did you stop the payments to Jenna?” 

Sticking out his jaw, he bounced a closed hand off the railing, and I wondered if anger was 

lurking beneath his calm exterior.  

“Did you see Dax in there?” 

As a manipulating machine, David was adept at answering a question with another question, 

sometimes unrelated, at least in my mind. 

“He looks pretty messed up. I’m sure he’s in a lot of pain. Do you know who did it?” 

A light chuckle escaped David’s lips, then he arched his neck and chugged his drink, the 

remnants spilling down his chin. He swiped his arm across his face, took a step back from the 



railing, then turned, and threw his glass with everything he had. 

I think it smashed somewhere across the street, near the new Wolfgang Puck restaurant. A 

shot at the competition? 

“What the hell’s going on?” Shuffling a step toward him, I extended a hand, my mind unsure 

if he was going to follow the glass over the railing. 

He gripped the railing with both hands, his head hanging between his arms, but he didn’t 

respond. 

“I know you’re not used to taking care of anyone, David. It’s usually the opposite, right?” 

His torso moved up and down. “Did you see what they did to him?” His voice cracking, he 

stared in my eyes, a stiff hand pointed back inside.  

I glanced away, replaying his question, the cool air brushing against my hand that held the 

glass of tonic water. “I’ve seen a lot of assaults, and when it happens to someone you care about, 

it’s difficult, I know.” 

His lips drew a straight line. 

“Where did it happen?” 

“He offered to fill up my Cadillac while I helped the staff clean up after dinner. He took it to 

a gas station over off Cole.” 

“I think it’s highly likely that cameras might have caught the perps on tape. If so, it’s only a 

matter of time before we…I mean the cops catch them. Once they’re off the street and serving 

time, you’ll at least feel vindicated.” 

Strangely, I felt empathy for David, even Dax, despite their excessive lifestyle and selfish 

business practices. 

David murmured something under his breath. 

“I didn’t catch that, if you meant to share it.” 

His mental equilibrium seemed shaky at best, a version of the anti-Harvey Specter, which 

sprouted a knot of uncertainty in my gut. And it wasn’t a normal type of ambiguous doubt, where 

I questioned every word leaving his mouth. He appeared vulnerable, shaken at his core, and I 

considered leaving the discussion about his catering business and Jenna’s payment schedule for 

another day. 

Moments clocked by without a word from either of us, only a smattering of car horns and an 

occasional siren interrupting the silence twelve stories above the bustling city.  

Finally, he lifted from his stance and pulled in a wheezy breath. 

“The cops can’t arrest the thugs who did this to Dax.” 

I could feel the area between my eyes crinkle, wondering if David’s dark side only saw the 

negative possibilities in life. And this was as dark as I’d seen. 

“I understand you may not be thinking rationally right now, but I’ve worked enough cases 

like this to believe there is a realistic chance, a strong possibility even, that—” 

“It’s not fucking possible!” He pounded a fist on the guardrail, and I could feel the vibration 

six feet away. 

I didn’t know whether to press further, or just let him sulk in his own self-pity. Setting my 



empty glass on a square wooden table, I took a step to the half-open door. I assumed he’d left the 

door open in case Dax rung the bell. 

“Do you think you’ll be back at Marvel in the next three or four days? I can drop by then, 

and we can pick up our discussion on the other topic?” I’d taken the high road, although a small 

part of me knew sympathy alone wouldn’t produce the stolen money from my client. 

“Booker, stop.” 

I did as he said, and he held out a hand, maybe a desperate one at that. 

I looked into his eyes, and they appeared to be heavy with shame, grief, mixed in with fear. 

“The cops can’t catch the assholes who assaulted Dax because we didn’t file a report or even 

talk to the cops. Well, they tried talking to us at the hospital, but we stayed silent.” 

My pulse thumped against my neck and I inhaled a slow breath. 

“Why?” I twisted my head. 

“The man in Chicago, that’s why.” David had used air quotes, and I sensed much more to 

this story than a cut-and-dry assault. 

I didn’t say a word. The dam of information was about to flood the terrace. 

“His name is Vincent Sciafini, and he’s not tied to organized crime, he is organized crime.” 

David pinched the corner of his eyes. “He owns the privately held REIT; you know about that. 

It’s his own feeble attempt to turn some of his businesses legit.” 

My chest matched the cadence set in my neck, sounding off like a bass drum, but on the 

outside I remained calm and nodded slightly to keep the information flowing. 

“One of the ways he funds investments into the REIT is through his Vegas casino 

connections. They feed him losers like me who’ve racked up a crazy amount of debt, and he has 

certain ways of collecting on that debt. When he and I met, he had a complete dossier on me, 

what I could do with numbers, how I interacted with people. I think he saw dollar signs, another 

opportunity to enhance his return on the investment.” 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I held my questions in check. 

“I know you think I’m giving everybody the con, living high on the hog with money that’s 

not mine.” 

Glancing back at the condo, I said, “Who wouldn’t think that? Look at this place.” 

“It’s not even mine. It’s owned by Vincent, or one of his corporations, I’m not even sure. 

The paintings, a few of the sculptures, are ones that Dax and I have collected in the last few 

years. But most everything else is owned by Vincent.” 

“Why?” 

“He does it to buy me off, and to remind me that my life is in his hands.” 

“What about Dax’s life?” 

Shaking his head, he smirked. 

“You’re right.” 

I hadn’t connected all the dots, so I pried a bit more. “You know who mugged Dax, don’t 

you?” 

“Not specifically, but it was Vincent’s guys. He was sending us a message. Well, it was 



really more directed at me.” 

He shot me a look, and I nodded again. 

“Vincent found out about Double D Catering. He got pissed, thinking I was hiding revenue 

from him. I’m his bitch, and anything I make has to go through him. Or else. And they had to 

make a statement, to show us what that really means.” 

I closed my eyes for a moment, once again feeling empathy for the Double Ds, but I also let 

it sink in that I’d allowed myself to be associated with organized crime, even indirectly. I’m the 

one who didn’t call my buddy, Henry, in the district attorney’s office when I knew David had 

broken the law. I’m the one who endorsed David setting up this catering business to pay back 

clients he milked. My feet were moist from wading in a pool of slime. I just couldn’t let the 

connection get any deeper. I knew better. 

“You probably feel like he’ll find a reason to own you as long as you can make him money.” 

David nodded. “I could show up with a million bucks tomorrow, and something tells me 

he’d figure out a way to manipulate an angle that would force me into working for him for the 

rest of my life.” 

I thought about David’s minor heart attack back when he’d been put in the pressure cooker a 

few months ago, and how he’d said that his dad had died at age forty from a heart condition. 

Vincent, nor anyone else, might not get much more out of David if he didn’t change his routine. 

“Look, let me think about this a bit. You do the same. I know safety is at the top of your list 

right now, yours and Dax’s. But I have that friend in the DA’s office.” 

He chuckled. “We go to authorities, and I guarantee you I’ll end up face down in the Trinity 

River sludge.” 

I couldn’t argue his point. 

“We’ll talk.” I took a step and gave him an assuring pat on the shoulder. He turned his head 

and nodded, releasing a long breath. 

We walked through the lavish condo, crossing into the gallery/foyer. I put a hand on the door 

handle, then thought of a question that had been gnawing at me. 

“Jenna, the other clients, how did you pinpoint them as targets of your investment scheme?” 

“Vincent, again. He gave me the name of a guy on the west side who ran a funeral home. 

This guy fed me a list of ladies who’d lost their husbands in the previous few months, women he 

knew who had some money to invest.” 

I shook my head and walked out, a pungent garbage odor at the Trinity River bottoms 

invading my thoughts. 
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A low drone of voices, light music, and occasional clinking of glasses emanated through the 

floors and door in my small office situated seventeen stairs above The Jewel. In less than an hour 

the entire building would be in full rock mode, as Justin’s latest marketing plan—a special 

performance by a well-known rapper returning to his home city— would be played out. 

Alisa, pen in mouth and her curly blond locks corralled by a claw hair clip, rattled her 

fingers on her laptop keyboard sitting on the other side of a metal desk that didn’t appear to be 

level.  

“You ready to review the state of affairs for Booker & Associates?” 

Removing her pen, she kept her gaze on her laptop screen. “Just sending off one quick email 

to our security contact at Firecracker Apps. And…sent.” 

I rocked forward in my off-balance swivel chair, which released a wretched, pig-like squeal. 

I guess that was what you got when you purchased second-hand furniture.  

Glancing around the ten-by-fifteen space, I felt a sense of pride, although it was nothing to 

be cocky about. Once Justin, Alisa, and I had ironed out our bartering arrangement, we’d painted 

the walls a light brown color, cleaned the floors, wiped up cobwebs and thick layers of dust, and 

removed all of Justin’s old junk. Alisa went online and found a few pieces of furniture, including 

two mismatched floor lamps, two former doctor office chairs—each with lime green padding—

and a framed poster of a red Ferrari 308 GTS, the very same one used in Magnum, P.I., a top-

rated 1980s TV show set in Hawaii.  

Alisa’s reasoning for the hot sports car usually found on bedroom walls of hormonal 

teenagers? “We have to get some color in here somehow.” At about a tenth of the size, my 

framed private investigator’s license hung next to the Ferrari. Out of the corner of my eye, I 

spotted two other important items: a metal filing cabinet that didn’t open all the way and a small 

safe behind my desk. 

The area was a little on the dark side, the only natural light shining through a round blue and 

white stained glass window perched above the filing cabinet. It was probably our coolest feature, 

the Ferrari notwithstanding. 

“First up, the background checks we’re doing for Firecracker Apps,” Alisa said reaching a 

finger to her screen. “I’ve completed fourteen so far, and we have five remaining. I sent you a 

file that summarizes the findings for each person on their management team.” 

“Anything juicy?” I asked. 

“Two guys were busted for possession of marijuana back in college.” 

I jumped in. “Hell, that’s legal in a few states now. What else did you come up with?” 

“One guy was accused of cheating on his SATs, another woman filed for bankruptcy and 

was later arrested for prostitution when she was just out of college, and…” She clicked her 

laptop mouse and scrolled down, her hazel eyes finding its mark. “Yes, I couldn’t forget this one. 



One of the co-founders, Nicholas Peterson, was arrested five years ago for smuggling five 

pounds of cocaine across the Canadian border.” 

My spine arched a bit more. “No conviction?” 

“Apparently just before the trial, there was a discrepancy around the handling of the 

evidence and charges were dropped.” 

I nodded. “That will be fun to share with the Board of Directors, especially with Peterson 

sitting in the room. Hey, nice work on all of the background checks. All this minutiae work can’t 

be a lot of fun.” 

“Actually, I really enjoy it. I would have never guessed, but it’s interesting to me. It uses a 

part of my brain that doesn’t get a lot exercise. No blonde jokes now.” Smirking, she pointed her 

pen at me. 

I held up my arms. “I wouldn’t go there, Alisa. I’ve known for a long time you have as much 

brains as you do beauty.”  

We both glanced away, and a couple of images shot through my mind as I recalled the first 

time Alisa and I had met. A twenty-one-year old junior at UT in Austin, I’d recently been kicked 

off the football team and dumped by my cheerleader girlfriend, and my best way of dealing with 

it was to party with friends on a Friday night. She was twenty-six, coming off a bizarre marriage 

to her old soccer coach, and had visited friends in Austin. Her gang of party animals met up with 

my buddies at Club Bravo. The two of us separated from the group and spent the next ten hours 

talking, sharing a burger, and yes, hooking up.  

We’d kept in touch off and on over the years, and rarely brought up our escapade to each 

other. When she started working for Justin a few years back, we agreed to keep the secret to 

ourselves. Now that we were working together, we’d avoided any sparks—nothing could 

compete with what had materialized with Britney—and if we didn’t have it before, we certainly 

had developed admiration and respect for each other’s skills. 

Alisa snapped her fingers. “Did you travel to Houston through the stained glass portal?” 

We both chuckled, and I said, “Something like that. You mentioned the accounts receivable 

issue over the phone. How many accounts are currently late?” 

“Two right now, but we’ve yet to receive any payment on time. And with you paying me for 

my hours every two weeks, the business account can run dangerously low.” 

“Tell you what…going forward, especially on the non-corporate work, I think we need to 

ask for a retainer up front. Let’s create a second version of our services contract and run it by 

Henry.” 

“I’ll add it to my list.” 

“Cool. Next?” 

Twisting her full lips, I could see a sly grin across her face. “It’s the Pittman case.” She 

angled her laptop so we both could see the screen.  

“I thought we’d closed this one out.” 

Alisa clicked the laptop mouse and images of Spencer Pittman with a young, voluptuous 

woman appeared on the screen, one of them holding hands and one of them kissing, tonguing 



each other like hungry anteaters. 

“Janice didn’t like the quality of the shots,” Alisa said somewhat timidly. 

“Quality of the shot? This isn’t a cover shot for Glamour magazine. Does she know I was 

lying in a puddle of oil and gas under a dually for two hours to get that shot? You take that 

picture to any lawyer in Texas, and Spencer Pittman will be writing her checks for the next forty 

years.” 

Alisa raised a hand and shrugged her shoulders. “What can I say? She said it’s too grainy.” 

I huffed out a breath. “Tell her she needs to pay us now for the hours we’ve worked. If she 

does that, I’ll go on another scavenger hunt. Work with her to figure out when she thinks Spencer 

and his PYT—” 

“PYT?” 

“Oh, sorry. I went Michael Jackson on you. Pretty Young Thing. Just let me know a night I 

call follow him, maybe after a late night at the office.” 

“Will do.” Flipping the computer around, she typed a note in our case file. 

Tapping my phone, I checked the time.  

“I know we’re up against it, but you said you’d give me the details behind the Double D 

investment fraud case.” She wiggled a pen between two fingers. 

I scratched my goatee, allowing my mind to sift through the latest series of events with 

David and Dax. 

“I’m going to give you the CliffsNotes version to avoid Justin having a coronary 

downstairs.” 

Five minutes later, she said, “Holyyyy shit.” A bit of her southern lilt came out, but her 

response summed up my sentiments on more fronts than I could count. 

“What are you…I mean we going to do?” 

“We’re not going to outfight Vincent and the band of goons at his disposal. I don’t want 

anyone else assaulted, even if they do owe our client almost twenty-five K. But knowledge is 

power. We need to learn everything there is about Vincent Sciafini. Can you tackle the research?” 

“I’m on it starting first thing tomorrow morning.” 

“You rock, Alisa.” 

“Speaking of…” She closed the lid on her computer, and the two of us moved to the office 

door. 

I added, “It’s that time. Let’s just hope this cat doesn’t literally bring the house down.” 
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A still bank of fog laid like a down comforter just above the two-story brick buildings 

surrounding The Jewel on lower Greenville Avenue in east Dallas. Among whoops and hollers, I 

shifted my gaze toward a long procession of patrons lining the exterior brick wall, waiting their 

turns to enter the bar. A cool mist softly coated my face, and using my mitt of a hand, I wiped it 

clear.  

The VIP performing tonight attracted an eclectic mixture of people, both in economic status 

and their attire. Ranging in age from probably twenty-five to fifty-five, a few dressed like they 

were attending church. A handful wore jeans and boots. I spotted two forty-something guys 

practicing their dance moves, each one sporting a potbelly while wearing golden parachute pants, 

sunglasses, and white high tops. They even mimicked the performer’s statuesque head of blond 

hair. 

“You got everything covered out here?” I flicked a wrist at Paco’s shoulder, five or six 

inches lower than mine. I’d asked my former partner to help Justin and me out tonight, an 

exercise in risk mitigation. Paco was just about the only guy I could trust blindly in any type of 

altercation, verbal or physical. I offered to pay him a fair hourly wage, but he insisted it was on 

the house if he had the opportunity to take in the show. Our arrangement further convinced me 

what I’d learned over the last few months—entrepreneurial business mostly consisted of 

bartering agreements, and then you prayed like hell your “street team” could siphon enough 

revenue-producing customers through the pipeline to keep the whole structure afloat and, if we 

were lucky, even grow a bit over time. 

“Yo, Booker, this whole scene is pretty fly,” he said, standing in front of red velvet rope 

acting as the bar’s gatekeeper.  

Snorting out a chuckle, I tapped his shoulder again. “Did you just hear yourself? I think you 

just went back in time fifteen or twenty years.” 

“Shit, man. It’s one of those nights. It’s going to bring back some crazy memories. Old 

school style.” 

“I hear ya.” 

I figured now wasn’t the proper time to share with Paco what Justin had informed me on the 

way out the door. Despite him advertising this event across every social media channel available, 

the featured VIP was only “dropping by” to perform two or three songs before heading off to a 

larger venue out in the suburbs. Apparently, The Jewel headliner was attempting to maintain a 

decent “street cred” by performing at these smaller bars in the city, knowing it wouldn’t pay 

much, but the public relations gain would bring huge dividends in the long run. Being an 

entrepreneur myself, I had to admire his moxie. 

Scanning the outside crowd one more time, I noticed a few pink faces. The temperature had 

probably dropped five to seven degrees since I’d stepped outside, and more folks stuffed hands 



in pockets, zipped up jackets, or held their significant other a little tighter. 

I thought about Britney, wishing she could have shared this experience with me. I took in a 

chilly breath and envisioned her—arms raised in the air, wearing that snug purple and black 

dress, dancing to a deafening bass beat, teasing me with her seductive blue eyes. She’d told me 

her family was in from Odessa, and she couldn’t avoid taking them out for a cliché Dallas dinner 

at one of the upscale chain restaurants.  

While Justin had given me two months advance notice about working security this evening, 

I still felt a bit slighted when Britney didn’t invite me to join her and her family. Then again, she 

had stuck to me like a fly trap on our last date night at Winspear Opera House for the stunning 

Sleeping Beauty ballet, followed by the alarming discovery of Courtney Johnson’s body. The 

more I thought about the actual murder—I’d already ruled out suicide, given the lack of a 

weapon on the scene and the angle of the wound in her head—the more it sounded like a 

professional hit. But whether it was the setting or Courtney’s bubbly personality and amazing, 

natural talent, it was hard to picture a scenario where she’d be associated with anyone who could 

pull off murder-for-hire. 

Turning away from Paco and the growing number of revelers, cars moved along slick streets 

with surprising caution, headlights illuminating a heavier drizzle. I rubbed the top of my head 

and realized my fro probably glistened.  

I rotated my head, like a dog who’d heard a high-pitched shrill. Looking north, my chest felt 

a slight moan bleeding into a more prominent thud. The bass reverberation morphed into distinct 

thumps just as a Hummer limousine turned onto Greenville, and in mere seconds, I felt my gut 

vibrate from the inside out. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one whose inner core had sensed the 

arrival of the guest of honor. 

“Yo, Booker they’re headed your way,” Paco hollered.  

Just as the fifty-foot yacht on street wheels lumbered up to the curb, I turned and was nearly 

run over by a throng of women, some of who could have passed as my mom—at least in terms of 

age. I saw a lot of jiggling in the wrong places. 

Back doors opened and a large black man, who had at least three inches and seventy pounds 

on me, emerged and extended his arm, both to fend off an expected mob of fans and to introduce 

the man himself. 

“Do you see him, do you see him?” I heard two fever-pitched women shriek like they were 

about to meet the person who held the secret location of the fountain of youth.  

“Oh. My. God,” said another girl, swooping in with her friend, both in their mid-twenties. 

They’d mastered the art of talking, texting, and jogging at the same time. If they added in 

chewing gum, I’d be impressed. 

A minute passed, and the performer stayed in his limo.  

“Do you think he’s actually in there, or is he sneaking in the back door?” Paco had strolled 

up next to me. 

“Who knows, maybe he had an important meeting with the Dalai Lama?” I smiled. 

Paco nudged me with an elbow, but I noticed his weight rock left and right, as if he was just 



as excited about the unveiling as the mostly female crowd around us. 

“No, I really think he had to meet with the Secretary of Commerce to discuss a fair trade 

agreement with China.” 

“Wow, Booker, you’re on a roll tonight, my man.”  

Suddenly, a guy shrouded in a gold cape popped out of the limo. Covering his entire body, 

he ran toward Paco and me. Shoving Paco one way, I slid backward, and we opened an alley 

among a sea of makeup. Justin arrived at the front door just in time for the VIP to enter at full 

stride in about three point four seconds. 

“No worries, everyone,” Justin shouted from the door. “He just needs a few minutes to warm 

up, and we’ll be ready to rock in T minus fifteen minutes.” 

Bewildered looks turned positive, and people flocked to their place in line. Paco ran point, 

checking identifications, ensuring no one was carrying a weapon, and generally interacting with 

each person to filter out any potential troublemakers. 

Shuffling through the enlarged wood and glass door alongside four ladies, I was met with a 

dramatic rise in noise and temperature. Bodies filled almost every crevice, and an old-school DJ 

with a headphone attached to his ear was scratching records at the other end of the room, where 

Justin had cleared out the lounge area, elevated a couple of feet on a small stage. I assumed that 

was where our performer would do his thing.  

Given my job was to ensure the party remained violence-free and, if Justin had his way, full 

of happy, paying customers, I attempted to walk the room, but I didn’t get far without being 

bumped and groped, I think by accident. I scooted between two girls whose chests met far before 

their bodies did. 

“Coming through, Booker!” Alisa said, lifting a tray of shot glasses over my head. 

“Hey!” I waved to her back. 

“What do you think?” Justin had snuck up behind me, his mouth a couple of inches from my 

ear. 

“I don’t know what you paid for the act, but I haven’t seen The Jewel this full of people. 

Paying customers it appears.” 

He put a hand on my shoulder, his voice filled with energy and excitement. “I need to see if 

our special guest is ready for my introduction, but we just did our best two hours ever. Do you 

smell those apps?” 

I pulled out my phone, then smiled back at my high school buddy.  

“Nice one. Really, I brought in Jorge just for tonight to cook up six tasty appetizers and 

those suckers are selling like—” 

“Apps,” I said. I patted a grinning Justin on the shoulder, and he floated to the back room. 

Seeking a wee bit of personal space, I scooted toward the side opening to the main bar, but 

was nearly run over by two more waiters. I heard a loud clinking of glasses or bottles and flipped 

my head in that direction. 

“Felix?” 

Two mascara-rimmed, beady eyes glared my direction. “Booker. What’s up?” he asked way 



too nonchalantly, leaning against a wall-lined, standup bar. 

Felix Upton, known as FU throughout his early days in the DPD, had apparently gone 

through another transformation. When I’d last seen him in person, he resembled a shorter, 

straighter version of the male host from the show What Not To Wear—Britney had forced me to 

watch two episodes during a Dallas ice storm three weeks back.  

Bye bye, ultra preppy…and hello, uber gothic. Felix’s hair was spiked and dyed as black as 

his made-up eyes. He wore two nose rings, three earrings on each side, a chain around his neck 

that could have doubled as a Rottweiler dog collar, and military boots.  

I think my eyes bugged out. 

“Good to see you, Felix. You seem to be dressed up for the night.” 

“Hell yeah,” he said, and I took a glance at his…wife? 

I nodded, leaning in to his ear. “Sara seems a little different.” 

“That’s not Sara. I figured you were still tapped into the DPD gossip channel. Sara dumped 

me as soon as they charged me with stealing evidence and selling drugs on the street. This is…” 

He turned his head, and I couldn’t hear a thing he said after that, other than, “And she’s my 

new bitch.” 

Not much in this world threw me for a loop, but seeing Felix with his “new bitch,” acting 

like they had just left a body-slamming rave, I was without words. Glancing at his companion, 

she looked just like him, but carried an angry scowl and was at least a foot thicker. 

I hadn’t been nearly as shocked when I’d learned months ago that Internal Affairs was 

investigating him for selling stolen drugs. He was either the dumbest criminal of all time, or 

damn naive.  

Just after I’d been suspended, while scouring for information on the bombing case, FU came 

up on my contact list. He’d just been promoted into the CSI team as a junior member. I typically 

saw Felix carrying a jaded perspective of the world, which I assumed was nothing more than an 

inferiority complex. But when I shared how my life nearly disintegrated when I believed for a 

few minutes that my little Samantha might have been on an exploding bus, his jerk personality 

evaporated. Turns out, he and his then-wife, Sara, had tried to have kids for a couple of years, 

and it was obvious he had a soft spot. He fed me the key piece of physical evidence found at one 

of the bombing crime scenes, but he also fed me too much personal information. Sara, who 

always seemed to be the alpha of the couple, had quit her school teaching job and they were 

renovating the house—a new addition and a pool. All of this with a slight bump in pay? Not 

likely. 

“How are things going on the professional front?” I asked, not wanting to be too nosy but 

still fishing. I had my reasons. 

He shrugged his shoulders. “As good as possible, I suppose. Attorneys got a delay in my 

trial start date, so I figured I deserve to let loose and have some kickass fun for a change.” He 

banged bottles with his partner, and beer sloshed on the narrow ledge. 

“Sorry to hear about…you know.” 

“Hey, shit happens, then you marry a…” His voice trailed off, and so did his eyes. 



I think he realized he didn’t quite master the slang phrase. 

“You want to join us for a jello shot?” He spit in my face with the last word. I grabbed a 

napkin and cleaned it. 

“I’m running security tonight, so I need to maintain a clear mind.”  

“Yeah, I waved at Paco out there. Makes sense, you two being former partners and all.” 

“Speaking of partners…” I paused, taking in a breath, wondering if I should ask him the 

loaded question. During an improbable night of excess at Marvel Restaurant months back, David 

had overheard my former colleague, Sims, and other cops speaking boldly about their conquests 

involving a drug-selling operation. While David dangled that information to force me not to turn 

him in to authorities, I finally had the dirt on Sims that could put the bastard in prison, where he 

could learn the finer points of racial integration.  

With my mouth hanging open, I felt a smack on my shoulder. 

“Como estas, Felix and…” Paco snapped his fingers and brought his hand to his mouth. 

Felix turned away, once again finishing with, “And she’s my new bitch.” 

I would have laughed, had the scene not been so surreal and awkward at the same time. 

“Ladies and Gentlemannnn.”  

All heads swiveled to the far stage, where Justin held a microphone. With the voice of a 

circus master of ceremonies, and parading around the stage like he was on acid, the bar owner 

challenged everyone in the bar. 

“Tomorrow morning when you wake up and recall the best night of fun you’ve had in ten 

years, are you going to remember where it all took place?” 

Motioning the mic toward the buzzing crowd, everyone replied, “Hell yeah.” 

“And where is that?” 

“The Jewel!” they said, morphing into a few Arsenio-like fist pumps. “Woo, woo, woo, 

woo.”  

Alisa had slid up next to me. “Damn, Justin’s full of himself.” 

I chuckled and released a wicked finger whistle. 

“The Jewel is proud to present the first man to take a hip-hop song to the top of the 

Billboard charts. Put yo hands together for Vanilla Ice!” 

The place exploded, and Ice jumped on the stage with his vintage oversized pants, his tower 

of hair, and more energy than I thought could exist in one person. 

“Dallas, wazzzzz up?” he asked the crowd, who chanted and whooped along. 

He pointed at the DJ, who cranked up the well-known bass riff, and the crowd hollered. Do, 

do, do, ta-da, do, do. 

“Yo, VIP, let’s kick it. Ice, Ice, baby. Ice, Ice baby. All right, stop, collaborate, and listen. Ice 

is back with my brand new invention.” 

With all the flare I’d seen on countless videos, Vanilla Ice delivered to Justin what he’d 

dreamed of—a marketing home run.  
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It was like watching the elongated face of a white horse grunt one out. Beads of sweat simmered 

on her forehead, green and blue veins snaked down her temples and into her cheeks, and her 

whole head was turning pink while quivering from the stress. 

“I. Got. This,” Cindy Valentino said while attempting to thrust a forty-pound barbell above 

her head on the bench. 

“Sure you do,” I said, holding two fingers under the barbell just to ensure she didn’t drop it 

on her enormous set of teeth. I shot another glance at Cindy’s face—not a pretty sight in the best 

of circumstances. And this was not her best. In fact, it might just be her worst. Ever. 

“Ahhh!” Locking her arms, she screamed with far too much ecstasy, and every head in the 

condo workout room flipped in our direction, wondering if she’d just reached the climactic 

moment for any reason other than lifting forty pounds ten times. 

Holding up a defensive hand, I addressed the keenly curious crowd. “It’s nothing, just 

building muscles.” I spoke just above a whisper, shaking my head. 

Cindy used a white workout towel to dab perspiration, her head still a ball of fire. 

“Whew!” she shouted, twisting off the bench, hopping up and down, her boobs nearly 

making a guest appearance for the world to see. 

I more than wondered if that was indeed the point.  

Thirty minutes earlier after a less-than-perfect night of sleep minus my prettier half—where 

dreams hogtied my thoughts into a continuous loop of Britney and me engaging in a personal 

workout on the fifty yard line of Darrell K. Royal Memorial Stadium—I’d decided the most 

effective way to deal with the extra blood rush was to work it off.  

Midway into my second set of stomach crunches, I spotted Cindy’s size twelve, monster 

workout shoe lift over my torso, and she straddled me. Each lift upward, I got a close-up shot of 

her crotch in spandex. I tried to finish my set without breathing, as she started babbling about 

how us running into each other was meant to be, which reminded her of the John Cusack 

romantic comedy, Serendipity. 

“OMG, Booker, did you know that John and Jeremy Piven are actually besties in real life?” 

She spoke about the co-stars like they were part of her inner circle. “I think they’ve even co-

written a movie or a screenplay thingy together.”  

I just wished she’d remove her thingy from my face. Finishing my last stomach crunch, arms 

around my knees as I caught my breath, she stood three feet off to my side, shoes touching. 

Slowly, I raised my eyes from the ground up. Eventually, they locked with hers, although the 

hump on her nose caught more of my attention. 

“You said we could have a workout date. You do remember that, don’t you?” 

Using my shoulder, I wiped sweat off my sideburns, recalling some conversation months 

back when she’d invaded my condo with the sole purpose of disrobing, grabbing my junk, and 



tugging me into bed—not exactly subtle or appealing in any respect. Already late to a meeting, 

I’d cowered and promised we could be workout buddies for one session. I never labeled it as a 

“date.”  

I thought more about the irony of this situation. How did the girl with a horse face have a 

memory like an elephant? 

Releasing a regretful breath, I relented. “Okay, we can work out together. I only have forty-

five minutes, so we’ll have to make it quick.” 

“That’s fine, I love quickies.” She cocked both eyebrows, holding them at the elevated 

position for so long I thought they were stuck. Suddenly, she dropped her head, eyeing her 

wardrobe: black spandex bike shorts that went almost to her knees, some type of spandex sports 

bra underneath a baggy white T-shirt. In blue lettering, it read on the front “Turkey Trot 2014,” 

which meant she’d run or at least walked eight miles. Impressive. On the verge of 

communicating my first-ever authentic compliment, she jerked her head up, stared at me for two 

seconds, then zipped away. 

I couldn’t predict Cindy’s behavior any better than college football games, but for whatever 

reason, I was given a welcome reprieve.  

It lasted less than five minutes. 

This time I was in the middle of my pull-ups and a blur of hot pink swooshed around me. 

“Come on, Booker, I know you can do this. Come on, you big stud,” she barked. 

I would have chuckled, at least initially, had I not been exerting so much energy and focus.  

“Two more. Can you give me two more?” 

“Err,” is all I could muster in response. 

“Up, and down,” she said, forcing out a breath. “Up, and down. I could get used to this.” 

Dropping to the floor under the bar, she nestled closer, using a workout towel to soak sweat 

from my shoulders and arms. I wasn’t sure what was more annoying, her invading my personal 

space to the degree where it felt like I was short of oxygen, or her boobs giving me the one-two 

jab every time she moved her arm. 

As I glanced down about eight inches, setting my eyes against hers, she seemed obliviously 

proud, and she lowered her own set of eyes to her new wardrobe. 

All pink, including shoelaces and headband, and far less clothing than she had on five 

minutes prior. The spandex shorts were at least a size too small and the rim of her ass hung out 

like the sliver of a moon. Her sports bra looked more like a display case for two melons with a 

pink outline. 

Adjusting her cleavage to assure proper symmetry, she peered into my eyes, popped out a 

model-like knee, then extended her rear end. “Ready when you are, Booker.” 

Part of me wanted to locate her daddy, or her brother, to determine if we could work to find 

Cindy some help, a sex therapist, or anyone who’d divert the obsession away from me. Unable to 

communicate what I was really thinking, I took the easy way out…again. Not really, the easiest 

way in the whole complex was Cindy. Thinking more clearly, I decided to suggest another 

activity that would hopefully adjust the proximity and manner in how we were interacting. 



“How about you go first, and I’ll spot you?” 

Tipping forward on her toes—I held out my arms thinking she might topple onto the rack of 

dumbbells—she grinned so wide her pearl teeth lit up the room. “You’re such a gentleman, 

asking the lady to go first. I bet you’re the same in—” 

“What can you do with the bench press?” I asked, finding a good excuse to walk to the other 

side of the gym. 

After completing her bench press, I reminded her of the time. 

“Just one more?” 

Scratching my goatee, I debated my options. 

“I’ll be a good girl.” Fake eyelashes fluttered like bat wings. “Don’t they always say that 

releasing endorphins is the best way to stay in shape? I guess if you want to cut our workout 

short, I could think of another way to release my endorphins.” 

Enticing she was not, but I couldn’t think of an excuse that would keep her from harassing 

me all the way back to my place. 

“Okay, which machine do you want to use?” 

She giggled and looked pointedly at me. 

“Ha-ha.” I draped the towel over my face, wiping perspiration while thinking ahead to my 

planned brunch with Britney. 

Out of nowhere, a husky voice shouted, “Hey, why don’t the two of you get a room?” 

Lowering the towel, I felt the glare of a squatty woman with alligator arms, standing over 

two hundred pounds she was about to lift. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I sensed movement, of the pink variety. Lowering my head, I 

saw Cindy bending over, purportedly to change weights on the inner thigh machine. She wiggled 

her ass just in front of my junk. 

I yelled my ridiculous defense across the gym. “What, she just stuck her—” 

“Hoochie coochie,” Cindy added, not even raising her head. 

I think I turned as pink as Cindy’s outfit. 

Finally observing my mood for a change, Cindy chilled a bit, and we finished the workout 

without alligator arms calling nine-one-one for witnessing a lewd act. Although in watching her 

power the pliable barbell over her head, her mouth seething with intensity, I was probably lucky 

to have a personal shadow who was essentially harmless. At times, I laughed at Cindy; other 

times I just felt sorry for her, but at no time did I truly feel threatened. Annoyance was another 

story. 

Following a quicker-than-expected farewell at Cindy’s door, which was just three down 

from mine, I safely entered my condo. A hot shower soothed my muscles, and I toweled off 

while listening to squawks from Big Al.  

Rounding the corner into the living room wearing only trunks, Big Al whistled like a 

construction worker who’d just spotted Britney strutting down a sidewalk. 

“Let’s get it on. Let’s get it on. Let’s get it on.” 

“You’re one sick puppy.” I was beginning to wonder if I could pawn off…rather, give Big Al 



to David and Dax as a type of colorful housewarming gift. With feathers as blue as a clear sky, 

an egg-yolk yellow underbelly, and a green tuft on top of his head that looked like a woman’s 

golf cap, Big Al’s vibrant body of feathers was striking. If not for his foul mouth, which was akin 

to brushing off the Grand Canyon as a minor divot in the landscape, he’d be worth thousands on 

the open market. 

I changed out shredded newspaper and poured pellets in his bowl.  

Slipping on my signature black leather jacket, I also snagged an old gray sweatshirt to throw 

into the backseat, for if and when I was called to trail Spencer Pittman and attempt to capture 

more digital dirt on the two-timer. 

“So long, Booker. So long, Booker.” Big Al bobbed his head, undoubtedly trying to kiss my 

ass. He’d probably read my mind about sending him off to the Double Ds. 

“Later, Big Al.” 

Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the one open parking place in Highland Park Village, a 

quaint, high-end shopping and dining complex that attracted Dallas’ old money crowd. Situated 

in the heart of Highland Park, a cozy community of multimillion dollar estates nestled on the 

north edge of Dallas, the Village was always decorated for the season, a shopper’s delight for 

anyone with unlimited funds. 

Opening my car door, I noticed slices of blue sky, a bright sun popping through remnants of 

last night’s thick layer of fog. I clicked the door lock button on my key chain and hopped onto 

the sidewalk, live oaks casting splintered shadows on the sidewalk.  

“Hey there, hot stuff.” 

I raised my eyes, a smile already covering my face. Britney was strutting around a cluster of 

small shops, moving in my direction at a pretty decent clip. 

Without slowing down, she plowed right into my chest, her lips meeting mine. She twisted 

her body and dug her nails into my back, massaging her moist lips against my face. Finally 

upright, she giggled at her own playfulness. Looking into radiant eyes that redefined the color 

blue, my melting heart pounded my chest wall, and I felt something that I’d never felt before. 

“What?” she asked. She popped her eyebrows, then reached around and smacked my ass. 

“Damn, you’re spry today. Hello, by the way.” 

Leaning in, she rested her hands against my chest and gave me a soft smooch. “Hi,” she said 

in a quiet voice, her eyes locking with mine, shifting to my lips, then back to my eyes. 

I decided to let her know I noticed. 

“Okay, let’s review the outfit of the prettiest girl in Dallas.” 

With a black-and-white-print Gucci bag curled under her arm, she set hands on hips, as her 

blond locks flitted in the breeze. “Just Dallas? So, if we visit Fort Worth, or you travel for your 

job, I may not make your top ten?” 

Damn, she took my breath away. 

“Good point. You’d easily make my top five,” I said with extra sarcasm. 

Holding up her arm as if I was about spin her into my arms, I completed my review of her 

tight outfit. 



“Okay, looks like we have on a pair of black skinny jeans and a silk, white polka dot top 

covered with a burgundy and gray poncho.” 

Her lips drew a straight line and she clicked her heels. 

“Oh yes, the shoes. Black-lace heels with a killer four inch spike that could take an eye out.” 

“Stay on my good side and you’ll keep both of your eyes, mister.” Long fingers tickled my 

ribs, then she popped my abs and arched an eyebrow. “Someone is staying in good shape. Damn 

good shape.” 

“So says the prettiest girl in America.” 

Taking her hand in mind, we ambled toward our designation. She nuzzled against my 

shoulder, and I gripped her bicep. I felt a larger bump than normal. 

“You been pumping iron?” 

“You bet I have. I want to make sure if any thug tries to take me down, he’ll wish he picked 

on another ditzy blonde?”  

“Ditzy?” 

“Just making sure you’re paying attention.” 

“Ah.” 

We traded workout stories walking into our brunch spot, Bistro 31—at least the part that was 

shareable. I didn’t want Britney thinking Cindy was any kind of competition. If anything, she 

made me appreciate Britney even more.  

Just as we settled into our corner booth adjacent to a window that overlooked a birdbath 

surrounded by ivy and lush trees, a middle-aged woman with a rock on her finger the size of a 

walnut passed by and touched Britney’s shoulder. 

“Great seeing you today. Next time, we might have to try two-on-one.” 

Britney waved and said, “Thanks for the extra workout. See you next week.” 

Allowing her poncho to slink off her shoulders, showing off a few more veins on her 

forearms, Britney opened the menu, then felt my stare. 

“What?” 

“Two-on-one? You guys trying out for the Mavericks’ D-League team?” 

She produced a confused squint. 

“Sorry, that’s the Mavericks’ Development League.” 

She nodded. “I get it. She’s just my workout partner.” 

“Cool.” Cindi’s workout escapades pinged my mind, everything from her suggestive 

comments to her final act of bending over to add weights to the machine. What a psycho. “Did 

you guys have a contest of some kind, and you kicked her ass?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Just something?” 

“Okay.” Lifting her chest, she glanced around the restaurant. “I’m taking Tai Kwan Do 

classes, and she was joking about our sparring matches today. I just happen to come out on top.” 

Taking another glance at her forearms, I realized she’d recently made a distinctive choice in 

her life. 



“Something got you spooked? You know, I’m not going to let anyone harm you.” I placed 

my hand on top of hers. 

Dipping her head, she released a warm smile. “It’s just the murder the other night. It could 

happen to anyone, I suppose, although who knows what that Courtney Johnson was involved in.” 

I could sense self-protection, which was completely understandable, given her fiancé’s 

horrific murder a few months back. “Well, I’m proud of you kicking that lady’s ass. Next time, 

go for the ring. Did you see the size of that sucker?” 

We traded winks and drank flavored tea. A waiter took down our meal orders and padded 

away as I felt a buzz inside my coat pocket.  

I opened a text from Alisa. 

“What is it?” Britney asked.  

I didn’t respond as I read the text message.  

Might have new client. Renee Dubois – exec dir Dallas Perf Arts; 8 a.m. Monday. 

Tapping the screen, I wondered if this meeting was connected to Courtney’s murder. It 

seemed obvious, but I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Maybe she had a personal issue that 

required my assistance. Having never met her, I didn’t know what she found important. 

Everyone had something they held close, whether it was their reputation, personal safety, or even 

retribution.  

“Is it top secret?” 

“Not really, no. Might have a new client, and I just don’t want it to lead the ten o’clock 

news.” 

“I can keep a secret.” She bit her lower lip. 

“I’m sure you can.” I flipped the phone around and showed her the text. 

Her eyes drifted for a moment, then she rejoined the conversation, changing topics. 

“Your mom is a hoot. I loved hearing all her stories. No embellishments, even about her one 

and only son?” Britney queried, carrying a grin. 

I held up three fingers. “I’m not sure I’d admit it in a court of law, but to you, it’s all true.” 

“Even Norah Jones? 

“She used a longer name back then. I think her dad was some legendary Indian musician. 

But yes, Norah did serenade me, and I did almost pee my pants.” 

