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FOREWORD – THE LOOM OF FATE


 


Life is a tapestry. Think of one of those Arabic panels that
covers most of a wall; the intricate weave of hundreds or thousands of colorful
threads tangled together to create pictures out of nothing but fabric,
imagination, and the creator’s mind. It’s a motif that crosses cultures. The
Northmen saw the Norns, the Romans the Moira or in English the Fates.


The picture most of us have, the one I saw in high school
and stuck in my head, is from Greek mythology, the three old women at a loom
running the threads through their wizened hands, each thread being a mortal’s
life.  There are times when I lie in bed alone in the darkness, a pastime I
spend entirely too much time at lately, and I think about the thread that is my
life.


As their fingers ran down the thread, they read the story of
the lives of the mortals whose fates they laid out. I’ve been on this earth for
42 years. I am a prosecutor, a man charged in the Northeast Florida section
dubbed the First Coast with the duty of putting bad and evil and dangerous men
and women away behind bars where they cannot hurt again.


I was a husband, to the beautiful Debbie Bascomb whom I met
and won at the University of Florida 20 years ago. Until she met professor Doug
Baker and decided she didn’t want to be married to me any longer. But she bore
me two children I love and thus I am a father and that will probably never
change.


I was a lover to the beautiful and married Aline
des-Jardins, wife of a good man and friend, the French federal prosecutor
Philippe Archambault. Until she decided that she couldn’t abandon a husband she
still might love in Paris, and a son she definitely did love.


I have had more women in the last eight months than I had
over the last 20 years. Not too hard to do when there was only one woman
throughout that 20-year-period of my life. I’ve had four good women since
Debbie threw me away. And I could have had one really, REALLY bad girl who
appeals to something dark and twisted inside me that I never even knew was
there. Until she reached out and touched it. So far I’ve managed not to touch
her back. So far…


I have an increasingly unreal legend as the Angel of Death
as mortality touches more and more people around me. It’s all PR, but when
people believe something strongly enough, it might as well be real.  Even
though it’s BS, defenders and criminals look at me differently and I use that.


I do have a real Angel of Death standing at my back. It
complicates my life in ways I will probably never fully comprehend and someday
it may be me killed, but I brought this on myself and if it does not get me
killed, or thrown into the deepest, darkest dungeon Homeland Security can find
to bury me in, it may wind up saving everything I hold precious.


There are dozens of cases coming down the pike. Most pressing
is the case of a cold blooded asshole who murdered his wife and unborn son to
keep her $5 million inheritance and probably killed again in one week early in
2005. I have no real evidence, no proof that a second murder even occurred and
a witness who is key to my case almost certainly won’t survive till the trial.


I probably can’t win this one, but I will try. 


As I will try to put away a Mexican scumbag who could be put
to death in Florida’s death chamber, which may be the reason the Feds might
send him here for trial. And the fact that his Mexican Cartel masters have been
warned by a man and an organization that might be more dangerous than they are
that touching me and mine will ignite a war will make the next months
interesting.


All of this is part of The Loom of Fate,  a weave that spans
oceans and continents, tying men and women who I may never know to my life. The
thread of my life is intertwined with hundreds, thousands, of other people.
Some of whom I know or knew. 


My father, my mother…an old man who fatally injected his
comatose wife to be with his new lover…a 6-foot-2 inch deadly black drug dealer
whose brother I’d treated fairly, a lovelorn newspaper writer who transformed
my life forever without my permission, a gorgeous blonde I’d met in the midst
of a gang rape, a hero cop who broke the law for love’s sake and paid the
ultimate price, a cold blooded murderer who was willing to kill his wife and
unborn son for money…


The threads extend like spider webs across states and
countries and oceans.


 


 










CHAPTER ONE: BEAUTY AS FRAGILE AS GLASS


 


November 4, 2005


Friday, 9 P.M.


Matanzas, St. Johns County


 


My name is William Maitland. I am an attorney, a divorced
husband, a father, a son, and pretty much a loser in the game of love. Some
would disagree. For a short, bald, not too overwhelmingly attractive a guy, I
have had my moments. I won the heart of one of the most beautiful women I have
ever known. I enjoyed her body and think I had her heart for most of our
married life.


That ended badly. Think “Titanic” bad and you’ll know where
I’m coming from. Do 15 years of sheer bliss outweigh two to three years of
increasing shit and six months of open heart surgery without anesthesia, which
is what our split felt like?