She snickered, her checks a slight pink, almost as if she shared my embarrassment from 

almost twenty years earlier. 

“You’ve mentioned your dad a couple of times. It’s pretty obvious he’s not around much.” 

She slurped fancy tea through a purple straw. 

I understood Britney’s intent, wanting to peel apart all of my layers, maybe work through 

some type of healing process on the ones that still touched sensitive nerves. But at age thirty-one, 

and seemingly in a good place in my life, I had no reason or desire to walk down a path of self-

actualization.  

I drank from my tea glass, accidentally sloshing a bit down my chin. Blotting my face with a 

linen napkin, I summarized my feelings about dear old Dad. 



“He’s a deadbeat, plain and simple.” 

“O…kay.” She nodded purposefully, searching for a response or maybe another question. I 

figured I’d cut to the chase. 

“Look, he might be a decent guy, I wouldn’t know. It’s not my job to provide ultimate 

judgment, but I can only provide feedback on what I’ve seen,” I said, clearing my throat. I 

downed another mouthful of tea and continued explaining the enigma known as Sean Adams. 

“As a little kid, I remember someone big, tall, and white coming to pick me up, taking me to a 

park, then sitting on his ass reading his newspaper or talking on one of these new gadgets called 

a cell phone.” 

We shared a quick grin. 

“He wasn’t mean or overly strange, but he just wasn’t there. Not even the handful of times 

he took me away for a couple of hours. It felt like he wanted to be any place but interacting with 

me.” 

She brought a hand to her chest. “I’m not trying to dredge up bad memories. But, you know, 

we’re getting close, and I want to know about all of you, not just the modern day version.” 

I nodded, feeling her authentic gesture. 

“As a kid it hurt, especially when other boys would show up with their dads at practice or 

brag about their dads’ grandiose accomplishments. I knew some of them were like me, and 

they’d still say shit like their dad was out of town because he was preparing for his flight on the 

space shuttle. Another kid claimed his dad was a secret agent for the CIA and traveled around the 

world on undercover operations.” 

Memories flooded my mind: a few with my dad, most with my friends, playing pickup 

football games, my first middle school practice where I met a skinny white kid named Justin, and 

when I signed the Letter of Intent to play football at UT. 

“Did you lose yourself in thoughts about your dad?”  

A waft of hot spices lingered in the air, and I realized I’d been staring at my brunch, a bowl 

of fresh fruit and an egg-white omelet topped with salsa. 

“Oh, sorry. Not really. Just makes me think about my childhood, back when time lasted 

forever. Now, life can be a blur sometimes.” 

I broke off a chunk of omelet, melted cheddar dangling from my fork, swirled it in hot sauce 

and ate it. Britney dug into her quiche. 

“When’s the last time you saw him?” 

I rested my fork on the plate. 

“That’s my last question about him…today.” She ran a finger over her chest, crossing 

herself. 

I scratched my goatee, then chewed a spoonful of strawberries and blueberries. “I think he 

blew through Dallas just after I became a DPD officer. Kind of funny. The most times he 

appeared in my life was right before I signed with UT, and then just before I was kicked off the 

team. I guess he thought there was a chance I’d work my way up to starting quarterback, then 

from there to break school passing records, be named to an All-American team, get drafted in the 



first three rounds of the NFL draft. He probably saw dollar signs. Like I said earlier, deadbeat, 

plain and simple.” 

Britney touched my hand, rubbing a thumb across my palm, her eyes warm and caring. 

“Can I sit up from the couch now?” I asked while stuffing more omelet in my mouth, stringy 

cheese clinging to my facial hair. 

“Only if you let me sit on you.” Britney lowered her voice, then popped her eyebrows 

northward. 

I checked my phone. “I’m open. Want to head to my place?” 

She chuckled, then fanned herself and sipped her tea. “It got a little hot in here. Seriously, I 

have a little project I’m working on.” 

“Care to share?” 

“It’s a bit of a surprise. But I’ll share it soon.” 

I was intrigued, but there was something about Britney that always seemed a bit mysterious.  

“So, you know all about my family. What about yours?”  

“You’ve already witnessed Grammy. Wooo. She’s a piece of work.”  

Britney was referencing the dreadful day—her supposed wedding day—when a bomb 

exploded at the Old Red Courthouse, killing her fiancé. Moments after, in a disturbing display of 

timing and content, Grammy spouted off one racist comment after another, with my Latin ex-

fiancée cop standing right there. Even worse, however, was how she ridiculed Ashton, who’d 

been dead no more than ten minutes, accusing him of infidelity while engaged to Britney. I had 

no desire to pull Britney back into a depressive state of mind. 

“You met up with your parents and siblings last night. I don’t know much about them.” 

She sat back and put town her napkin. “You do know I didn’t invite you only because I knew 

you had the gig at The Jewel last night.” 

Apparently, she could read my mind or my body language. “I’m just trying to keep the 

balance of knowledge even,” I said, shifting one arm up, the other one down. 

“I know, and I think it’s cute. Next time they’re in town, I’m going to handcuff you to me 

and my family.” 

“I’m game.” 

“Just to give you the abridged version, both of my brothers go to college, Texas Tech. Dad’s 

an accountant. Been with the same company for thirty-two years. Mom’s a high school teacher, 

going on twenty-eight years, I think. Good parents, normal childhood. Kind of boring, all in all.” 

My eyes must have given my thoughts away. 

“And, yes, Grammy is still causing all sorts of hell. Lives on her ranch in Odessa. She has a 

caretaker friend, the only one who can put up with her shenanigans.” 

I nodded but refused to ask more about Grammy and her unfiltered mouth. 

“You missed a pretty good concert last night,” I said. 

“Vanilla Ice, right in our own backyard. I bet Justin was in hog heaven.” 

“And then some.” 

“How many people filled up The Jewel?” 



“Let me look down your shirt?” 

“Huh?” She scrunched her nose. 

“Want to make sure you’re not wearing a wire for the fire marshal.” 

She flicked a wrist at me. 

“Let’s just say Justin was fortunate to avoid a citation. He made quite the haul, though.” 

“What about Ice Ice Baby?” 

“He had the girls in a tither, all ages, jumping and gyrating all over the stage. Only 

performed three songs, but he rocked it out.” 

“Wish I could have been there. You know, I used to dance when I was younger.” 

Her eyes got wide, and I leaned closer in my chair, setting my napkin down.  

“Do share.” 

“I did ballet, jazz, and tap dance. I had a little bit of rhythm, you could say.” 

“Still do.” 

She shifted her eyes away for a moment. “Tell you what, one day I’ll dance for you…” 

I think my tongue was hanging out, envisioning Britney performing a sultry dance, the two 

of us alone in the theatre, her prancing around me while I sat in a single chair, center stage. 

“Only if you play the piano.” 

Blood slowed to the pace of a snail. “Can you dance to chopsticks?” 

“Whatever. You learned to play from the Norah Joneses of the world, right?” 

She was yanking my chain. I think. 

“How about that knuckle song?” I strummed my knuckles across the table. 

We both laughed. The check came, and this time I insisted on paying. 

Sauntering along a curved sidewalk, a full, warm sun leaning a bit from the west, we heard 

birds chirping in a tree overhead. She turned her head, extending her neck. I just reacted and 

leaned over and kissed it. She giggled. 

“Do you want to catch a movie? One of the first multi-theatre cinemas started right over 

there.”  

I pointed west across the complex. 

“Don’t you remember, I have that little project I’m working on?” 

“Right. I forgot.” 

“That’s one of the reasons I wanted to meet here.” 

“What’s the reason?” 

“Shopping. We are at the mecca for shoppers.” 

“You’re project involves shopping? I think you aced your project long ago.” 

She punched the front socket of my shoulder, her teeth showing a bit. 

“Hey now. Just joking. Kind of.” She didn’t know it, but she’d landed a punch in the same 

socket where I’d suffered more than one dislocation. I kept that part to myself. 

She leaned in and kissed me. “We’ll meet at your place later?” she asked. 

“It’s a date. By the way, that handcuff routine? Want to practice tonight?” 

She winked. 
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By the time Alisa picked up her voicemail—apparently a late Sunday afternoon rush at The 

Jewel hadn’t even allowed enough time for a bathroom break—more than two hours had expired 

since the call came in from Janice Pittman. Once relayed to me, I hopped in my Saab and zipped 

across town to the twenty-five-story tower that housed the office of Spencer Pittman.  

Gnawing on a toothpick, I eyed the tunnel that opened into the underground parking garage 

at Cityplace, a two-building office complex just east of Central Expressway. 

“Quiet as a mouse,” I said to no one. 

But that was to be expected on an early Sunday evening. No one worked on Sunday 

evening…unless you ran a bar that showed NFL games, or were a PI who tracked Mr. or Mrs. 

“Cheata.”  

I’d just gotten off the phone with Alisa for a second time in the last thirty minutes, asking 

her to call the offices of Pittman & Paxton Staffing Services to see if by chance Pittman or his 

Asian companion would pick up the phone. As expected, it rolled to voicemail.  

Flipping the toothpick to the dry side, I wondered if I’d missed my opportunity. From what 

Alisa had shared, Janice Pittman had been rather histrionic on the voicemail, saying something to 

the effect of, “Find that dickless piece of lard and his whore, and you get me high-rez pictures of 

them in the act. And then I’m going to cut his balls off!” 

Unsure if that was a metaphor or Janice’s actual plan, I had all the incentive I needed, and a 

new tool to help me achieve our collective goal, at least the high-resolution picture component. 

Keeping one eye on the garage, I placed a shiny toy between my fingers and twisted it around, 

admiring its special qualities: the Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX10 digital camera.  

The last time I’d caught the lovebirds in action, my cell phone was all I had, and it produced 

photos that looked like an inkjet printer had spit them out. After leaving Britney earlier, I did 

some shopping of my own, knowing I could expense it to Janice. In the process, I’d learned that 

cell phones take great shots in daylight, but at night, they just didn’t stack up. Unlike a cell 

phone that often slipped out of my enlarged hands, the RX10 was compact, yet gripped perfectly 

in my mitts. It was a point-and-shoot camera, featuring a real optical lens, not just a digital zoom 

found in smart phones. The RX10 would supply much better image quality. 

Sliding the camera in the front inside pocket of my leather jacket, I released a breath. 

“High risk, high reward.” I turned the Saab ignition, punched the gas, and glided away, 

realizing I might be leaving the spot that would allow me to locate the couple. I drove southeast, 

toward Greenville Avenue, to a Dallas institution known as Stan’s Blue Note, otherwise known 

as Justin’s nemesis, professionally speaking. The bar probably didn’t have as much character as 

The Jewel, but it did have that irreplaceable element of tradition. Maybe Justin’s PR home run 

with Vanilla Ice would sway the sentiment in his direction…or not.  

I’d tracked Spencer and his girlfriend, known as Lola, four times previously. Twice, they 



stopped at Stan’s where Spencer enlarged his gut another couple of inches while he watched 

football and Lola stroked his hairy arms like she was petting a longhaired cat. 

Times like these, when I could use more than one set of eyes in the field, made me think 

about the setup at Booker & Associates. Alisa had been a gift in so many ways—organization, 

appointments, bookkeeping, and most importantly, research. She’d hinted at wanting to try her 

hand in the field, but we’d never discussed it seriously, not with all of the business we’d received 

requiring research-oriented background checks. I’d also considered taking on a real partner, 

someone with law enforcement experience, possibly Paco. But when I threw the bone out there, 

he didn’t take it. He was happy dressing in blue every day and had a more flexible personality to 

deal with big-city bureaucracy.  

I didn’t mind taking risks. In fact, it was my own way of challenging myself.  

Downshifting, I hung a right onto Vanderbilt and drove to the end of the street, and parked 

along the curb. Stan’s was sitting at ten o’clock. I killed the headlights, pulled out my point-and-

shoot RX10 and used it as a pair of binoculars. With temperatures in the sixties and no wind, 

there was a fair chance of spotting them at one of the outdoor tables in front. I scanned the area 

and came up empty, then zoomed in a little more and was able see patrons sitting at the bar and 

playing shuffleboard at the opposite wall. 

“Best money I’ve spent,” I said, glancing at the camera. 

I’d grown to talking to myself on stakeouts.  

Pulling the camera back to my eye, I started on the north side of the property and panned 

right.  

“What the…” I lowered the RX10, wondering if my new toy, or my mind, had conjured up a 

mirage. Raising the camera again, I found the second table from the left. FU—Felix Upton—

drinking a longneck on one side of the blue picnic bench seats, and decorated Corporal Ernie 

Sims on the other.  

Knots twisted like corkscrews into my gut, and since I’d tossed my toothpick, I bit the inside 

of my cheek like it was a chew toy. 

Ever since the news broke about DPD Internal Affairs opening a formal investigation into 

someone in blue stealing drugs from the evidence room and selling them on the street, I was 

certain Sims would finally receive his just due—a one way ticket to Huntsville, giving him 

ample opportunity to play Go Fish with felons and perverts. When Felix had been the one and 

only officer charged, I wondered how Sims had been able to escape the net of suspicion.  

Felix still had the gothic look working, his face as white as Dracula’s, his hair as black as 

soot. Did he color it every day? Damn, that guy must have some real self-image issues. As he 

nodded his head, I shifted left and spotted Sims looking like a redheaded bulldog, beady eyes 

blinking away as he sipped a bottled beer. He wore a denim jacket and appeared to have a scar 

running from his left ear down to his jaw. I’d never seen that one before. Another guy walked up, 

wearing cowboys boots, Wranglers, and a tan, long sleeve Western shirt. They traded words, 

although with his hand movement, it appeared the cowboy was taking the lead. Moments later, 

Sims and FU rose from the table and threw down a few dollar bills. They walked out the front 



gate with the cowboy.  

“Where are you guys going?” I asked, while following them with my RX10.  

Shifting back to the front patio, I continued panning right and found a table full of Bronco 

fans whooping it up from some spectacular play they’d just witnessed on the flat screen hanging 

off the rusted siding. Moving farther right… 

“That’s them.” I clicked two quick shots of Lola’s head resting against Pittman’s enlarged 

arm, while his other arm shoveled in hot wings.  

Moving quickly to my left, my lens found the three banditos turning east onto Vanderbilt. 

They might be heading for the parking lot. I wanted to follow them, but I had to stick with 

Spencer and Lola. 

“Dammit!” I said, now mad as hell I didn’t have a partner. 

For a moment, and for the first time since I’d evolved into a private investigator, I felt 

trapped. Part of me knew I had to stay where I was, tracking Spencer and Lola until I could catch 

them in the act. My heart, at least the component that was pumping blood through my veins at an 

abnormally high rate, wanted to peel away from Stan’s Blue Note and follow Sims, Felix, and 

the cowboy. If I could figure out their involvement and capture irrefutable evidence, then Henry 

and the DA’s office could bring an indictment against those involved.  

The beat of my heart echoed in my skull as I curled warm hands around the leather steering 

wheel. I knew that Sims was at the epicenter of this drug mess. I also realized that Janice Pittman 

was a client, a paying client at that, and my reputation as a PI could be won or lost if I ever blew 

off a client’s directions. 

“Fuck it!” Checking my blind spot, I rotated the wheels out and pulled onto Vanderbilt, then 

turned left onto Greenville, my eyes sticking with the two misfits. Spencer’s face was covered in 

orange hot wing sauce while Lola continued petting him as if she was programmed. 

“Five minutes, maybe ten minutes max.” That was the time limit I gave myself to follow the 

three banditos, hoping, praying that my paying gig would still be at the bar when I got back.  

Flipping a right onto Vanderbilt, almost immediately I found chaos surrounding a woman in 

uniform. Huffing out a breath, I watched as people milled about and cars jerked forward and 

backward, while my car barely budged. I’d forgotten that this part of Greenville had some of the 

worst parking in the city, and some of the local merchants would occasionally spring for an off-

duty cop to work the parking lot, ensuring everyone followed the rules and calmness reigned. 

Actively moving my body around in the car to find better angles, I searched for Sims, Felix, 

and Cowboy. The sun had started setting, lighting wasn’t optimal, and I found plenty of people, 

but none that was close to the three guys I was attempting to follow.  

The squatty black cop stood in the middle of the narrow street trying to direct traffic, her 

whistle blaring and her arms flailing. I just wasn’t sure if anyone was paying much attention.  

Three more cars, all SUVs, crawled into the parking lot, each one catching the bad end of a 

muddy pothole just over the rim of the concrete entrance. 

The car in front of me, an Infiniti sedan, lurched forward, obviously attempting to break into 

the procession. 



I followed and rolled down my window, hoping to catch the cop’s attention. 

“Where do you think you’re going, Mr. Infiniti?” the cop asked, her pointer finger and head 

swaying with each word.  

She approached the luxury car, and I put my hand on my head, wondering if I’d already lost 

the three men, while also allowing Spencer and Lola to vanish without me having a clue as to 

their whereabouts. Glancing in my rearview mirror, three trucks hulked behind me, and patrons 

walked along the street like it was an open park. I was stuck until the street cop took charge or 

the bars closed down at two a.m. 

Throwing an open palm at the Infiniti, the street cop marched toward the side of the lot 

where vehicles were supposed to exit, although none had in the last five minutes. For the time 

being, that was to my advantage. I noticed her uniform stretched to its limit, her tree-trunk legs 

propelling an even larger booty.  

“Where you think you’re going, Mr. Black Cadillac SUV with the mirror tinted windows?” 

She’d moved another twenty feet away, but I could still hear the street cop’s attitude above 

all the engines and horns. 

After a brief conversation at the window of the Cadillac SUV, the street cop stepped back 

and blurted two quick whistle pops, her right arm twisting like a propeller. The SUV’s window 

rolled back up, and I couldn’t see inside.  

Lumbering back toward the Infiniti sedan with far less energy, a low-hanging street light 

illuminated a glistening, tired face, perspiration dripping off her hairline. 

The guy in front of me lowered his window and shook his fist. 

“Oh shit.” Eyes rolled into the back of my head, and I debated shutting off my engine, 

locking my doors, and racing around the corner to check on the whereabouts of the lovebirds. 

Then I noticed four guys walking between cars; one had an arm wrapped around two others, 

his shoes skidding across concrete, obviously inebriated. I voted against leaving my car all alone 

on the street, locked or not. 

The street cop set her jaw and stuck out a thick leg. “You didn’t just say that. You think I can 

be bought off like some type of cheap-ass tramp?” Her neck stretched three inches taller. 

Swiveling my head around one more time, I surveyed the landscape around me, looking for 

anyone resembling a cowboy, a thirty-something gothic dude, and a stocky asshole who appeared 

to have high blood pressure. 

“You threatening me?” 

Would this ever end? Would I have to get involved to keep peace and then be forced to play 

traffic cop? Not if I could help it. 

“Well, Mr. Infiniti, I’ll send you to beyond, Buzz Lightyear style. Just step yo ass right out 

of that car, and I’ll show what I’m talking about. Come on out now.” 

Pinching the corners of my eyes, I admitted I’d made the wrong decision in following the 

trio. But I owned this firm, and firing myself didn’t seem like a viable option. I released a slow 

breath, my cheeks expanding Louis Armstrong style. Uncle Charlie used to spin that trumpeter’s 

vinyl records on his quadraphonic stereo. 



Suddenly, a floodgate of cars lunged out of the parking lot. The first one, a Corvette, skidded 

its nose on the curve of the concrete street before burning rubber and fishtailing away from the 

scene in no time. 

Leaning out my window to get a better view, a new white Honda Accord made a purposeful 

turn onto the street, then accelerated at a normal pace. I think I only spotted two people inside, a 

man and woman. Two other cars weren’t as careful, a red Mustang GT and a blue F-150.  

The truck turned just behind the Mustang, but I’m almost certain I saw three heads, the one 

in the back seat with spiky hair…like Felix’s.  

I released the clutch a tad, and the Saab lurched a foot at most, stopping just a hair behind 

the Infiniti. The street cop didn’t look my way. I couldn’t stand to wait any longer. Yanking the 

parking brake up while moving the stick into neutral, I swung open my car door. Before I could 

shut the door, an arm arched out of the Infiniti front window and a white middle finger popped to 

a stop inches from the face of the street cop, her white eyes and mouth wide open. She swiped at 

the finger with her teeth clenched, but the guy recoiled his finger, punched the gas, and swerved 

around the parade of exiting cars. A flurry of car horns brought hands to ears of people all around 

me.  

With everyone pissed and still assessing what had just happened, I pulled up twenty feet. 

“Hi there,” I said to the street cop, a rigid scowl staring down the street, two fists at her side. 

“I know you’ve had a difficult time with these rude people, but would you mind if I just passed 

through?” 

I used my nicest voice this side of my daughter, Samantha. 

Slowly turning toward me, her face softened a bit. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.” 

She anchored both arms on the Saab’s window opening, and I could feel the small sedan rock 

slightly. 

As much as I wanted to shove her to the side and chase down the red Mustang, I had to 

remain on good terms with the DPD, especially those I might interact with on a daily basis.  

“Actually, I’ve been there a few times myself. Retired DPD officer, just last year.” I 

stretched the truth a bit, but in my mind, I left before they fired me. 

Swinging her head back and forth, she reached out a hand, gave a firm handshake. “I’m 

Lucinda. Twelve years with the force and way too much of this shit. Not sure how much longer I 

can take it. I’m a seasoned officer. I should be in Homicide working as a lead detective.” 

“Nice to meet you. I’m Booker. So, I’m working as a private investigator now, and to tell 

you the truth, I’m following three perps who might be involved in a drug-selling operation.” 

She didn’t need to know about the DPD connection.  

“Well, shit, why didn’t you say something?” 

“I, uh…” 

Flipping on a dime, she wiggled twenty steps and stuck her oversized body and a defiant 

hand in the grill of a Dodge Ram truck, her cheeks stretching from blowing her whistle. She then 

pointed directly at me and waved me through. As I zipped by, she gave me the thumbs-up and a 

red-lipped smile. 



Wind thrashed through the inside of the car, but I ignored it and pushed the stick into third 

gear, driving way too fast for a tiny street. Whizzing by a smaller crossroad, I quickly found the 

bumper of a blue F-150, the same one that pulled out of the parking lot just behind the red 

Mustang. I edged the Saab 9-3 left, trying to catch a glimpse of red, but a Harley was coming 

right at me. I jerked the car right and the rumbling two-wheeler blew by me. On my second 

attempt, I pulled the stick into second gear and felt the g-force of the Saab’s torque slingshot past 

the truck, but I saw red light and an oncoming U-Haul van directly in front of me. I jerked the car 

right, downshifted, allowing the engine to help slow me while I plowed my Doc Marten boot on 

the brake. 

Glancing in my mirror, a guy wearing a baseball cap and a white T-shirt pounded the wheel 

of the U-Haul and shot me the bird. 

I deserved it, and I waved a regretful hand, then purposely took my eyes away. Glancing up, 

I saw the street sign: Concho Street. Skillman was another block ahead, and I moved my neck 

forward, squinting. I spotted red. Unsure if it was a Mustang, the Mustang, I made a quick 

assessment, then pumped the gas pedal while waiting for a green light. The light flipped, and I 

punched the gas, my pulse pegging at the same rate. 

“No, no!” I’d just noticed the red car turn left. I was almost certain it was a Mustang. 

By the time I reached Skillman, a much busier six-lane street, the light had turned red again. 

Looking north, I could faintly see red disappearing into the blur of darkness and streetlights. I 

checked my watch. Ten minutes had already passed. Just then, I got the green turn light and 

zipped on to Skillman, single-mindedly focused on the red Mustang.  

For whatever reason, I couldn’t let this opportunity go. I’d witnessed Sims assault a 

defenseless homeless man. Then after hurling threats and racist comments my direction, he’d 

blindsided me and tried to take me down, first with a baton, then with his DPD-issued sidearm. 

Convinced that murdering me and George, the homeless man, was his sole intent, I had 

responded with a focused rage, and the fireplug-built corporal wore stitches from my hands for 

quite a while. 

Crossing Mockingbird, I realized I’d been in a zone, weaving in and around slower cars, my 

gaze straight ahead and my pulse an even one twenty. The speedometer touched seventy, and I 

knew I was pushing my luck, but I couldn’t stop, not now. Lovers Lane just head, I was now less 

than a block behind the Mustang, and I could see three distinct silhouettes. The sports car turned 

left as the light flipped yellow. I gunned it, my head on a swivel as I leaned into the left turn, the 

Silver Streak shuddering from the stress. Lights flashed as I passed under red. I’d clearly broken 

the law, and I had a feeling I’d receive a ticket in the mail. 

At this stage, I probably deserved at least five or six citations, but I didn’t care. Feeling 

almost too invincible, I zipped past two cyclists and two fingers stood at attention in my rearview 

mirror. I was almost flattered by the thoughtful response, if not for my nearly obsessive mindset, 

my temples pulsating from my laser focus.  

The Mustang hung a quick right, and I saw its back end wiggle a tad, then I realized they 

were back on Greenville heading north. Did they know I was on their trail? I followed, slowing 



down a bit on the turn. Now just a hundred yards at the rear, I was finally aware of my 

surroundings enough to feel a breeze through the window. I inhaled a full breath, smelling a 

mixture of car exhaust and fast-food hamburgers and French fries. At that exact moment, three 

brake lights glowed, and the muscle car turned into a McDonald’s. They pulled up to the drive-

through and stopped. My brain still on auto-drive, I followed the same path but didn’t stop 

behind them. Searching for the right words or steely look, I drove up next to them and stopped.  

“Hey, motherfucker!” A guy with a country twang, wearing a wife-beater and one arm 

draped over the wheel, let a cigarette dangle off his lips. “If you really want to race the Beast, 

you gotta wait until we grab a few burgers and fries.” He patted the top of the black molded 

dashboard like it was a raging bull blowing smoke through its nostrils. 

I just sat there, motionless, but full of emotion. I noticed the other two, the guy in the 

passenger seat wore glasses, had thick, shaggy black hair, while the one in the back leaned 

forward, appearing shy. We locked eyes for just a second. I was right about the gothic theme, but 

the person was female, with tattoos wrapped around her neck.  

A part of me wanted to take their keys and question each one privately, believing there was 

even a slight chance that somehow they’d pulled off some type of switcheroo with Sims, Felix, 

and the cowboy.  

An engine revved, and I glanced at the red Mustang. I could feel my head throbbing, the 

focal point just above my eyes. Damn, I’d been impulsive…and stupid.  

And what about Janice Pittman? She’d entrusted Booker & Associates to produce results, 

and I let a vendetta distort my perspective and my instincts. 

“Hey, dude, we’re actually part of a street car drag-racing club. We’re always looking for 

new members. Wet let it rip every Friday night near Lovefield Airport, right across from that 

sleazy motel. You interested?” 

Licking dry lips, I could feel oxygen replenish all parts of my brain, left and right gears 

functioning at a balanced capacity. My logical intuition now intact, I quickly formed a new plan 

of action. 
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I counted six vehicles in the motel parking lot, only one cutting across two spaces, a late model 

Ford Expedition. Spencer Pittman certainly acted like a man who played by one set of rules—his 

own. 

Pulling a gray sweatshirt over my head, I noticed a rip at the neckline and splotches of blue 

paint covering the front. Thinking ahead by placing this old thing in the backseat was the one 

smart thing I’d done today. Experience had proven whenever we received desperate calls from 

scorned spouses, even boyfriends or girlfriends, it required an immediate response, almost like a 

one-person SWAT team. This sweatshirt was a required tool for accomplishing the task at hand. 

Blue and red lights flickered through cracked plastic, brown at the edges, the Motel 9 sign as 

ancient as the full moon illuminating the property. The sixty-room, two-story complex was L-

shaped with a metal roof that once was blue and now mostly coated with rust. Somewhere 

nearby a skunk had lost a battle with a tire, its stench lingering in the still, night air. 

Walking toward the main office, loose pebbles popped under my size-fourteen boots. I 

glanced over at the Expedition and gave a nod of self-approval. Earlier, in the McDonald’s 

parking lot, using a new map application on my smart phone, I’d plotted the three hotels where 

I’d previously found the odd couple, Spencer and Lola. I then searched cheap motels in the area 

and tried to detect a pattern. It was obvious. Each time they hooked up, the motel was sleazier 

and farther away from downtown. This Motel 9 was well off the beaten path, on a side road 

behind a row of cedars, situated just west of the Dallas-Garland border.  

A homemade white poster board sign written in red ink was taped on the window of the 

office: $39.99 per night. Special Rate of $10.99 per hour! 

It’s always good to have options, I surmised. 

Opening the door, the metal handle rattled and felt like it might fall off altogether. Three 

vending machines took up most of the space, one filled with salty snacks, one with eight 

different soft drinks, and another with about twenty-five versions of condoms. Once again, 

options. The owner had thought of everything. 

“What can I do you for?” A middle-aged man with a patchy bed of hair on his face snickered 

at his own lame joke and curled specs around his ears, the glasses thicker than bottles, giving his 

veiny eyes a three-dimensional vibe. 

“Hi.” Learning forward, I read a crooked named tag. “Carl.” 

He shuffled his feet, and I wasn’t sure that was his real name.  

“I’ve been driving all day, coming up from the Rio Grande Valley, and I’m bushed.” 

“He-he. We’ve had some bush come through here today, I tell you.” 

This might be easier than I thought, and I forced out a chuckle. “I’m sure you have. In fact, I 

thought I saw a little Asian piece waggin’ her tail as I pulled into your motel.” 

He grinned and looked away again. “Yeah, I did happen to notice her. I think he called her 



Lola.” He quickly covered his mouth, like he’d just shared information only the National 

Security Agency had access to.  

“I need a room for a few hours. I’ll even pay your hourly rate,” I said, pulling out my wallet, 

thumbing greenbacks. No way in hell was I letting this establishment touch my credit cards. 

“All righty, if you can fill out this form, I’ll get your key.” He flipped around a clipboard 

with a pen that had a string tied to it. Then he leaned down, moved his arm back and forth,like he 

was sifting through a treasure chest of fine metals.  

Not thrilled with touching even a pen in this place, I used two fingers to write my name: Jay 

Z. Turning the clipboard around, Carl seemed unfazed by my name. I think it came with the 

territory of running an hourly motel. 

“You’ll be in room two twenty-three. I’ll need a two-hour down payment.” 

“Carl,” I chuckled again. “I need a nice diversion from all the traveling and pressure I’ve felt 

lately, know what I mean?” 

“Yeah. I think.” 

“Sure you do. Someone like yourself, working in a motel like this…” 

He just nodded. 

“I’ve been around the block a few times, and I got a feeling that most of your rooms have 

hidden peepholes into adjoining rooms. Isn’t that right?” 

“That is illegal,” he said monotone, with no conviction. 

Leaning back on my heels, I buried hands in my pockets, safely away from germs. “It’s only 

illegal if people don’t want to be seen. Isn’t that right, Carl? In fact, anyone that visits the Motel 

9, don’t they really expect people to watch? That’s part of the fun. Isn’t that one of the perks of 

why you work here?” 

He forced out air through his stuffy nose. “I suppose.” 

“Tell you what. Since you’re being so helpful to me, I’m going to give you a bonus. Just 

give me a room right next to that Asian girl’s room and show me how I can—” 

“It’s room two nineteen. The hole is behind the headboard and is plugged with a white 

plastic screw. Just twist it off, and it’s showtime.” Waving a hand upward, his eyes lit up. 

I threw in an extra twenty dollars and picked up the key with my fingernails, then padded 

back to the door.  

“Hey, you never asked why we call it Motel 9.” 

He actually thought I’d cared to know? “Okay, I’m game. Why do they call 

this…establishment Motel 9?” 

He released a frothy laugh, and I think I saw spit flying from his mouth. 

“We’re the opposite of the other place. And when you put us together, what do you get?” 

I narrowed one eye. 

“Do I have to spell it out for you? Sixty-nine. Get it? Motel 6 plus Motel 9 equals sixty-nine, 

which is what everyone thinks about when they visit here.” 

Sure they did. “Thanks for the help, Carl.” 

“No problem. We’ll keep the lights on for you.” 



I rolled my eyes and let the door shut behind me, then angled toward the nearest outdoor 

staircase. Prancing up two stairs at a time, yet quiet as a cat prowling a fly, I pulled the railing for 

an extra surge to the second floor. Just as I pulled, the railing gave way, two screws popping out 

of the concrete, metal spindles tilting out. With my toes hanging off the edge of the fourth to last 

stair and one hand still gripped to the piece of railing dipping outward almost ninety degrees, my 

weight moved over the ledge, my eyes transfixed on broken metal and concrete twenty feet 

below.  

Quickly realizing I couldn’t alter gravity, my mind searched for options—wasn’t that what 

Motel 9 was all about? I released the railing and jumped, twisting my body in midair, lunging for 

the second floor. Just as my hand hit concrete, my body swayed, and it started to slip. Kicking 

my legs, they found part of the dilapidated metal, fifteen feet of it now curling downward. The 

surge pushed me upward just enough to swing my other arm and grab hold of the slick concrete 

above. 

I paused, tried to catch my breath, and wondered how my heart hadn’t exploded out of my 

chest. Focusing, I lifted my body, mostly a finger pull-up. My chin touched the cool, glossy 

concrete, made even slicker by perspiration pouring off my face. The railing and another anchor 

had been yanked off the second floor surface, taking away any type of leverage I might have in 

pulling myself up.  

Glancing down, I pondered jumping. While the drop would have likely only sprained an 

ankle or a knee, the downward path was now littered with sharp metal and screws, and if I hit 

where I thought I would, my weight would yank the web of metal and concrete right on top of 

me. The thought of a rusted screw puncturing my lung thwarted my attention to my only other 

option. 

For whatever reason, images of the last summer Olympics shot through my mind, gymnasts 

torqueing their bodies to thrust their weight up and over a bar a horizontal bar.  

Using my chin to hold a portion of my weight, I could hear myself panting breaths through 

my nose, and I caught another waft of the dead skunk. I swung my legs back about a foot, then 

let them swing out farther the second time back. Just at the perfect moment, I centered all of my 

energy on my legs, then kicked and grunted, propelling my body up another two feet, the edge of 

the concrete and something sharp digging into my chest. With my weight still on the verge of 

slipping off, I wiggled and squirmed, inching my body up to the second floor, a sharp jab of pain, 

tearing flesh from mid-chest down to my waist. 

My chin and arms hugged the concrete, allowing me to lift a knee up to the same level. I 

moved forward another couple of feet, then collapsed, my heart pounding so hard my back 

elevated with every beat. 

Still breathing like I’d run a marathon, I flipped around and sat on my butt and surveyed the 

complex. The manager’s office showed no action. In fact, there wasn’t a soul outside, on the 

landing, or in the parking lot. Everyone was either a sound sleeper or very distracted.  

I touched all pockets, feeling for the pricey digital camera as another surge of panic engulfed 

my body, now sapped of energy. It just hit me. I’d left it in the car. Standing up, my legs wobbled 



like stilts made of toothpicks. I backtracked, staying clear of any railing, pulled the camera from 

the car, and plodded across the lot and back up the staircase, shaking my head at the site of 

twisted metal dangling in midair.  

“How the hell does this piece of shit motel stay open?” I asked aloud.  

Passing by the destroyed railing, stings of pain lit up my torso. I looked down and found a 

thin crimson trail soaking through my old sweatshirt. 

Drowning out the pain enough to focus on the plan, I quietly made my way to room two 

nineteen, my eyes shifting left a couple of times as I turned the key. Once safely inside, I flipped 

a light switch and didn’t move. 

“Damn, I wish I’d brought Lysol or some disinfectant wipes,” I said quietly to myself, 

staring at a wad of sheets lying on a mattress that looked liked it was used as a canvas for one of 

those modern paintings, except all of the colors were in the yellow-brown range. 

I took hold of a strap on the side of the mattress and yanked it off to the side, against a 

dresser that had carved writings on it. I spotted one that said, “Debbie does Dallas and the 

doorknob.”  

Maybe I’d see her on one of those pseudo-reality talent shows.  

Flipping my head back around, I eyed the box springs, a rectangle with six tattered holes in 

it. No way it would hold my weight, so I carefully found the bottom edge and raised the box in 

the air, then slid it off to the other side near the bathroom. I craned my neck and my eyes spotted 

a mouse chewing on something in the sink. I think it might have been the remnants from one of 

the vending machines, the non-edible one. As I took in a breath, a blunt odor smacked my face, 

emanating from the toilet area. 

I cursed under my breath, questioning why we’d taken such a job. Then again, as a cop, I 

recalled kids chunking balloons filled with piss on Paco and me. It ranked in my top five of most 

disgusting days in uniform. But at least those perps were kids. Now working incognito, I was 

quickly changing my assessment of which age range was more willing to live like animals.  

Big Al popped in my mind, then I wondered if Britney had arrived at my place. She had a 

key, and if the motor-mouth macaw got out of hand she could just throw a towel over his cage. 

A stack of soiled towels were piled inside the rectangular metal bed frame. They looked like 

they’d been sitting in that one spot since the Berlin Wall came down. Not wanting to germinate 

my Doc Martens, I walked around the towels and approached the headboard.  

“Figures,” I said, realizing the headboard, made of cheap rattan, was simply leaning against 

the wall. 

Just as I curled my fingers around the top, I heard a rhythmic thumping and a woman’s 

voice. 

“Showtime.” I set the frame against the box springs, then spotted the plastic screw, just as 

Carl had described. 

I paused, and the thumping continued, along with the cadence of a woman grunting out a 

high-pitched phrase. I twisted the plastic, careful to be as quiet as possible. I grabbed my camera, 

got down on one knee, and couldn’t believe what the optical lens had caught in real time. 



“Bring it. Bring it. Bring it. Wooo!” Wearing the odd combination of frumpy sweatpants and 

a gray USC Trojan T-shirt cropped to reveal her petite waist, Lola jumped on a squeaky bed, 

scooping mounds of popcorn in her mouth—half of it dropping to her tiny bare feet. She giggled, 

then twisted her head. It appeared she was staring at a TV screen just to the left of my camera 

lens. 

Lowering the camera, I recalled the early investigative work on this case. Janice Pittman had 

seen our sign affixed to the brick exterior at The Jewel, the same day she’d decided to drink 

herself into oblivion. Sensing a client opportunity, Alisa went from waiting on Janice to sitting at 

her table and listening to her entire sob story, like she was her new best friend. The story went 

something like this: 

Janice and Spencer met while attending Ohio State University. Both marched in the 

Buckeyes band, Janice playing the piccolo, Spencer a tuba. But not just any tuba. He was the top 

kahuna, the number one tuba player in the band, which afforded him the opportunity to dot the 

“i” when the band spelled out Ohio in their halftime show each week. 

A shy Midwestern girl who grew up in a family with an overbearing father, Janice quickly 

found herself swooning at the feet of Spencer. He, apparently, was quite accustomed to “the 

swoon”—at least on a marching band level. 

Over time, Janice finally tamed the tuba stud, and he proposed to her on the fifty-yard-line 

with the big-headed Buckeye mascot cheering him on. Spencer’s family insisted on hosting a 

raucous wedding with more than three hundred in attendance, at least half being OSU graduates. 

The party lasted deep into the night, and Spencer insisted on dancing with each of Janice’s 

bridesmaids. 

Red flag. 

Following a honeymoon that essentially accompanied the football team to their bowl game 

in Phoenix, Arizona, the Pittmans decided to lay down roots. Spencer considered himself quite 

the salesperson and job hopped his way up the compensation ladder, while Janice birthed two 

kids, went to every school and sporting event, and eventually started her own blog. The former 

tuba stud spent more and more time at the office. Janice had her suspicions, but Spencer always 

had an excuse.  

The couple moved to Dallas because of an opportunity Spencer had to partner with Mike 

Paxton, whose brother had starred in classic movies like Weird Science and Twister. Janice 

considered it a cleansing period for the couple, hoping Spencer’s new entrepreneurial venture 

would refocus his attention on what mattered: his new business and his faithful wife.  

The staffing services company opened their doors during a slowdown in the economy, but as 

the job market picked up, the Pittman and Paxton business ignited. The Pittmans changed zip 

codes three times in five years, all within a ten-mile radius, each time increasing their home 

value three hundred thousand. Then, something changed…not just Spencer going out to happy 

hours and flirting with the waitresses, or even hooking up with one or two—she’d once caught 

him with his pants at his ankles in his truck, a girl’s face bobbing up and down in his lap. As 

usual, he had an excuse, saying she’d lost an earring, and he thought it might have fallen down 



his pants when they were dancing. 

Right. 

Back to the changes. Spencer started packing on the pounds, while also engaging in some 

odd fetishes. He went through one phase where he coddled female toes. While initially sickened 

by her husband’s strange fixation, she went with it. Anything to keep the flame burning in their 

love life. But the more weight he gained, the stranger his fascination with all things oddly sexual, 

or sexually odd, depending on your perspective. Janice wondered how he manufactured the 

ideas, let alone the desire. Until she met Lola. 

When she initially walked into the offices of Pittman and Paxton a year prior, Lola had just 

escaped from a manufacturing plant/encampment surrounded by barbed wire near Sacramento, 

assembling black market cell phones. She’d been brought to the states illegally in the hull of a 

cargo ship with fifty other women, then sold to the highest bidder and told she could work her 

way out of the slave labor conditions. 

At least that’s how Spencer recited the story. It became his go-to excuse on why he hired the 

diminutive twenty-two-year-old with no office or business experience as his company’s 

receptionist. “The face of the franchise” is how he phrased Lola’s importance to Pittman and 

Paxton Staffing Services one afternoon when Janice dropped by in nothing more than an 

overcoat. In her purse, she carried a bundle of sexual toys she’d purchased two hours earlier at a 

shop called Sonya’s Secrets, including a vibrating dick ring. 

Alisa, in replaying the story to me, couldn’t stop laughing.  

Back to the Pittman saga. Locking her husband’s office door, Janice put on a sultry striptease 

act, teasing him with toys, oils, and a few moves she’d learned on the Internet. Anything for true 

love, apparently. 

But he couldn’t get it up. And that’s when Janice knew she’d lost the war. 

When we first received the case, our first order of business was to investigate Lola’s 

background. Turns out she grew up in Huntington Beach, an affluent community just south of 

Los Angeles, her mother a vice president at a resort company and her dad a professor at USC. 

She became a Trojan cheerleader—the ones with the cropped sweater tops—and she got her film 

degree after three years.  

Six months after graduating, following a procedure to enhance her breast size threefold, she 

broke into the heavily competitive film industry, taking a lead role in her first motion picture, 

titled Thigh Busters. She quickly developed a following, and she signed a contract with a 

production company, starring in ten more films over the next few months. When the production 

crew traveled to Dallas and insisted on featuring animals in the next series of films, she quit. The 

very next day, she traipsed into Pittman and Paxton, perhaps putting on her best acting 

performance to date. 

All in the name of money, I suppose. 

Hoping I could quickly catch a couple of lurid, i.e. repulsive, shots of Spencer and Lola 

doing the big nasty, I centered the RX10 on the hole in the wall.  

Lola had disappeared. All I could see was a disheveled bed and kernels of popcorn. But I 



heard muffled sounds, voices most likely. Was that a TV show or movie, or were Lola and 

Spencer revving up their engines off camera? Maybe they’d left the room altogether? 

Dammit. Hopping over dirty, crusted towels and the bed frame, I peeked through plastic 

curtains, glancing right. No visual of Spencer or Lola. I looked just beyond the second-floor 

railing down below, and Spencer’s Expedition still sat motionless at the same cocky angle. 

Just then, I felt the floor shake. I froze, then took a step toward the peephole. Another 

vibration and the doorknob to my room rattled. Might have been the wind. If it hadn’t been a still 

night. 

Hurdling the frame and towels in one leap, I turned the knob and opened the door. 

“Carl?” I asked, then swung my neck down the outdoor hallway and found not a living soul. 

He shuffled a shoe and tossed coins in his pocket. “Can I join you? I haven’t had any fun in 

weeks.” 

Shaking my head, I realized I was dealing with a man-child, or a man-child-pervert.  

I pressed my hand downward—the signal to keep the volume low—and let him know that 

wasn’t going to happen. “Carl, I’m in the middle of something important.” 

His upper lip twitched. “I thought you said impotent. Get it?” 

“Carl, you’re going to have to leave.” 

“But I don’t want to. I’m bored down in the office. I want to be where the action is. And the 

action is in room two nineteen, actually in two seventeen. He-he.” 

His definition of action was warped, but I couldn’t say that exactly. 

I pulled out my wallet and sifted through bills. Only a few ones and two fives.  

“Do you want ten dollars?” 

“Hey, what happened to your sweatshirt?” He pointed at my chest, his eyes dazed and very 

confused.  

“I cut myself shaving. Do you want ten dollars?” 

Scratching his thin head of hair, flakes of dandruff bounced off like lice. He turned his head 

in the direction of the unnatural disaster by the staircase. 

“Do you happen to know what happened to the railing? It’s a fucking mess!” 

“Shhh,” I said sternly. “One last time. Do you want ten dollars to shut the fuck up and 

leave?” 

He held out a hairy hand, but I yanked the bills back. 

“Not so fast. You leave right now, and I’ll drop the money by in less than an hour.” 

Glancing away like he was only half there, he turned his head and locked eyes with mine. I 

felt violated.  

“Or I could go knock on your neighbor’s door and let them know what you’re doing.” His 

lips formed a tight, straight line. 

“Okay, you can have the money up front. Here you go.”  

I grudgingly threw my hand out, but Carl moved faster than I thought possible, and he 

scooted by my left side and into the room. 

“I don’t care about your money. I just want to join the game.” Grinning like he’d just out-



hustled one of the gamers on the Midway at the State Fair, Carl rocked back and forth on his 

heels.  

Given no other choice, I shut the door. Once again, he moved quicker than a cat, and in less 

than two seconds, he was on one knee, his eye pressed into the peephole. I now wondered what 

other function the peephole served. 

Damn, neither Alisa nor Justin would believe this crazy story. As for Britney, I wouldn’t 

want to freak her out, so I’d have to summarize the events into something less seedy. 

Carl started chuckling.  

“Shh.” I sounded like Momma when I was a kid yelling at the top of my lungs when she was 

on the phone. “Please keep quiet. What do you see?” 

Carl hesitated, then turned and fixed his glasses. “Nothing yet. It’s just the anticipation, you 

know.” 

“I know. Can you give me some room?” 

Lowering my body, I brought the camera lens up to the opening, just as I heard distinct 

voices. 

“I’m not sure we have enough,” she said out of sight of my lens. 

I heard a noise, similar to the crinkling of plastic grocery bags, then a smacking sound. Then 

more crinkling. 

“Let me see, let me see,” Carl said, clapping with his fingers. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I think I saw him frothing at the mouth. 

“There’s nothing to see,” I said in monotone. 

Shaking my head, I was pissed. After nearly breaking my neck from the war zone obstacle 

course to get here, then dealing with Carl and his creepy inclinations, I was already warped from 

the experience, and I’d be forced to go through a decontamination process before I set foot in my 

condo. It would have been worth it if Spencer and Lola had given me the material I needed.  

“Ah, man. Nothing works out when I get involved,” Carl said behind me. “Hey, do you want 

to join me back at the office? The owner just dropped off a box of used magazines, including that 

new one, One Tuff Muff.” 

I did a double take, then held back a smile, wondering if Britney would crack up from the 

word associated with the female Cromwell. I also wondered what he meant by used. “They’re all 

yours, Carl. Knock yourself out. Just close the door behind you…quietly.” 

“Eh,” he said, then traipsed through the stiff pile of towels.  

“Spencer, you’re one strange puppy, but I love you anyway.” 

“Lola,” I whispered, then lowered my camera back to the opening and watched her move 

into view. Propped on stilettos, she wore a tiny white skirt, a sleeveless white jacket scooped so 

low her watermelons were on the verge of flopping out, a white hat, and a stethoscope. 

“Playing nurse for the sicko with the odd fetishes,” I murmured. 

Off to my left, two quick steps, metal clanging, and then I saw Carl sailing through the air, 

his arms flailing. He landed with a thud, his face buried in soiled towels. He’s baaack. 

He mumbled something, then he spit out the towel. “Let me see. Let me see.” 



“Not yet.” 

Lola glanced toward our wall, but she didn’t seem bothered by the noise. “Come on, big boy. 

It’s time to play out your fantasy.” 

I’d seen some freaky shit during my days on the force, but nothing prepared me for this 

vision.  

“What is it? Tell me.” Carl’s mouth was only inches from mine, and my eyes watered from 

his rank breath, carrying smells of fish, chewing gum, and remnants from the soiled towels. 

“Give me some space. Please!” I hissed.  

Blinking my eyes, I attempted to keep the camera steady, as Spencer waddled toward the 

bed, my mind still not believing the sight.  

“Holy shit!” At first glance, Spencer resembled a flabby Chewbacca. 

Lola ran a finger down his hairy back and licked it. “Yummy for my tummy. It’s nice and 

smooth, just the way I like it.” 

Every inch and pore of Spencer’s naked body was coated with peanut butter.  

“Disgusting,” I said. 

“What? Let me see, Jay Z!” Carl begged. 

Lola sauntered toward the camera, and my heart started racing, thinking she’d heard Carl. 

Then she reached to her right and picked up a ping pong paddle.  

“Spencer has been a bad boy. It’s time to crack some balls.” She lifted her cleavage out of 

the white barricade, allowing the blimps to float like they were filled with helium, and her eyes 

relaxed.  

With Spencer’s arms planted on the bed, Lola spanked his ass, peanut butter spraying 

everywhere, including her jug-like breasts, and he turned toward the camera and laughed like a 

pig in mud.  

Click. Click. Click. Three shots for the Janice portfolio.  

Bending down, she reached between his legs, pulled, and swung an uppercut, connecting 

with his peanut butter sac.  

“Owwwww!” He howled for a good ten seconds, his lips puckering while his red face 

glowed through the peanut butter spread. 

I held the rapid-fire button continuously for another half-minute, capturing about three 

hundred shots, knowing there must be at least a handful of Warhol-like gems amongst the 

pictures. 

Closing the shutter, I pocketed my camera and pushed myself upright. Carl nearly knocked 

me against the wall as he lumbered into the free space, his mouth already open. 

“Your dream come true, Carl. Enjoy,” I said, already thinking about the nearest place I could 

stop and wash off.  

I twisted the doorknob and took a step out, my lungs quenched by a clean batch of air. 

“Did I tell you why this place is called Motel 9?” Carl shifted his eyes my way. 

Shaking my head, I closed the door behind me and never looked back. 
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“Would you do anything in the world to protect me? Anything at all?” 

I recalled the words from Britney overnight, following a passionate lovemaking session. 

Spooning each other, and my mind drifting off to sleep, her questions cut through my mental fog.  

Out of character, her query caught me off guard, and I must have paused for at least ten 

seconds. Wiping my face, I started to utter a response, “I hope you know how much—” 

“Never mind,” she said dismissively. She huffed an annoyed breath and flipped to face the 

opposite wall. 

I considered making another attempt at convincing her she had my support and, yes, my 

protection, but there seemed to be another meaning behind her words. Perhaps the tentacles of 

guilt or despair from seeing Ashton murdered had grabbed hold of her thoughts, forcing her to 

remember the feelings from months back. I didn’t know for certain, but our interaction, 

especially the timing of it, didn’t sit well with me.  

I think we’d experienced our first rift. Weren’t all rifts with significant others unexplainable? 

The cheap coffeemaker ground and hissed, brown liquid drooling into the stained glass pot. I 

yawned, brought an arm across my chest, stretching ligaments and muscles in my shoulder, the 

one that had caused me so much trouble recently…hell, even back to when I suffered my first 

dislocation in high school, ending my senior football season two games in. 

Britney had actually beaten me out of bed, slipping on her clothes, washing her face, and 

grabbing a banana before kissing me on her way out the door. I suppose her issue had faded 

away. 

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

“Hey now. I’m awake. I’m just daydreaming a bit,” I said, slurping coffee while staring out 

the window at sun and shade splitting an empty pool. Even if he was obnoxious, it was difficult 

not to respond to Big Al’s comments, as random as they were. 

Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed the time.  

“Shit!” Only forty minutes until my meeting with Renee Dubois. I took another stimulating 

swig of coffee and tossed it in the sink, then hoofed it into the bedroom.  

“Wake up, lazy asshole, asshole, asshole.” 

Big Al. Stopping on a dime, I flipped around and jogged back into the kitchen, scooped out a 

half cup of his food, then bounced over to his cage and fed him just as he snapped at my finger.  

“Little fucker!” He’d missed, but he needed to learn a lesson. Yeah, right. What could I do, 

take away his video games? I’d never been in such a one-sided relationship. If I did anything that 

didn’t agree with his mood at the time, he could make my life a living hell.  

I did myself a favor, however, and quickly changed out the newspaper in his cage. “You’re 

lucky I don’t make you smell your shit all day,” I said, scolding him like he understood. 

Padding back to the bathroom, Big Al got in the last word, like he did every time. “Smell 



your chit. Smell your chit.” He used a “c,” but he got his Miranda-like point across—anything 

you say, can and will be used against you, in this condo. 

I flipped the shower handle to allow the water to warm up while I shaved, ensuring I 

outlined my goatee, one I’d grown just in the last year or so. It worked for me, just like my new 

PI gig.  

Plugging in my razor, I noticed the reddish wound on my chest, reminding me of my battle 

against the booby trap otherwise known as the staircase railing at Motel 9. While I’d coated my 

chest with anti-bacterial cream when I’d walked in the door the previous evening, I knew the 

biggest test was right now. Steam fogged the top of the bathroom mirror, and I braced my psyche 

for a knifelike jolt of stabbing pain.  

It didn’t disappoint, and I finished the shower in about two minutes, hoping Big Al didn’t 

catch wind of my string of cuss words. Dressing just as quickly, I had about twelve minutes for 

the trip downtown. No problem with my driving skill behind the wheel of the Silver Streak. 

“Later, Big Al.” 

I swung the door open, took one stride, and nearly ran through a female bust—one that was 

attached to Cindy Valentino, wearing blue neon spandex this time. 

“Jesus, Cindy,” I held up a hand, then bounced back a step, shaking my head. “What are you 

doing right outside my door?” 

Setting both hands on her curvaceous hips, she tilted her elongated head, her face contorting 

like she was taking a crap, which could mean any number of thoughts. 

“What?” I said, not comfortable with the silence or her horse-eyed glare. 

“Did you enjoy feeling me up?” 

“Uh, what? No. I didn’t feel you up or down. Hey, I need—” 

“Get a load of this!” She cocked her eyebrows, then danced, or jogged, in place, twisted 

around, and continued jogging, or dancing as if there was a music accompaniment. I couldn’t 

determine her intent. The entire time, her eyes shot laser beams at me. I was afraid to look away, 

which battled my other inner conflict, a fear of looking at her, as if she was Medusa and I’d turn 

to stone. 

Opening my jaw to speak, she held up a finger, then started shimmying her shoulders, 

moving forward and backward in the hallway. Her twins bobbed like ocean buoys. On one pass, 

she added in an extra vertical thrust, and I thought they might smack my chin. I jerked my head 

back. 

“Cindy, I don’t have time for all of your games. I have an appointment.” I turned and closed 

my door, then slid in the key and locked the padlock. I attempted to take a step down the hall, but 

she shifted left like she was protecting the lane to the basket. 

I held two hands above my shoulders, ensuring no foul on my part. 

In typical Cindy fashion, she grabbed my waist. “Damn,” she said. “You want to play a little 

game of one-on-one?” 

Shrugging my shoulders, I said, “You know that’s not going to happen. I don’t want to be 

mean to you, but can’t we just be friends?” 



Taking a step back, blowing a strand of brunette hair out of her face, she paced left then 

right, and each time I tried to squeeze by, but she and her bust were right there to block my path. 

She rubbed her sweat-slick forehead, her eyes not focused on me…for a welcomed change. But 

something was darting around in her mind. That much was all too obvious.  

“Who’s that girl with the flamingo legs that is always visiting you?” 

Licking my lips, I eyed the elevated ceiling, searching for a response that would allow me to 

not tell a bold-faced lie, but also escape her wrath. Horse face or not, I didn’t need a Fatal 

Attraction in my life. 

“She’s just a friend of mine, Cindy. She lost someone close to her recently, and I’ve been 

helping her through it. Have you ever had friends like that, where you just need to be there for 

them?” I’d made my best attempt to keep Britney’s name out of it and help Cindy understand 

every relationship wasn’t all about sex. 

She crossed her arms, propping up her bustline another couple of inches, her lips in a pouty 

straight line. 

“Seriously? What does chicken legs have that I don’t?” 

We didn’t have enough time for me to provide a full list, and I had no desire to attempt to fix 

Cindy’s numerous issues, which may not have been fixable anyway.  

“Britney’s legs do not resemble that of a flamingo or a chicken, that I can assure you.” 

“Britney. Hmmm,” she said, tapping a forefinger to her chin, her eyes narrowed a bit. 

Dammit. My Britney defense mechanism had kicked in, and I’d accidentally shared her 

name. 

“Just because you know her name shouldn’t mean a thing to you. She’s just a friend,” I said 

matter-of-factly. “Now, if I don’t leave right now I’m going to be late for a new client.” 

“Has anyone ever asked you, ‘Where’s the craziest place you’ve ever had sex?’” 

Was this girl bipolar? Between her wild antics and bizarre questions, she was as 

unpredictable as she was… 

“Cat got your tongue? Or should I say macaw?” 

“Good one.” I decided to chuckle, anything to move forward with my life. 

“And?” she said, knowing she was pinning me against the wall, figuratively speaking. 

“And what? What do you want me to say? The woods, on the top of a washing machine?” 

Twisting her head, she attempted to reveal a wry grin. Then, she ran her tongue across her 

lips. She either had a bad memory, or a she needed a man in the worst way.  

“Are you waiting for something?” 

“I know you have an important appointment, but I thought you might ask me the same 

question.” 

Rubbing my neck, I released a tired breath. 

“It will give you something to think about all day, I promise you.” 

“Okay, I’m a sucker. What’s the craziest place you’ve ever had sex, Cindy?” 

“Have you ever seen that YouTube video from the old TV show The Newlyweds?” She 

unveiled a shit-eating grin, as if she’d just shared her darkest secret. 



I nodded hesitantly, still wondering why she didn’t say something like, “At the top of the 

Empire State Building.” 

“In the butt, Bob.” She snorted out a giggle, then extended her rear end against my jeans, 

rubbing me down like she’d attempted in the workout room. 

I paused a split second, replaying what she’d just said, my mind now connecting her words 

to her actions. Damn, this girl had issues. “Cindy, you need help. That’s all I can say.”  

Spinning around her heavy-duty caboose, I found freedom and picked up the pace with each 

stride. 

“Booker, where you going? I thought you’d be into that. No? That’s okay. We’ll catch up 

later, and I’ll show you how flexible I am.” 

Finally outside, puffy clouds dotted the sky, and my lungs begged for a deep, clean breath. I 

closed my eyes for just a moment and smelled sweet syrup and bacon from a nearby eatery, 

along with a scent of exhaust. Eager to put as much distance as possible between Cindy and the 

Saab, I popped the clutch and jolted out of the parking lot, heading south into the mouth of the 

city. 

I allowed my mind to replay what I’d just experienced, and I found it hard to keep a straight 

face. In some respects, Cindy was harmless and nothing more than comic relief. But damn, she 

tried way too hard. I’m sure there must be a guy in this world who was meant to be hers. 

But I wasn’t that guy. And why was it that every time I had one of these disturbing 

interactions with Cindy I felt like I needed to put in an application to change my name and 

location under the Federal Witness Protection Program? 

Regaining my focus, I caught nothing but green lights, and squeaked tires while pulling into 

the garage next to the offices of the Dallas Performing Arts off Ross. 

Three minutes later, I hopped off the ninth-floor elevator and approached two open glass 

doors, a gold sign affixed overhead that read Dallas Performing Arts Executive Offices. Just to 

the right of an expansive receptionist desk, a woman wearing a purple pleated skirt and black-

and-purple-striped silk top tilted a plastic container two feet over her head and water poured out 

of a curved spout. Her left foot stretched upward onto the toe of her heeled pump, providing just 

enough clearance for the watering jug to reach the vine plant. My eyes caught the rigid bulge of 

her calf muscle, and I knew this woman was in shape. 

“Mr. Adams,” she said with her back to me. 

I assumed she’d heard my heavy breathing. “Yes, hi. I have an appointment with Renee 

Dubois.” 

“Right, at eight o’clock.” She flipped around and took pronounced steps on her silver heels 

to the desk. Her skin was about my color, maybe a bit lighter. Her pleasant complexion looked 

like something you’d see on one of those face cream commercials, and her black hair was pulled 

back into a tight ponytail. 

She glanced down for a moment, then up over my shoulder. Twisting my neck, I noticed a 

red digital clock on the wall, surrounded by a cluster of framed pictures, paintings of ballerinas, 

trumpet players, and many others. All unique. It had the same high-end vibe as David’s Ritz-



Carlton condo, but more tasteful and less contemporary. 

“It’s eight oh four. We run a tight schedule around here, Mr. Adams, and everyone who 

contributes to the Dallas Performing Arts, understands our mission.” 

It seemed that I was receiving a new employee onboarding speech from the receptionist. I 

could handle the dress-down, and I’d certainly dealt with far worse, especially during my days at 

the police academy. I thought if she played the bad traffic cop, then Renee Dubois would 

hopefully provide a more congenial side of the organization, someone who was hoping to partner 

with me on whatever assignment she had in mind. 

“Sorry I’m late. Traffic is tough at this time on a Monday.” I stepped closer to the desk, 

which was free of all clutter, only a single notepad and pen sitting next to a keyboard and 

monitor.  

“Amy is running three errands this morning, so she can update your arrival time once she’s 

back in the office.” She strummed three nails with the opposite hand, and I noticed a necklace 

dropping the same angle as her V-neck dress. Without staring, I couldn’t make out the pendant at 

the end, but it was something silver. 

Suddenly, a stiff arm extended toward me. “Renee Dubois. Nice to meet you, Mr. Adams.” 

I had to remind myself to breathe. Reaching out my arm, I knew she wasn’t playing good 

cop, bad cop. She was the cop. 

“Oh, hi. Please, just call me Booker.” 

She forced out a professional grin and began walking. “Let’s go into my office so we can 

begin our meeting. I have to be at Wyly Theatre at nine o’clock, so we need to be efficient with 

our time.” 

She led the way, her back arched, her stride confident and purposeful. We passed by an oval 

meeting room, three cubes, and four offices, and I’d yet to spot another human being. As I turned 

my attention forward, it was hard to not be drawn to her calves. She must be a workout fiend.  

“Here we are.” She closed the door, filled with some type of frosted, beveled glass. Quite 

chic. 

While the office wasn’t opulent, it had a refined vibe, but I first noticed the killer view. 

Situated at the northeast corner of the building, out the left side I could see the Asian Art 

Museum, the Nasher Sculpture Center, and huddled next to it, the enormous glass tower condo 

building that had created so much glare into the outdoor sculpture area that both sides had 

brought in lawyers to negotiate some type of settlement—if one was attainable. Peering through 

the right bank of windows, across Pearl Street, I could see the red brick and stone cathedral, a 

miniature building compared to the colossal dark glass tower next to it, the one that had a hole 

cut out of the middle. It reminded me of something I’d built out of Legos when I was a kid. 

“Would you like anything to drink? I’m having a Perrier.” She held open the door of a small 

refrigerator that was perched in the corner, just under a series of three framed photographs, all 

black and white. Each appeared to capture a ballet dancer, maybe the same person, in three 

different poses. Rather dramatic lighting. 

“I’ll take a bottled water, unleaded,” I said to lighten the mood.  



She didn’t acknowledge my wit, and handed me the water from as far away as she could 

stand, about six feet. Extending an arm for me to sit in one of two tan leather chairs, she carefully 

sat in her high-back chair, also tan leather. Using a straw, she sipped from the bottle, and planted 

elbows on her desk, her hands clasped together. 

She glanced down at papers on her desk, maybe contemplating asking me to leave. I 

couldn’t tell. But for a good ten seconds, I could only hear the hum of the fridge. My eyes 

wandered, and I scratched my goatee. 

“How can I help you, Ms. Dubois?” 

“Renee will work just fine.” 

Both on a first-name basis, we were making progress. I noticed a slight accent, something 

from across the pond. 

“I’m sorry, but this is a very sensitive topic, professionally and personally.” She nodded and 

I reciprocated, still unsure of the exact intent of our conversation. But I could roll with it. 

“The apparent murder of Courtney Johnson has rocked the Arts District, her production 

company, any of us who are associated with the performing arts,” she said, her rigid exterior 

suddenly sounding vulnerable, as if she might have known Courtney or had some type of 

personal connection. 

“Did you know Courtney?” 

She looked up, like I’d just interrupted her thoughts. 

“Oh, sorry, please continue.” We’d yet to learn how to dance together, but I could let her 

take the lead. 

“Courtney, no. I never had the pleasure of meeting her. I hear she was a wonderful person.” 

“My girlfriend and I actually met Courtney a week earlier, at the meet-and-greet. She not 

only was nice, but incredibly talented. I can see why it’s so upsetting.” 

Pursing her lips, her eyes looked away, then she took in a strengthening breath, her well-

defined shoulders lifting. 

“I’ll get right to the point. We, the Dallas Performing Arts, can’t allow this horrific murder to 

linger like polluted air. It’s my job as executive director to ensure justice is served, and then we 

need to move forward, honoring Courtney’s work and talent with a positive frame of mind.” 

“Your job isn’t an easy one, especially not during times like these.” 

“We have aggressive fundraising goals, along with multiple events and planning for the 

future. But when something like this happens, people get scared, and they aren’t very giving. 

They tend to think it’s unsafe to go see a musical. And we know that just isn’t the case.” 

I nodded again, following her line of thinking. 

“Do you know if the DPD has any suspects?” 

“Well, Booker, that’s really the problem. After interviewing everyone that night, and then 

having follow-up interviews with me, my staff, and everyone else, I’ve not been able to receive 

an update. I’m not naive. I know they have their own jobs. I have a duty, though, to push this 

forward. Which is where you come in.” 

I sat a little straighter in my chair and took a drink from my water. 



“First, you’ve come highly recommended.” 

“That’s nice.” 

“Fulton and Muffin Cromwell. Muffin sits on our Board. In our emergency meeting two 

days ago, she thought you would be the right person for this job. In fact, she personally 

volunteered to pay for your services.” 

“I’m flattered,” I said, crossing my legs. 

Considering I was dating the girl who could have been her daughter-in-law, Muffin’s 

confidence in me was more than flattering. She’d not held any grudges, which was consistent 

with my interaction with them at the opera house the other night. I’m guessing she’d made a 

mental note after I had helped bring in her son’s killer. The Cromwells must be a high-class 

family, despite their net worth of one point four billion. 

“Egos aside, we need to see results.” She lifted her bottle of Perrier and sipped the straw. 

“Understood. I’ll start working the case immediately. Of course, I’ll need access to anyone 

on your staff or others who I deem might be connected to this case in any way.” 

“I’ll be as responsive and helpful as possible.” 

Just then, my phone vibrated against my chest. I reached inside my leather jacket pocket and 

pulled it out while maintaining eye contact with Renee. Glancing down, I found a text from 

Momma. 

Storms took down half a tree. Can u help ur momma clear it off?:) 

I must have smirked or made some facial expression. 

“Everything okay?” she asked in way that indicated she didn’t appreciate the interruption. 

“Yes, just my assistant, Alisa, checking in with me.” Renee didn’t need to know my mother 

had diverted my attention. “I’ll have Alisa email you our standard services contract.” 

“I’ll sign it right away.” 

My eyes were drawn back to the pictures hanging on the wall. 

“There’s something about those pictures. Mesmerizing,” I said transparently. 

Rising from her chair with remarkable ease, she took a step toward the photographs, brought 

a hand to her mouth, and released a light giggle.  

“That was me, what…seventeen, eighteen years ago now.” 

I think my jaw dropped open. I lifted out of my seat and shuffled toward the wall, eyeing 

both the girl in the picture and Renee. 

“That is you.” I quickly realized I’d restated what she’d already said. 

“Yes, ballet is my first love, my true love.” She stared at the floor a moment, her 

professional demeanor more subdued.  

Were her eyes glistening, or was that just the reflection from the sun? 

“That looks like a really nice theatre. Where were you performing?” 

She stepped to her right, where two more pictures hung. “We were performing at the Palais 

Garnier in Paris, named after its architect Charles Garnier. A stunning, inspiring structure 

originally built in 1875, then again in 1937. It’s one of the most coveted buildings in all France, 

right up there with the Louvre or Notre Dame Cathedral.” 



The first picture displayed the façade of the building, beautifully designed stone, and ornate 

detail. 

“Le grand foyer,” I said without the correct French flair, and Renee released a slight giggle 

at my accent attempt. 

I smiled in return, shifting my gaze back to the picture. It literally took my breath away. 

Rimmed by gold and stone columns with glass chandeliers anchored every twenty feet around 

the edge, the ceiling was painted in some type of mosaic of colorful flowers, dancers from 

yesteryear. I shook my head in disbelief. 

“You performed there?” 

Another giggle. “Yes, little Renee danced at Palais Garnier on four occasions. This particular 

night, I performed for French President Jacques Chirac and his wife.” 

“So, you’re French…obviously.”  

“Yes. Actually, my father was originally from Cameroon, my mother from Monaco. They 

met in Paris. Both loved the performing arts, and that passion was passed on to me, I suppose.” 

Glancing at her eyes, an amber color and full of wisdom, I could sense Renee’s mind had 

gone elsewhere.  

“How long did you dance?” 

Her cheeks dropped a bit, and she inhaled. “Two days after this performance, I injured my 

knee. Torn patellar tendon. It took me twelve months of rehabilitation to make it back. But I was 

never the same. I finally retired at age twenty-five.” 

“That’s a painful injury. I’m sure that wasn’t an easy time.” 

She nodded, her eyes closing momentarily, then her gaze returned to the pictures, her mind 

perhaps reliving the exhilaration of performing at the highest level possible. 

“I had my time. And given earlier events in my life, I didn’t sit around and weep like a weak 

little girl. It only made me stronger.” 

Scrunching my eyes, I held back from further queries, although I could have asked a dozen 

more questions.  

Feeling another buzz inside my jacket, I slowly touched my chest, but I dared not pull out 

the phone. We’d come too far in our bonding exercise, and I didn’t want to disrupt the positive 

vibe. 

“Thanks for sharing the story behind the picture. That was nice.” I reached out a hand and 

we shook. “I’ll keep you updated on our progress…and if we need your help in lining up 

interviews.” 

I turned and headed for the glass door. 

“Booker, yes, one more thing.”  

I flipped around, and she’d already closed our separation by twenty feet.  

“We need to be persistent and aggressive in our pursuit for the truth, regardless of where it 

takes us,” she said, her head nodding like she wanted me to join in.  

Her professional side making a return appearance, she’d used the term “we.” Renee and I 

both knew she meant “me.” 



“But we need to ensure we don’t create a cloud of fear or panic. That would only detour us 

from our mission.” 

My phone buzzed repeatedly. Someone was calling, but now wasn’t the time to reach for it. 

“You have my word.” 

Just as I grabbed the door handle, it turned and in walked a plump, red-haired woman. 

“Oh, you scared me,” the lady said, slapping a hand against her chest. 

“Oops, sorry.” 

“Yes, Amy?” Renee asked, fully locked into professional mode. 

“Your nine o’clock has been moved to nine fifteen, and you now have lunch with the mayor 

at noon.” 

“That’s fine. Have you received the brochures for the February mailer?” 

Deciding to cut my losses before Renee balked at hiring me, I gave both of them a silent 

wave and walked myself out while pulling out my phone, weaving through a swarm of people 

who carried laptops, posters…everyone speaking at the same time. I’d actually missed two text 

messages and three phone calls from Britney. 

I dialed her up as I waited for the elevator. 

“Booker?” 

“Your one and only.” I shuffled around the open space, admiring two pieces of sculpture, 

both bronze Remingtons, and found myself drawn to touching the spiked end of a longhorn 

churning up a dust storm. 

“Okay, good. I just hadn’t been able to reach you, and I…” 

“You weren’t worried about me, my safety, were you?” 

“Well, I…It’s silly, I realize that now. It’s just when I call you, I like to hear your voice. It 

kind of turns me on.” 

People milled about at the entrance into the DPA, most of the men in a coat and tie, the 

ladies wearing their Sunday best, and all very animated in their discussion or debate. 

I attempted to keep my inner smile less obvious. 

“Right back at ya.” 

“Is someone nearby, and you don’t want to outwardly show your affection toward your 

loving girlfriend?” She’d used the terms girlfriend and love—at least a variation—in the same 

sentence. Her care was cute, endearing even, but I wasn’t sure how to utter the “L” word to 

anyone other than my daughter. But perhaps I was beginning to feel more of an urge. 

“Something like that,” I said, my eyes diverting to the increased volume of voices from the 

DPA offices, where I spotted Amy and her orange-flame hair standing in between two sets of 

folks. One guy was jabbing a finger the other direction. “Drama, drama, drama.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I’m watching grown men and women bicker over something inane, probably the 

background color at the next production at Winspear.” 

“Oh, I forgot. You had your first meeting with the executive director of the Dallas 

Performing Arts. Renee…”  



“Dubois. She’s French. Go figure, given her name and now that I’ve heard her accented 

voice. Turns out she used be in the ballet herself. Danced at this incredible venue, the Palais 

Garnier in—” 

“Paris,” Britney said. “Ashton and I went there a year ago. It was magnificent.” 

Glancing back to the Hatfields and McCoys, their intensity was growing by the second as 

arms flailed and folders flapped, one wagging within inches of a homely looking woman, with 

black stringy hair and a plaid skirt pulled up to her boobs. She smacked a finger away from her 

face, knocking her own glasses to the floor.  

“Did you hear me? Are you even there?” 

“Yeah, sorry. I’m just distracted by adults fighting over who controls the sandbox.” 

My phone buzzed, and I brought it away from face. Another text from Momma. 

Let me know if u can help out with tree branches. I can make ur favorite lunch!  

Not really in the mood for manual labor, especially with my new case and needing to make 

progress on the old case that had woven itself into another case I wasn’t being paid for…I could 

sense Momma needed me. She wasn’t as young or as physically capable, and I could already feel 

my mouth turn moist in anticipation of “the Momma Special.” 

“Soooo, the reason I called was to let you know that I’m ready to show off my little project.” 

Britney’s voice tilted higher. 

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened. I decided not to step inside, since I didn’t want 

to tempt fate losing my cell phone signal. 

“Now it’s your little project. You’ve built up so much suspense about this, it feels like it 

should be the unveiling of a major project. It involves shopping, right?” Teasing Britney had 

always been fun, playful. 

“Hey now, be nice to your girlfriend.”  

I guess I’d pushed it a bit too hard with the shopping. “Just joking with you. I’m really 

intrigued to see or hear about your project. I’m assuming something I can touch.” 

“Uh, yes,” she said, letting out a giggle. “But it doesn’t have the same curves I do, at least 

not in the same places.” 

Just like that, I could feel my body temperature increase. “You had me at hello.” 

“What? You’re silly,” she said.  

Suddenly, more shouting from the DPA offices. One guy slammed his portfolio to the floor 

and raised his fists, his face coiled with intensity like a shriveled red pepper.  

Padding a little closer to the offices, I kept the phone pressed to my ear. 

“So are you headed over?” she asked. 

“Actually, as much as I want us to…you know, unfortunately I’ve got work to do.” 

“I wasn’t talking about making love. I wanted to show you my little project.” 

Sex had turned into making love. I couldn’t say I didn’t feel the same, but I could now feel 

my pulse skitter like a jackrabbit. And a warming sensation had begun to settle at my neck.  

“The little project. Right now?” I asked, my eyes more focused on the agitated, crinkled 

faces a few strides in front of me, although the guy with his fists raised was now sitting on the 



floor, legs crossed and arms folded. He’d either initiated a protesting sit-in or was simply pouting 

because he didn’t get the last crumbs from the box of Cap’n Crunch. 

“Who gives a shit about your little sandbox anyway? Why do you think it’s called a 

sandbox?” the man asked like a teenage brat. 

“Who is that? What are they talking about?” 

Now Britney sounded somewhat agitated. 

“It’s too hard to explain. Hey, I’d love to check out your little project, but I just remembered 

Momma needs me to come over and clean up tree branches that blew down from the storm the 

other night.” 

Shouting and finger-pointing accusations continued in front of me, but I took more notice of 

the silence on the phone. 

“Britney?” 

I think she huffed out a breath. 

“If you feel like you need to go help your mother, feel free.” 

Squinting my eyes, I wondered who’d kidnapped my silly, carefree girlfriend. I tried to say 

something, anything, but I couldn’t formulate any words. I didn’t know what I should say, or 

wanted to say. 

“We can catch up later. Help your mom. Who knows how long she’s in town.”  

Not comfortable in this position between mother and significant other, I literally squirmed 

while standing up, thinking of a way to veer us back to our relaxed, cozy coexistence. 

“You know I think about you all the time, even if I’m chasing down a drug-dealing drag 

queen on roller blades.” 

She laughed out loud. “You did what? When?” 

“Back when I was with the DPD. But I hope you get the picture.” 

Just in front of me, I heard more accusations, some including four-letter words. Amy started 

bouncing up and down, her eyes squeezing shut. It wasn’t a pretty sight. Another fist pulled back. 

“Britney. Gotta go. See ya.” I slid the phone in my pocket, just as I saw the fist start its 

forward trajectory.  

Lunging forward three steps, I threw out my arm, hooking it inside the arm of the man trying 

to throw a punch. 

“Ow! Shit,” he yelled, now bent over, his fiery eyes glaring back at me. 

“You need to calm down and go take a break,” I said like I still wore a badge. 

It took a few seconds, but someone couldn’t let it rest. 

“Those marketing assholes think they frickin’ own us.” The nerdy girl’s glasses slipped off 

her face again. I think she needed a different size. 

“You IT guys are clueless. Did you hear me? Clueless. You tell us one thing one day, another 

thing another day,” one lady said. “And when I mean guys, I mean that very generically. I can’t 

tell if you are male or female. Is your name Pat?” 

The McCoy side of the feud laughed so hard they cried. Suddenly, Pat, the nerdy Hatfield 

girl, rushed the other side, holding something sharp above her head, teeth chattering from an 



intense guttural yell. “Ahhh!!” 

I casually stuck out my arm, and with very little effort, I caught her just under the armpit.  

“Hand it over,” I said, realizing my hand felt slick and sticky. I think from it came from Pat’s 

armpit, and suddenly I needed another shower. 

The girl handed me a metal-encased pencil, her fingers moist. 

“Everyone needs to calm down and chill out. You’re all on the same team, right?” 

Amy nodded her head vigorously, beady green eyes wide with anxiety.  

“Right, Booker.” 

All heads turned. 

It was the head honcho, Renee, a black wrap draped over her arm, her eyes measured, full of 

contempt. 

The Hatfields and McCoys parted like the Red Sea, immediately humbled and embarrassed. 

Renee licked her lips and set her jaw. “We at the Dallas Performing Arts will conduct 

ourselves in a professional and courteous manner, on our worst days. We…I cannot accept 

childish behavior, threats of any kind, or these silly feuds. Is that understood?” 

All heads nodded, even the guy who still sat on the floor. I reached out a hand and helped 

him up. 

“Thanks,” he mouthed, likely humiliated. 

“We are a beacon of light for this great city, the Arts District, and all the people who cherish 

the performing arts. Isn’t that why we all joined this team? To make a difference.” 

Faces came back to life. 

“We all have work to do, but we’re here because we love it. It’s our passion. Try to 

remember that.” 

With that, Renee fluttered by everyone. “I’ll be back in an hour, Amy. Call me if there are 

further issues,” she ordered. 

Handing the moist pen to Amy, I caught up to Renee as the elevator doors parted. Her eyes, 

not as light as they were in her office, shifted to me. 

“Thank you for intervening back there.” Her lips drew a straight line. “Nerves are frayed, 

Booker. I can give all the speeches I want. No one in this arts world will be at ease until the killer 

is identified and caught.” 

I nodded, then changed the topic. Renee and I walked out together, and I enjoyed her 

company all the way down to the garage. 
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Strobe lights flickered outside blue stained glass, then I heard three quick chirps and a long wail. 

Fire truck sirens ricocheted off city buildings, followed closely by a smaller wave of honks and 

distress signals from an ambulance.  

Not as unnerved as when I’d worn the blue uniform, I could still feel unease wash over me, 

knowing my former comrades were about to put their lives on the line. Even on the simplest of 

calls, I could recall a small piece of me wondering if I’d make it back to the station. For some 

reason, a memory shot into my mind. My rookie year back at the station, I was talking all sorts of 

shit about rescuing a cat from a tree. The next day, news cameras caught me chasing down the 

aforementioned drag queen on Harry Hines, who carried nothing more than red heels and a 

fistful of cash. Later, colleagues enjoyed stuffing my supersized ego back down my neck—and 

rightly so. 

Strumming fingers across my desk, I felt needlelike pricks into my skin. Momma’s clean-up 

task had evolved into a six -hour workout. After renting a chainsaw from the local hardware 

store, I learned how effective it was to have a sharp blade—or not. It took two hours solid just to 

cut up the huge chunks of the red oak. The top third of the seventy-year-old tree had toppled over 

during the storm. We were relieved the massive tree didn’t crash through Momma’s old rooftop. 

Too cheap to buy a pair of gloves, I’d used bare hands to pick up every stick, log, and wood chip, 

which is why I felt splinters sprinkle both hands, including one slice that was buried under a 

fingernail. Momma offered to pull it out with tweezers, but I thought I’d offer Britney the 

opportunity to bond with me on a caretaker level.  

Arching my stiff back, I heard a soft rumble from the opening into my office above The 

Jewel, patrons sharing a laugh and a drink, and I caught a waft of beer. The bar crowd was more 

subdued on weekdays, although Monday Night Football had occasionally elicited a good number 

of whoops and hollers. As long as the vibe was generally positive, Justin appreciated any activity 

that stirred emotions. “Just about everyone out there is an emotional buyer. Especially in a bar.” 

Made sense to me. I’d grown to respect Justin’s marketing intellect. But to me, he’d always 

be One Nut, a nickname he’d more than earned during a head-on-nut collision with a two-

hundred-fifty-pound bruiser in junior college. 

Hard-soled shoes shuffled up wooden steps, and swiveling in my chair, I thought I heard 

Alisa in conversation. 

“Hey, how’s it going? 

She blew curls out of her eyes and made a beeline for the chair opposite mine. 

“I’m just mumbling to myself, that’s all,” she said, massaging her neck and jaw. 

“Can I help?” 

“I can handle it myself, Booker. You don’t need to come in and rescue me. College punks 

think they can waltz in here and treat me like I’m a two-bit—” 



“Whoa! Did something just happen downstairs?” 

She blew out a breath and slowly shut her eyes, the white part lingering an extra few 

seconds. “Three college kids got a little handsy, and when I put them in their place, they decided 

to disparage my career, calling it a ‘job for bitches and hos.’” 

I pushed myself out of my chair and marched around the desk in three strides. Alisa reached 

for my arm. 

“Booker, stop. Justin already asked them to leave.” 

“You sure you’re not telling me that just so I won’t embarrass you?” 

She shook her head, her hair shuffling into her face. “I was about to smack this one boy in 

the face, but Justin stepped in and told them they should come back once they’ve grown up. He’s 

just hoping that’s next week, because these guys were loaded.” 

Both of us shared a laugh, knowing it pained Justin at least a bit to watch that kind of money 

walk out the door. 

I remained standing, as Alisa opened her laptop. 

“Where do you want to start?” 

“The Double Ds and Vincent Sciafini,” I said. 

Her eyes illuminated from the glowing computer screen, Alisa clicked three or four times, 

then rattled the keyboard.  

“Typing a last-minute note? 

“What? No. The user name and password to our shared drive in the cloud. That’s where I’m 

putting all of our company documents. It’s secure—I made sure of that before I signed us up, and 

it has a disaster recovery service built in. So, with our email and documentation in the cloud, no 

person or natural disaster can shut us down.” 

Shaking my head, I grinned. 

“Is that your way of saying you’re impressed?” 

“As long as you don’t ask for a raise, yes.” I shot her a quick wink. 

“All in due time, Booker. All in due time.” 

Waving my wrist, she took the queue, narrowing her eyes. 

“Vincent Sciafini, known as little Vinny when he was a teenager growing up in Brooklyn, is 

seventy-two years young. I say that because he’s got more going on than any thirty-year-old I 

know.”  

She raised her eyes above the laptop for a second, then returned to her notes. 

“The day after he graduated high school, he showed up in Chicago. Followed his Uncle 

Tommy there, who presumably had an opportunity to partner with someone in a laundry 

business.” 

My neck snapped back. “Is that a joke? Laundry business?” 

“Fact is stranger than fiction. We both know that.” 

“So true. Please continue.” 

Clearing her throat, Alisa put a finger to the screen. “Apparently, it never happened—the 

laundry business—and Vincent and his Uncle Tommy worked odd jobs off the pier at Lake 



Michigan.” 

“Never been to Chicago. Always wanted to see a Cubs game at Wrigley, a Bears game at 

Soldier Field. I think Britney would appreciate those river cruises.” 

“Vacation planning?” Alisa asked. 

“More like daydreaming. Sorry, please keep going. This is good stuff.” 

Her eyes refocused on her notes. “From what I’ve gathered in reading newspaper and 

magazine articles, as well as talking to a couple of folks at the Chicago Police Department,  just 

after the Chicago riots—in 1968 for those who need a history lesson reminder—business and 

civic leaders were trying to piece the city back together. Vincent figured out a way to make 

money by providing loans for people who had business ideas. Apparently, banks were a bit 

skeptical about handing out loans to the regular Joes.” 

“I guess some things in this world are cyclical.” 

Alisa arched her neck and popped an eyebrow. “He started small at first, but by the mid-

seventies he’d carved out a niche for his ‘loan business.’” She used air quotes and puckered her 

lips. “That’s when he started bankrolling, and he needed to protect his assets.” 

“Protecting, I’m guessing, was more offensive and less defensive,” I added. 

She pointed a finger at me. “He had terms and conditions for all his loans, with balloon 

payments on top of the interest if the loan wasn’t repaid by a certain date. And if a customer 

missed a date, they received a visit from Vincent himself, usually accompanied by two large men 

who’d rather beat the shit of you than shake your hand.” 

“Where did you get that?” 

“Direct quote out of a magazine article written in 1989, titled ‘Flesh and Bone.’” 

“Is that because he and his henchmen would literally tear flesh off the people who missed 

their loan payment?” 

“Actually, that turns out to be more myth than fact. But he developed a nickname. The 

Shark. Numerous people were assaulted, and two were killed, but they never found any evidence 

against Vincent.” 

Every time I came across a case, or even read a story about repeat offenders or those who 

had money to buy their way out of jail, I couldn’t help but get riled up. On cue, my neck pulsed. 

“Over time, Vincent expanded into other industries. He owns all three companies that 

run…” Alisa extended a hand toward me. 

I shook my head. “Can you turn a vowel for me, Vanna?” 

“Chicago River Cruises. If you can’t beat the competition, buy them out. Or, as reported in 

one article, you offer them a loan under terms they could never meet, then you force them to turn 

over all assets, company name, everything to you.” 

Turning my head back to the stained glass window, I noticed a cool glow, likely from a clear 

night and a brilliant moon.  

“This river cruise operation sounds like how he procured Marvel, maybe other assets in his 

REIT, who knows.” 

“Hold that thought,” she said. “He also owns a trucking business, delivering goods all across 



the Midwest mainly. But his biggest haul comes from contacts he made in Vegas. Actually, they 

were old pals of his from Brooklyn. Through a bartering program he developed, he hauled 

deliveries in return for his Vegas buddies handing over debt from big money gamblers. Vincent 

used an array of special methods to get people to pay back their loans, both in real money and in 

sweat equity.” 

“Just like our Harry Specter impersonator, Chef David.” 

She nodded, then waved her wrist with the next set of information. “This REIT is all a result 

of an FBI investigation.” 

“I thought he’d never been convicted of anything, not even charged?” 

“He hasn’t. The FBI tried to scare him, tried to get his people to turn on him. It didn’t work. 

After an eighteen-month investigation, they had to announce they weren’t charging him. That 

was about four years ago. Since then, however, he’s made an attempt to at least act like he’s 

running a legitimate business.” 

“That’s when he created the REIT company.” 

“You got it. Vincent and his staff moved offices into the Wrigley building in the business 

district. He also started giving more to charity and paid one point five million to add an 

additional wing onto the Art Institute of Chicago. It bears his name.” 

Pinching the corners of my eyes, I tried to let all the data soak in. I rotated my neck one 

direction, then back the other way until I heard two pops. “Never convicted. Amazing. Anything 

else of note, personally even?” 

“He was married to the same woman for forty-one years. Rosa was sixty-nine when she 

passed away two years ago. They only have one kid, Dino. He hasn’t done much. Went to college 

for two years then dropped out. Looks like he’s worked for his dad off and on, but doesn’t appear 

to be in a position to take over the operation.” 

Shoes popped off the staircase and in seconds Justin appeared at the door, his chest pumping 

air at a pretty good rate. “Damn, those stairs get higher every time.” 

“Meh. You’re still the quickest white boy I’ve ever seen,” I said with a wink. 

“Was,” he said. 

“True. That’s the same for all of us. Was.” The three of us laughed. 

“Henry’s down at the bar waiting on you,” Justin puffed out the words, then pulled his 

ponytail tight. 

Checking my phone, I still had five minutes until our meeting time. “Tell him Booker & 

Associates doesn’t jump when the DA’s office says so,” I deadpanned.  

“Yeah, right. By the way, don’t get used to me being your errand boy. I lose track of night 

and day downstairs. I need to build some exercise into my routine.” 

“You’ll get plenty of exercise if you jog every time you run to deposit money in the bank.” 

“Surely, you aren’t calling me cheap?” He put a hand to his skinny chest. 

“Yes, and don’t call me Shirley.” I’d followed his lead on one of his favorite, and oldest, 

jokes, all at the expense of Alisa, who shook her head. 

“Thought of any new material lately?” she asked Justin. 



He took two steps my direction, and said. “I have the need…” He waved me over. I 

shrugged my shoulders at Alisa, then chimed in, “The need for speed.” And then we completed 

our roundhouse five, old-school style. 

Justin hopped downstairs to warn Henry we’d be another five minutes. 

“I’m the one who asked Henry to drop by, so let’s make it quick,” I said to Alisa. 

“What are your thoughts about Vincent Sciafini and the Double Ds?” she asked. 

Plodding over to the floor lamp, I ran my finger down the tan cone shade. “We need to 

dust.” 

“What did you say?” 

“Nothing. I have a couple of ideas, but they need to marinate a bit. Plus, it’s good for Dax to 

get healthy, back on his feet, and for David to resume his regular routine at Marvel.” 

“Sounds good. Meanwhile, I’ll continue trying to develop contacts in Chicago. Something 

tells me Vincent Sciafini isn’t going to disappear into the night.” 

“You’re taking this business pretty seriously, huh?” 

“Let’s just say it fills a void.” 

“That’s all?” 

Flipping a lock of blond curls behind her ear, Alisa let a grin slip out of her lips. “For the 

first time in who knows how long, I feel like I’m making a difference.” 

“That you are.” I glanced at my phone, signaling our need to wrap it up 

“Real quickly, the new murder case, your meeting with Renee Dubois?” 

“Uh. Strong woman of substance, danced in fancy opera house in Paris in front of the French 

president and his wife, then injured her knee and never made it back. Although she’s still in 

phenomenal shape. Very focused, intense, and has high expectations for herself and everyone 

who works for her. Including me now. Actually, us.” 

I winked. 

“Okay, so that tells me everything about Ms. Dubois. Next steps on Courtney Johnson’s 

murder investigation?” Alisa’s fingers rested on the keyboard. 

“I’m going to talk to Henry to see if he can cull an update on the police investigation. 

Meanwhile, let’s start creating a full list of possible suspects, their connections to Courtney. Then 

we can feed in their possible motives, alibis, and start the verification process. Renee wants to 

see quick progress to keep this from evolving into an Arts District meltdown, and to reopen the 

fundraising spigot into the DPA.” 

I stuck out my hand and she stared at it, then reached to shake it, but I patted her on the back 

instead. It was all too awkward. 

“Meet you downstairs,” she said, her back curving toward the screen. 

I bounded down the staircase so loudly, a few patrons actually jerked their heads my way 

when my Doc Martens smacked the first floor concrete. Henry Cho, the small-framed son of 

Chinese and Filipino parents, who’d saved my ass from being kicked out of UT and, with that, 

likely enabled a cocky kid from south Dallas to live a productive life, leaned an elbow on the 

ledge at the standing bar. 



Tipping his head back, he sucked the last suds of his draft beer. 

“Booker, I told Justin to let you know, but he was too lazy to go tell you.” 

I stood there, my eyes wide open, then quickly scanned the room for Justin. “What’s up?” 

Henry tugged blue-striped sleeves out of his tan blazer, cashmere it appeared, then he pulled 

a container from his pocket and sprayed into his mouth. “I’ve got a date tonight.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Well, uh…I didn’t know until late this afternoon. It’s one of those Internet matchmaking 

sites. Says I have the perfect match.” He ran fingers through a thick head of hair. 

“Cool.” 

“Anything quick?” he asked, looking at his reflection in a mirror over my shoulder. 

One of the smartest and persuasive people I’d been around—lawyer or not—Henry was a 

pretty straight-laced guy, both in his behavior and attire. Education, the pursuit of knowledge, 

had been driven into his daily routine since he could walk. Now, perhaps he saw others his age 

finding that special person, and he realized life was too short not to share it with someone 

you…care about. 

“Well, I was hoping you could give me some insight into the homicide case at Winspear last 

week.” 

“You were there, right?” 

“Me and about sixty other people. Lots of drama, I’m telling you. Britney and I had met 

Courtney just a week earlier. Amazing talent. Seeing her dead, a bullet in her forehead…no 

matter how many you’ve seen, it’s disturbing.” 

Henry paused, glanced at the painted concrete, then said, “Honestly, the only thing I’ve 

heard is the list of suspects is wide and no one is high on their list. I was told not to expect 

charges any time soon.” 

The assistant district attorney for Dallas County arched his neck to check out his mug in the 

mirror again, scrubbing a finger across white teeth, adjusting his collar inside his sport coat. 

Grabbing his shoulders inside my large hands, I gave him a coach-like nod. “Are you 

ready?” 

“Yep.” 

“Be prepared for the spin move.” 

“Spin move?” 

“Don’t get bogged down on one particular move. Just be ready to zig when she zags.” 

“Zig, zag. Right. I think.” 

I popped his shoulder. “Don’t stay out too late. And remember, it’s all about her.” 

Alisa flew by just then. “Some guys never understand that part. Just remember, Henry, 

who’s giving you relationship advice. ”She gave me a wry wink over her shoulder. 

“What about Britney?” I shouted after her. “I think I’ve proven I can have a normal 

relationship with an All-American girl.” 

Henry’s eyes glazed over. He rubbed his face and held up defensive hands. “You guys are 

making me think too much. I just have to be myself, and everything will work out fine.” 



I smiled. “I’m playing with you. You’ll be suave, charming, and if she’s meant to be your 

Britney, it will happen, even if you have a pepper stuck between your teeth.” 

“What?” He leaned on his toes, shining his teeth toward the mirror.  

“You don’t have anything in your teeth or your gums. It’s all good. Enjoy.” 

The catatonic glare had returned, as if he was questioning the meaning of life, his in 

particular perhaps, and he walked out the door. 

“See you, Henry. Have fun,” Alisa yelled as I waltzed to the bar and took a seat on a 

barstool. 

Glancing up at the flat screen, I noticed the Monday night game in the third quarter, Jets on 

top of the Patriots, 13-10. 

“Is Tom Brady losing his magic?” I asked Justin, who’d just slid in behind the bar, a towel 

tossed over his shoulder.  

“Quarterback can’t do everything. He’s got to have some talent around him.” The former 

James Madison receiver, my old teammate, snickered, which was his way of saying he was the 

key to my success back in the day. I couldn’t disagree. “Are you off the clock?” He flipped a 

square napkin in front of me, The Jewel name etched in black.  

“Let’s say I’m halfway there. I need to contemplate a few options.” 

“With the Double Ds?” Justin asked. 

I nodded. 

“Do you think my sister is ever going to see all of her money?” 

Boldfaced lies weren’t in my repertoire, but Justin shouldn’t be exposed to everything I’d 

learned. “We’re working on it.” 

“Is Jenna in the loop?” he asked like it was a loaded question. 

“I left her a voicemail yesterday. Look, it’s complicated.” 

“Complicated,” he repeated, shaking his head. 

“Between us, Justin,” I said as Alisa walked up and leaned an arm on my shoulder. “For 

those involved at a certain level, it’s bordering on dangerous. Not for Jenna, no worries there at 

all.” 

“I trust ya.”  

Justin had made two screwdrivers and one cosmopolitan during our brief conversation. I’m 

not sure he looked down once. 

“Beer or liquor?” he asked. 

“It’s a football night. Beer. Make it a Shiner, thanks.” 

A bent bottle top bounced off the bar, and I took my first swig. The smooth Texas brew 

cooled the back of my throat. Flapping my shirt, the vertical wound on my torso throbbed a 

couple of times, reminding me to reapply Bacitracin later tonight. Attempting to divert my 

thoughts away from the perverts at Motel 9, I thought about Britney. We hadn’t spoken since 

earlier this morning when I witnessed the DPA department scuffle. She seemed agitated that I 

wasn’t able to drop everything and meet up with her to see her little project. I was intrigued, in a 

positive way, but her response to Momma’s request for my time didn’t sit right. We all had our 



issues…I knew that more than anyone. 

The Jets scored again, going up 20-10, and a few claps smattered around me. As calm 

returned, I heard a bountiful belly laugh, and I turned my head down the bar. 

The guy from the ballet. Eduardo, who’d knelt beside Courtney and openly wept next to her 

lifeless body. 

Leaning against the low-back barstool, his arm lay casually around the shoulder of the 

young lady who’d also been at the scene of the crime. The one who almost had a nervous 

breakdown when she found Courtney’s body. Kirsten was her name.  

Alisa walked past my line of sight, and we locked eyes. I flipped my head and mouthed 

“suspects” to her. Drying off a mug with a towel, she shifted to her left, while I curled out of my 

barstool, still holding my beer. 

“You would not believe the size of this bull. His balls were so big they could have been used 

like a mallet in polo.” Eduardo’s dark, recessed eyes popped open, his mouth and cheeks 

expanding to match his dramatic tone of voice.  

The Hispanic ballet dancer had redefined the essence of grief. 

Kirsten, wearing jeans and an average beige sweater, giggled. She was calm and more 

reserved than her date, a far different appearance than what I’d witnessed up close the other night 

when her breathing became erratic. To avoid a blackout from hyperventilating, she had to take 

long, deep breaths into a paper sack.  

“Do you know where else you can find big balls?” I poked my head in between the two 

barstools, once again catching Alisa’s eyes, now directly across from me. 

“Oh,” Kirsten blurted out. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to excite you.” I turned my gaze to Eduardo, whose cheerful demeanor 

evaporated. 

“Who are you?” he asked directly, a trench between his eyes. 

“I would ask who you are, but I know. I was there the other night. I saw you drop to your 

knees and cry when you came upon Courtney.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, Kirsten brought a hand to her face. Eduardo kept his steely 

gaze on me. “And what of it?” 

I looked around. I didn’t need to make a scene in the middle of Justin’s bar. 

I said calmly, “I’m Booker Adams, private investigator. I’ve been hired by Renee Dubois, 

the—” 

“I know who she is.” Only one part of his upper lip moved, and I could see a coat of sweat 

just above it. 

“Good. You and I are going to have a conversation upstairs in my office.” I extended my 

arm. 

He paused, chewed his cheek, and shot a glance at Kirsten. “I’m in the middle of a fun 

evening with my friend, Kirsten.” 

Lame excuse. “I’m sure you are. My office…please.” I added the pleasantry, knowing he’d 

find it hard to resist. 



He reached for his drink, some type of tropical drink with pineapple clinging to the side. 

“You’re not allowed to drink alcohol in a PI’s office. State law.” I liked the sound of it 

anyway. 

Forcing out a breath through his larger-than-average snout, he stepped down from the 

barstool, and I pointed to the stairs. Glancing over at Alisa, she refilled the cashew bowl and 

offered Kirsten another drink. It was clear my assistant understood her role without me saying a 

word—she’d take a kinder, gentler approach with Kirsten, and then we’d compare notes later. 

Once in the office, I could see Eduardo was no taller than Alisa, maybe five-six in heels, or 

on his toes. Eduardo hooked thumbs in his front pockets, his head tilted off to the right. 

“Have a seat.” I sat down in my swivel chair, and it released its usual squeal.  

“I’ll stand, thanks.”  

With me sitting down and him standing, we were almost eye to eye. Elbows perched on the 

desk, I clasped my hands and twiddled my thumbs as I read his posture for at least a minute. 

Finally, he moved, shuffling his weight to lean more right, then he relented and scooted into 

the left chair, the one Alisa never touched for whatever reason. 

“What do you want with me?” He stuck out a hand, his accent thicker with more emotion 

behind it. 

“Why are you all riled up, Eduardo? Seemed like you were having a pretty good time with 

Kirsten before I interrupted you.” 

His eyes shifted to the corner of the room, his face rigid. “I have talked to the police for 

hours. They have asked me everything. I have nothing to hide.” 

“Good. How well did you know Courtney?” 

He shrugged his shoulders and splayed his arms. “We had dated for about six months. I 

guess you could say she was my girlfriend.” 

“What would she call it, if she were alive?” 

Shutting eyelids that appeared far too large for his frame, he provided an annoyed reply. 

“She thought she was my girlfriend. But it had grown…complicated.” 

Those words sounded familiar, and stiffness entered my neck. 

“Relationships, especially those where it is long distance, are not easy,” he said in a 

convincing tone. “At times, we performed in the same city, but many times not. Whenever I had 

a break, she didn’t. It was nearly impossible. You know what I’m saying?” 

Eduardo seemed to think he’d already won me over. 

“Are you seeing someone else?” 

Through the course of time, a spurned lover usually led to an act of retribution. Sometimes, 

the tool of choice was an ugly note, but many other times, the act was far more personal and 

physical. 

He ran a hand across his face, searching for stubble that wasn’t there, his eyes trying to read 

mine. Good luck. 

Another forced breath as he glanced away, uttering a single name, “Maggie Pickles.” 

“Is that a cartoon character?”  



“Don’t be silly. She’s a wonderful ballerina, part of the cast in Sleeping Beauty.” 

“And?” 

“You will find out eventually. She and I have been fooling around a little bit.” 

A warm sensation circled my neck, and I could see motives coming to life. 

“What would Maggie call it?” 

Another huffed breath. “Okay, she would say she is my girlfriend.” 

I laughed out loud. “Do you have a different girlfriend in every port?” 

Dipping the corners of his mouth, he offered his version of the truth. “Look, I admire 

women of all types. It’s not my nature to be monoga…” He struggled with the last syllable. 

“Mous. Monogamous.” 

“Did you have Courtney killed so she would stop harassing you and Maggie?” 

“What? This is crazy talk! You have no evidence, no clues,” he said, his forehead crumpled 

like fried bacon. 

“If it exists, I’ll find it. But I’m asking you…Does it exist? Did you find someone, hire 

someone to kill Courtney?” 

A tear bubbled in his eye, and he snuffed it out with his thumb. “I cared about Courtney. 

Truly,” he said softly. 

“Were you and Courtney fighting at the time of her death?” 

Licking his lips, Eduardo appeared parched, but I let him sweat. 

“Look, Mr. Adams. I’m not a fighter, I’m certainly not a killer. I’m a Latin lover. That is 

who I am. Nothing more, nothing less.”  

Oh, brother. This guy was a regular Rico Suave. 

“And Maggie? What is she? How did she feel about Courtney?” 

He shuffled to the other side of his chair, obviously biding time for an answer to come to 

mind. 

“She was not happy about Courtney. I told her that Courtney and I had broken up. After 

Courtney died, and it came out that I had not actually gotten around to breaking it off with 

Courtney, Maggie was not happy with me.” 

“Ah. And what is the nature of your relationship now with Maggie?” 

“She was a nice girl, and, honestly, a body that could melt ice.” 

A quick image of Britney in her jeans flashed through my mind. “But…” 

“She is not talking to me at this time. I tried explaining it to her, but she will not listen to 

reason.” 

“Reason?” 

“So I’ve had to move on.” 

Twirling a pen between my fingers, I heard a sudden roar from down below, the crowd likely 

responding to a touchdown or interception or big hit from the Jets-Patriots game. Above the 

murmur of conversation downstairs, silence engulfed our space. It worked for this situation, but I 

made a mental note to ask Alisa to pick up an old-fashioned ticking clock. Momma’s house 

always had clocks ticking and bells chiming. It represented the certainty of time and life always 



moving forward, hopefully progressing. 

“And what’s going on with Kirsten? She doesn’t appear to be as…seasoned as you are.” I 

felt a bit like Oprah, possibly Dr. Phil. 

Heavy eyelids slowly peeled open. “We are consoling each other. Nothing more, nothing 

less.” 

A streak of protectionism littered my mind. Even if Eduardo was not guilty of murder, he 

was far from innocent. But I couldn’t be the big brother to every cause in the world. Making 

mistakes was how people learned the necessary life skills to create a runway, rimmed by lights 

that illuminated their paths moving forward. I, as much as anyone, had been forced to accept my 

faults and weaknesses before learning how to deal with them, at least to the point where they 

wouldn’t hurt other people. Eva was example number one. Since that shameful moment, it had 

taken me years to trust my instincts in a legitimate relationship. And now there was Britney. 

I released Eduardo and asked—actually, I instructed him—to leave Maggie’s phone number 

with Alisa. 

By the time I made it downstairs, Alisa was rummaging through her white leather purse 

nearly the size of her torso, just a couple of steps inside the doorway. I looked around and neither 

Eduardo nor Kirsten were anywhere to be found. 

“Did Eduardo leave you Maggie’s phone number?” 

Her head still buried in her bag, she removed a hand, holding up a note with a number on it. 

“Jilted ex-lover?” she asked. I heard all sorts of clatter coming from her purse as the big dig 

continued.  

I explained the triangular relationship Eduardo had developed with Courtney and Maggie. 

“You convinced Eduardo is innocent?”  

“Of murdering Courtney, yes. As for how he conducts his life, I hope he goes to confession 

every week.” 

“Can you hold this?” 

Alisa dished out containers of makeup, lipstick, a hairclip, four pens, a checkbook, three 

packages of a gum—each a different flavor—and a pair of earbuds. Even my huge hands were 

full.  

“Do you need some help?” 

Shaking her head, frizzy curls camouflaged the opening to her purse. “I got it.” 

I’d never noticed Alisa’s personal organization, or lack thereof. Anything related to Booker 

& Associates, she was proactive, highly structured, and always kept the end goal in mind. She 

was one hell of an assistant. I was just glad our informal interview process—her giving me a fist 

bump at Justin’s bar a few months back—had come before I noticed this disaster.  

“Do you want me to set up a time for the Maggie Pickles interview?” 

“As soon as possible, yes.” 

“I’ll call her first thing in the morning, and I’ll throw in Renee’s name, if that helps give her 

any incentive.” 

“Cool.” 



Shifting to the standup bar, I unloaded the handful of items, a pen and lipstick falling to the 

floor. 

“Found it!” Blowing hair out of her smiling face, she held up about twenty keys attached to 

a frog key chain. 

Just when I thought I could return to my warm beer to watch the rest of the football game, 

she leaned over, grabbed all of her stuff, and dumped it in her bag. She threw the strap over her 

shoulder, and I found new respect for that shoulder. I was surprised she didn’t lean in that 

direction when she walked without her purse. 

“Finally, I’m out of here. Talk to you tomorrow.” 

I nodded, while a thought escaped my lips before it had been fully vetted. “Seems like you 

carry your life with you wherever you go. How do you get around when you need a smaller 

purse?” 

Setting a hand on her hip, she acknowledged my blissful naiveté. “Booker, I’m a woman. 

You’re not supposed to ask. I just figure it out. We all do.” 

Enough said. 
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“Can you switch out a cold one for this piss-warm beer?”  

Justin flipped around and eyed me as he cleaned peanut shavings off the glossy wood finish. 

Glancing around, I found a bent bottle cap and pressed it with my thumb on top of the bottle 

until I heard a snap. Beer sloshed against the sides, obvious that it was half empty. “You can 

resell this one if it makes you feel any better.” 

“Do you think I’m made of money?” 

“You sound like our parents, you know?” 

A thin smile cracked Justin’s thin face, another line or two just starting to bud near his eyes.  

“Come to think of it, didn’t you bring in a major haul from Ice Ice Baby?”  

Placing both hands on the bar, his eyes shifted away, then back at me. “That’s not public 

knowledge.” 

“I think everyone is aware that The Jewel, at least for one night, was Dallas’ hottest 

attraction.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Wasn’t that the point, to spread the word, drawing people in who had never been to your 

bar?” 

He held out a shushing hand. “Yes, and I think we achieved our marketing goal.” 

Snapping my neck back, I wondered who’d been reincarnated inside the mind of the string-

bean kid who couldn’t make it at junior college. 

“I put that money in a sock drawer. My retirement fund.” 

“Ah,” I said. I figured he didn’t actually place rubber bands around wads of cash and stuff 

them into his sock drawer, or any other furniture piece. Given his business sense, he probably 

invested in a stock that would overtake Apple in the gadget market.  

Justin pulled a bottle from an ice bucket, flipped it twice, then caught it and snapped off the 

opener. Frothy suds spewed over the edge. 

“Thanks. I think.” 

He filled up a jar of peanuts and slid them my way. “Incoming.” 

I scooped a handful, then lifted my eyes to the flat screen. “Brady hasn’t started the 

comeback yet, huh?” 

The score at the bottom of the screen read, Jets 23, Patriots 10, fourth quarter, six minutes 

and change left in the game. 

“I’m telling you he doesn’t have the supporting cast he used to. He’s human, other than the 

fact he’s made over a hundred million in his career, has model-like looks, two adorable kids, two 

Super Bowl rings, and a wife who’d make the Pope shun his celibacy.” 

Suds of the beer finally retreating, I tipped back my head and took in a long swig, quenching 

my thirst. “Ah.” Just as the bottle hit the bar, fingernails gripped my bicep, and I swung around, 



my mind already preparing for a punch or a defensive move. 

Instead, I only found Alisa, red-rimmed eyes, breathing so heavy her chest lifted. 

“Booker, I need you.” 

Twisting my head, I paused too long apparently, and her nails reached the meat of my 

muscle, her arm quivering from the pressure being applied. 

I spun out of the barstool, and her hand slid down and grabbed my wrist. 

“What’s going on Alisa? Is everything okay?” 

She flipped around, ignoring my questions, and headed for the door, dodging patrons asking 

for another drink, scattered chairs, never letting my wrist go. 

Leaning into the oversized front door, she popped her hip, and it banked open. I followed a 

half-step behind. Just when I thought I’d caught up, she increased the pace. 

A north wind bit into my face, and I knew Alisa, minus a jacket, must have been freezing. A 

hand wiped her face, and I couldn’t tell if the wind and freezing temperature had squeezed water 

from her eyes, or if it was induced by another cause. 

Rounding the corner into the side parking lot, absent of much direct lighting, I thought I 

heard a whimper. Then, she pointed. No words came from her mouth. 

“What is it?” I felt like I was interpreting a mime. 

Bringing a hand to her face, she swung my arm forward. All I saw was a parking lot full of 

cars, no other soul in sight.  

“Dammit, Alisa, what’s going on?”  

Now both hands cupped her mouth, apparently unable to speak, she bent at the knees, then 

shuffled left. I’d never seen Alisa so distraught.  

My heart racked my chest plate. I stood in front of her, hands grasping her arms, seeking a 

way to find what was destroying her. 

“There!” she pointed, her voice wavering from emotion. “Between the cars.”  

Following her eyes, I hunched lower and held a hand to the one low-pitched spotlight 

impeding my view. I shuffled forward, approaching a luxury sedan and an older SUV. A bumper 

sticker first caught my eye: Red Neck Proud. Glancing back at Alisa while walking, she nodded 

then started jumping up and down, uttering something I couldn’t decipher. 

I clipped a shoe…then fell face first. Throwing out my arms, I caught my body weight like 

I’d just finished a push-up. But I looked directly into the open mouth and white eyes of a woman. 

Dead. 

Lunging my body upward to where I could stand, I noticed the odd angle of her body, her 

neck askew. And her eyes, an empty glare. Wait, I knew this person.  

“Olivia,” I said with little breath. 

I leaned forward, my butt glancing off the sedan, realizing the lack of space where this act 

took place. 

“Alisa!” I could feel my voice shake from the inside out. 

My dazed partner padded toward me, attempting to rub away tears. 

“Did you call nine-one-one?” 



“I knew she was dead. I didn’t know what to do.” She shifted her gaze to the dead person, 

Olivia, then she released quivering sobs. 

I scooted right, ensuring I didn’t disrupt the crime scene. I took Alisa in my arms, and she 

rested her head against my chest. “It will be okay.” 

“How can you say that?” Her teeth rattled. Hands balled into fists, she thumped my 

shoulders. 

Wind slapped my face and I held her tighter. She was right. After a few seconds, she got it 

together. 

“Did you see anyone nearby when you found Olivia?” 

“Not a single person.” 

“Any cars pulling out of the parking lot?” 

“No, nothing moved. It was like a graveyard. Although I did hear dogs barking.” 

That could mean anything, but I took a mental note.  

Glancing at Alisa, I realized she was missing her anchor. 

“Where’s your purse?” 

“That junk pile,” she said through a stuffy nose. “It’s over there by my car.” 

I squinted, and spotted an oblong bag squatting next to a small, old-model Toyota, dark 

green. 

“Call the authorities. I’m going to look around before they get here. By the way, it’s Olivia 

Dunham, the lead ballerina from Sleeping Beauty.” 

Alisa bit her lip, apparently searching for a calm and a resolute mind. “Renee, the Arts 

District. Is this tied to Courtney’s murder?” 

“Who knows? But that will be the public perception until we can prove otherwise.” 

Alisa walked toward her bag, while I turned and took in the scene. I first glanced at Olivia’s 

forehead. No bullet wound, nor did I see any blood on or around her body. I was no pathologist, 

but I’d yet to see any obvious cause of death. 

Leaning closer, I had to force myself to not look at her eyes. Part of me wanted to press her 

lids shut or, better yet, place a towel over her face. But that might contaminate the crime scene. 

Alisa holstered her phone and walked my way, arms cinched under her breasts. 

“Do you have a pen in your purse?” 

She produced one in no time. 

As careful as a surgeon trying not to puncture a blood vessel during open heart surgery, I 

lifted her hair and found no wounds or blood. Her hands were cupped, arms raised over her head, 

as if she’d been stretched. 

“I think she was dragged into this spot after she was dead. Look at the position of her arms, 

her wrists cocked at an angle where someone could gain leverage. Also, her clothes—her shirt, 

jacket, scarf, and slacks—are all slanted toward her feet.” 

Alisa swallowed, her eyes studying the victim, appearing to shift her emotions to a 

purposeful focus. 

“Where do you think she was killed?” 



“First, I want to know how.” A long silk scarf, designed with a motif of ballet dancers 

perched on a toe, bunched just over her chin. I gently probed the sides, searching for a gap to pull 

back the material. 

“Shine your phone down here.”  

Sirens came to life nearby, breaking the still quiet, and I knew cops and CSI techs would be 

on the scene within a couple of minutes, and we’d be on the sidelines answering questions, in the 

penalty box because we didn’t own a badge or a uniform. I’d been on the other side of the yellow 

tape, so I understood the logic. But I didn’t have to like it.  

Scooting next to me, careful not to touch the body, Alisa sniffled and held her phone about 

two feet from the right side of Olivia’s face. Cinching the pen inside a fold, I pulled ever so 

slightly. 

“Did you catch that?” 

“I think.” She sniffled again. 

“A scratch mark, about an inch long. Surface level, but fresh.” I continued pulling, and my 

head lowered even closer. “Turn the phone to more of an angle, so it doesn’t catch my shadow.” 

Alisa made the adjustment.  

If I tipped the material just so, I could see under another fold of silk. 

“There.” Red and purple marks on her neck came into focus. 

Alisa put a hand on my shoulder and leaned forward. 

“Ligature marks.” 

“She was…strangled?” Alisa scanned Olivia’s body once again, her eyes likely not believing 

how another human being could snuff out a life. 

“That’s a violent homicide, usually brought on by an emotional reaction. A very personal 

death.”  

I heard tires squeal, sirens now making it hard to hear. Pushing myself up, I took Alisa’s 

phone and illuminated the concrete, just beyond the crime scene. I scanned a good fifty square 

feet, looking for any blood droplets or anything the killer might have left behind.  

“I’d guess she was killed somewhere in this area.” I moved my arm in a circular motion. 

“Then dragged to where she’s lying right now. Olivia isn’t heavy, maybe a hundred ten pounds 

I’m guessing. She wasn’t dragged far. Either the killer is not very strong, or in a hurry.” 

“Or maybe both,” Alisa chimed in.  

Lights splashed across car windows and our faces, and I knew to take a couple of steps back 

and show our hands. 

Five minutes later, with the crime scene contained, detectives marked evidence, took photos, 

spoke to CSI techs. They’d already had an initial conversation with Alisa. She answered every 

question completely, void of emotion, although her voice remained softer than normal. 

Suddenly, a voice behind us shouted, “What the fuck is all this?” 

A couple of uniforms held up hands, stopping the man at the yellow tape barrier. 

“Booker, is that you? Alisa?” Justin shaded his eyes from an array of mobile spotlights. 

I walked his direction. “Alisa and I can’t leave just yet. A few more questions.” 



“About what?” His face contorted like he’d just endured a rectal exam.  

“Alisa found a dead girl. It’s Olivia Dunham, the ballet dancer I met last week.” 

Arching his neck, while taking two steps back, Justin took hold of his ponytail and tugged, 

trying to displace his anger apparently. 

“I know what you’re thinking.” I reached an arm toward his shoulder, and he flicked it away. 

He twisted this way and that, his mind obviously still processing what had happened.  

We all were. 

“A person killed right on my doorstep,” he explained, his ears fire engine red. “This poor 

girl. How did she die?” 

“Nothing official of course, but based on what I found, I think it’s strangulation.” 

He squeezed the bridge of his nose so hard I thought he might crack it. Shaking his head, he 

opened his mouth, inhaling. “Another performer. Could this be tied to the other one, the same 

killer even?” 

“Hard to say. The homicides are far different. Courtney’s seemed premeditated, professional. 

This one was personal, spur of the moment. That’s the way it appears anyway.” 

Alisa joined us. “They’re done with me for now.” 

Draping an arm over her shoulder, she ignored me and extended a hand to Justin. 

“I’m so sorry, Justin. You’ve worked so hard to turn The Jewel into a special place.” 

He nodded. “I feel bad for even thinking about revenue and profit, given someone was just 

killed. But if I lose my passion, I lose everything. Just when I thought I’d turned the corner, this 

happens.” 

We both felt like we’d been kicked in the jewels. 
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“Are you sure you’re not peeking?” 

I could feel Britney’s unbridled excitement in her voice, the way she gripped my arm. 

“I think you’ve severed an artery at my temple.” A rainbow-colored sash wrapped my head 

so tightly the top of my head felt numb. 

Britney had tied me up back at my place—but not in the way I’d dreamed during another 

brief night of sleep. She’d made me promise to keep the blinder in place until we reached the 

destination of her little project. She’d driven her little red Mercedes, roaming the city, the 

suburbs possibly…who knows. It seemed like she’d taken a circuitous route, purposely screwing 

with my sense of direction. We zipped around in the sports car for at least forty-five minutes.  

While I appreciated her sense of adventure and suspense, I knew I’d have to cut off this 

excursion no later than ten o’clock.  

I padded across a floor, this one a cushiony carpet, which had followed passing through a 

revolving door, walking on tile or marble, then ascending up five flights of stairs. And Britney 

wasn’t winded in the least. 

We passed through wafts of exotic flowers, giving way to a peaceful aroma of lavender. I 

think I twitched my nose. 

“I’m guessing you haven’t led me into a dungeon to chop off all my appendages.” 

She paused our procession, leaned up to my ear, and slid her hand just inside my jeans. “I 

can’t speak for your other limbs, but this one is all mine.” She popped my abs. “You work 

constantly. How do you keep in such good shape?” 

“I think it’s our new nighttime workout routine. Great for burning calories.” 

She pressed against the front of me and whispered. “You motivate me, what can I say. 

Maybe it’s all in your genes…with a ‘g.’ Get it?” 

Hoping to solicit a kiss, I reached out an arm. I swatted air, felt my balance sway. “Where 

did you go?” 

“Don’t move.” Her voice faded, though still hopping with joy. Off in the distance, I thought 

I made note of a door lock turning. 

I waited for what felt like five minutes. “You know if you don’t come back, I’m going to tell 

the next person who says anything to me that my girlfriend’s name is Britney Hill and she’s into 

S and M.” 

Seconds later, I heard boots shuffling across carpet, the smell of her perfume so strong I 

wanted to take her in my arms right there. 

“All right, just a little farther.” She tugged on my arms like she was pulling a train down the 

tracks, grunting a bit with each step. “Hey, you’re leaning back, no fair.” 

I just chuckled, letting her know I could yank her chain if I wanted. 

She pressed her hands against my pecs, and we stopped again.  



“Are we playing red light, green light?” 

Disregarding my question, she placed hands on each shoulder. “I wanted to share this with 

you. I put my heart and soul into it…my little project.” 

It seemed like her disappointment from a day earlier had been swept away. Knowing I’d 

promised her to make this excursion this morning, she’d awakened in the cheeriest of moods, 

ignoring all of Big Al’s increasing number of obnoxious, sex-oriented comments. 

Then again, if I was locked in a cage my entire life and Britney pranced half naked in my 

sights all the time, I’d be talking all sorts of shit. Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about being 

tarred and feathered. I can’t say the same about Big Al. 

Pulling off my sash with the grace of a striking bullfighter, she locked her fingers with mine, 

and we took a step into a luxury condominium.  

“Here in the well-lit foyer, you’re standing on three-inch-wide planks with a dark stain. It’s 

part of the New York West Side collection.” 

Pointing downward, I said, “This is your little project?” 

“Well, it’s not just that.” She curled her lip under her teeth, providing a cute aw-shucks look. 

“I designed the entire condo, all twenty-one hundred square feet.”  

Flipping her head, she guided me into a living room rimmed with stained crown molding, a 

mustard trim separating it from burgundy walls. A flat screen TV hung just above a modest stone 

fireplace, as a tall green plant hulked in the corner, situated next to a glass lamp and plaid chairs. 

Three white candles sitting on a white stone coffee table flickered from a twirling ceiling fan 

overhead. A mound of red and green apples towered out of a woven basket sitting on top of 

granite countertops, flecks of black and aqua, light blue. 

“Your mouth is hanging open,” she said through a giggle, then patted my cheek. 

“I’m stunned.” 

“In a good way or bad?” 

Shaking my head, I could feel my heart skip a beat. I brought her closer, kissing the top of 

her head. “Sorry I had to blow you off yesterday.” 

She shrugged her shoulders. “You’ll have to pay me back for the next six months.” 

She winked, then bounced around the condo, explaining the origin of each piece, her thought 

process on every decision. 

“Did you buy the condo, then decorate it?” 

“No, silly. I met a couple at one of the meet-and-greets after one of those musicals. Just 

retired, in their sixties, they had a desire to find a place in the heart of the city. I told them I’d 

always had a love for design, colors, fabrics, architecture. I simply asked if they’d let me lead the 

project, pro bono.” 

“So you now have a graduate degree in shopping?” 

Jabbing my shoulder with a fist of knuckles, she waltzed into the last room of the tour, a 

master bedroom with mirrors on two sides, floor-to-ceiling windows on the third. I cast a gaze 

across the flat landscape looking north, and I could see a bank of dark clouds heading our 

direction, signaling the arrival of our next cold front, and I knew I’d be shivering in a few 



minutes. 

Turning back around, Britney stared right at me, expressionless, but I still felt her emotion. 

Letting her green suede jacket fall off her shoulders, she unbuttoned her tight knit shirt, then 

popped her bra strap. Both dropped next to her jacket. Tossing her shoes away, she unclipped her 

skirt. 

No panties. 

“I want you,” she said, her eyes demanding my attention, yet it was nearly impossible not to 

look at her incredibly sexy body. 

Colliding against me, she gripped my face, and we kissed, heat radiating from her perfect 

figure. She tugged at my clothes, releasing tiny grunts.  

Lost in a haze of passion, a flare of responsibility suddenly ignited in my cloudy mind.  

Huffing out breaths, my lips moist from the most passionate kiss I’d ever experienced, I 

clutched her shoulders, her stature solid, a ripple of muscles up and down her arms, her torso as 

tight as a drum. 

“What? Don’t you want me?” 

Sad eyes. She lunged for me, tongue first. But I had to hold her back. 

“Britney, you’re gorgeous. I think I…” I couldn’t say it now, not when I had to run out the 

door to follow a lead on drug dealing thugs. “You’re so talented. I think you did an incredible 

job. I’m proud of you.” 

“Proud?” she said, thrusting her arms downward. She walked to her clothes, yanked them 

off the floor. 

“It’s that case I’m working with the Double Ds. I got a tip and I have to go. It’s not just 

about money any longer. Lives are at stake.” 

“Fine,” she said, her voice abruptly monotone. 

I turned back to the window, rubbed my sore, stressed neck, looking north again to my next 

destination. 

“Do you want to meet up for dinner later? My treat?” 

I twisted, noticed an empty room, then heard a door slam. 

<><><> 

“It’s good to know people in low places.” Drops of ice-cold rain trickled off my nose, ears, 

and uncovered head. Precipitation that started off as an invisible mist popped the crinkled 

garbage bag that protected my Sony Cyber-shot DSC-RX10 digital camera. With not much lead 

time, that was the best I could do.  

NorthPark Center Security Director Tyler Foyster, a former cop from Bentonville, Arkansas, 

had given me access to the rooftop. We’d developed a decent friendship one night at The Jewel, 

and if there was ever a time to call in a favor, this was that moment in time.  

Lying chest down on a borrowed fur-lined jacket, my elbows served as fulcrums to steady 

the point-and-shoot camera as I scanned the northeast parking lot at the high-end mall located at 

Central and Northwest Highway. For midday on Tuesday, the space was surprisingly full with 

vehicles, a smattering of umbrellas bobbing to the cadence of strides, all on a direct path toward 



the nearest entrance. I scooted left to evade the fanged zipper jabbing my rib cage. Tyler had 

tossed the coat in my direction when I headed up the ladder to the roof. While I’d hoped to avoid 

lying in dirty puddles, water began seeping through and around the jacket. 

Bone-chilling rain, soaking clothes, numb hands, not even a lustful Britney, could stop me 

from carrying out this mission. David, who apparently had returned to run the kitchen at Marvel 

just yesterday, called me late last night. DPD Corporal Ernie Sims had partied with his fellow 

drug-dealing partners at Marvel, once again throwing money around like pimps on the Vegas 

Strip. Excess alcohol had led to diarrhea of the mouth, though, and Sims shouted with slurred 

speech about their next big haul—trading cocaine stolen from the evidence room for a cool 

quarter million dollars today at noon. He and his buddies also gave up the location of the swap, 

laughing at the prospect of pulling off another drug deal in broad daylight in a parking lot full of 

Mercedes, Jaguars, and other luxury cars: NorthPark Center. 

Lifting the grocery bag to my eye, I scanned the parking lot once more. David told me to be 

on the lookout for a black Hummer H2, Sims’ new vehicle of choice.  

The Hummer by itself was worth more than half his salary. From my perspective, Sims was 

a walking red flag. How no one at Internal Affairs had caught on to his game was the greatest 

mystery of the twenty-first century. Months ago, when word spread about the internal 

investigation into drugs being stolen from the evidence room, relief hit me like a muscle relaxer. 

But in the end, they focused on just one cop—Felix. It was obvious Felix felt compelled to cover 

for Sims for a multitude of possible reasons.  

Who knows? Regardless, my newest tool and I were poised to capture this drug deal on a 

memory card. Then, I could finally take it to Henry in the DA’s office and watch that son of a 

bitch, Sims, roast like a gluttonous pig. 

Movement at ten o’clock. A man the height of Lebron James lumbered out of a department 

store, his head on swivel, a pair of new high tops tied together popping off his back. Peering into 

the lens, the guy’s face was painted in red and black. Wait a second. He looked just like Star 

Wars character Darth Maul. Hot on his tail was a fiftysomething mall cop, gripping a flashlight 

with one hand, his other fumbling with his hat. Ill-fitting pants allowed his white socks to flash 

against the gritty blacktop.  

“Booker, have you seen the drug deal go down yet?” 

Flipping my head around, I spotted Tyler’s plastic-covered hat poking just above the top 

rung of the ladder on the roof, his arms displaying a yellow slicker. 

“Nothing yet. It could be a while. I’ll be patient. By the way, did you know one of your guys 

is chasing after the Darth Maul bandit?” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I can see everything from up here. One of your mall cops is catching up to a tall fella who 

appears to have stolen a pair of basketball shoes.” 

“Ah crap. I’ve got to get to Phillip. If he catches that guy, he’ll use his flashlight like a ninja 

uses nunchucks, and then I’ll have another lawsuit on my hands.” 

Tyler dipped below the surface, and I awaited more comic relief. 



Rain subsided, but it was replaced by a stronger wind. At fifty feet above ground level, it 

whipped my wet clothes, creating a cascade of chills. 

Cupping my hands, I blew warm air into my palms and tried to avoid thinking about my 

latest confrontation with Britney…because it was unexplainable.  

Instead, my mind stuck on the ligature marks and the scratch on Olivia’s neck, There could 

have been more, but there had been no time for me to check it out further, and the danger of 

infecting the crime scene because of my curiosity just wasn’t worth it. There was a real 

possibility that the CSI unit could find a sliver of skin or hair follicle from the killer—DNA 

evidence. I had put in a call to Renee after the police allowed us to leave. Still working at almost 

midnight, I could hear her raspy voice vibrate with emotion, grief, frustration, and anger, just to 

name a few. 

“I appreciate the quick notification, Booker. This will allow a few hours for me and my staff 

to deal with the tragedy, talk to family and friends, and formulate our next steps in this public 

relations nightmare.” 

Then, just before she hung up, she offered one more piece of guidance. “Catch this 

motherfucker!” Not fitting with her style at all, the blunt order resonated. But my dogged 

determination had already shifted a heavier burden on my shoulders. 

For whatever reason, a brief smile crossed my lips, recalling my trek into my condo after a 

hellish night. I’d actually caught Cindy with another guy in the hallway. She was only hugging, 

not humping, but I felt relief—actually more like a pardon—when I turned the corner to see her 

grab his bushy head of hair and bury it against her cleavage. Part of me wanted to warn him, but 

maybe he’d be the one. She noticed me out of the corner of her eye and rushed him into her 

condo, almost as if she was embarrassed.  

Surveying the northeast parking lot, I spotted Tyler swinging his free arm toward his mall 

cop, Phillip. In handcuffs, the perp dragged and shuffled his left leg, and I could see his lips 

smacking. I think Tyler’s prediction came true, which meant a future of depositions from lawyers 

racking up useless fees.  

I’d only spent one lackluster semester in law school, but I questioned my sanity for even 

thinking about joining that profession. Just didn’t fit my personality or my desire to actually 

make a difference, even on the private side. I’d convinced myself serving the community could 

be accomplished in many ways, and it didn’t have to include rolling out yellow tape or lighting 

flares after a fender bender. 

I puffed a visible breath into the chilly wind, focusing on the number one thing I could 

achieve for the people of Dallas—taking down Sims and his goon squad.  

Sweeping in from the right, where the mall hugs the Central Expressway frontage road, a 

black Hummer glided to a stop, then slowly accelerated across the outer edge of the parking lot.  

“Come to papa.” I think Eva would have scoffed at my failed Spanish accent. A red light 

flashed on the Hummer’s left side. “That fucker uses a blinker like he’s a law-abiding citizen.” 

The vehicle was heading toward the aisle directly in front of me. 

It angled into a parking space midway down the aisle, cars parked on both sides. Blocked by 



the other cars, I couldn’t make out faces, but I was certain more than one person was in the 

Hummer, possibly all men.  

No one exited the vehicle. A door didn’t open, and all the windows remained up, as best I 

could tell. My instinct told me it was Sims, without a doubt. But I needed a picture of him in the 

act of conducting a drug deal. Plain and simple, or so I thought.  

Fifteen minutes passed and still no movement.  

I scratched my goatee, then felt the phone buzzing in my back pocket. Maintaining a visual 

on the black Hummer, I twisted around, feeling my shoulder catch a bit as I pulled out my phone. 

A text had come in from Alisa. 

Just finished Maggie interview; also have research to share. Ur gonna love it:) 

“You wouldn’t be Alisa if you hadn’t uncovered skeletons from someone,” I said out loud, 

resetting the chilled lens against my eye socket. 

A trunk popped open two cars down, a newer model Chevy Camaro, blue with white stripes 

outlining the elevated middle part of the hood. 

Pressing the camera hard against my face, I saw two guys exit the car, one on either side, 

wearing matching blue Dallas Cowboys raincoats. I initially wondered if their Mommy had 

dressed the twins in the same Tuesday outfit. I clicked a couple of shots while I had their mugs in 

full view, still unsure if their presence was connected to Sims or any drug deal. 

The guy from the passenger seat walked to the rear of the car, leaned down, and moved his 

arms, but the angle didn’t allow me to view what he was doing. The other guy was in 

surveillance mode, turning and scanning the area, his body still inside the open door. 

“What are you guys up to?” 

It just hit me. NorthPark had experienced a rash of car break-ins over the last several 

months. Could I be watching another one go down? I took a few more shots, in case evidence 

was needed for an indictment and, hopefully, a conviction. As good as it sounded, my pulse 

remained even. Petty theft didn’t jazz me, not today, not after I’d seen Sims almost kill a man 

and me as well, spearhead a drug-dealing scheme, and manipulate the system to where he didn’t 

get caught. 

Without warning, a man appeared at the rear end of the Hummer, pulling the back window 

open. 

Zeroing in my optical zoom, I rattled off five or six shots. The cowboy from the bar the 

other night. Same basic outfit, with a denim jacket. He glanced to his left, appearing to nod at the 

guy behind the Camaro.  

Two more men came into focus at the Hummer—Sims from the driver’s side and Felix from 

the other side. That poor schmuck. He was already facing a trial for similar charges, and here he 

is working another drug deal? He couldn’t be making worse decisions in his life. I took in a 

breath and pressed the rapid-fire shutter release, capturing Felix and his spiked, colored black 

hair and nose rings, then a few close-ups of Sims, the shortest of the three, a wisp of gray mixing 

with his reddish-blond hair. He wore a tight-fitting muscle shirt, his barrel chest looming larger 

than I recalled. With his protruding forehead, I wondered if he’d added steroids to his diet 



recently. 

Felix shuffled his feet, bunched his shoulders, generally appearing the most awkward of the 

group, while Sims spun a shiny keychain around his forefinger.  

Everyone had his head on a swivel, and it felt like something was about to go down. Just 

then, Sims nodded to the guy at the back of the blue Camaro, who pulled out a black duffel bag, 

sagging some in the middle, and walked to the Hummer. 

Glancing left, I found the Camaro driver still perched inside the open door, observing 

everything around him except the scene at the Hummer. He never thought to look up. I could 

have been dancing nude, and he wouldn’t have spotted me. 

I shifted the lens to the Hummer just as the man and his weighted duffel bag arrived. Sims 

unzipped it, rummaged through the contents.  

“Show me something, dammit.” I kept pressing the shutter release, the frames in perfect 

focus.  

A nod from Sims. The cowboy stuck an arm in the Hummer and removed a plastic grocery 

bag—the same brown color as the one protecting my camera—its volume about the size of a 

football, knotted at the top. Two fingers hooked through plastic loops, and at the moment of 

handing it to the Camaro man, the fingers became stuck in the loop and the bags nearly dropped 

to the ground. Camaro man flung his arms outward, as if the contents consisted of fifteenth-

century handmade china. 

But this cargo was far more valuable, at least to the men involved in the swap. 

“Booker, did you catch all that?” 

My stomach lurched into the back of my throat. Tyler, just behind me. 

“Dude, get down.” Swatting my hand, I glanced back and noticed his yellow slicker standing 

out like a duck swimming in a pond surrounded by hunters.  

Dropping like an egg-shaped rock, Tyler grunted on impact, crunching forearms off the 

rocky, soaked roof. “Shit!” 

“What happened?” I said, my eyes not leaving the scene.  

“I just got racked by my flashlight,” he uttered through a thin voice, followed by a drawn-

out groan. 

“Sucks to be you.” 

Two more bags were lifted out of the Hummer and given to Camaro man, and I kept my 

finger pressed on the top of the camera. I guessed I’d taken two hundred shots. My heart 

pattering my chest, I could taste redemption. 

Tyler scraped his jacket across the gravel rooftop, nasal grunts accompanying each lunge, 

and he scooted next to me, his breathing pattern in disarray. He cupped meaty hands over his 

eyes. Was he pretending they were binoculars? 

“This is all well and good, Booker, but did you get evidence from the chase?” 

“Chase...” Changing topics, it took me a second to catch up. “Oh, your mall cop chasing 

after the strange man with the painted face?” 

“Yeah, that crazy scene. I think he was trippin’ from some drug binge. Anyway, Phillip says 



he never touched him. The guy was turning his head, tripped over a curb, and sprained his ankle. 

Me, my department, we’re not taking the heat for this one. You got everything on your camera? 

Tell me you did.” 

Camaro man extended a hand toward Sims, who scoffed at it, then Sims turned and flicked 

his knuckles against the cowboy man’s chest, apparently sharing a scathing joke.  

He’d even proven to be an obnoxious asshole to his so-called peers in his new profession. 

“Booker, are you with me?” Tyler leaned on an elbow, his mouthful of air spraying fog into 

my face. 

Tyler’s plea included a waft of something pepperoni, and I inhaled a fresh breath through a 

small gap on the left side of my mouth. “I’m with you, Tyler. But I’m kind of busy right now.” 

The groups separated, and Camaro man deposited three grocery bags in the trunk, full of…I 

couldn’t say exactly. I guessed it was cocaine, but it could have been any number of illegal 

drugs. Come to think of it, I wondered if they still used the evidence room that had now morphed 

into a full-blown warehouse in Deep Ellum as the supply source for their operation. Hard to 

imagine, considering the internal investigation and the usual scrutiny that came with it. Part of 

me wondered if the investigation was nothing more than a rubber-stamped mirage, with Felix 

artfully selected as the sacrificial lamb. If that was the case, there had to be others involved, with 

Sims orchestrating the whole thing. 

Blinking frozen eyelids, I tried not to think about dirty cops roaming the streets of Dallas, 

soiling the badge, disgracing all the good people who worked their asses off each day to serve 

their community, dishonoring those who’d given their lives in duty. 

“I can just see it now. That Star Wars freak will put on a conservative suit, stand behind a 

slick guy in a more expensive suit—I’m guessing someone like that Harvey Specter fella on 

Suits—and claim he was emotionally damaged by Phillip’s so-called brutal assault.”  

My absence in the one-sided conversation had allowed Tyler’s mind to spiral into scenarios 

with the words “worst case” written all over them. 

I clicked a dozen more shots, ensuring they included each vehicle’s license plate. The 

vehicles drove south on the aisle then split at the end, one moving east, the other going west. I 

considered racing to my Saab and following one of the groups, but I’d traveled that path too 

recently. The prudent thing for me to do was to get the memory card in the hands of the 

authorities, and then pray like hell Sims hadn’t compromised the whole fucking system. 

Pushing myself upward, water dripped off all articles of my clothing, and every part of me 

was chilled to the bone. I handed Tyler the used mall jacket, a matted furball with dozens of 

pebbles buried in the lining. “Thanks,” I said as more of an apology. 

He held the coat with two fingers a foot away from him, and I think he seriously considered 

leaving it on the roof. 

“Sorry I didn’t capture Phillip’s chase on my camera,” I finally admitted, the protective 

grocery bag flapping in the wind. “If the guy sues your company, you can always countersue, 

saying he’d caused you to have a heart attack, and you needed a three-month sabbatical in 

Hawaii to relieve the stress he caused.” 



A crease formed between Tyler’s eyes, then his face lit up, snapping a finger my direction. 

“I’ll have to keep that in mind.” 

I gave him a quick three-finger salute, then padded to the ladder, soaked socks squishing 

with every step, my teeth chattering like they were sending a message in Morse code. 

<><><> 

Blasting heat out of every vent, the Silver Streak sounded like a bottle rocket just before 

takeoff. “I’m sorry, Alisa, can you repeat that?” 

She cleared her throat and upped her volume and enunciation. “My interview with Maggie 

went about as you’d expect, at least on the surface. But it’s what I learned afterward that will get 

your attention.” 

Water dripped down my neck, and my jeans felt like they’d been lined with lead bricks. 

Damn, I needed a warm shower and fresh set of dry clothes. “Let’s start with the interview, so I 

can get a picture of Maggie Pickles.” 

“She was a little distant at first. I think she was trying to figure me out, mostly.” 

“I’m guessing you took the good cop option?” 

“That’s my personality. I bond with them, women especially. They feel at ease, open up 

more. At least they seem to. I’m new to this game, so I guess they could be bullshitting me.” 

“They could bullshit any trained professional, and they have. I’ve got stories, believe me.” 

“So does, Maggie, but I’ll touch on her old life in a minute.” 

“Ha-chew!” 

“Bless you,” Alisa said. 

“Thanks,” I said, feeling my forehead. “Back to Maggie. Your assessment?” 

“Maggie sat in the office and gradually started sharing more about her private life, 

explaining how her relationship with Eduardo started off as a simple flirtation, then grew into a 

passionate love affair. She said she couldn’t wake up without thinking about him.” 

“Sounds like a motive to push Courtney out of the way.” 

“Possibly. On one hand, she didn’t have to share any of that with me, at least not to that 

degree.” 

Nodding while exiting at Fitzhugh, I replied, “I can see where you’re coming from. Tell me 

more.” 

“She knew initially that Eduardo and Courtney were a couple. But we know what a 

manipulating cheeseball Eduardo is. She said he told her a month ago he’d split up with 

Courtney, and it was damn convincing,” Alisa said. 

“I could imagine that. But we need to corroborate her version of the story. Did she really 

believe Eduardo, or is it possible that she found out he was two-timing her, then without letting 

on to anyone that she knew, she killed the one woman who stood between her and undeniable 

passion?” 

“I like the theory, although I have to say, Maggie sold me.” 

“In what way?” 

“Passionate affair or not, she said she’s human. And she’s absolutely devastated about 



Courtney’s death. She believed Courtney to be genuinely nice, affable, a caring person. Maggie 

cried like she’d lost her best friend, in an innocent way.” 

They all do, but I didn’t interview Maggie. I was too busy chasing my demons, so I’d have 

to go with Alisa’s impression, with a bit of my own interpretation of course. 

“You said you learned more information after the interview?” 

“I put on my excavation hat and did some digging,” she said, a hint of pride in her southern 

voice. 

“You are the best.” 

“Maggie grew up near Boston, a rough town called Dorchester, lots of temptations, high 

unemployment. Unlike most folks in that area who go to public school, she ended up at a college 

preparatory school because of her dancing ability. She doesn’t have much family around, other 

than a brother.” 

“You sound too excited. There’s more?” 

“Her brother’s name is Donny, thirty-six years old, but in the mug shot I saw of him, he 

looks closer to fifty. Two nasty raised scars cut across his face, like he was mauled by a two-

clawed bear.” 

“Paper cuts when he wrote his doctoral thesis?” 

“Yeah, that’s it. Actually, Donny might have a hard time spelling thesis. He dropped out of 

school before his freshman year ended. A month later, he got caught selling heroin on a street 

corner, and he ended up in juvie for two years.” 

“There’s got to be a reason you’re telling me Donny Pickles’ life story.” 

“Just sharing the facts. I might throw in an opinion, though.” 

“Please continue.” 

“Well, without giving you the play-by-play, Donny is a rough dude. Just six months ago, he 

finished a three-year sentence for breaking and entering, and assault. Apparently, he’s been in a 

number of scrapes—his facial scars offer proof. His parole officer also admitted that Donnie is 

battling drug addiction. Has been off and on since he was a teen.” 

Hairs stood up on the back of my neck, as much as they could. I was either getting a cold, or 

Donny’s way of life combined with Maggie’s possible motive didn’t sit right with me. 

“One other thing. The parole office said Donny and Maggie are close, despite the physical 

separation.” 

“I want to talk to Donny, but something tells me he wouldn’t be open to joining a Skype 

session. Can you get me on a flight to Boston?” 

“I’ve already pulled up Orbitz, Travelocity, Kayak. Sometimes one offers a deal the others 

don’t.” 

“Are you a mind reader? 

“I think you know the answer,” she said. 

“Ha-chew!” 

“You didn’t wear a coat on the stakeout, in the middle of the cold rain?” 

“I think you know the answer,” I said, now wishing I’d used a bit of logical sense. “But it 



was worth it. Sims showed up, along with Felix and the cowboy from the bar. The deal went 

down, and I have it all on my camera.” 

“What a relief. Hallelujah!” 

“I’m five minutes away from The Jewel. I need you to sift through about three or four 

hundred pictures on the memory card, pick out the best ones, then send them to Henry, copying 

me. It will need some narrative, which I can give you when I get there. Ha-chew!” 

 “Do I also need to get you some cold medicine?” 

“I’m okay,” I said, wiping my face, searching my car for tissues. “Actually, I wouldn’t turn 

it down. I just need to get out of these wet clothes.” 

“I can’t help with the last part.” 

“Funny. Oh, while I’m still lucid, are you okay with working on the Olivia Dunham murder, 

considering what you saw last night?” 

Static silence. “Are you still there?” 

“Yeah.” Her tone had dipped. 

“I can work this one by myself, you know…” 

“Screw that. I was just trying to keep my emotions in check. I want to find the twisted 

asshole who killed Olivia. Bad.” 

Alisa was a strong-willed woman, and having her even more motivated was music to my 

ears. 

“I’m right there with you. While I’m in Boston, we need to do some legwork on Olivia’s 

background. Speak to her friends, fellow dancers, try to get a feel for what was going on in her 

life.” 

A keyboard rattled in the background. “I’ll add all this to my growing list of tasks.” 

“Just tell me if it’s too much.” 

“This is what I live for, Booker. I love my work. But I’ll love it even more when we figure 

out who killed these talented girls and shove that person into a prison with Guido the pimp.” 

I released a light chuckle, but then felt another sneeze coming on.  

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-chew! Also, you said you heard dogs barking last night. Do you feel 

comfortable going door-to-door asking if anyone noticed someone racing through the yard about 

the time of the murder?” 

“I’d be fine if I had an actual PI license.” 

Valid point. I’d probably called Alisa my assistant one too many times. In reality, maybe my 

partner was already working with me. 

“Let’s add that to our list. You’ll have to take a lot of online classes. You game?” 

“If Booker & Associates pays for it.” 

“Always negotiating.”  

“I’m a single woman, Booker. Don’t get me wrong, I want to stay that way. But this is my 

opportunity to make something of myself, doing something I enjoy. I feel like I’m making a 

difference, not just to Booker & Associates, but to the people we work for. I want to do this as 

long as you need me.” 



“It feels like I need two of you right now. But I’ll settle for one Alisa.” 

Easing up to the stoplight, rain still pelting my car, I thought about the two crime scenes and 

the two talented women, Courtney and Olivia.  

“I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves, but it’s hard for me to imagine the same person 

involved in these two killings. Different motivations, different methods. So we’ve got two 

investigations on our hands. You up for that?” 

“Hell yes, I’m up for that. We solve these murders, we’ll have clients lined up outside our 

office begging us to take their cases.” 

For some reason, I envisioned lying on a beach south of the border, sun warming my body 

through palm trees, aqua waves lapping against the shoreline, a fruity drink at my side, as my 

legion of first-rate investigators solved cases in six cities, including London and Barcelona. Was 

that my end goal? 

“Booker, are you daydreaming or just asleep at the wheel?” 

“Ha. I can’t sleep when I’m wetter than a seal.” 

I pulled onto Greenville, moving south, monster drops of rain pinging the car. 

“Sounds like you’re at a firing range.” 

“That reminds me. Ha-chew! … I need you to do me one more favor.”  
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“If you’re not a fighter, don’t live in Dorchester. It’s a ghetto where Irish and black gangs rule 

the street, where hood rats and thugs kill each other over a pick-up basketball game, or even a 

sneer. Don’t raise your kids in Dorchester, because they’ll eventually be pulled into the gangs 

just to survive. After that, their lives are trash, waiting for that moment until they spend the rest 

of their lives in prison or taste dirt six feet under.” 

Bordered by the Neponset River at Lower Mills, just east of Milton, one of the most historic 

neighborhoods in the country was also the most dangerous, according to Donny Pickles’ parole 

officer. We’d spoken by phone just after I touched down at Logan Airport in the teeth of Boston, 

the smallest big city I’d ever seen. His account of the town where Donny lived was 

disconcerting, if not surprising. But I figured he’d been so transparent because he was about to 

retire from his Suffolk Country job after forty-two years of keeping tabs on generations of 

criminals. Not all bad people, he said, but enough to make you question the evolution of 

mankind. 

“You sure about that address?” Anxious eyes glared at me through the rearview mirror, the 

cabdriver questioning my sanity, I was certain. 

“It’s not changing. If you don’t want to take me there, I can find another cab,” I said, 

running my hand across the expansive back seat, more duct tape than vinyl. 

“You pay, I’ll take you there.” He nodded, I replied with the same, and he motored ahead. 

Rolling on an uneven surface in the poorest section of town, the car stripped of anything 

resembling a shock absorber, my head clanged against the roof. It didn’t help my disposition or 

my headache. I pressed fingers on the sides of my nose and took in a breath, a brief respite from 

clogged nasal passages, my eyes squinting from a low sun on the eastern bank. With my 

bloodstream filled with a plethora of over-the-counter medication, mental focus came in spurts. I 

was damn glad not to be driving, even if I had to take in the foul smell of smoke, mildew, and 

urine. Who knows what the hell had taken place on this seat. 

“Fuckin’ lights,” the cab driver muttered, slamming his wrist on top of the steering wheel. 

“How can they get shit done in this town when every cah is just pahked on the street?” 

Obviously, a native Bostonian.  

Taking in another congested breath, I thought about Henry’s call last night. Using photos I’d 

provided and my eyewitness account of the NorthPark Center swap, he used his influence as 

assistant DA to have the DPD track down both vehicles. Cops pulled over the Camaro first and 

asked to search the car. The men wearing matching Cowboys raincoats watched DPD officers 

tear open three grocery bags containing clear Ziploc bags full of translucent, jagged rocks—

crystal meth—or so they thought. The two men were handcuffed, arrested, and driven into the 

division, where, after analysis by a detective from the Narcotics Unit, it was determined that the 

bags of crystal meth were actually pieces of a shattered mirror. 



Not an hour later, Sims and crew were picked up, and they, too, complied with the search 

request. Inside the black duffel bag, fellow cops found workout clothes and a pair of sneakers. 

From what one of the officers relayed up the chain, Sims apparently laughed out loud, then said 

in a hushed tone, “Tell Booker I’m coming after his nigger ass.” 

I’d been set up. I didn’t know how, or even for what purpose, but the entire scene had been 

constructed for Booker T. Adams. I didn’t know whether to feel honored or embarrassed. Who 

was I fooling? I felt like a naive teenager who’d lost a bet about whether the sky was blue. I felt 

like a fucking idiot. Add in the verbal threat, and I felt like a pound of sea salt had been dumped 

into my sawed-open chest wall. 

To make matters worse, I’d brought Henry into this mess, and now his reputation had been 

soiled. 

Attempting my second round of temple massages, my head pulsated, a combination of heat 

and pressure. I could hear Samantha’s assessment of her dad: “You’re Thomas the Tank Engine, 

Daddy. You sound like a stuffy steam locomotive.” 

Had I been so obsessed with catching Sims that I’d completely lost my ability to decipher 

situations and make rational decisions?  

I’d asked myself that question a hundred times since the plane took off from DFW airport 

before sunrise earlier in the morning. 

Feeling a loose spring jab into my butt cheek, I lifted upward and shifted left, my arm 

bumping the heavy object stashed in my coat pocket. 

I was so out of it, I almost forgot about the handgun. Damn, I needed a jolt of caffeine. Then 

again, did I want to pump adrenaline on top of the loopy haze I was in? I reached in my pocket, 

and wrapped my hand around the ergonomic Nill wood grip of my Sig Sauer P226 X5. Realizing 

whom I was confronting, I didn’t want to take any chances, so I’d asked Alisa to overnight my 

handgun to Boston. The cabbie had no idea what I’d picked up at the FedEx store just after 

leaving Logan. I didn’t want him thinking he was toting around a maniacal, cold-blooded hit 

man. Without a license to carry in the state of Massachusetts, they’d charge me and hold me in 

jail until I could make bail. The process would eat up most of a day, hours that I simply didn’t 

have. And, with a conviction, I’d be at risk of losing my Texas PI license. 

My pulse battered my throbbing headache as I watched the landscape devolve into boarded-

up homes, half-crushed apartment buildings, groups of young people smoking something 

illegal—faces of a lost generation. I’d seen my share of impoverished youth in South Dallas, and 

far too many had fallen prey to enticements that only quickened their journey to a lifetime of 

pain and suffering, for them and their families. 

“Three more blocks, and I’ll have you there in no time,” the cabbie said. 

If no time equated to a ninety-minute cab fare, then I guess he was right. I reminded myself I 

could bill this back to the client, Renee, although our fees, including expenses, were being paid 

by Muffin Cromwell.  

I thought about Britney. We’d traded voicemails since she marched out of the Ritz, each of 

us apologizing. Our time together had been euphoric, but I guess I’d been fooling myself into 



thinking two people could fall in love and live happily ever after without disappointing each 

other. It wasn’t a comfortable space for me. In the past, this was the usually when I bolted. But 

Britney, our relationship, seemed different. Time would only tell if I’d allow myself to feel and 

provide love unconditionally, like I did with my daughter. 

“Get yo fuckin’ hands off my cah,” the cabbie yelled out the window to a couple of punks 

who’d decided to drape themselves over the side at a stop sign. “Jesus H. Christ.” 

He honked, then sped another three blocks before hanging a right. 

“Just down here on the right, sir.” 

Brakes squeaked to stop. I forked over a good chunk of cash, then pushed myself out the 

door. “You sticking around? I only need about fifteen or twenty minutes.” 

Given my skin color in the Irish section of the town, I didn’t want to push my luck, even 

with the Sig Sauer tucked inside my jacket. 

“I ain’t sticking around this shithole. Call the service. If I’m nearby, I’ll pick you up. 

Otherwise, I’m not sure anyone else will drive into this neighborhood.” 

“Now you tell me this?”  

He shrugged his shoulders, then threw it into drive and screeched away from the scene. 

Not eager to be target practice from the rundown apartment complex, I hoofed it across a 

patch of dirt and weeds, moving about a hundred feet to the main door. Piles of crushed brick 

rose from the landscape, beer and soda cans littered the yard, along with other garbage. Two-foot 

banks of dirty snow were affixed to the base of the building. 

Once inside, darkness consumed the hallway, where a single light blinked on and off. 

Moving at a quick clip, I searched for a way up to apartment 3E, hoping no one would see me 

and send out a warning signal. During one of the longer lighted moments, I spotted stairs sat at 

the end of the hallway behind a metal door with a small glass window. Thirty feet from the end, a 

door on the left burst open, an overweight man wearing a dirty, sleeveless shirt barked at 

someone behind him, a mangled cigar hanging from his lips. He eyed me but never stopped 

yelling orders. I was pretty sure he was harmless, at least to me. 

I swung open the metal door expecting heavier resistance, but instead it smacked the cinder 

block wall, chipped paint crackling to the concrete floor. 

“Nice one, Booker.” I think I’d just awakened the whole damn place. 

Barreling up the first flight of stairs in three strides, I could feel a burst of energy run 

through me—survival of the fittest. I catapulted myself around the bend and pushed off to 

attempt the same quick ascension.  

“Whoa, man! Watch what the fuck you’re doing.” A male with eyes that wouldn’t open 

spoke so slowly I thought he was joking around. His hand was stuffed inside his girlfriend’s 

sweatshirt, massaging her chest for the world to see. Not that she noticed me standing there. 

She’d yet to open her eyes as she lathered her partner with tongue-laden kisses, saliva coated on 

his face and neck. He tried saying something else, but she stuck her tongue down his throat, and 

he nearly suffocated. I scooted around the cute couple and continued my climb. 

Up on the third floor, I spotted 3E. I knocked twice, using my left hand, and two apartments 



down, a door cracked open, a single eyeball checking me out. I could feel my heart peppering my 

chest, readying my free hand to grab the pistol in less than a second.  

I knocked again. “Pizza delivery,” I said, attempting a rough Boston accent. A few seconds 

later, the door popped open. 

“Yeah, how much I owe youse?”  

I’d gotten lucky. Apparently, he’d ordered pizza. Or he’d been alerted about my presence. 

The man had his back to me, ambling toward a kitchen table that had shit piled all over it: 

porno magazines, chips, bottles, bags of fast food. He reached into a pair of jeans draped over a 

chair, smoke curling above his head, and I spotted a cigarette bouncing between his lips. I took a 

half-step in and didn’t see anyone else, only piles of trash, a box TV, a couch with two missing 

cushions, and single coffee table covered with sandwich baggies and a glass tube usually used 

for smoking meth. I assumed this guy was Donny—nicknamed Dill, as in Dill Pickles—wearing 

a pair of jeans with boxers squeezing out at the waist, no socks or shoes. Tattoos covered his 

back, one with the letters I-R-A imprinted in the middle.  

A hand reached inside my jacket, fingers wrapping the grip of the Sig Sauer, then I pulled 

out my wallet, exposing a copy of my PI license. 

“Donny,” I said in my normal voice. 

Jerking his head around, his light eyes narrowed, then he bolted out of his stance. I couldn’t 

shoot him, but I didn’t know what he was running after. Looking down, I saw a baseball bat. I 

turned and whipped it across the room. The bat cracked a knee, then wedged in between spastic 

legs, and he tumbled to the matted brown carpet, writhing in pain.  

I was on him in less than three seconds, a forearm digging into his chest so hard he wheezed 

out a breath. 

“Who…ah…you?” he said, his eyes bulging out. 

“I’m a friend of your parole officer, the one you visit every week, telling him what a good 

boy you’ve been. Have you been a good boy, Donny?” 

“I…can’t…breathe.” I lifted my elbow, and his face relaxed. “I got nothin’ to say, nigga.”  

That rolled off his lips way too easily. “I thought you’d have a lot of street smarts, Donny. 

Or should I call you Dill? You didn’t choose your words very carefully. Care to try again?” 

Turning his head a few inches to the right, he whipped it around and hurled a lugy. It 

splattered across my face. Just as I jerked my hand upward to swipe away the goo, his arm 

reached toward the table, then I heard a bottle smash.  

It was my head. Tiny flakes of golden lights flickered, and I dropped to the floor. Donny 

crawled out from under me, and I heard feet pound the floor. Pushing myself through a mental 

fog and splintering pain, I climbed onto all fours, the bat sitting to my right. With blurred vision, 

I grabbed it and chunked it as hard as I could. A second later, another crack of the bat. Half out of 

breath, and blood streaming around my ear, onto my face, I got to my feet and lumbered over to 

Donny, who’d dropped just inside the door, eyes blinking and his limbs moving spasmodically. 

He’d live to smoke another day. 

I slammed the door shut with the toe of my shoe, then grabbed a towel from the kitchen, 



pressing it against my head wound. “Shit!” Glass was embedded in my head. Not much I could 

do about it at that point, other than stop the bleeding. I sat against the wall and gave Donny a 

moment to regain his senses, what was left of them anyway. 

Suddenly, he came around, rolling onto an elbow, rubbing his eyes. I think he’d experienced 

this state of mental fogginess plenty of times. 

“Youse,” he said. 

“You’re not accustomed to hosting a black man in your apartment?” 

I spotted the result of my near-blind bat toss—a blue/green bruise protruding from Donny’s 

chin. 

“Ahh,” he moaned, trying to move his jaw. 

He blinked his bloodshot eyes, appearing to search the nasty apartment, perhaps looking for 

a weapon, another way out, maybe another person in an adjoining room. My senses went to full 

alert. I hadn’t done what I was trained to do. 

Dropping the bloody towel on the floor, I lifted my body upward, a hand reaching for the 

wall to steady my balance. I swallowed, ears crackling, sending a surge of pain through the side 

of my head. 

I took a step, then two, and my hand reached for a vinyl chair like a toddler learning how to 

walk. Shooting a glance at Donny Dill Pickles, he’d dropped to his back, rubbing his eyes. A 

knee moved upward, and it swayed back and forth.  

I’m not sure Iron Mike Tyson had ever connected a punch so cleanly.  

Forcing out a breath, I closed my eyes, seeking improved equilibrium. Acrid body odor hung 

in the air, unfiltered cigarettes mixed with a faint odor of crap. 

A rustling sound. Turning my head, I searched for the source. There it was again, sounding 

like a shuffling newspaper. Padding around the table, I came to a hallway and took a quick look 

left. Empty, but two open doors, one a bedroom, the other a bathroom, I was betting.  

Another look at Donny Dill, on his back, knees stirring. Without a partner, I had to leave 

Donny Dill alone for a few seconds, but if I didn’t clear the apartment, I was putting my life in 

jeopardy. 

I pulled out my X-5, gripping it in both hands, then coiled around the corner, my elbow 

grazing the wall as balance still eluded me. A man shouted, and I glanced upward. I think it came 

from the floor above, maybe the apartment next door. I just hoped it had nothing to do with my 

arrival. 

Making it to the first door, I shot a quick glance inside, then jerked my arms upward in a 

shooting stance, and did a quick scan. Clear, other than piles of towels, newspapers, a shower 

curtain ripped to shreds, a single hook clinging to the bent rod. 

No more sounds, I shifted my eyes to the bedroom and slid down the wall. Another quick 

glance inside. I brought my pistol up and stepped inside. Empty of life, although something 

might be growing on remnants of Chinese food and slabs of beef sprawled out on the table next 

to a bed. Clothes, trash littered the floor. Wading in, I forced myself to the ground, pulled up a 

bed cover, and verified the space was clear. 



Up on one knee, I questioned the sound I’d heard earlier. Could have been my murky mind 

playing tricks, at least in this location. Maybe it came from the outside hallway or the floor 

above. I padded through the doorway, touching my face where a line of blood, mostly dry, 

snaked to my goatee. I rolled out my tongue and tasted copper pennies mixed with sangria.  

Another rustling sound just as I passed the bathroom. I stepped inside, using my shoe to shift 

towels, clothes, tissues, plastic bottles of aspirin. Something shifted in the tub. Leaning over, I 

used the end of my Sig to flip newspapers. 

Meow! 

A scraggily gray cat, missing half of one ear, peered at me, its paws batting newspaper. 

Taking a sniff, I’d entered the cat’s home: globs of feces, yellow stains on white porcelain. I felt 

sorry for the little fella with Donny Dill as his caretaker. That guy couldn’t take care of himself. 

A swell of anger rushed over me, for Donny’s disregard of life of any form and for my cut 

scalp. 

Now mentally sharper, I walked to the kitchen, pistol at my side. No more rustling 

newspaper, no sounds of any kind. 

The next few seconds came at me in slow motion—my eyes not seeing Donny’s feet near 

the door, instinctively jerking my handgun upward, my shoe landing in the kitchen area, Donny 

thrusting a blade down on my arm. Jumping back, the long knife clanged off aluminum alloy. I 

swung my boot and connected with his ribs. A crack, and Donny doubled over. I crashed the butt 

of my Sig on top of his hands, and he released another groan, the knife dropping to the floor. I 

wanted to beat the crap out of him, but I diverted my reflexes and nudged his shoulder. He slid to 

the floor. 

“Sit in the chair. Now.” 

“Fuckin’ broke my ribs,” he said through clenched teeth. 

“You almost chopped off my hands, asshole.” 

I pulled up a chair and sat down, two feet from Donny’s bruised face, his eyes closed, an 

arm pressed against his torso. 

“You don’t make friends very easily, do you?” 

Raising his head, thin eyes shot darts at me. “What do you want with me, man?” 

“I need you to answer all my questions as if you are on the stand in a court of law and your 

life is on the line. Capiche?” 

He sucked in air, then lurched forward in pain. “Whatever, man.” 

“I don’t speak that language. Is that whatever yes, or whatever no? Just so we’re clear.” 

“Whatever, man. Yes!” Donny Dill peeked toward the door. I wondered if he was expecting 

visitors, possibly someone who might want to crack my head completely open. Time wasn’t an 

ally right now, so I had to make this quick. 

“When’s the last time you spoke with your sister?” 

“I don’t have a sistah,” he said too quickly. 

Shaking my head, I lifted the Sig Sauer from my knee, bringing the .40 S&W caliber under 

his chin and held it there for a couple of seconds. He scowled, trying to act brave. Then I flipped 



it upward and popped the five-inch barrel off his blue/green chin knot that was now the size of a 

lemon. 

“Ah, fuck!” he yelled. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” 

“That’s called pain management. I help you forget about your cracked ribs by diverting your 

neurotransmitters to your chin. Make sense?” 

Donny Dill shifted his jaw.  

“It’s not broken. If it were broken, you wouldn’t be able to speak. Well, not very clearly. 

Then again, I can’t understand half the words that come out of your mouth. Maybe it is broken.” 

He mumbled and groaned. 

“That was your one Mulligan. You like that? I just made an Irish pun?” 

No noise or movement.  

“Not in a joking mood? That’s good. That means you understand the seriousness of the 

situation. One more time. When did you last speak with your sister?” 

He cleared his throat. “I’m thirsty. Can you get me some water, maybe a bear?” 

I think he meant beer. “Once you talk, then you can drink. Spill it.” 

“Okay. Maggie. Let’s see. I don’t know. I’m not real good with calendars and shit.” 

I raised the sidearm near the lemon knot.  

“Wait, I think it was a week ago, maybe two.” 

“What did you guys talk about?” 

“I don’t know. She’s a dancer and does that ballet thing all over the country. Pretty good, 

from what I hear.” 

This fucker was giving me the run around, I could feel it. 

I released an annoyed chuckle. “Donny? Dill? Which would you prefer?” 

I stood up and paced, scratching my chin with the butt of my Sig Sauer.  

“Either one works.” 

“How about I call you Dildo? Because if you don’t start giving me direct, honest answers in 

the next sixty seconds, I’m going to go straight to your parole officer with everything I’ve seen, 

including a few embellishments.” 

His eyes scrunched together.  

“Em-bell-ish-ments. Four syllables. Look it up, because it will fuck up your life. You’ll end 

up back in prison before you make another batch of that meth over there.” I flicked the handgun 

toward the table.  

Another strange look.  

“Dildo. You might want to purchase one, practice on yourself in anticipation of your 

extended vacation in prison. Did you hear? Officials have ensured they’ll integrate cellmates 

more effectively. They figure if you become friends, there will be less fighting, fewer murders, 

sexual assaults. Because once you go black, you never go back.” 

I let out a deep chuckle.  

Shaking his head with scared eyes, watching me pace, he said, “What are youse all freaked 

out for, man? I can do this. I’m just getting wahmed up.” 



“Waiting.” 

“Okay, Maggie and I talked a few days ago. Sataday, I think.” 

That was the day after Courtney’s murder. “And?” 

He huffed out a breath, shaking his head again. “Maggie’s been real upset about this 

boyfriend of hers, some turd-burglar named Edwahdo.” 

Donny, Dill, Dildo, knew something, and I had to get it out of him. 

Exercising his jaw more, I could see he’d lost track of me. I stood just behind his chair and 

let the butt of the gun drop on his head from about six inches. 

“Ow! What the fuck, man?” 

“I’m still here and you need to tell me the whole truth. So. Help. You. God.” Circling in 

front of him, my eyes matched his gaze, a foot away. 

“She…” He bit his lower lip with chipped teeth. “She gave me five grand to take out the 

girl.” 

“Take out. On a date?” 

“Take out, as in dust, whack. Kill.” 

The word lingered in the air, just like his sickening body odor. 

“But I didn’t do it, man. I swear to you on a stack of Bibles.” 

“Name all thirty-nine books of the Old Testament.” 

He held out a finger like was going to make the attempt. 

“Where’s the money?” 

His nose twitched, and he glanced over at the table. “I have these urges, man. I just can’t 

help it. I get clean for a while, then…” Donny’s voice faded, eyes drifting to the floor. 

“Who killed Courtney?” 

“I got no clue, man.” 

“So you expect me to believe that Maggie gave you five K to whack Eduardo’s girlfriend, 

she ends up dead, and you had nothing to do with it?” 

“Honestly, I wanted to dust that dickhead, Edwahdo, for screwing over Maggie. Latin 

prick.” 

I’m not sure why, but I think I believed this loser.  

“What did you and Maggie talk about on Saturday?” 

“She thanked me for whacking Courtney.” 

“And you said?” 

“I didn’t want her to think I let her down. I took credit for it.” He sounded like a teenage kid 

apologizing for missing curfew. “I just got lucky that someone else killed the little bitch.” 

“Lucky, yeah.” 

Donny had no idea that he’d just implicated his sister in a murder-for-hire plot. Even if the 

person she hired to finish the job smoked the money away, Maggie had committed a serious 

felony. 

I walked to the sink, found a Styrofoam cup from a fast-food joint, and filled it with water. I 

handed it to Donny, who gulped it down in no time. 



“Water is a little better for you than beer, especially before noon.” 

Fluid dripped from his mouth, and he stared at nothing, perhaps realizing what this all 

meant. 

“Maggie. She’s in trouble, huh?” 

“I’m not the DA, nor a judge, but if they can prove it, she probably has danced in her last 

ballet.” 

Regretful tears welled in his eyes, tiny red veins more visible. “I’ve been fucked up since I 

was ten. But now I got Maggie involved. She was always the smaht one, the one who made the 

right decisions to get out of this hell hole. She worked hahd. And now, with one spit of jealousy, 

she’ll be just like me. A convicted felon.” 

For once, Donny spoke the truth.  

Without saying another word, I slipped out of the apartment, quietly made my way back 

outside, and called the cab company. Fortunately, the same guy who had driven me there had a 

tire slashed while filling up his gas tank four blocks away. On his way out of the war zone, 

dispatch said he’d grab me and then likely vow to never come back. 

Waiting for the cab, standing next to three trees—ensuring I wasn’t easy prey for Donny or 

anyone who had an aversion to anything not pure white—I contacted four people. 

I started with the parole officer. “Any luck of Donny kicking his addiction while behind 

bars?” 

“As tough as it is, it’s the only place he can stay clean. Probably live longer too.” 

We hung up, and I called both Renee and Henry, leaving each a voicemail. Seeing the cab 

round the corner, I fired off a quick text to Alisa. 

Maggie punked u. Tried hiring Donny to kill Courtney but he used $$ on drugs. Killer is still 

out there. Left v-mails for Renee and Henry. Call u from airport. 

“Need a lift back to Logan, but first need to stop at the same FedEx store,” I said, curling my 

body into the cab’s ripped back seat. 

The overstuffed cabbie did a double take as I shut the door. “What the hell happened to 

youse?” 

While my head’s stabbing pain was front and center, I’d temporarily forgotten about the 

visual the cabbie was getting. Leaning left, I spotted a dollop of blood at the point of impact. I 

touched it again and felt razor-like edges sticking out of my head. A crimson trail of blood 

spiraled around my ear, ending at my goatee.  

“I tripped.” I found my seatbelt, while shifting left to ensure that same loose coil didn’t rip 

my jeans. 

“Yeah, right.” He flipped around and punched it, leaving Dorchester behind us in minutes. 

The ride back into the city seemed less stressful, now that I’d survived going behind enemy 

lines. Trees whipped by and my mind processed what I’d learned. Not surprisingly, a love 

triangle sparked a toxic reaction. But Maggie hadn’t caught Eduardo and Courtney in the act, so 

her response wasn’t spontaneous. She’d known about Eduardo playing both sides, and she then 

planned to kill the one impediment that stood between her and a life of bliss with the Latin lover, 



or so she thought. But with Eduardo, female companionship was like oxygen, it appeared—he 

could never have enough. 

I wondered what Maggie was thinking at this exact moment, before detectives knocked on 

her door. Was she living in a dream world, convincing herself that taking a human life was 

nothing more than swatting a fly? Or had she been haunted by Courtney’s death? Hearing about 

her interview with Alisa, her performance must have been Oscar-worthy. 

My gut felt oddly twisted, shocked that we’d stumbled onto a murder-for-hire plot, yet more 

disturbed that this would-be killer duo was not the killer. Two people had sought to murder 

Courtney. Two. Someone else must have seedy connections to hire a professional killer, or 

Courtney had direct contact with the actual assassin, perhaps with a police or military 

background. We needed to dig deeper into her life history, all associations, even the casual ones. 

And we needed to explore possible motivations, jealousy, greed, lust—essentially, work our way 

through the seven deadly sins. Given Renee’s response the night Alisa found Olivia murdered, 

apparently strangled, time was not on our side. I couldn’t imagine the PR disaster she was 

dealing with, let alone the real fear that permeated through every person associated with the arts 

or who worked near the Arts District.  

Maintaining the same brainstorming psyche, I allowed theories and what-if scenarios to 

pepper my mind as I entered the FedEx store two miles from Logan International. I asked if I 

could use the bathroom, where I cleaned my wound and the blood stain off my face, then I stood 

behind two women, early sixties, who must have been sisters by the girth of their noses alone. 

Actually, they were identical twins, right down to their pear-shaped bodies and matching 

ensembles, plaid polyester pants and tan ribbed turtlenecks.  

“You want that delivered overnight, next day, ground? Do you want to insure? If so, what is 

the value of your package?” 

The clerk had apparently offered too many options. 

“Mildred, you can’t be serious if you expect the gift to arrive before our niece’s birthday. 

Ground is only guaranteed to get there within two weeks.” 

“Marie, are you hard of hearin’?” She thumped her own head. “This nice gentleman said the 

package only has to travel a couple of hundred miles, if that. Frankly, if you weren’t so paranoid 

to drive down the interstate, we could get there in three hours ourselves. Then, we’d actually 

have the chance to visit our niece for her sweet sixteen birthday. As it is, she thinks her aunts are 

a couple of lesbian shut-ins.” 

They continued bickering, and I stepped back, flipped through a greeting card rack, looking 

for something cheerful, funny, sexy for Britney. But I couldn’t shake the image of Olivia 

sprawled out on the parking lot surface between two cars, her eyes stuck open. Had she seen the 

killer, or did she die wondering who wanted her dead, and why? 

Disgust, impatience at my inability to find that one piece of evidence to break this case open 

slithered up my throat. I could taste it. Or was is it another surge of acid reflux? I needed more 

Tums. 

Realizing the one thing throttling my logical instinct was that I was stuck on the fact we had 



two murders without any apparent similarities, other than both victims were performers. A flurry 

of still shots flashed through my mind, faces of death, both so distinct. I’d wanted to connect the 

homicides, suggesting what most of the badged professionals would have also concluded—a 

serial killer stalked the Arts District, choosing his victims carefully, then killing with different 

methods, just to throw off authorities, or to get his jollies watching them die in unique ways. 

Or maybe the homicides weren’t connected at all. Tugging whiskers from my goatee, I’d 

always challenged the status quo, or at least the rationale behind it. What was I overlooking, or 

whom? 

The bickering drew closer, and I noticed Mildred and Marie moving my way, each babbling 

while the other refused to listen. I padded to the counter, the clerk noticeably worn down. 

“Manager always puts me down for the Wednesday afternoon shift. Every week I ask for 

any shift other than the Wednesday afternoon shift, just to avoid the Lee sisters.” 

“Fug and Ug?” I’d known a pair of twins in high school who played basketball and fit the 

same mold—squabbling, obnoxious, and unattractive, who’d likely spend their lives bitching 

about their surroundings, and then one day they’d be eighty years of age, living with each other 

and three deaf cats.  

He nodded, a tired grin splitting his round face. “You get me. How can you see it, and I see 

it, but my manager doesn’t see squat? It’s a frickin’ conspiracy, I tell you. They’re just out to 

screw me. Well, I’m not going to take this crap from anyone, let alone some lifelong retail loser.” 

The man untied his apron and tossed it on the counter. 

“If you leave now, you may not get your last paycheck,” I offered. 

He stuck out his chin. “Hmm.” He then slid the apron over his neck but didn’t tie it. Perhaps 

it was symbolic—he’d stick around, but he wasn’t going to let anyone rule his life. 

More power to him. Especially if he processed my delivery. 

We finished our business, and I strolled outside. My cabbie leaned against the door, puffing 

on the last third of a cigarette. 

“Those things will kill you.” 

“Doing business in Doahchester will kill ya faster. I like my odds better.” He tossed the 

cigarette butt to the curb then wheeled around the front end of his car. 

The moment my hand touched the cab door handle, my phone buzzed in my back pocket. 

My pulse started clocking, betting an irrational Renee was on the other end, ready to either fire 

me or rip me a new one for not finding the killer before Olivia was murdered, or pissed that I’d 

traveled all the way to Boston’s lower end to uncover a could-have-been murder plot.  

Glancing down, the number didn’t bring up a contact. “Booker here,” I said, slamming the 

cab door shut. 

“They have him.” 

I brought the phone into my sight, then back to my ear. “Who is this?” 

“They pummeled his face, kicked him in the ribs. I ran to help, but they threw him in the 

back and stole him. He’s gone.” 

“Dax?”  



Dax’s normal pompous voice trembled as if he was tied to a block of ice. 

“I…I couldn’t believe my eyes.” 

Vincent Sciafini.  

Heat ascended into my neck, my wounded head throbbing in rhythm with my increased 

heart rate. “Oh my God, Dax. I never thought Sciafini would take it this far. I thought by 

assaulting you, he’d delivered his barbaric message. I’m not sure we have a choice. I think we 

need to call the—” 

“It wasn’t Sciafini.” 

Holding a fist to my forehead, I had to replay the words. “Not Sciafini? How do you know?” 

A shaky breath. “Three hours after my David was kidnapped just behind Marvel, I received 

a call. It was Sims. He sounded maniacal, laughing. I could hear him spitting…I think on my 

David. He’s absolutely repulsive.” 

“And?” My racing heart battered my chest wall, adrenaline ready to shoot me through the 

cab rooftop. 

“They know David told you about the drug deal at NorthPark Center. It was all a setup to 

figure out who was on to them, who’d been talking.” 

“How? How did they know it was me?” 

“Sims said he has pictures of you on the mall rooftop.”  

He’d been a step ahead of us the whole time.  

Instantly, Henry’s voicemail shot into my mind, the words Sims told an officer when he was 

pulled over, purportedly to locate the drug deal money in the black duffel bag. “Tell Booker I’m 

coming after his nigger ass.” 

Was Sims trying to get to me by kidnapping David? Had he already planned to kidnap David 

once he confirmed my presence and purpose? 

One lie after another had pulled the Double Ds into a suffocating, inescapable pit of 

quicksand. It all started with David’s gambling problem, which led to mountainous debt. Sciafini 

inherited David’s debt and, apparently, claimed ownership of all things David, including his 

brain. When he thought David had broken his warped set of rules, he sent a shot across the bow 

by assaulting Dax. On the other side of the ledger, where I stood with my client who’d been 

robbed of twenty-five grand, David had attempted to wiggle his way out of being turned into 

authorities by providing me dirt on Sims. Ultimately, Internal Affairs pegged Felix, and Felix 

alone, for crimes against the state, and Sims skated free. Interestingly, he’d kept Felix under his 

wing, as if the former CSI technician would serve a greater good—at least his definition of good. 

What did all of this mean? Sims must be framing someone in Internal Affairs, or has them 

on his payroll. But how did he find out David fed information to me? What led Sims to set up the 

drug deal skit?  

“What else did Sims tell you? Does he want ransom? What else could he want besides 

sending us a message?” 

A sniffle. “He said wants people to keep their mouths shut. And until he can be guaranteed 

of that, David will remain in custody.” 



“Custody, my ass. He’s deranged if he thinks he’s operating on behalf of the DPD.” I could 

feel my blood pulsate, rage building deep inside. 

A jet streaked overhead as the cab pulled through the crowded entrance at Logan. 

“Look, Booker, I’m calling you because I don’t know where to turn. I want my David back 

safe. I don’t care how that happens.” 

If I went to Henry, the cops, even the FBI, we’d all go down…well, maybe not Sciafini. It 

appeared he had nine lives. And Sims had connections in high places. So that really meant 

David, Dax, and I. But I couldn’t allow David to be killed either.  

Tossing four bills through an open window to the cab driver, I plodded into the airport.  

“Dax, hold tight. I have an idea, but I need twenty-four, maybe thirty-six hours.” 

I walked up to the ticket counter, put down my ID, and said, “I need to change my flight to 

Chicago.” 

I then took a quick cab ride back to the same FedEx store I’d already visited twice that day. 

Protection couldn’t be overlooked.  
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Striding across the fifteenth-floor windowed walkway between two glazed, terra-cotta Wrigley 

Building Towers, I got as far as halfway until I felt the first sway. I paused, gripped a window 

ceiling ledge, and waited for another dip. Turning my head, the view—accentuated by the height 

and the rubbery link connecting two of Chicago’s most recognizable towers—ignited heart 

palpitations. 

Frigid winds cutting across Lake Michigan gusted over thirty miles per hour, creating slight 

bending and leaning on the fifty-three-foot connector. According to security guards down on 

planet Earth, this was the only way to reach the offices of SI, Inc., also known as Sciafini 

Investments.  

Not even twenty-four hours earlier, I’d experienced similar equilibrium issues, though 

brought on by artificial means—taking every cold medicine drug I could find and my head being 

used as a ship hull christened by an empty beer bottle. My general wooziness had faded, but the 

point of impact from the bottle bit into my skull like a shark’s fang.  

Then again, I was about to visit the so-called Chicago Shark, the man who’d built his 

fortune off shady loans insured by nothing more than heavy metals—brass knuckles and lead 

bullets.  

The rickety-bridge sensation ceased, but before I moved another step, my mind snapped a 

mental picture I’d have to share with Britney: set on the north bank, I peered east down the 

Chicago River, iconic, distinctive buildings lining both sides, including the Hyatt Regency and 

another modern condo building. Three river tour boats dotted white-capped, green water, one 

boat chugging east under Lake Shore Drive, setting its course for the Chicago Harbor, a painted 

blue sky arched across the backdrop. 

Thick-soled shoes pounded thin carpet. Swinging my vision right, two men in similar gray 

pinstripe suits plodded in my direction, shoulder to shoulder with matching mirrored sunglasses, 

each carrying soft leather briefcases. The pair whizzed by, neither looking at me, from what I 

could tell. They smelled like dense cologne and hair gel. Compelled to watch them until they left 

my sight, one opened the far door and a vacuum of wind swept through the tunnel. I think I 

noticed a stray hair or two flying around. If I had to guess, they were Feds, FBI, Department of 

Justice, possibly IRS.  

Scratching around the sensitive wound on my head, I strode the remaining distance across 

the walkway. Just on the other side of glass doors, I spotted paneled walls, sconces, sculptures, a 

high-end foyer, a couple of folks milling about, once again in suit and tie. My stomach twisting 

into knots, the last steps felt like I was walking the plank. Beyond the awe-inspiring view and 

high-end office space was nothing more than people whose minds were just as warped and 

twisted as Donny Pickles’ drugged-out brain. They’d evolved over the years, their operation 

more sophisticated and at times purposely confusing. The Sciafini outfit, and many like it, had 



used technology as a tool to propel its enterprise into the twenty-first century, which usually just 

made it more difficult for authorities to associate them with specific crimes. They’d learned to 

resemble large corporations, hiring cunning lawyers to find any and all loopholes in any national 

and international law to avoid any tax or penalty or obligation that might siphon a penny off the 

profit margin, whether it was public or under the table. 

“I’m here to see Vincent Sciafini.” 

An attractive woman who must have been in her late fifties lowered her bifocals and spoke 

with a husky voice. “All guests of Mr. Sciafini need to wait in the adjoining room, then you’ll be 

escorted from there.” She extended a soft hand to a red leather padded door.  

Very James Bond. 

Once inside the eight-by-ten space, I sat on one of two leather benches lining either side of 

the wall, a single portrait of the original Mayor Daley hanging over the doorway I hadn’t been 

through. Moving my torso, it appeared his eyes followed mine. Quite odd, and a bit unsettling. 

Soft elevator music played a watered-down version of the theme to the Rockford Files, an 

ancient 1970s show about a former felon turned private investigator. Yes, I watched YouTube and 

even appreciated cultural classics. 

In one blink, the far door opened, and two men standing my height but easily outweighing 

me by fifty pounds entered the small space. One popped me on the shoulder, pointing to the wall. 

“Gotta frisk you if you’re meeting with Mr. Sciafini.” 

While I’d gone to the trouble of overnighting my Sig Sauer to Chicago, I’d left it at the 

FedEx two blocks over when I finally convinced myself I’d likely be searched prior to meeting 

with Sciafini. Why give away over a thousand bucks? If he wanted to kill me, my one handgun 

wouldn’t stop him. 

“You may proceed.” The Neanderthal man sounded like Jaws from the Roger Moore-era 

Bond movies. His teeth had more metal than the grill of Britney’s Mercedes. But the pair of 

bodyguards appeared to have the intellect of Beavis and Butthead. 

“Booker Thomas Adams.” The man on the other side of a desk the size of a ping pong table 

tapped the ends of his fingers together, his accent unable to hide its New York roots. I could see 

he did manicures. 

“My friends call me Booker. But I’ll let you call me Booker, too.” I crossed my legs, stuck 

an elbow on the cushioned arm of a Queen Anne chair, eyeing the placement of Beavis and 

Butthead, one standing by the door, the other just to Sciafini’s right behind a laptop perched on a 

small desk. 

Seeing Butthead function as nothing more than muscle and paperweight, I wondered if he 

understood what the funny symbols meant on the plastic silver rectangle, known as a laptop. 

“Not many people who request a meeting with me actually get this opportunity.” Opening 

his hands, he sounded like he was about to sell me a timeshare in Atlantic City.  

“Should I say I’m honored?” 

“If I were you, I’d be respectful. That’s all a man can ask for. Respect. Maybe I’m a little 

different, though. I demand it.” 



Sciafini swiveled back and forth in his chair, a rich plum leather, curved high back, exposed 

wood scroll arms, and nailhead accents. He looked like a caricature, and I was trying to figure 

out why. His blue suit fit like it had been made yesterday, and while his fingernails were well-

manicured, on his hands I noticed too much hair, age spots, and a root system of blue veins. It 

was as if I was viewing the Florida swamps through Google maps. 

“Where I come from, respect isn’t given unless it’s earned.” 

“Ha.” He smacked both hands on his desk, then raised an arm toward a stoic Butthead. “Can 

you believe this guy?” It appeared he was waiting on commentary from one of his two drones. 

Or maybe Butthead had learned the art of not responding to a rhetorical question. 

Sciafini shook his head, wiped a speck of dust off the veneer, then lifted his eyes toward me. 

“Booker Adams, graduate of James Madison High School, DFW All-Area quarterback, 

scholarship to University of Texas.” Sciafini pushed back his sleeve, tapped his watch, then 

pulled open a drawer. Tossing pills into his mouth, he chased it with a glass of something green, 

then turned and nodded at Butthead, who leaned over and used one finger to type something into 

the laptop.  

Holding up a finger, Sciafini continued with my bio. “Kicked off the Longhorns football 

team and almost lost your scholarship until a little Asian kid befriended you and won it back. 

First in your family to graduate college, then you went to the police academy and became a DPD 

cop. You did okay, loved your job, what you were doing for the community, but grew frustrated 

with the lack of opportunities to move into a detective role. How am I doing so far?” 

Some guy I’d never met had all the facts on me, and more. It was unsettling, but I couldn’t 

let him know that.  

“Are you volunteering to write my biography? Or, given your business methods, perhaps 

you’re more comfortable keeping a low profile. You could be my ghost writer?” 

He swiped his face, the lower right side rubbery, the rest hardly moved. Then I noticed his 

hair. I’m sure he had plugs, and it was oddly dark, like someone had spray painted it black.  

Sciafini was having a midlife crisis in his seventies. 

“Low profile? I keep a higher profile than the president of the United States. Did you know I 

just dedicated a new wing at—” 

“Art Institute of Chicago. Yes, people in Texas know how to access the Internet.” 

A slight twitch in one of his colored eyebrows. “You had an unfortunate incident with a 

Corporal Ernie Sims; he almost killed you and a homeless man. When you tried telling your 

commanding officer about the incident, the brass turned on you, made you take the fall. Sims 

continued his same role, while you, after serving a suspension, resigned, essentially kicked to the 

curb.” 

“Damn, I’m impressed. Do you have it written on the palm of your hands?” 

“I shouldn’t forget about your personal life: a mother who earned a nursing degree, a bit of a 

nomadic father. And a new girlfriend who enjoys the arts.” 

An icy patch formed on the back of my neck. I brought my hands together, popped two 

knuckles. “I guess we have something in common, an appreciation for the arts.” 



“And pretty young ladies,” he said. 

Butthead spoke, revealing his metal grill. “Mr. Sciafini just got married.” 

I nodded, forcing a grin. “Can she walk and chew gum at the same time?” 

“Ha. She’s a former Miss Italy, graduated from Wharton Business School. I guess some of 

us attract a certain ilk.” He was attempting to provoke me, but I wasn’t about to go toe to toe 

with a head of a crime syndicate. Besides, on the girl front, I’d take Britney over anyone.  

I crossed my other leg, repositioned myself. It was odd to not have my neck reach the top of 

the back of my chair.  

“So, both of us are lucky guys.” 

“Indeed,” he said, his eyes still reading my posture, my confidence. 

“All of your background is neither here nor there. Your current profession, that’s where I 

have an issue, at least with how you’ve put yourself in the middle of a…testy situation.” 

“If you’re talking about David swindling money from widowers, then yes, I have a client 

who asked me to find him and recover her money.” 

“Well, we can’t always get what we want.” 

“Now you’re going to tell me you wrote the Rolling Stones song?” 

He snickered. “Look, if you’re here to make threats you’ll regret because David’s boy toy, 

Dax, suffered a few minor injuries falling down a staircase…save your breath.” He raised a hand 

to my face. “What’s done is done. David got the message. The only business we’re in is the 

money-making business. Sometimes we just need to protect our assets.” 

“Your asset, David, just got kidnapped.” I just threw it out there, unsure if he thought I was 

bluffing or threatening him. 

Sciafini’s head moved up and down, his arms splayed out in from of him on the desk. 

Slowly, I could see pink invading his neck and ears, creeping into his cheeks and forehead. 

“Who has him?” 

“You already mentioned his name. Sims.” 

Leaning up, he narrowed his eyes. “Your old nemesis. What the hell would he want with a 

chef?” 

“It’s complicated. When Sims and his gang were spending big money at Marvel, David 

overheard him bragging about a drug deal they pulled off, using drugs out of the evidence room.” 

“Our tax money at work. Damn cops. Can’t trust a single one of them!” He raised up and 

swung his hand, launching his glass of green slime toward the window, splattering it on a small 

rug.  

He had the attention of everyone in the office. 

“You haven’t told me why he kidnapped David, though.” 

“David should have served time for stealing all that money. When he told me he had dirt on 

a cop, I promised to not go to the authorities if he gave me the name.” 

“So, you’re one of us now.” He flicked two fingers between both of us. 

“Fuck you.” 

Beavis and Butthead were at my side in no time. Sciafini raised a hand like the Pontiff. 



“I’ll ignore your rudeness.” 

Darts filled with venom shot out of my eyes, as I wrestled with how he’d associated me with 

his ilk.  

“Somehow Sims found out you knew, and he’s afraid that you’ll blow his whole operation, 

whether it’s out of spite or because you’re an honest guy looking to do the right thing. Is that 

about right?” 

“Yep.” 

“So what does this small-time asshole think he’s going to do with one of my most valuable 

assets?” 

“From what Dax said, he’s going to hold him until he has guarantees that no one will snitch 

to the authorities.” 

Fumbling with a saggy earlobe, Sciafini pulled out a fancy pen and started writing on a pad, 

pausing a couple of times. 

“Let me be honest with you, Booker.” 

“I’d have it no other way.” 

“We could toss your ass out that window over there, and then all of our problems go away, 

right? Sims would release David, who’d get back to focusing on repaying his debt, running a 

beautiful restaurant, helping with financial matters. I tell you, that man’s brain is a machine. 

Umm.” It sounded like he savored David’s financial prowess, which is what I’d hoped. 

“I don’t want to get in this macho battle about how I could take out your two Neanderthals, 

because I think you’re only brainstorming. I can respect that.” 

Sciafini cut a thin smile. 

I heard shoes shuffle off the carpet around me, but I didn’t know if the two gentlemen 

thought they’d received a compliment or a cut-down.  

Resting elbows on my knees, I put down my offer. “I’m here to make a deal. You have a lot 

of resources at your disposal, and probably a creative mind. If you take down Sims, then I’ll 

make sure David continues repaying your debt. Couple of conditions, though. First, his debt 

payment needs to be reasonable, and second, I want him to be able to use his second business to 

repay what he owes my client, or anyone else he milked.” 

“Interesting proposal.”  

I could see his eyes pondering a counter offer. 

“One more thing. No killing. I want Sims behind bars, serving time for the shit he’s pulled.” 

“So you’re basically saying I get an insurance policy on my financial asset, David. That’s 

you.” 

“I wouldn’t use that term, but if it works for you…” 

Finally on the same page, I observed a criminal mastermind hatch a plan. And I went along 

with every word of it. 



16 
 

 

Sitting in my Saab in a dusty parking lot east of Tulsa, I rubbed my hands to create a bit of 

friction driven heat. The temperature had been falling ever since I’d exited the plane, and now, 

just as dusk slipped into darkness, the weather app on my phone read twenty-seven degrees, with 

a north wind of ten to fifteen miles per hour, gusts up to twenty-five. 

I sipped a lukewarm coffee I’d purchased inside Tank’s Truck Pit. The complex must have 

been ten acres or more, but every inch of it was a page out of 1950. The diesel fuel stations were 

still analog, the hoses had no bibs to stop fuel spilling, and the entire surface was a combination 

of red clay and embedded rocks. Truckers didn’t seem to care, though, and on a Friday night, 

Tank watched plenty of customers come and go.  

Eyes never leaving the northeast corner of the lot, I waited for the signal, three quick flashes 

of light.  

A smack against the passenger window. I jerked my head around and spotted two hands 

framing a huge red nose and an Oklahoma State cap, its gold brim frayed, the man’s eyes full of 

anguish. I turned my key and punched the button to lower the window. 

“Yeah?” A gust of wind peppered red clay off leather seats. 

“Any idea where the john is around this place?” he asked in a thick country accent. “I’ve 

wheeled around the building twice, and I cain’t find it.” 

He jostled like a three-year-old who didn’t know how to hold it.  

“It’s that metal door over there, at the corner. There’s no sign on it. And you’ll need a key 

from inside.” 

“Much obliged.” He waved and hopped off as best he could in his cowboy boots while 

holding himself. 

I slurped a bit more of my coffee, then noticed an old U-Haul enter the complex, circle 

around, and park in the northeast quadrant. The logo was almost nearly nonexistent. Moments 

later, a Dodge Ram pickup came from the opposite direction, south, and it pulled up about 

twenty feet from the U-Haul. 

“This could be my ride,” I said with a foggy breath. 

Not thirty seconds later, a light flashed from the cab of the U-Haul, followed by two more in 

a similar cadence. 

Leaving my coffee inside the Saab, I clicked the lock button, zipped my jacket, and stuffed 

fists into my pockets as I walked toward the pair of vehicles. 

Just as I arrived, a pair of guys exited the van, leaving both doors open, and walked to an 

approaching vehicle, a dark sedan with an Illinois license plate. The sedan skidded to a stop, and 

before dust settled, the two men hopped in the car and the driver punched it, leaving a larger 

plume of red clay swirling in the gusty breeze. 

“We’re on,” I heard a man say. I flipped around, and a bearded man shut the door on the 



Ram, then pulled himself into the U-Haul. He stuck his head through the door crack and said, 

“You coming or what?” 

I didn’t answer, but instead, hoofed it to the passenger side, crawled into the cab, and 

slammed the door shut. 

The eighteen-foot U-Haul started on its first try, a growling diesel that vibrated the front 

cabin. Six tires wheeled through the parking lot, firecracker sounds popping through the 

churning engine. Lumbering onto the frontage road, we gained speed at a steady but slow pace, 

hitting twenty miles per hours after a hundred yards. We hit a stop sign and waited about five 

minutes for a parade of school buses to pass through. 

“Keep it going now,” the driver said, sounding remarkably calm. He checked his digital 

watch, but kept further comments to himself. 

Red and white graffiti a.k.a. shoe polish covered most of the windows on each of the twelve 

buses heading to a Friday night football game. “Lights Out on Chargers” read one window, 

“Catoosa Rules Memorial” was etched on another, and one on the back window read simply, 

“Memorial SUCKS!” 

Drug deals, murders, and organized crime were top of the mind at the moment, but for a 

second, I let nostalgia borrow my thoughts, recalling countless Friday nights as the James 

Madison Trojan quarterback, the whole student body, administration, band, cheerleaders, drill 

team, everyone whipped into a frenzy to win a football game. Bragging rights not only mattered, 

they were what drove our everyday existence. Looking back, it seemed over the top, even silly, 

to put that much emphasis on a game and its outcome. But it sure as hell was fun while it lasted. 

We finally veered left onto the entrance ramp for Route 66, a famous road if there was one 

in the states. How many roads had their own song, a TV show? The road dated back to the 1920s, 

a major path west during the Dust Bowl. One notable fact I was made aware of a day earlier was 

that its originating city was Chicago. 

But the Chicago connection had left the scene back at Tank’s Truck Pit, as planned. I was 

now riding shotgun with a gentleman who worked with Ernie Sims. In just twenty-four hours, 

Sciafini had pulled together an ingenious plan, which would hopefully allow David to drive 

away a free man—as free as he could be while still under Sciafini’s thumb. The one aspect of this 

that didn’t settle well was the plan involved an illegal transaction.  

“There’s no way they give us David unless we make this a drug deal to bolster Sims’ bank 

account and his ego. I know how guys like this think.” 

The old crime boss’s confidence was both reassuring and disturbing, given his own set of 

experiences. 

The tree-lined landscape on either side of Route 66 gave way to more concrete, and we 

headed south on US-75, known as Central Expressway once we hit the Metroplex. But this far 

north, it was just a lonely, dark highway. Shifting my vision to the front, light sprinkles of 

snowflakes fell from a gray sky, like they were dropped twenty feet above the moving van. 

Windshield wipers squawked against glass, flakes appearing like an organized swarm of gnats in 

front of our headlights. 



“Over three hours still left on the trip south. What’s your name?” I asked. 

Two hands on the wheel, jostling in his seat from motoring down the highway at almost 

seventy-five, the driver looked my way, as if I’d broken a code of some kind. 

A shoulder twitched, then using one hand, he pulled a package of Wrigley spearmint gum 

from his front pocket. 

“Want one?” He held it like a pack of cigarettes. Perhaps he’d just kicked the habit. 

“Sure. Why not.” I unwrapped the piece and tossed it in my mouth.  

A few lip-smacking chews passed, then he spoke up. “Name is Marty. Marty McFly.” 

A smile parted his thick, brown beard, lips still smacking faster than my pulse, at least for 

the time being.  

“I get it. You can’t share your name. What do you do…in the regular world?” 

Another pause, but not as long. “I work in the security field.” 

“Oh yeah. I’m familiar with that.” 

Lips still smacking, his eyes shot me a look. “I know everything about you.” 

I figured as much, but I ignored the comment. “Corporate?” 

A look of confusion swept across his face, forming a monobrow. 

“Do you work security for a corporation, AT&T, Exxon, Kimberly-Clark?” I’d provided 

three of the largest companies based in Dallas. 

“I mostly work the night shift at NorthPark Center.”  

Recalling the frigid day when I’d lounged in an icy puddle to capture images of Sims and his 

group of thespians, I could hear my air flow shake. Embarrassment and anger ruled my 

adrenaline rush. Marty here, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, could have been the guy 

snapping pictures of me while I was high-fiving myself for outthinking Sims. Turns out, he 

wasn’t as dumb as he looked. I wondered how Tyler, the NorthPark security director, would 

respond to knowing about Marty’s business connections.  

“The mall,” I said, raising an eyebrow, my own frustration allowing a hint of mockery in my 

voice. 

“Sims. He’s got big plans. I’ve got a role in his organization, and it’s going to be prominent. 

I might get to lead security. It’s going to be big-time.” 

I wanted to enlighten this guy, possibly talk him back from the dark side. But now wasn’t 

the time or place. He just needed to get me and this truck to Dallas. 

Perhaps Marty could sense my self-doubt. 

“I know Sims, I trust Sims, and he’s a man of integrity,” Marty said with a straight face. He 

even thumped the steering wheel for emphasis. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe in him and 

our mission. It’s more than I can say about you.” 

Marty had taken his first shot. But he was right. I didn’t have the luxury of choice. 

Apparently, Sims had given Sciafini’s point man, Beavis, a specific request. “I want Booker in 

that truck. You do that, and we have a deal.” 

Eager to participate, I wasn’t keen on rolling out the red carpet for some type of baton death 

march. I let Sciafini hear my apprehension, suggesting I’d operate more effectively in a covert 



mode, surveying the deal, capturing it in photos and stepping in as necessary to ensure we didn’t 

miss the opportunity to bring down Sims while rescuing David. 

Sciafini added, “You worry too much. I’ve got it under control. It will work out. Trust me.” 

The trust wasn’t mutual, apparently. Sciafini kept most of the plan details between him and 

Beavis. “That way, we don’t worry about leaks. Trust me,” he said…again. 

By the time our conversation had ended, “trust me” had taken on a completely different 

meaning for me—the exact opposite feeling, in the form of a lead brick, parking itself squarely in 

my gut, and it wouldn’t disintegrate until we’d made it to the safe side of the channel, 

maneuvering through turbulent waters, loan sharks included. 

Marty shot right down US-75, through Sherman, then past Plano and through the Telecom 

Corridor. It was almost ten o’clock when we motored under the High Five at Lyndon B. Johnson, 

still moving at a decent clip in southbound traffic, about forty miles per hour.  

“Want to share where we’re headed?” 

I literally had no idea as to our destination. 

Smacking his gum like it supplied oxygen, Marty winked and said, “If I told you, I’d have to 

kill you.” He held his gaze for a moment too long. 

“Look out!” I rammed my feet into the floorboard, pointing at a Smart Car stopped in the 

left center lane, emergency lights blinking. 

Marty slammed the brakes, jerked the van right. We tipped onto our right side, wavering like 

a surfer hoping the tsunami wouldn’t crash down on top of him. Seconds seemed like minutes; 

my breath stuck in my throat. Finally, gravity pulled us down, the van shooting left, and another 

car, a massive Ford Expedition smoked its tires to avoid crashing into us. Three more wide 

swerves and cars spraying around us, but magically, metal didn’t connect, and then calm 

returned. 

Realizing my hand still gripped the Oh Shit bar, I peeled my fingers apart and glanced over 

at Marty, behind us, a symphony of horns shooting us the finger. 

Hands at nine and three on the steering wheel, arms vibrating from his vice grip, sweat 

dripped off his beard and forehead. He brushed it away with a swipe of his shoulder, but his 

breathing continued at a dog-like pace. 

“You okay?” 

He didn’t respond, eyes not blinking, and we appeared to pick up speed again, passing cars 

on both sides. 

“Marty. Marty, are you there?” 

I needed Marty McFly present and in control, not flying back to the future. 

Finally, he swallowed, and I saw his eyes blink. Once. 

“Marty, are you okay to—” 

“Sims. He can’t find out about this. He thinks I’ve got it together.” He continued panting, 

but removed his foot from the gas and we began to blend in with traffic, now slowing down, just 

south of the SMU exit.  

“I won’t say anything, Marty. What you just experienced would have sent the calmest person 



in the world over the edge. But you held it together. Way to go, man.” 

I could bullshit with the best of them. 

“I held it together. Yeah,” he said, then flipped his position instantly. “I just know Sims will 

find out, man, then I’m dead in the water. He’ll never give me the chance to run anything.” 

Unsure if I wanted to go down this path, I tried a diversion. “Who you pulling for in the 

Super Bowl?” 

He clipped the brakes, the van lurching forward, stopping inches from a red VW Bug.  

“Shit!” I called out. 

Marty flipped his head to me, his eyes still bugging out.  

“Let’s try to take it down a notch. We’ve got to be pretty close, right?” I asked. 

“I haven’t had an incident in eighteen months, but I swear to you, I’m dying right now.” 

I think he was saying he had a drinking problem. It wasn’t hard to imagine a sudden, 

stressful event waking up old demons. 

“You’re safe in here, Marty. I’m not carrying a flask. No booze of any kind. This will pass, 

and Sims will still make you head of security.” 

“Booze? You got it all wrong. I crave for the heads of little animals, squirrels, raccoons, 

ferrets. My most recent obsession was with little cats.” 

I was sharing a ride with one sick bastard. Urging myself to show no expression, my face 

must have twisted into a corkscrew. 

“What? You think I’m a sick bastard, right?” 

Right, Marty. I wasn’t sure how his anxiety attack brought back memories of maiming 

harmless animals. I swatted a hand to the window. “Whatever. We all have our own little fetish. I 

gotta tell you, when I was younger, I once tied a cricket to a firecracker, then lit it on the doorstep 

of my neighbor’s house, rang the doorbell, and ran away. Mrs. Wheeler got a face full of cricket 

guts.” 

I laughed, and Marty gave me a high-five. 

Tension dialed back to a more normal level, and we took Woodall Rodgers east, cutting 

across the heart of the big city, the Arts District to our left. We drove through the quarter-mile 

tunnel, a portion of Klyde Warren Park perched on top—an architectural phenomenon. Marty 

never noticed the Meyerson Symphony Center or the Perot Museum of Nature and Science, nor 

did he pay attention to the glowing ball of lights atop Reunion Tower. Marty lived in his own 

world, and the rest of us just visited…when he was there at all. 

Banking left, we curled south onto I-35, moving at a snail’s pace, which didn’t bother me. 

Ten minutes later, we intersected with I-30. Marty flashed his blinker to head west. 

“We going to Fort Worth? 

“No, man. Just on the border of Grand Prairie. There in five minutes.” 

He was right. Surprisingly, we moved from the heavy traffic of an interstate to a road barren 

of all traffic, nothing but older warehouses. We turned left down a side street, a freezing mist 

illuminated by the van’s headlights. Ice could be forming on the overpasses about now—that was 

the cop in me talking. 



Marty steered the U-Haul through a chain-link fence, moving past an unmanned guard 

booth. Thick, dark woods lined the backside of the property, opening into a U-shaped, one-story 

warehouse. Two SUVs were parked next to an eighteen-wheeler that had been backed into a 

docking station. I’d yet to see a single person. 

As Marty brought the van to a stop about thirty feet in front of the vehicles, two sets of SUV 

headlights lit up the parking lot, blinding my eyes. Marty jumped out, held up an arm, squinted, 

and I followed suit, the frozen mist coating my jacket and head. 

“Walk this way, slowly. Hands in the air.”  

Sims, his voice phlegmy, like he’d been gurgling rocks. 

Marty shuffled toward the beams, not a confident stride. I matched him, edging his way. 

Unsure exactly how this was supposed to work, my mind fought doubt—of this drug-money-

person deal process, especially in Sciafini. What would stop him from taking me out, Sims out, 

all of us? David. He was absolute gold to Sciafini; that much was obvious. 

Slowly, silhouettes took shape, tall and lean, short and stocky, and then there was Felix, his 

spiked hair all too noticeable even in these conditions, standing off by himself. 

“Hands on the hood of the Hummer, spread ’em. You should know the routine, Booker.” 

Just the sound of Sims uttering my name infused venom into my bloodstream. Lashing out 

now, though, would not end well. I had to maintain my composure with all of these moving 

parts. 

I did as he said, then waited for one of his guys to frisk me. Taking a peek, I found the 

cowboy who’d been with Sims twice before, standing to his right. Hands stuffed in his pockets, 

his face studying the situation, but not stressed. He seemed to be more of a thinker and a 

dealmaker, not a fighter.  

A hand slid up my thigh and back down the other side, checking every pocket, hidden or 

otherwise, for a weapon. I was clean. The Sig Sauer package had bypassed Tulsa, sent straight to 

Dallas.  

Sims barked instructions for his men to complete the drug-money swap. Feet shuffled on 

slick concrete, moving behind the Hummer, unloading suitcase after suitcase. I think I counted 

ten, possibly eleven. The chain gang returned with three duffel bags, tan this time. Each was 

opened, inspected. I think I saw wads of cash. I guess Sciafini decided to put real money into this 

deal. Either he saw this as a true investment in his business, or Sims and his pals were thumbing 

counterfeit bills. Alisa hadn’t mentioned that in her research, but opportunities pop up all the 

time, I’d imagined, especially if morality and decency weren’t factors. 

“I like the way this guy does business,” Sims said to those standing around while glaring my 

direction. “Half up front, then the rest will be wired to us once my man Marty here returns the 

truck to Tulsa. And I guess David too.” 

I looked around, didn’t see David. 

Sims patted my shoulder. “I can’t tell you how it excites me when I do business with people 

who’ve got your back. People you can trust like brothers.” He spit in my face, and it took all my 

willpower to not snap my elbow into his schnoz. I wanted to scrub my cheek on the ice-cold 



concrete just to remove his grime off my skin. Instead, I stretched my favorite, ripped sweatshirt 

to wipe it off.  

Suddenly, he hunched down, set his feet, then threw a right cross into my solar plexus, 

catching me off guard. I dropped to one knee, trying to catch my breath.  

“Sometimes people don’t catch on very quickly. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

Glancing to my left, Marty’s head nodded quickly, too quickly if he thought he was being 

one of the boys. Sims paused, then said, “Hey, look, on the roof.” 

All heads turned to look skyward as I stood up, and I followed the trend. At the last second, 

a sparkle flashed to my left, Sims’ huge-ass ring. Feeling like I’d been hit with the blunt force of 

a sledgehammer, my cheekbone and corner of my eye screamed with pain. I stumbled, fell back 

to a knee, my hand there to keep my balance. Touching the shiner, I could see blood.  

Sims was the king of chickenshit sucker punches. But this one had power I had not felt 

before, as if his strength had doubled since our original incident a few months back. Curling my 

fist, I lunged out of my stance with my arm cocked. As I readied to whip my arm forward, 

powerful arms grabbed me, threw me to the ground. 

“It takes three, huh? That’s fair.” I said this from a position of weakness, leaning on an 

elbow, working my shoulder joint to see if it was still intact. 

Sims motioned to his cronies and they picked me up in a hurry. Sims walked under my chin.  

“Ruff-ruff.” 

He fucking barked like a dog, just to see me jump. Everyone laughed, and he soaked it up, 

turning to his lackeys, laughing along with them. I just wanted to grab David, jump back in the 

truck with the animal killer, and roll back to Tulsa. 

Like he was shot out of cannon, Sims twirled around and hit me with two quick jabs to my 

ribs, already sore from the first punch. He held my head in his bare hand and punched me in the 

face, five, six, seven times. I tried moving, but I was pinned down. Blood spewed onto the 

concrete. Three more shots to the ribs. I grunted, calling out, “You fucking asshole!” 

He chuckled, strolled to the SUV, and motioned his hand. Out walked David, his hands zip-

tied in front, his face swollen in about eight places, one eye almost completely shut.  

Sims worked the stage like he was at the Apollo Theatre—minus all the black folks, of 

course. This might have been the pinnacle moment of his career, maybe his life, or at least the 

life he’d created.  

“I believe it’s never too late to learn from our mistakes. After all, we’re human, and if we 

can’t learn from our mistakes, how do we grow from them? You like that? I’m in touch with my 

feminine side, you see?” 

Very Freudian of him. 

He weaved in and around his team, seven other guys, which included the three attached to 

my body, although they now had a looser hold, allowing me to mop up my own blood with my 

sweatshirt.  

Suddenly, two sedans with cherry pickers on top rolled up to a quick stop, both black Dodge 

Chargers, unmarked. Two men from each car exited, all four in civvies.  



Sims never lost a beat. “So, the question is, how can we learn from our mistakes and move 

forward? That’s the direction my team is moving—forward.” 

He smiled at Felix, put an arm around him, smacked his shoulder like he was his in-law, 

then he continued his evening stroll, his steamy breath curling into the misty sky.  

Darting my eyes both directions, I noticed the four guys had remained in pairs, two flanking 

each side of the SUVs. I assumed they were detectives, but not here to save our asses. 

Moving toward David, Sims pulled out gloves and slid them on. “David, you’ve learned 

your lesson, right?” 

David’s body tensed, and he simply nodded, apparently bracing for another Sims attack.  

“Nice. You see, we can reform people. The system works.” 

He padded around me. Leather shifted, my shoulders grew rigid, and I prepared for the 

worst. 

But I hadn’t. 

A gun blasted from just behind me, and I almost swallowed my tongue. Everyone 

shuddered, except Felix. He dropped straight back like a statue, a bullet wound in the middle of 

his chest. 

“Some people just can’t be reformed. They show a pattern of opening their traps, and it’s not 

possible to trust them.”  

I think a couple of the guys coughed or gagged. Felix had been pivotal in helping us figure 

out the identity of the lunatic bomber that had frightened the city like nothing before. I knew he 

had shit going in on his life, and he seemed troubled at times, but he’d still helped me out. He 

knew I almost lost my daughter, and it had struck a chord with him. Now he was dead. 

Wheezing out breaths through cracked ribs and a battered face, I felt rage build inside, but I 

couldn’t do shit about it. 

“I’ll be reading the Morning News app from my iPad tomorrow, and it will be one of the 

craziest stories I ever read. Booker, here, found out about a drug deal at a southwest Dallas 

warehouse. He wanted in on the deal, and he confronted Felix, who was already facing similar 

charges in Dallas County. Felix fought back, but Booker took out his stolen gun and shot him 

dead.” 

A gloved hand shoved a handgun in my right hand. My prints were now on the murder 

weapon. 

Sims strolled away, his back to me. “Thankfully, through some great investigative work, our 

police brethren from Grand Prairie hit the scene to witness the shooting. They put Booker T. 

Adams in custody, who will now face, among other charges, Murder One.” 

Sims opened his arms, grinning ear to mangled ear, one foot on its heel, like he’d just 

finished his one-act play. 

“Fuck. You.” I raised the gun, my arms shaking slightly, and pulled the trigger.  

Click. It didn’t fire. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was disappointed as hell. Seconds 

later, the so-called detectives took me into custody, put me in handcuffs. Sims wheeled by, 

smacked my cheek at the same point where his ring had popped it. 



“This is ludicrous. No one will believe your story. I was here. I’ll tell them the truth.” 

“We have four eye witnesses, all decorated cops,” he said, staring down his new hired help. 

“Plus your fingerprints are on the stolen weapon.” 

I lowered my head, realizing I had overestimated Sciafini, or he’d anticipated me being 

taken down by Sims, while David was handed over. A nice, neat package deal. 

Sims added one more tidbit. “Oh yeah. Booker tried to escape, and the detectives had to 

chase him down. A scuffle occurred, and Booker was injured.” 

He noticed me shake my head in disgust.  

Sims smiled again, like he’d just won the big prize. “Truth is stranger than fiction.” 

Not two seconds later, a strange voice over a bullhorn. 

“This is the FBI. Drop your weapons! Now! You’re under arrest.” 

In the blink of an eye, a swarm of cars rolled in, screeching to a halt, and agents flooded the 

abandoned warehouse, guns drawn. A helicopter appeared overhead, shining a spotlight on us, 

and another couple of dozen swooped in from the forest behind us.  

For a moment, my body and mind relaxed, as all hands went into the air, some men dropping 

to their knees. The pistol was still stuck in my hand, and I tossed it to the ground. 

Noticing Felix lying motionless twenty feet away, a pool of crimson at his side, I turned, 

looking for Sims. I found him with his arms stretched to the sky, a mean, defiant look still 

painted on his ugly mug. Agents moved all around, two grabbing Sims’ arm. He looked at me 

and said, “Always a snitch, nigger.” 

One stride, then thrusting my leg upward, I snapped my boot at his crotch. “Fuck you.” 

Sims fell to the ground, his head a big ball of red. 

An agent touched my side. “Booker Adams?” 

I flipped around, finding a man whose clothes hung off him, his belt flapping against his thin 

frame, holding a FBI badge. “Agent Bobby Guidry. You’re safe now. You and David.” 

Sciafini, somehow, had come through. But I had no idea how.  
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“And here’s your coffee and your change. Can I get you anything else, napkins, hot sauce, 

ketchup?” 

“I think I’m good. Thanks,” I said, glancing left at two sacks in the passenger seat. 

Man wasn’t meant to live off coffee alone, so I’d learned…again. Shifting into second gear, 

I pulled out of the Golden Arches drive-through in Allen, a North Dallas suburb, knowing I’d 

broken one of my cardinal sins: if thou wants to remain in good shape, thou can’t eat at 

McDonald’s.  

After the night I’d endured—hell, the last couple days—I decided to grant myself a 

temporary pardon from my ban on McDonald’s. 

An intense sun bounced off the hood of my Saab, adding a degree of pain to my head injury 

from Boston two days earlier, and my battered face, mostly from squinting. Veering onto US-75 

South, I leaned over and rummaged through my glove box searching for sunglasses.  

“Where are those damn things?” A night of nonstop FBI interviews had left me with a short 

fuse.  

I arched my neck to ensure I stayed between the dotted white lines, the car barely moving 

fast enough to warrant being in fourth gear. Three sets of horns blared zooming by me. I started 

tossing everything out of the glove box, until one item remained. Not sunglasses. 

“Huh.” I’d finally found the tub of Tums. “Might need a couple of those in an hour.” 

Not allowing my mind to second-guess my decision, I pulled out a breakfast burrito, 

squirted hot sauce on top, and chewed off a sizable bite, checking my rearview mirror. 

“Just go around, numbnut.” A Chrysler 300, navy blue, drove at the same reduced speed, 

about fifty miles an hour. I ignored him and a couple of other cars that passed, folks rolling down 

their windows and flipping me off like I’d just shot someone. 

Last night.  

Taking in another tired breath, I sipped McDonald’s coffee, my sixth cup, third brand, since 

Guidry and team rushed the frigid parking lot. I’d never been so happy to see that many FBI 

personnel in one location. Too bad they couldn’t have arrived five minutes earlier, before Sims 

had murdered Felix. 

I had spent the next several hours huddled in an FBI minivan, sharing my side of the story 

while a paramedic cleaned my wounds. David was going through a similar process in a minivan 

parked twenty feet away. Finally, Guidry, who had more energy than ten of me, tapped my 

shoulder, and I joined him in the parking lot, technicians and agents still working the crime 

scene, now doused in spotlights.  

“Just wanted to let you know the real scoop,” Guidry said in a hushed tone, buttoning his 

jacket that had at least an extra six inches of give in it. “This isn’t for all ears, even in that 

minivan.” 



He had my attention, and not just because of his thick Cajun accent. I nodded, blowing 

warm air into my hands. 

“Vincent Sciafini, a person often associated with organized crime in Chicago, gave us a last-

second tip about this drug deal, Sims’ operation, the kidnapping, everything.” 

I assumed everything fell just short of everything, starting with the first domino in this trail 

of questionable characters and screwball decisions—Sciafini forcing David to sell his soul to pay 

back his Vegas debt. Well, maybe not the first one, but one that led me into this mess. 

“Care to share why he gave you the tip?” My eyes pointed downward about six or seven 

inches.  

He cleared his throat. “Sciafini and the FBI have been dancing for years. Tried to bring him 

up on charges, but nothing stuck. So, I’m guessing this is his way of maintaining a civil 

relationship, one that allows both sides to claim victory.” 

I thanked Special Agent Guidry for confiding in me, then asked how our paths didn’t cross 

during the time when Dallas nearly imploded from a series of bombs. “I was on a special 

assignment in San Francisco. And…” He looked away, a sheepish grin covering his face. “After 

the case concluded, my girlfriend and I spent a week up in wine country. Beautiful.” 

I nodded, a smile cracking my face. 

“Oh, I meant the wine country. But my girlfriend, she’s pretty hot as well. Not that she wants 

me to be telling everyone that. She’s an FBI agent too. Kylie Irving. We kind of got that long-

distance thing working.”  

Guidry thumped my back twice, then offered me a ride in the FBI helicopter back to Tulsa 

so I could pick up my car. I didn’t hesitate, and we touched down in the dusty parking lot at 

Tank’s Truck Pit just as the sun’s rays peeked over the horizon. 

Still cruising at a pedestrian fifty-five, I leaned back in my seat, a wrist hanging over the 

steering wheel, a few cars choosing to take it slow just like me, including the same Chrysler. I 

figured it was an older woman, her hair matching the car color. Plastic wrappers and split 

packages of ketchup and hot sauce littered the passenger seat. A belch escaped my gut, providing 

needed relief. Regret had already started to settle in. 

Hearing Guidry boast about his special Special Agent surfaced feelings for my girlfriend. I 

missed Britney, her warm embrace, silly humor, sheer beauty. She was the perfect package, her 

recent meltdowns notwithstanding. We all had issues, a few out there for the world to see, some 

buried so deep a jackhammer wouldn’t be able to expose them.  

I took the exit for N. Haskell, a parade of cars right behind me, and pinched the corners of 

my eyes, tired and sore, part of me craving to drive straight to my condo, take a hot shower, then 

crash for twenty-four hours. Well, I wouldn’t mind a wake-up call from Britney after a good 

eight-hour nap. 

Inserting an earbud, I thumbed my cell phone, the reality of my world invading my 

conscience. The Arts District murders, Courtney and Olivia. Renee was probably exhausted 

dealing with frantic performers, pissed-off advertisers, scared donors and supporters. I put in a 

call to Alisa. 



“He lives,” she said. 

“If you only knew,” I said, attempting to rub a face covered with bruises and cuts. 

“Do tell.” 

I gave her a thirty-second summary, then shifted the conversation to our paying gig. “Tell 

me you’ve uncovered the one piece of evidence that points us to a lone killer.” 

The light finally turned green, and I crossed Munger and Ross, then caught a Tom Thumb 

grocery out of the corner of my eye. Feeling a lead brick forming in my stomach, a string of guilt 

pulled me toward natural produce. I pulled in the parking lot, craving a fruit smoothie.  

“Can’t,” she said. “But I did more research on Courtney. She has a stepbrother in the Army. 

He just returned from a tour of duty in South Korea. Overall, she seems like she really had her 

life in order. Left home to attend an out-of-state performing arts school outside of Boston. And 

no, it wasn’t in Dorchester.” 

“Interesting. Still puts her in the general vicinity of Maggie’s hometown and her loyal 

brother, Donny Dildo.” 

Alisa snickered, but didn’t let it throw her. “During the time Courtney was in school up 

there, Donny was serving time: dealing and B&E. I guess it’s possible Maggie and Courtney 

could have crossed paths. Still need more time to research, hunt down old friends, review their 

performance schedules. Could take days. Hold on a second, my cat’s ripping into my couch. I’ve 

got to feed him.” 

I ordered a strawberry banana smoothie, picked up a basket of other assorted fruit, and 

walked out of the store, my drink half-empty, already a bit more fortified. 

Ambling toward my car, my body still working on three cylinders, I spotted a parked 

Chrysler 300, navy blue, just like the one on the highway, maybe the one that had exited at N. 

Haskell, two rows over, in between two pickups. Void of a driver, I touched the hood. Warm.  

“I’m back,” she said, out of breath. “Little shit devoured half his bowl by the time I put up 

the food, then he barfed all over the antique rug my grandmother gave me.” 

I glanced around, feeling a bit paranoid. Who the hell did I think it was? I shrugged my 

shoulders, walked to my car.  

“You there, Booker?” 

“Uh, yeah. Sorry. Little shit barfed.” 

“One thing you should know. I have a source in the DPD, and—” 

“Wait a second, you have a source in the DPD?” 

“It’s an old friend of mine. She works in dispatch and is dating the brother of one of the 

detectives assigned to the Olivia Dunham case.” 

“Ohhhkay.”  

Alisa had her methods, and they worked. Resourceful wouldn’t begin to describe my partner. 

“She said that he told her that his detective sister said…” she paused, released a self-

deprecating giggle. “No perp DNA was found on Olivia.” 

“Shit.” I slurped the last of my smoothie, then noticed the blue Chrysler pull into traffic 

three cars back. I was almost certain it was the same one. The smoothie reversed direction, 



ascending into the back of my throat. 

“Yeah, apparently they found residue from a substance found in handwipes. Maybe the killer 

knew to clean up his mess.” 

Moving past Bryan, my street, I yanked the Saab down Live Oak, then took a quick left on 

Carroll. Just as I hooked a right at Ross, I spotted the heavy grill from the Chrysler in my mirror, 

and my pulse rate doubled. 

Could this be an old connection to Sims, someone already seeking revenge? Maybe they 

hadn’t received the crime blotter memo. Then I thought about Sciafini, all of his resources, his 

tentacles reaching into the FBI. We’d made a deal, but something tells me he could change terms 

on a whim. 

“Good work, Alisa. Not sure how you do it, but you amaze me. I’ve got to run right now. 

Let’s touch base later at The Jewel.” We disconnected. 

Downshifting into third gear, I watched the blue sedan grow larger in my rearview mirror. At 

Fitzhugh, I found the Golden Arches and pulled into the parking lot. Taking my time, I got out 

and strolled into the restaurant, eyed the menu above the front counter. 

“Welcome to McDonald’s. How can I help you?” 

“Give me a sec,” I said, studying nothing. “I’ve got to use the restroom. I’ll be right back.” 

Once in, I checked the stalls. All clear. Silently cursing myself for not stopping by my local 

FedEx store to pick up my traveling Sig Sauer, I positioned myself behind the door. Thirty 

seconds, then the door cracked open. 

Wait for it. 

A tennis shoe followed by an arm with a fatigue jacket. Leaning back, I lunged forward, 

smashing the metal door against the man. 

“Ahh!”  

Thrown off-balance, I grabbed his arm, whipped him around, his back pounding the 

unforgiving wall. He was young, mid-twenties, in good shape, a heavy heard. He bounced right 

off, his fist headed toward my broken face. I ducked, but he followed with a left uppercut, 

connecting with my jaw. My eyes blurred for a split second then spotted his knee inches from 

impact. Jerking backward, I grabbed his leg and threw it upward. It took out his feet, and he 

slammed to the floor, his skull popping off the hard surface like a golf ball. 

I pounced on his back, checking his person for a weapon. Front pocket, small caliber pistol. 

Pulling it out, I held it to his ear, my heart thumping like a rabbit’s foot. 

“Who the hell are you?” 

Silence. He wasn’t fazed. 

Twisting his arm behind his back, I shoved it higher into his shoulder blades. Finally, I heard 

a pop. He squealed like a pig, spit flying everywhere. 

“I haven’t had any sleep, and I’m fucking pissed. If you don’t spill your guts now, I’m going 

to put your own bullet through your hollow skull.” 

He squirmed, but my grip was firm. I nudged his arm up another notch, and he let out 

another high-pitched shrill. 



“Talk!” My jaw clamped down, furious breaths pouring out of my nostrils. 

He opened his mouth but said nothing.  

I clicked the safety button, stuck the barrel of the pistol in his ear, and twisted. 

“Talk, motherfucker!” 

“Okay, Okay. I killed her.” He began to cry, his head rocking up and down. 

Blinking my eyes, I had to replay what I’d just heard. 

“Who?” 

“Courtney Johnson.” Water spilled from his eyes and nose, even his mouth. 

“Why Courtney?” 

He kept weeping.  

“Why did you kill Courtney?” I yelled, wedging the gun inside his ear. 

“I needed the money. I haven’t done a hit in three years, but I got a baby coming.” 

Desperate crime is usually the most pathetic.  

“Who hired you?” 

“A crazy bitch, Maggie Pickles.” He sobbed more. “She…she wanted to make sure you 

didn’t find out. It would destroy her, she said.” 

I let go of his arm, wiped sweat from my forehead. Maggie was behind this all along. She 

must not have trusted her brother to do the job. She’d fooled Alisa, even Eduardo. I rang up 

Henry, who then called the lead detectives to the scene. 

Ten minutes later, as the hit man with no name was driven away in a black-and-white, I 

stood in a McDonald’s parking lot and gave my second statement in the last twenty-four hours to 

authorities working a crime that I was involved in. I guess it came with the job, my new career as 

a PI. Something about it, though, seemed awkward. Maybe it was the fact a professional hitman 

had been trailing me. Or that Maggie had thought of everything, even the cover-up.  

Drained of what little energy the smoothie had provided, I needed my head to hit my pillow 

in less than twenty minutes, and nothing was going to stop that from happening.  

My phone buzzed. Alisa. I puffed out a breath, debating whether to roll it to voicemail. 

Booker & Associates won the battle over plain old Booker. 

“I got bigger news than you.” 

“Such a guy, always bragging about what’s bigger.” Alisa giggled in her own way. “Talk to 

me as you’re driving here.” 

“Courtney’s killer. I got him. It was Maggie. She hired him to kill Courtney. He was trailing 

me, and I beat the shit out of him. It’s over.” 

“And you say I’m good?”  

A compliment didn’t hurt, certainly not with my charger hovering in the red zone.  

“Your turn.” 

“Don’t flip out, but your favorite neighbor, Cindy Valentino, just showed up here at the bar. 

She has a friend. They need to talk to you. I don’t know the details, but it involves Olivia’s 

murder.” 

Bringing a fist to my forehead, I closed my eyes. Cindy. I’d seen her the other night with 



another guy, a serious look on her face, leading him into her condo. I’d hoped he was her new 

boy toy. Could she, or her boy toy, be involved in Olivia’s murder somehow?  

I hung up, hopped in my Saab and punched it, squealing out of the parking lot, moving east 

on Ross. I hit Greenville and hung a left, catching all green lights. Parking in the same lot where 

Olivia’s body had been found, my eyes couldn’t help but stare at the spot where her body had 

been. I pictured the sedan and SUV on either side, a low-hanging spotlight providing barely 

enough light to move without stumbling. Her eyes wide open. I’d never forget dead eyes. 

It wasn’t six, but I followed four young ladies into The Jewel, each bubbly and ready for a 

party, it seemed.  

“Where are they?” I asked Justin who was working on the other side of the bar. His eyes 

pointed upstairs toward my office. 

Just as I turned to head in that direction, he said, “You look like you’ve been in a fight with 

Mike Tyson. Everything cool?” 

I gave him a thumbs-up and found enough energy to launch my body two steps at a time. At 

the top, a somber Alisa sitting in my desk chair faced me. Cindy and her boy were waiting. Wait, 

I had it all wrong. Another woman, with short blond hair and a square body, sat in the chair next 

to Cindy. 

“Ladies,” I said, looping to the side of the desk. Alisa pushed herself up, but I held out a 

hand. Her eyes got wide, a look of concern on her face. I mouthed “I’m okay,” nodding at the 

same time. 

Cindy rested a hand on her friend’s knee, her lips tight. She actually had on more than a 

washcloth for clothes: jeans, a sweater, brown boots. Her friend was much dumpier than Cindy. 

The friend took in slow, deep breaths, her head bowed, legs crossed under a tight silver dress. 

There was a patch of dark hair on her arm so thick you could comb it. I tried not to be repulsed. I 

focused on gathering information. 

“Hi. I’m Booker. Nice to meet you.” I held out my hand. She paused, then lifted her hand, 

her eyes flashing in my direction briefly. The handshake was quick, but I could still feel thick, 

strong fingers. She didn’t respond verbally. 

Shifting my eyes to Alisa, she nodded. I turned my attention to the ladies who had 

information about Olivia’s murder. Just as I opened my mouth, Cindy jumped in. 

“We need to get a couple of things out there first,” she said, patting her friend’s knee. “This 

is Dina, my second cousin on my mother’s side.” 

I didn’t notice a resemblance. 

Cindy inhaled, licking her lips before continuing. “Dina is actually Dino. She…he’s a drag 

queen. Well, eventually, he wants to have the whole sex change operation. But for now, he’s 

more comfortable dressing and acting like a lady.” 

That explained the man hands and baboon arm hair. I nodded, waiting for data that meant 

something. 

“Okay…um, Dina is the son of…” Cindy locked eyes with Dina. “His/her father is Vincent 

Sciafini.” 



If I had a sidearm on me, I would have reached for it. I had to remind myself to breathe. 

“I’m not sure what to think about that piece of news,” I said. “And Dina has been shacking 

in your condo?” 

“She was sent down here to find information about you, give it to her father.” 

Dina lifted her head and nodded sad, scared eyes. Finally she spoke. “I’ve always been the 

black sheep of the family. When he gave me the chance to come to Dallas, stay with cousin 

Cindy, I jumped on it. I’ve been living a lie since I can remember. I had to get away, express 

myself. Doing this thing for my father meant nothing to me. And it’s done. Behind us.” 

Scratching the hair on my chin, I tried to make sense of it. “Did you know he was essentially 

spying on me?” I asked Cindy.  

“She…” Cindy said, looking at Dina. “I had no idea. I’ve only met Dina’s father twice in my 

life. It wasn’t until Dina opened up to me the other night that I found out what her father does for 

a living.” 

“That’s an interesting way of wording it,” I said. “But I’m confused. How does Dino slash 

Dina and the mission to send information back to Chicago connect to a dead dancer in the 

parking lot next door?” 

Cindy raised a hand, her face full of emotion. “Nothing. I told Dina we had to tell you 

everything, if you were going to trust her, her secret life, her working for her father.” 

“Okay. We’ve set the foundation.” I motioned for someone to keep talking, my eyes shifting 

between Cindy and Dina. “Are you associated with the performing arts? Did you meet Olivia, or 

know someone who might have been involved in her death?” 

Given her father, she’d known plenty of people who’d murdered, but bringing that up 

wouldn’t accomplish the goal. 

“No, no, none of that.” Dina placed hands on her thick knees. “I think I saw the person who 

murdered Olivia.” 

My torso leaned forward. “And you haven’t gone to the cops?” 

“I’m afraid…on many levels. This murderer could come after me, and I’m scared to tell my 

father about my new lifestyle. It’s just…difficult.” 

“What did you see, exactly?” 

She moved to the edge of her seat. “I was behind The Jewel, walking back from a club. I had 

to, uh…” Dina curled some blond hair, a wig, around her ear. “I had to use the restroom, but I 

didn’t want to walk into The Jewel or any other bar and freak people out. So I peed by the 

dumpster.” 

A trembling hand wiped a tear from her eye. “That’s when I heard the skirmish, someone 

choking, grasping for air. The sound of life ending. I’ll never forget it.” 

Handing Dina a tissue, Cindy’s eyes teared up, and she rubbed her cousin’s broad back. I‘d 

never imagined the horniest girl in Dallas could be so supportive and, dare I say, normal.  

Dina closed her eyes, released a shaky breath. “The gurgling, choking sound ended just like 

that. Then I heard heels scraping the ground. I moved closer. Lighting sucked, but as I took a few 

steps in that direction, I saw a woman run from between two cars. I ran over and found…the 



body, Olivia. Those eyes. I knew she was dead. Then a car screeched out of the parking lot. I got 

scared and panicked. I ran back into the neighborhood, darting through yards. Dogs chased after 

me. I almost vomited. It was the worst night of my life.” 

Scratching my goatee, I traded looks with Alisa and Cindy, knowing how difficult this was 

for Dina. But we needed more. 

“Dina, sweetie,” Alisa piped in. “Thank you for coming forward. It takes a lot of courage to 

open up and put everything out there. A couple more questions. Can you share with us what you 

remember about the woman?” 

“Never saw her face. She was lean and tall, athletic, the way she ran. She had on boots, like 

Cindy’s here, although they looked to be higher-end. No offense.” Dina patted Cindy on the 

knee. 

“Any other features that you remember?” Alisa asked, fingers interlocked. 

Dina looked away, maybe at the stained glass window. “Like I said, the lighting wasn’t very 

good at all. But I’m pretty sure her hair was on the lighter side. The opposite of mine.” Dina 

spotted a bushy, black curl of hair hanging down, and she tucked it under her blond wig. “Oh, 

she wore a green suede jacket, curved ends, dropping just below the waistline of her jeans.” 

A prickle nibbled at the base of my skull, a line of perspiration forming down the middle of 

my back. I felt Alisa’s eyes but I kept my gaze on our visitors.  

“The car. Did you catch the make, model, possibly the license plate?” My neck felt like a 

steel plate was bolted to my spine, and I rubbed it. 

“Oh, I don’t get into all that gearhead stuff.” She flipped a wrist. “I just know it was red and 

sporty looking. Sexy.” Dina and Cindy swapped silly grins. 

Alisa pushed up from her chair, arms crossing her chest, and paced a couple of steps, her 

eyes locked on mine. 

Finally acknowledging Alisa’s visual signal, I said, “I know what you’re thinking. It’s just 

not possible. No way in hell.” 

I walked out of my office and went home. 
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Rolling back onto Greenville, heading south, I clicked Eva’s phone number. Three rings in, 

someone picked up. 

“Hello?” 

An unknown man’s voice, baritone, but pleasant enough. But it still threw me. 

“Is Eva there?” 

“Sure. Who can I say is calling?” 

“Booker. Samantha’s father.” I felt compelled to claim ownership. 

“Right. Hold on, and I’ll get Eva for you.” 

In the background, I heard him say, “Hey, dear, it’s Booker.” 

A ruffling sound. “Booker? Hi. What’s up?” 

“Just checking in. I’ve been out of town a couple of days. Everything okay with you and 

Samantha?” 

“Fine. We’re having a cookout. Samantha has a friend over. Why are you asking?” 

Eva’s tone was pleasant, carefree even. The last thing I wanted to do was drag her and 

Samantha into my world of drama and death. 

“Sometimes I just want to make sure my…” I paused, realized I couldn’t say “my girls” any 

longer. “Just wanted to touch base, see how Samantha’s doing.” 

Eva laughed. “I’d get her on the phone, but she’s outside with her friend running around, 

blowing bubbles. Having a blast. I’ll have her call you later. Does that work?” 

“Sure.” 

We hung up, and I let the hum of the Saab 9-3 distract my thoughts long enough until I 

found Momma’s number. It rang seven times, then rolled to voicemail. Chewing the side of my 

cheek, I felt an agitated pit in my stomach, swelling more by the moment. At a stoplight, I 

punched in a text to Britney. 

Would like to talk to you. Call me. 

I pulled into my regular parking space, and my phone buzzed. Eager to see if it was Britney, 

I found a voicemail from Henry. I tapped the icon as I walked down the hall toward my condo. 

“Booker, I’m at Central Division, working with the detectives, questioning the man you 

caught earlier. We’re working on murder charges, but during the interview something came up. 

We showed him a picture of Maggie Pickles, and he said it wasn’t her. Gave a different 

description. I gotta talk to you. Call me as soon as you get this.” 

I tried swallowing, but my throat had almost shut. I forced out a breath, refusing to allow my 

mind to wander. I inserted the key into the deadbolt and…the door opened. 

“Hey there,” Britney bounced through the doorway in body-hugging, black stretch pants and 

a pink workout shirt. She hugged my neck, a grin on her face. 

“Hey,” I said, hands hanging at my side. 



She snuck in a quick kiss and walked back inside. “Just got your text. I wanted to surprise 

you.”  

Nearly yanking my arm out of my socket, she pulled me in. Glancing left, I first noticed the 

towel over Big Al’s cage, and I held up a finger. 

“He just wouldn’t hush, so I had to put a stop to it.” 

She brought me to the center of my condo, stopping me with both hands gripping my 

shoulders.  

“Stand right here and close your eyes.” She arched her eyebrows, like she had so many times 

before. 

The pit in my stomach hadn’t subsided. “Britney, I…we need to talk.” 

She put a finger to her mouth. “Shh. We can talk later.” She leaned in, nibbled at my ear, 

then whispered, “Close your eyes.”  

“I…” 

“Later. Let’s enjoy now.” 

Her blue eyes sparkled, and I complied. Two claps, and my eyes opened, my nerves on high 

alert. 

She was giggling like a little girl. “I made some changes.” All the lights had been turned off, 

from her two claps it appeared. In their place, candles I hadn’t noticed earlier glowed through 

colorful votives, red, green, yellow. Fresh flowers in a vase on the bar, a place setting on either 

side.  

“I made your favorite dish, you mother’s meatloaf.” 

Taking in the sweet aroma, I turned around, confusion on my face. “You talked to Momma?” 

“What? Of course, silly. She’s happy I’m making it for you. In fact, she told me that she 

considers me part of the family, wants me in your life.” 

I tried to smile, but it wasn’t there. I noticed the bedroom, a golden glow, shadows dancing 

on walls. 

She walked up and placed my hand on her breast, and she kissed me, full on. I felt awkward, 

but I couldn’t stop. I wanted to believe it was real, the Britney I’d… 

“We can work up our appetite first.” She guided me into the bedroom, then winked. “I have 

another surprise. Give me thirty seconds.” She walked into the bathroom while removing her 

pink bra and tossing it back my way. I caught the side of her breast, and she shut the door. 

Taking in the whole scene, my heart hammered in my chest for so many reasons, all 

competing against each other. I couldn’t let my mind go where it needed to go. Instead, I slipped 

off my sweatshirt and opened my closet. 

“Momma!” 

She was tied up like a prized pig, a gag in her mouth, tears and makeup etched in every 

crevice on her terrified face. She had a fat lip, one eye swollen shut, a cut on her nose. 

I reached in and took off the gag as she shook her head. 

“Booker! Noooo!” 

Her eyes looked beyond me. 



I flipped around, and a thunderous object slammed against my jaw. Like a TV shutting off, 

my mind, all my faculties, powered down. Crashing to the floor, my eyes fluttered, clinging to 

life for one final second. One last image—a pink bra, laced edges.  

Then it was over. 
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“Give me a sec,” I said to the red-headed valet just outside of Marvel.  

The window lifted, an air-sucking sound the last couple of inches, keeping the arctic blast of 

air on the other side of the glass. 

I’d just unfolded a copy of the note Britney had left on my bare chest just over a week 

earlier. Checking the rearview mirror, I adjusted my jaw, touched the bruise, felt around the 

edges of the last bandage, a bump still evident.  

Enough stalling. I flapped the crinkled paper and started at the top. 

 

My dearest Booker, if you’re reading this note, you know things didn’t work out between us. 

In some respects the last few months were the best of my life. But they also grew to be the most 

painful, watching you take our relationship and toss it in the wind. I opened my heart and gave 

you all of me, every last bit of kindness, compassion, tenderness. We could have had what every 

couple dreams about, friendship, lifelong companionship, passionate love, and hot sex. 

Ashton cheated on me with countless other women, practically throwing their skank pussies 

in my face! But he would not shame me. I found that little bomb-making twerp and convinced 

him to exact revenge on Ashton in the most humiliating manner possible. All I had to do was give 

him a blowjob. Kaboom! LMAO. That was the day you entered my life, and I knew instantly it 

was serendipity. 

Until you became distracted by other women. Courtney Johnson, Olivia Dunham, they 

thought their talent and fame allowed them to take anything they wanted, including my prized 

possession—you. They practically threw themselves at you with countless, slutty flirtations. I 

couldn’t let them continue. I had to protect you from them. Ultimately, though, I knew you would 

cheat on me. 

As much as it pains me, I’ve moved on to another place in my life, and no one will ever find 

me. Maybe we’ll cross paths again someday, and we’ll have another duel:) Maybe you won’t 

know it’s me. Maybe I’ll fuck your brains out, and then you’ll pick up my scent. If you do, I’d 

have to cut your dick off and stuff it down your throat. Oh my, what a dick you have, IMHO:)  

They say there’s a thin line between love and hate, peace and war. Perhaps I’ve crossed it a 

time or two. But in the end, it was worth it, loving you. I’ll never forget you, Booker. And I hope 

you never forget Britney Hill. 

xoxo, 

Britney 

 

Emotions swelled inside, thankful that Momma hadn’t been harmed too badly, or worse yet, 

killed. While I couldn’t make sense of anything, even a week later, I’d come to grips that I’d 

been falling in love with a maniacal, cold-blooded killer. But I couldn’t let the thought or 



memory of Britney control me or change my life. 

I ripped the paper into shreds and exited the car. “Here you go.” Handing the remnants to the 

snotty valet, I walked inside Marvel, finding Renee and Muffin Cromwell finishing up a late 

Sunday lunch. 

“Not watching the Super Bowl pregame show?” 

Both women released a light laugh. Renee set down her cup of coffee in a fluid, graceful 

motion. 

“Thank you again, Booker. I know you sacrificed a lot for us. It’s much appreciated.” 

“You’re welcome. I wish she was behind bars, but given that the FBI put her on their Most 

Wanted list, and every cop in Texas and the surrounding states are searching for her, I think 

they’ll find her in a faraway place, probably across the border. 

“I have to admit something to you,” Muffin said, her eyes moist. “On Ashton’s wedding day, 

I heard the two of them arguing. She accused him of cheating, and he denied it. I’m not taking up 

for my son’s actions, but I heard venom in her voice.” 

She used her napkin to dab under her nose. “I hired you, Booker, because I thought 

somehow Britney might have had something to do with his murder. A mother’s instinct, I 

suppose. Thank you.” 

Muffin patted my hand, and I took hers and held it tight.  

“Have you seen the chef, David?” 

Renee held up a finger. “He’s so suave and charming. And what a menu he’s cooked up.” 

That’s what most women say, I thought. “Good to hear nothing has changed at Marvel.” 

“I think I saw him headed back to the kitchen, talking with his maitre d’…what’s his name, 

Dax?” 

I waved goodbye and meandered around Spiderman chairs and faux spider webs, passed by 

the bar and entered the kitchen, where five folks dressed in all-white were chopping and 

mincing, sipping soups, adding spices to dishes. The aroma was addicting.  

“Booker, what brings you here?” Dax asked from across the kitchen, holding an open 

notebook, his smug smile painted on his face. The old Dax had returned. 

“I need to speak with you and David.” 

Fluttering his hand my direction, he said, “Let’s get out of the kitchen and let them get back 

to work. You can just tell me what you need, and I’ll relay it to David.” 

He walked my direction, thinking I was on a leash and would follow. 

“Sorry, but I need to speak to both of you at the same time.” 

“What about?” David turned a corner from his office, removing readers. 

“Let’s go back to your office, in private.” 

“What’s the big deal? Just share it. I’ve got a restaurant to run, man.” Harry Specter had also 

returned. 

This might not be as difficult as I’d imagined. 

“Okay, we’ll talk right here in front of everyone.” Glancing around the Double Ds, I noticed 

eyes shifting, but everyone still chopping and mincing. “Ever since last week, when Sciafini 



tipped off the FBI and they saved our asses, at least mine, something about the whole fiasco with 

Sims has been eating away at me.” 

David pursed his lips, looked down at his watch.  

“I kept asking myself how Sims knew I’d be at NorthPark Center? How did he even know, 

David, that you knew about his operation?” 

“Well, I think he probably realized he’d opened his mouth in the restaurant, and I’d 

overheard it. He’s a cop. Used to be, anyway. He knows how to put two and two together, I 

guess.” 

“What’s the point of this, Booker?” Dax asked, a leg thrusting forward, hands on his hips. 

“The point is, I’ve now got both feet in the Sciafini sandbox, and if I’m going to be working 

with you guys on any level, trust is paramount.” 

“We know you’ve been through a great deal. We all have. But I think we’ve learned a thing 

or two along the way. Trust…and treating people right.” David nodded. 

Shifting my eyes to Dax, I said, “Dax, why don’t you tell us about trust and loyalty?” 

He shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever are you talking about?” 

“I think you know. Do you have something to share with David?” 

“Uh. I have never…” His voice faded. 

David’s eyes narrowed. “Dax?” 

“Dax?” I added. 

“Okay.” Dax thumbed a tear from the corner of his eye. “Sims…” He paused and lifted his 

chest. “Sims caught me kissing another guy.” 

David’s head dropped, but Dax continued. “I was drunk, pissed off, jealous even of all the 

attention David was getting with the restaurant, and no one ever noticed my contributions, my 

talent. But it’s no excuse. I’m so sorry, David.” Dax touched David’s arm, and the chef looked at 

me, shaking his head. 

“There’s more, right?” I motioned for Dax to keep talking. 

He swallowed. “Sims threatened to tell you, David, if I didn’t provide him information on 

Booker. I never thought what I shared would matter. I only want the best for you.” 

David looked at Dax, his eyes shifting to his crew momentarily, his voice broken. “I trusted 

you.” 

“I’m so sorry. You’ve been so kind to me, and I betrayed you. I’ll never let it happen again.” 

They walked off, but there was still hope in David’s eyes. 

I wished I could feel the same. 
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Henry ignored everything I’d said, his eyes wide and excited. He took a container out of his 

pocket, sprayed twice in his mouth, and padded over to the table where Cindy and Dina sat. I 

waved and swiveled in my bar chair to face Justin and Alisa. 

“What gives with Henry?” 

“His blind date last week couldn’t have gone worse,” Alisa said, shining a mug with a towel. 

“That matchmaker website set him up with a tree-hugging anarchist. She told Henry in the 

first five minutes that all laws were bad and that she supported the overthrow of all governments 

worldwide,” Justin said, a smile escaping his lips. “Even worse…she had hairy armpits and 

believes that deodorant infects your body with a bacterial disease that will force humans to take 

antibiotics from pharmaceutical companies for the rest of their lives.” 

I think my mouth hung open. 

“I ain’t shittin’ ya.” 

“Hey, turn it up. Isn’t that the Eagles?” 

Justin clicked the remote as the Star Spangled Banner played on the Super Bowl pregame. 

Don Henley hummed a chord on his harmonica, then the other members of the Eagles—Glenn 

Frey, Timothy B. Schmit, Joe Walsh—chimed in for an a cappella harmony.  

All heads turned to the big screens in The Jewel, the most silent I’d ever heard the bar when 

it wasn’t empty. The four aging rockers nailed the final note, a perfect blend of pitches. 

“Greatest rock band ever,” Justin boasted. 

“They’ve done a few things,” I said with a wink. 

“A few?” he said. “You do know that Don Henley himself had a drink in this bar four years 

ago?” 

I held up ten fingers, and Justin scrunched his forehead.  

“Booker’s saying you’ve told us the same story ten times,” Alisa said, rolling her eyes. 

“Double that for me. But it’s more myth than fact, right, Justin?” 

“Henley sat right on the bar stool you’re sitting on, Booker, late one Sunday afternoon in 

August. It was hot and humid outside, and since he’s a Dallas native, said he was passing by, saw 

The Jewel sign, and thought the bar would be cool. He had a single beer, draft. Gave me a 

twenty-dollar tip.” 

Justin’s eyes drifted to a corner of the bar, his mind in another place. 

“I thought you were going to say that Henley asked you to join his band on the next tour,” I 

said, snorting out a chuckle. 

Justin tossed a white bar towel at my face. “Punks. Both of you.” He walked off, shaking his 

head. 

“How have you been this week? I haven’t seen you much,” Alisa said, touching her jaw 

while looking at mine. 



“Healing rather nicely.” I paused, tipped my head back, and took a swig of my bottled beer.  

Alisa gave a single nod, her lips slowly widening. I could sense her care for my well-being.  

“I’m guessing Henry didn’t say anything about law enforcement catching her?” 

I tried to act mildly interested in her whereabouts. But I still refused to say her name. 

“Nothing so far. But she’s not an international criminal with dozens of identities and 

contacts across the globe. They’ll catch her eventually.” 

International travel. She and Ashton had traveled the globe. I wondered if there was any way 

possible she’d planned for this; it was possible, considering the fragility of her mental health. 

Blinking my eyes, though, the thought sounded absurd. 

“Just so you don’t get surprised in case the press calls you up, or you read it on a website, 

it’s now come out that she had an affair with one of her high school students when she was in 

west Texas,” Alisa said.  

“I didn’t know she taught anything other than fifth grade in Fort Worth.”  

“Apparently the boy broke it off, then she threatened him.” 

I felt my forehead crumple, a small headache coming on. “How did she get another teaching 

gig?” 

“They think her family paid off the boy’s family to keep it quiet. Maybe her family knew 

about her obsession issues.” 

“Damn, she’s messed up.” For a few seconds, I let my mind slip into a state of analyzing the 

past, how I couldn’t see any of the signs, how I’d been blinded by her beauty, compassion, 

kindness. I wondered how I’d ever trust a woman again.  

The few seconds to dwell on what I could have done, should have seen, was over. I felt 

condensation from the cold beer on the tips of my fingers.  

The big game kicked off, a cascade of whoops and hollers throughout the bar. Just as the 

place settled down, I heard Henry’s woodpecker laugh. Looking over at the table, his face was 

red. 

“Hey, Booker,” Henry called out, then took Cindy’s hand and walked to the bar. “You’ve got 

to check out this picture Cindy’s posted on Instagram.” 

Cindy handed me her tablet, which drew the attention of Alisa. Justin waltzed up from 

behind.  

“Holy shit,” Alisa said, covering her mouth. 

It was an enormous billboard picture of a fat, balding Spencer Pittman in the motel room, 

coated in peanut butter while Lola spanked him with a ping pong paddle in her sex kitten nurse 

outfit. A caption above the picture read Mr. Smooth at Work. 

“I guess we know why Janice Pittman wanted high quality pictures,” Alisa added. 

Justin belted out a laugh, slapping his knee, and it quickly became contagious, the rest of us 

in tears a few seconds later. 

“What can I say? The magical adventures of life as a private investigator.”  

Justin raised a glass. “Here’s to Booker. The man who survived mental and emotional 

torture, all for his client.” 



Glasses clinked and laughter filled the air. 

I was a survivor, indeed. 
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He was afraid to look in the mirror.  

Heaving breaths surged from his lungs, as bile dripped off the corners of his mouth. 

Squeezing his eyelids shut, his heart fluttered with a drumroll cadence. Searing heat poured out 

of his chest like molten lava. 

Minutes passed, and the flames of nausea finally retreated. Drained and weary, the man 

peeled a sticky hand off a cigarette-stained Formica bathroom counter and buried a towel against 

his face that was drenched with perspiration. 

A metal chain rattled off a light fixture from the lone fan spinning in the middle of his 

efficiency apartment. Suddenly, voices from outside cracked the silence. 

“Yo, vato, como mi verga.” 

The insulting jab was followed by laughter and more cursing in his native Spanish, then the 

voices quickly faded into the distance.  

His thumping pulse finally lowering with each deep breath, he waited. And waited. 

Would the skull-splitting headaches return, triggering another cataclysmic reaction inside his 

once unbreakable body? Peeking at the mirror to verify he was indeed still whole, at least on the 

outside, he wondered how much more pain he’d have to endure. How much he’d want to endure.  

Another unexplained episode of convulsions, the third in the last week. Doctors said the 

frequency would only increase. 

“Fuck the doctors, surgeons, all of them!” he growled, tossing the damp towel at his own 

reflection. 

He could hear his lungs pump air through rigid lips. Jagged edges of chipped teeth pierced 

the skin just inside his lip, leaving a bitter taste of blood. His mind was strained to its limits from 

pressure, both physical and mental. 

Plodding to a bedside table made of cheap particleboard leaning in one direction, the man 

used both hands to lift a container onto his spongy mattress. He settled on his knees and thumbed 

the Montecristo logo, golden swords crossed in a triangular pattern. Lifting the lid of the 

handcrafted wooden case, he inhaled the sweet aroma, pulling his eyes back into his head, his 

torso swaying as if he floated in the majestic Caribbean Ocean. 

He removed one of the cigars, eyeing the red band with a majestic fleur-de-lis, a symbol of 

the French monarchy in the center, paying homage to the historical novel, The Count of Monte 

Cristo. But this company was all Cuba. Founded by Alonso Menendez in the 1930s, Montecristo 

earned a reputation as the highest quality cigars in the world, the biggest cigar company in all of 

Cuba—pre-Castro of course. 

While he couldn’t alter history, at least he respected it.  

Pulling out his late father’s lighter, he rubbed the polished metal, still able to recall days 



when Papa would bring home rolls of tobacco from the fields he worked. An honest day’s work. 

An honest day’s pay. He didn’t earn much, but it didn’t belong to a cause created by an idealist 

rebel in Russia. 

He flicked the spark wheel and took a few puffs. Flavors of leather, cinnamon, and nutmeg, 

and the cigar’s trademark tangy wood created a euphoric sensation, one that calmed his nerves, 

allowed him to see reason. 

Blowing out a swirl of smoke, he reminded himself why he’d made this journey west, to 

Dallas of all places. History had changed the world many years ago, his life more than just about 

anyone’s, he’d finally admitted. And Dallas would once again serve as the backdrop for another 

history lesson.  

Payback was all that he had left. After all, his life wasn’t worth shit. 
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“Does it give you a sense of déjà vu?” 

A thin man with tailored slacks and stylish black rimmed glasses stood just behind me, both 

of us viewing the scene from the southeast window of the Sixth Floor Museum, the exact same 

spot Lee Harvey Oswald had stood over fifty years earlier. Live oaks stretched their leafy fingers 

deeper into a similar majestic blue sky. As I held an iPad replaying the Zapruder film, it felt like I 

could reach a hand back into time and alter the events that led to the assassination of our thirty-

fifth president. 

“Eerie.” Shaking my head, my eyes couldn’t remove the glare off Elm Street sloping 

downward, people scurrying about on a warmish April morning. 

“Have you noticed what you’re doing?” Granville Holguin, executive director of the 

museum, which was dedicated to the people and events around the John F. Kennedy 

assassination, spoke in a whisper, but I could still detect an accent north of the Red River. 

Suddenly conspicuous, I opted not to move, hoping I hadn’t displaced a piece of history. 

“Without knowing it, you’re crouching down, as if you were Oswald fifty years ago. 

Thousands before you have done the same.” 

Without changing my angle, I looked back at Granville, grayish eyebrows arching higher on 

his forehead. 

“Why do you think?” Human behavior intrigued me. 

“I’ve asked hundreds. Some are simply awestruck, almost like they’re gawking at a 

celebrity’s life. Some are keenly interested in better understanding, or questioning as the case 

may be, how the shooting took place. And a few, I think, are as lost as Oswald was, purportedly. 

They might even be thinking how they would pull off a similar act, so despicable and heinous it 

would capture the world’s attention.” 

I looked away, my mind replaying the grainy footage of a bullet exploding upon exiting a 

human skull—or entering the skull, if I were to believe another possible theory. 

“I’m not naive, Mr. Adams.” 

“Booker.” 

“Yes, Booker. Sick people roam the streets and even occasionally visit a historical place. But 

we seek to educate. And through that education, we hope people learn from our history, not run 

from it.” 

Moments later in Granville’s office, I tinkered with a bronze plated keychain from the 

museum’s gift store while staring out the window, this time looking northeasterly, a completely 

different setting than earlier. 

“You have that list we talked about?” 

Granville arched forward in his ergonomic chair and rattled his keyboard. “Give me a 

minute to print it off.” 

Eyeing railroad tracks and a flurry of cars on Houston Street, I thought about the midnight 



call from my assistant at Booker & Associates, or partner, or whatever Alisa was this week.  

“Wake up, Booker,” she said, her Southern lilt a bit salty. 

“I’m awake. Just reading, that’s all.” I’d just started a non-fiction book Momma had given 

me for Christmas.  

“I’m envious. What are you reading?” 

“Summer of 1968. One of those years that left an imprint on our country and the world.” 

“Wish I was curled up in bed with my little hairball, reading a sexy romance,” she said. 

For a Texas girl who could still turn heads with her shapely curves and blond, curly hair, it 

was interesting to hear her constantly talk about spending time with her cat, and now a book. But 

no guy. 

“What’s up, besides you at midnight?” 

“Justin and I were cleaning up the bar, and Renee Dubois waltzed in looking for you.” 

A few months back I’d taken a case for Renee, who ran the Dallas Performing Arts, to try to 

find out who was killing young, talented performers in the Arts District. The trail took me all the 

way to Boston, but it ended back in Dallas, my own bedroom as it turns out.  

“Me. Why me?” 

“Well, she wasn’t just looking for you. She and her male friend were hoping to have a late-

night drink. Apparently, they’d just finished watching an acoustic performance by Sting.” 

“Meh.” 

“Not a fan of Sting?” 

“Let’s just say Renee and I probably have different tastes.” I thought about my eclectic 

collection of songs, everything from Jay Z to a folksy, local band called the Bird Dogs. 

“Anyway, she mentioned that she’d received a call from Granville Holguin, the ED at the 

Sixth Floor Museum. He had no idea where to turn. They had a security breach, and he wasn’t 

thrilled about calling the police or the possibility of the story hitting the Internet. Too much bad 

publicity.” 

From there, Alisa promised Renee that I’d be in Granville’s office first thing this morning. 

Actually, it was my second trip of the morning. I’d dropped off my five-year-old daughter, 

Samantha, at school, following a quick stop at 7-11 to pick up a package of Skittles. She’d 

earned the reward after a perfect report card. I gave her five colored candies and swore her to 

secrecy, fearing her Latin mother, my ex-fiancée from six years back, would hunt me down and 

peel the skin off my body. Damn, she had an emotional side, especially when it came to our 

daughter. Then again, when it came to Samantha, I wasn’t far behind. 

A printer purred and spit out two pages, then a third. Granville handed me the sheets, stapled 

and still warm. 

Resting a finger to his chin, he said, “The first two pages show all employees who work 

here, their roles, previous employers, home addresses, and phone numbers. The third is a list of 

what we believe is missing.” 

“Thorough,” I said, flipping pages. 

“I hope you understand the importance of this situation, Mr. Adams.” 



“Booker. If I take on a case, I give it everything I have.” 

Shifting glasses upward on the bridge of a slightly oversized nose, he appeared to be 

searching for the right words. “This may not be as salacious as the Arts District murders, but I 

assure you, when artifacts go missing from the Sixth Floor Museum, the impact can be far-

reaching. We’d be on every news and smut program across the globe. I’d have paparazzi living 

outside my home, accosting my wife and kids.” 

“Booker & Associates is used to handling cases that require…uh, delicate attention.” 

He nodded, crossed his legs, flicking lent off his black trousers. “That’s what Renee told 

me.” 

“It’s great to have walking references,” I said. 

“Indeed. I realize that not going to the police is atypical. It’s a calculated move, one that has 

its risks. For both of us.” 

I nodded. His ass was probably more on the line than mine. But that wouldn’t alter my 

approach or lessen my drive. 

We reviewed the list of stolen items. “Seventeen items. Replacement value?” 

His large eyeballs squirmed left and right, like I’d just asked a stupid question. “You can’t 

replace any of those items. That’s the travesty. They are pieces of history.” 

“Let me ask it another way. How much are they insured for?” 

Granville cleared his throat, then twisted a pen, and jotted down a note on a small pad with a 

gold logo at the top. “I’ll put that on my list.” 

“When I first arrived earlier, you seemed certain this was an inside job. What makes you 

think one of your employees would steal from the museum? I’m assuming all of them were hired 

by you, have a certain amount of respect for history, the mission of your museum.” 

“Good question.” 

I could see I was winning him over, but that wasn’t my objective here. I only cared about 

trying to find motive for the crime. 

“It’s difficult to understand what inspires people’s actions,” he said. “I’ve had almost every 

one of my employees in my home, playing with my kids. So this ordeal is unsettling on many 

levels.” 

“I understand. I have a daughter. It wouldn’t sit right with me either.” I held his gaze for an 

extra second, trying to read him. Nothing alarming. “Back to your employees. No one that you 

suspect, whether it’s comments they’ve made, even rumors or gossip? Or maybe how they’ve 

changed their behavior?” 

“Here, give me the list.”  

I scooted the paper across his desk. He twisted his pen—appeared to be Mont Blanc—and 

circled three names, then handed it back to me. 

“The first one, Charles, has recently gone through a divorce. He’s been depressed, moody, 

can’t get along with anyone. Teresa, the second one, just had a nose job.” 

I tried to suppress my smile, but I kept my eyes on the paper, adding notes. 

“She used to be one of our most reliable employees. Now she seems flighty, not mentally 



there all the time. And then there’s Yulia. She’s young, very pleasant. She lights up a room when 

she walks in. Great ideas. Never backs down from a challenge. I thought she had a great future. 

Just recently though, I can’t get anything out of her. It’s like she’s crawled into a shell.” 

I made a few notes, then lifted my eyes. 

“Where were you two nights ago?” 

A slow smile cracked Granville’s lips. I think he used a fake whitener on his teeth. Anything 

to look thirty when he’s probably closer to fifty-five. “I was at home with my wife and kids. We 

had a dinner, spaghetti Bolognese, if I recall correctly. My wife is Italian. She makes the best 

dishes.” 

“There all night?” 

He shook a knowing finger. “Okay, I’ll indulge you. I stepped out just after ten. A quick trip 

to the store. Back at home by ten forty-five. My wife can verify it.” 

“Where did you go?” 

“Just the Exxon gas station down at the corner. I live off Munger.” 

“What did you buy?” 

Granville released a single chortle, tapping a hand on his desk. “You are persistent, aren’t 

you? I can see why you and Renee got along so well. She’s a tough woman.” 

I let a quick grin pass my lips, then took another attempt. “What did you buy at the gas 

station?” 

“Okay. I don’t want to waste your time digging up receipts and checking video footage. 

Cigarettes, if you must know.” 

“That’s not a crime. Well, it’s not healthy, but it’s not my business.” 

“I told my wife I stopped two years ago. But honestly, I’ve been taking long trips to the 

garbage can in the back alley, slipping in a few puffs just to keep me from clawing my own eyes 

out. Addiction is a bitch.” 

With his forearms spread out on the desk, he puffed his cheeks, like he’d just opened his 

soul. 

“This is all confidential, so no worries.” 

“Thank you,” he said with a courteous nod, his tone reserved. 

I felt my phone buzz inside my back pocket. I pulled it out and took a quick peek at the text. 

Alisa asking if we indeed had a new client. 

“Is everyone aware that you’ve had a break-in?” 

“Well, they all know that items have been misplaced. But I haven’t come right out and said 

we have a thief among us, no. I have a staff meeting over lunch, so I’ll let them know I’ve 

brought in a security consultant to review our procedures, ask questions. So you should be able 

to conduct a thorough investigation. Access to anywhere, anyone. Just give me until this 

afternoon.” 

A Beatles song blared from the desk. Granville’s cell phone. He held a finger, brought the 

device to his ear, and swiveled away from me. I only heard a couple of words in a fake tone, 

“Oh, hi…” and then it became muffled. I lifted from my chair, walked back to the windows, once 



again tinkering with the keychain. 

“Sorry about that,” Granville said.  

“No problem. I think I have everything I need for now.” I watched a train plod along the 

tracks running parallel to Ross. 

“You know the Texas School Book Depository Company had a second warehouse about a 

dozen blocks north of this location.”  

Sounded liked Granville loved to share his knowledge. I didn’t mind. 

“The manager said he could have assigned Oswald to that location instead of this one. He’d 

hired Oswald and another guy at the same time. Just think about it. A simple decision could have 

changed history. Could have changed the world.” 

I didn’t attempt to poke holes in his prognostication. “We’ll never know.” 

“I guess not,” he added, then rose out of his chair, walked to his door. He stopped and turned 

around, scrunching his eyes, his head tilted ever so slightly. 

“Were you aware the president is coming through Dallas?” 

“Uh…no. Hadn’t heard that.” 

“Not that he’ll be stopping by and touring our museum, but having our stolen property 

back…it just seems like we should be whole again before he arrives.” 

For the first time, I could feel Granville’s love of this place, its importance to the 

community.  

“I’ll do my best. How much time do I have?” 

“A week. Six days, to be exact.” 

We shook hands, and I wondered why I felt a tightness in my gut. 
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“You going to frame it?” 

With a quick wink and an assuring smile, Albert Yates ruffled his son’s bushy head of hair, 

then slowly turned the muscular, powder blue Bentley Flying Spur onto Strait Lane—

“Billionaire’s Row,” as some have called it. 

Yates’ net worth hovered just over two hundred eighty million, depending on the markets 

and the value of his options handed down by the Board of Directors at Evergreen Energy. Being 

chairman certainly had its advantages. He’d reach that magical billion-dollar plateau soon 

enough, quite possibly before his twelve-year-old son, Jared, graduated from high school. 

“Can you believe it, Dad, a signed baseball from Clayton Kershaw? The best pitcher of the 

twenty-first century!” 

Albert averted his eyes, a full moon casting splintery shadows from enormous eighty-year-

old red oaks lining the two-lane road. A rural oasis carved out of the densely populated city, 

Preston Hollow was home to twenty-acre estates, an eclectic mix of Dallas wealth: old money, 

new money, Texas-born, European-born. Names included Malaouf, Perot, Hunt, Nowitzki, 

Troutt, Cuban. And Yates. 

“Just remember, Jared, you said in the twenty-first century. Kershaw is one of the best 

pitchers playing right now, without a doubt. But baseball goes back a long ways. The best I’ve 

ever seen? Bob Gibson, St. Louis Cardinals. He could bring the heat like no one else. Summer of 

1968, he had an ERA of 1.12, with thirteen shutouts. Opposing players were terrified every time 

they stepped in the batter’s box. Shit, he was the best.” 

“Ha. Remember, Mom doesn’t like you cussing around me, Dad.” 

Albert smirked. “Let’s just keep it between us boys.” 

The boys had just watched the hometown Texas Rangers drop the season opener to the Los 

Angeles Dodgers, 2-1, a first for both teams to open the season playing a team in the opposite 

league. 

“Why didn’t you play in the major leagues, Dad? Didn’t you say you played against Don 

Mattingly in the minors?” 

“Ha!” Jared’s dad snorted from the far-fetched notion. “I played against Mattingly in Little 

League, just before we moved from Indiana.” 

“That kind of sucks, you know, the whole moving thing,” Jared said, gripping his fingers 

across the seams like he was ready to throw a curveball. 

“I can assure you it had no bearing on your dad playing in the major leagues.” Albert 

released a chuckle, then wiped tired eyes. “Besides, the next year I got to see Bob Gibson pitch.”  

Jared nodded, saying nothing else, then continued toying with the autographed baseball. 

Just past the Nowitzki estate, Albert slowed the six-hundred-horsepower vehicle and glanced 

at his son. He could see the truth had taken him down a couple of notches in Jared’s eyes. He 

instantly regretted being so transparent to his son, especially at his preteen age. Thinking back to 



his own childhood, he wished he’d been spared hearing the harsh reality about his father, 

although many of the ugly comments were no more than vitriol. God rest his soul. 

Turning into their quarter-mile long driveway, hidden tree lamps illuminated a flood of 

cracked shadows. 

Thwack! 

“What was that?” Jared gripped the dash, as his dad jammed the brakes. 

“Hold on, stay in here.” Albert crawled out of the driver’s seat, his eyes on high alert. 

Shuffling to the front of the car, he leaned over, noticed a nick taken out of the paint just above 

the cage-like grill. A stone with jagged edges about the size of a softball sat under the car. 

“Motherfucker.” He gritted his teeth, squinting toward a large row of shrubs lining the far 

side of the driveway. Unable to spot a living creature, two- or four-legged, he kicked the rock off 

to the side. 

Back in the car, Albert slid the gear into drive. 

“What was is it, Dad? Did you see anyone?” Jared’s voice pitched higher, his eyes wide with 

anxiety. 

“We’re fine. I think it was just one of these animals we’re seeing running around, the 

armadillos. Damn varmints will ruin a foundation, but they’re also predatory if they feel like 

you’re threatening them. I guess they got scared by the car.” 

Jared nodded his head, as if the believability of the story was trying to grow roots in his 

mind. “Right, the Bentley.” 

Rubbing his forehead in the same spot, Albert could feel his heart thump against his chest, 

his brain on overdrive, churning through who could have thrown the rock. He eyed the dash, 

considered calling up Tyler, his security guard. But he didn’t want to alarm his son, and he was 

sure he’d see him at the end of the driveway. 

“Nothing can hurt us in here. We’re invincible!” Jared tossed the baseball upward, caught it 

in the same hand, then raised both fists, like he’d just won the Battle Royale. 

Albert wasn’t thrilled with his son’s perspective of the world. But at least it didn’t match the 

ostentatious attitude of his prissy seventeen-year-old daughter, Sophi, whose nose couldn’t get 

any higher as she pranced around in designer clothes while driving a BMW 5 Series, all thanks to 

the spoils of her mother, his wife of the last twenty-four years.  

Eighteen-inch tires clipped gaps in the porous pavers, ground cover growing out of each 

one. Albert checked his rearview, watching for anyone to step out of the shadows. All was clear. 

He’d had custom steel plates built into the Bentley’s side panels, making the car virtually 

bulletproof. But he knew if someone wanted you bad enough, that person could find a way to get 

to you.  

As they rolled up to the garage, Albert clicked the opener.  

“Looks like Mom started another one of her projects.” Jared laughed. 

They both stared at six rattan rocking chairs, white paint nearly a hundred-percent stripped, 

slivers of torn rattan dangling this way and that, resting on newspaper inside a six-car garage. 

The rockers took up the two open spaces. 



“Wouldn’t your mother think it makes more sense to protect a two-hundred-thousand-dollar 

investment than some crappy old chairs she probably picked up at a flea market sale?” 

Huffing through his nose, Albert parked just under the basketball goal.  

“Can you ask your mom if she can find a different place for her project? I didn’t see Tyler 

when we rolled in. I’m going to find him, talk to him a moment. Can you do that for me?” 

“Sure thing, Dad.”  

Jared jumped out of the car and jogged toward the garage. “Hey, Dad,” Jared yelled with a 

cupped hand, a good sixty feet away. 

Already distracted by his own thoughts and Tyler’s lack of presence, Albert paused. 

“Dad, can you hear me?” 

“Yeah, sure. What’s up, Jared?” Albert’s eyes searched the surroundings as leaves ruffled 

beyond a cluster of trees toward the back side of the property. 

“Just wanted you to know I had a blast tonight. Thanks for taking me.” Jared tossed the ball 

and popped it back into his palm. 

“Sure thing, son. Glad you enjoyed it.” A warm sensation temporarily replaced a pit of 

anxiety, and Albert believed that’s why he put up with all the bullshit from stockholders and 

board members, and even spoiled family members. Moments like those with his son were 

irreplaceable.  

A yodeling owl from a branch above refocused Albert’s attention, and he walked down brick 

landscaping steps. Wind tousled his thinning hair as leaves whirled into a mini-spiral, then 

collapsed onto natural stone pavers. He looked straight up, trying to find a clear view of the sky 

through the cacophony of tree branches, searching for stars or the moon. He could feel it in his 

bones, a late-season cold front was blowing in. Leaves and other debris continued stirring, 

skipping across his path, the only sounds being produced by Mother Nature. 

“Tyler, are you over there?” Albert paused, looked across the backyard to the other side of a 

round pool, which had a hundred-foot diameter. Windblown ripples of water propelled a red, 

spongy pool mat, and it drifted toward the back end of the pool. With a nice-sized tire hanging 

over his belly, Albert walked in that direction, noticing a flurry of moss and leaves flying into the 

water. He’d just cleaned out the pool over the weekend. 

“Sometimes I don’t know why I even bother,” he said to no one, bending over and grabbing 

hold of the weighty foam float, then scraping it along the edge of the pool until it flopped to a 

stop. 

A sound…or so he thought. A quick inhale, then slowly he released a silent breath, a spark 

of electricity climbing his spine. 

“Someone there?” he called into the dimly lit forest of trees that outlined the property and 

served as a sound barrier against the neighbors’ outdoor parties. Licking his lips, he turned his 

head back and forth, searching for someone he hoped not to find. His pistol was locked away in a 

safe inside. Didn’t have time to mess with running back into the house.  

Where the hell was Tyler? 

Thinking back, he recalled why he’d hired the former NorthPark Center security director. 



The Evergreen Energy home office had been the target of two tree-hugging environmental 

groups, nothing but radical extremists in his mind. Countless times, he had to wade through a 

mob of screaming hippies holding up signs just outside the gates of their Forest Lane 

headquarters.  

“Evergreen Energy is run by a bunch of frauds!”  

“Fuck the frackers!” 

“Stop fracking. It pollutes our water!” 

“Evergreen—the kings of fracking!” 

He’d heard everything. But words never meant much to Albert, as long as the groups didn’t 

impact the company’s bottom line. His vice president of communications, however, had provided 

ample evidence of the public relations hit Evergreen would continue to take if the company 

didn’t respond. So they launched a media campaign to smother those who lived to fight with 

corporations that fueled the world’s global economy. It took a couple of months and about ten 

million dollars, but the new Evergreen pro-environment propaganda machine had begun to 

redirect the noise, creating a new image for the company and for Albert Yates. The flock of 

stoners slowly gave up hope, or got distracted by a swarm of butterflies and evaporated into thin 

air. 

All except for one small faction—a few demented souls who wouldn’t stop until they’d 

bankrupted the company, forced Albert to step down from his lofty position, or convinced the 

company to alter their gas exploration procedures.  

Like that would ever happen. 

The group was small, but effective in creating an atmosphere of hate and fear. They left 

nasty notes with pictures of dead animals on the cars owned by everyone in headquarters. While 

Albert had received threats previously—it more or less went with the CEO title—the one he 

received six weeks earlier did a number on him. Late one Friday afternoon after all the 

administrative assistants and peons had left, Albert picked up a ringing phone, only to hear a 

breathy voice utter one simple sentence: “Stop fracking, or we will hunt you down and kill you.” 

That’s when he’d hired Tyler. He could recall an icy patch form on the back of his 

neck…just like now. 

The same noise as before…and it wasn’t the wind, or two colliding branches. Was that a 

grunt, someone trying to speak? 

“Tyler?” His voice pitched a half-octave higher, but still soft. He quickly glanced back at the 

house and spotted a single light through closed shades in the kitchen. Swallowing, his throat felt 

like it was coated in cold glue. His ear crackled, and he stepped toward the noise near the pool 

shed.  

“Tyler, are you okay?” He spoke only to reassure himself that he was safe, on his own 

property. Who would dare invade Billionaire’s Row?  

Snap. 

Dropping his eyes, he found a broken twig under his rubber sole, then allowed his lungs to 

release air. 



Uhh. Uhh. 

No mistake this time. Someone was moaning. 

Albert could feel his pulse thumping his temples, his head about to explode. Damn, he 

wished he’d spent a few hours a week working out. 

More leaves and branches crunched under his weight as he reached for the edge of the red 

brick shed that was no larger than a one-car garage.  

“Tyler. It’s Albert. Everything okay?” His voice fought to push air through his constricted 

chest. 

Nearing the far corner of the shed he stopped, anchored his arm against the side, edging his 

neck forward. 

Shoes, pants, a knee, jostling around. Arcing around the corner, Albert found Tyler 

squirming in the dense underbrush, his hands and feet tied together behind his back, facing the 

opposite direction.  

“What the hell?” 

Albert lunged forward, leaned down to Tyler’s face. 

“Tyler, what happened? Are you okay?” he panted. 

The security guard’s head shook violently, tears streaming down his face. Albert shifted 

another couple of feet and saw a T-shirt of some kind stuffed into Tyler’s mouth, tied to his head 

with some type of thin rope. He pulled on the T-shirt, but the rope was taut. He tugged harder, 

and it felt like he was holding the end of a bone with a dog clamping down on the other end. 

The rope finally loosened just enough to allow enough slack for Albert to start pulling the T-

shirt away from the guard’s mouth. 

“Tyler, I’m trying—” 

Without warning, a thin wire ripped into Albert’s throat. He fell backward, but he didn’t fall 

to the ground. Whoever had the other end lifted Albert off the ground, the wire burrowing into 

folds of flesh, a heavy scent of copper in the air. Clawing at the wire, Albert’s fingernails dug 

into his own neck, but they couldn’t wedge behind the wire. Tiny bursts of air escaped, nothing 

more than feeble gags. Darkness invaded his thoughts as his vision lost focus of Tyler’s blurry 

back squirming like a fish out of water. 

Albert swung his arms back, grasping for human body parts—an arm, hand, maybe the 

beast’s testicles. Nothing but air, like he was swinging at a Bob Gibson fastball.  

Just before drifting away, he thought he heard words, phlegmy grunts.  

Then, with his pumpkin head about to explode from pressure, his neck nearly severed, 

Albert Yates said a quick prayer, asking for repentance. 

But he couldn’t reverse the undoable.  

And then it all went dark.  
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Smacking a hand on the desk, my back arched to attention. Glass had smashed off concrete in the 

bar one floor below us—the third such smash in the last fifteen minutes. Justin’s pride and joy, 

The Jewel, was starting to sound like a second-tier honkytonk after hosting a bikini mud-

wrestling contest. 

“Don’t pay any attention to it. I’ve tried talking to that man, and he’s just in his own world.” 

Alisa’s amber eyes peered up and spotted a wayward curl. She blew the wavy lock out of her 

face. 

“A different world than usual?” The Justin I’d known since we were middle school football 

teammates—the fastest white boy I’d ever seen cutting across the turf—wasn’t inclined to watch 

money slip through his fingers, unless there was a marketing angle associated with it. A couple of 

months back he hosted a bartender contest, one based on the flare and artistry of creating adult 

beverages.  

Who knew that elite bartenders were essentially a traveling sideshow, each with their own 

little posse?  

But the man who’d taken an abandoned car parts building off Greenville Avenue and 

transformed it into a rather successful small business over the last ten years, counted every dollar 

that went in and out of The Jewel. From what he’d hinted at, the majority flowed back into the 

bar. 

Alisa huffed out a breath, then brushed a finger under tired eyes. Five years my senior, we’d 

actually met on the party circuit when I’d attended the University of Texas in Austin. We had a 

brief, one night fling, then moved on with our lives. She started working for Justin about five 

years ago, and we’d never really brought up our past. No need. She had her life, and I’d certainly 

had my share of experiences since graduating. 

“He’s going to be the death of me,” she said, fluttering her eyes. 

“Got something in your eye?”  

“Yes.” 

“If you pull your eyelid over the eyeball, the piece of debris usually—” 

“I’m not as ditzy as you think I am.” 

“I never said you were ditzy. Just blond. That’s not the same thing.” I let out a deep chuckle. 

“Ha! I just had my eyelashes done, and I can’t touch them or I’ll look off balance.” 

I nodded, acting like I understood her predicament. “Justin asking you to work longer 

hours?” 

“Yes, but it’s not just that. Mentally, he’s out to lunch. Which puts more on me. Sometimes I 

feel like his mother, running around cleaning up his messes. Then again, he looks like a walking 

zombie, working night and day on that new business with the Double Ds.” 

Against my urging, Justin had partnered with David Bradley, chef and proprietor of a five-

star Asian fusion restaurant called Marvel—yes, the one that highlighted such comic superheroes 



as Spider Man, Captain America, and Iron Man—in a side food truck business. To say I had a 

history with David and his youthful cover boy toy and partner Dax, was putting it mildly. David 

had been the focal point of my first PI case. Presenting himself as an investment consultant, he 

preyed on women who’d just buried their husbands, using his natural charm and good looks to 

convince them to invest in a Real Estate Investment Trust.  

My involvement started when I’d heard he swindled twenty-five thousand dollars from 

Justin’s sister, Jenna. Over the course of a few weeks, I located David and eventually pulled 

information from him and Dax. The REIT, owned privately by Chicago businessman Vincent 

Sciafini, existed, more or less, but the investors would never see their money again.  

Working as little more than an indentured servant, David had secured the investments from 

unsuspecting women to pay off a massive gambling debt of more than a million bucks that he 

owed Sciafini, once nicknamed “The Shark.” In addition to retaining debt obligations from his 

connections to casino owners in Las Vegas, Sciafini owned several Chicago-based companies, 

most of which gave the impression of a legitimate business.  

David once described Sciafini as having ties to organized crime, but I learned Sciafini was 

organized crime. And he essentially owned David, who apparently had a brilliant financial mind, 

and his restaurant.  

But that’s when it got complicated. I swore to David that I wouldn’t turn him into authorities 

if he handed over the name of a Dallas cop who was running a drug-dealing operation, 

information he’d overheard while running his restaurant. The FBI eventually arrested Ernie 

Sims, an old nemesis of mine who played a part in getting me pushed out of the Dallas Police 

Department. But that only created deeper ties with David, and as a result, Sciafini. And now, my 

old buddy Justin had been sucked into the vortex. I’d yet to tell Justin the whole story. I’d hinted 

at some of the risks, but I couldn’t afford for the whole sordid affair to become even more public. 

I did it to protect Justin, as much as my family and myself, but I quickly realized my inaction had 

probably created the opposite effect, exposing my best buddy to the tentacles of organized crime. 

“Have you heard if they’re breaking even yet?” 

Glancing at my phone, I saw it was nearing eleven p.m., and I scratched my facial hair. 

“Fajita Rita’s is making a killing, from what I can get out of him,” Alisa added, releasing a 

feminine yawn. “I think that’s why he’s putting in so much time, helping man the truck during 

special events, even covering lunches.” 

Pursing my lips, I looked at the blue and white stained-glass window on the opposite wall, 

the most attractive feature in the small office I bartered from Justin. 

“You worried about Justin?” 

I took in a deep breath. “I’m not thrilled with his choice of partners, especially with 

Sciafini’s claws hooked into David.” 

“You warned him, Booker, over and over again. You may not have brought up Sciafini and 

the organized crime bit, but you told Justin he shouldn’t go into business with someone who’d 

stolen money from widowers, including his own sister.” 

“I think Justin had a desire, though, to learn a new business,” I said. 



“I think he saw dollar signs, which automatically clogs his hearing and his brain.” She 

arched a shapely eyebrow, then brought a hand to her mouth, covering another yawn. “Okay, 

before I fall asleep and start drooling on myself—” 

“You’re a drooler?” 

Peeking up at me with a wry smile, she said, “You’ll never find out. As I was saying, let’s jot 

down the key information from our newest client.” She pulled open her laptop, scooted to the 

front of her secondhand, green fabric chair. 

I loved it when she used the term “our,” only because it showed her commitment to Booker 

& Associates. While I relished being on my own, unchained from the bureaucracy of working for 

the city government, it felt comforting having another person who gave a shit about the firm and 

the people we represented. And she was damn good at her job. 

“Earlier this afternoon Granville was going to share with his staff that he’s brought me in to 

review security protocol and try to locate a few ‘missing’ artifacts.” 

“Not stolen?” 

“He knows they were stolen, but there’s been no apparent break-in. His running theory is 

that someone on his own staff stole the artifacts.” 

“Motive?” 

“We never really addressed that specifically, although he gave me the names of three people 

who, let’s say, have been experiencing life changes.” 

She nodded while pecking away on her laptop. 

“Granville printed off the full list of employees and the items that have been stolen.” I 

tapped the paper on my desk, then slid it across to Alisa’s side. 

“At least he’s organized. That helps,” she said, scanning three pages.  

I reviewed Granville’s top three suspects with Alisa, starting with Charles. 

“Divorce. Been there, done that,” Alisa said.  

She’d walked down the aisle only once that I knew of, marrying her college soccer coach. 

While that bordered on strange if not creepy behavior, her husband eventually took it to another 

level. She caught him having phone sex with a high school girl he’d been recruiting. Alisa fell 

into depression, lost her confidence as a woman—all of this occurring before we met for the first 

time in Austin. It was obvious the marriage and her former husband’s sick behavior had left an 

indelible mark on her. But in the last few months, I’d come to see that Alisa was a lot more than 

blond hair and a sharp tongue. She had drive, a logical brain, and good intuition. 

“Charles’s motive could easily be money.” 

“Or the lack of it,” Alisa added, her face glowing from the screen. 

“Teresa had a nose job, so maybe she needed extra funds to pay for the surgery?” I 

pondered. 

“Just because a girl’s getting a little procedure done, possibly to match her youthful spirit, 

doesn’t mean she’s having a nervous breakdown, exposing a personality disorder, or even turning 

into thief.” Alisa wiggled a finger in my direction. 

Flipping the stapled pages back around, I found Teresa’s personal information. “Says here 



she’s only twenty-seven, so she’s still young. But once we interview her, I think we’ll get a better 

idea of what’s going on in her life. Besides, with my experience you’d think I’d have a pretty 

good eye in picking out girls with personality disorders,” I deadpanned.  

Alisa grimaced, showing off her pearly whites. “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to go there.” 

“Eh,” I said, swatting a hand at my past, something I couldn’t change.  

“Who’s the last of the Big Three?” Alisa asked. 

“Yulia. Granville’s assessment of her was actually pretty interesting. Before saying she’d 

grown very quiet recently, he had a lot of positive things to say about her…she is pleasant, has 

great ideas. I think he used the phrase, ‘she lights up a room when she walks in it.’” 

Alisa stopped typing, her eyes narrowing a bit. She twisted full lips, creating a few more 

lines on her face, her investigative mind apparently kicking into gear. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” I said, flipping the paper back to her. 

She held out her arms. “Granville having the hots for his young employee? It’s possible.” 

“You’re right about that. At this stage, we don’t rule out anything, whether that relates to 

behavior of individuals, a motive to commit the crime, or even who they associate with. And that 

includes our client Granville.” 

“You don’t think he stole from his own museum?” 

“I got the feeling he truly appreciates history and what they provide the community,” I said. 

“But even with Granville, he’s on our list until proven otherwise.” 

A coy grin cracked Alisa’s face. “That might impact our ability to get paid.” 

“True. But at the same time, we don’t want to pin the crime on an innocent person either.” 

Just then, my phone came to life, rumbling and shimmying across the metal desk. 

It was my old partner. “Hey, Paco. How’s life treating you?” 

“Booker, it’s not a social call, man.” 

I heard voices, a couple of yelping sirens. “Are you all right?” I sat straighter in my chair. 

“What? No, it’s not about me. It’s this woman. It’s a sad scene, I’m telling you.” 

I was confused. “What scene? What woman?” 

“Her husband was found murdered by the pool shed. It’s pretty sick. But she and her son are 

a mess. They need help, and the guys in blue can’t do everything she needs. You’re the first 

person I thought about.” 

I hung up, wondering if Paco had just oversold my capabilities.  
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