That was Debbie. And then I met Aline. Who was also way, way
too good for me. And I fought. God, how I fought. I tried to do the right thing
because she was married to another man. But I fell. 


And instead of nearly 20 years, I had part of one week at
sea and two weeks in my home town. Then she was gone too. And I learned that
you don’t grow scar tissue over the space where your heart used to be. It hurts
just as much the second time around.


And now I am back in my favorite spot, walking the dunes of
a night beach, listening to the waves crashing along the Matanzas shoreline. I
am walking beside the curvy silhouette of the woman most men would say was the
sexiest piece of ass ever to trod the streets of Jacksonville.


Myra Martinez, who fortunately I can look down on instead of
up at, is more than the personification of sheer, hot sex, a walking wet dream.
She is an intelligent, compassionate person who just happens to possess the
best boobs and ass I’ve ever seen. She has been a co-worker for nearly six
years, a friend for nearly eight months, and….something else in the last month
or so.


I do not love her. I do not know if I could love her. I
could definitely fuck her. But those are two separate urges. I also know that
she is more than a woman I want to fuck. There is something else there, if only
deep friendship and respect. And I had thought things would go smoothly and
we’d wind up in bed and just have fun.


How stupid was that? The only time things have ever gone
that smoothly in my life, back to my teen years, was when a woman meant
absolutely nothing to me except a place to insert my dick. Emotions have a way
of screwing things up. 


And there is an undercurrent to…us. I haven’t figured it out
yet, but we’re either going to walk away and chalk it up to a bad idea tonight,
or we’re going to move on to the next level.


“How did you know this was my absolute favorite place on
earth?”


She reached out and it was the most natural thing in the
world to take her hand and keep walking down the dunes. Her eyes shone as
moonlight reflected off them. 


“It’s all part of my seduction plan.”


She gave me a look and then laughed.


“Please, please don’t take this the wrong way, Bill, but I
can’t see you as a cunning seducer. It’s not your style.”


“You got me, Myra. I had no idea this was your favorite
place. Truth is, I don’t know that much about you at all. But, this has always
been one of my favorite places. Not only because it’s beautiful.”


She stopped and turned, facing me. She was wearing white
jeans and a loose top that she tied loosely at her hips. I wondered again as I
had so many times how in the hell she stayed upright.


“You know I’m a curious type. I’m a woman. So spill. Why is
this place special to you?”


I looked out at the silvered waves rolling into the shore
and went back in my head 24 years to a summer night.


“I wasn’t hideous when I was a kid, but I’ve never been hunk
material. And I’ve always been a little….shy. So I wasn’t precocious…sexually. 
One night in June in 1981 I talked Rebecca Knowles into coming out here with me
after a school dance. I carried a blanket and I brought along some beers and we
stopped and got some KFC. Picnic time.


“I’d been out with Rebecca a few times and she wasn’t going
steady with anyone. She was pretty. A blonde…I’ve kind of been partial to
blondes. And nice. She was a nice girl. We had a few beers and watched the
stars and then she dared me to strip down and she took off everything but her
bra and panties and I stripped to my underwear and we ran into the surf.


“We froze our asses off and were screaming and hooting. A
good thing no deputies were patrolling around here. We came back here and lay
on the towels I’d brought and shivered. And then….I don’t know how…she was in
my arms and then she wasn’t wearing anything at all and…I was inside her and we
were doing it.”


I couldn’t help shaking my head as if even after all these
years, I still couldn’t’ believe I had gotten so lucky.


“It was wonderful. It didn’t’ last long and I had a hard
time getting it in there until she helped me and I doubt she got off…but it was
fucking wonderful.”


I could see her gleaming white teeth as she smiled. She
squeezed my hand.


“That summer I worked for one of my father’s cousins who had
moved down here years ago. He owned a paving company. One of the old fashioned
kind where you shoveled hot tar out of the back of a truck and then smoothed it
out for parking lots and driveways and that kind of thing. There were some guys
I worked with. One was an old black guy. I think he was old. He might have been
in his 50s.


“Us young guys got to talking about sex and the women we’d
had and for the first time I was able to take part in the conversation –
without lying my ass off. I’ll never forget. He just laughed and said the worst
sex he had ever had was wonderful.  I never forgot that. I knew exactly what he
meant.”


I pulled her closer to me but didn’t kiss her.


“That was the night I gave up my ‘virgin’ card. That makes
this place special to me.”


She leaned forward and kissed me.


“So this is your make out spot? Where you take all the women
you plan to have sex with?”


“There’s a dune not too far away that has a little wooden
plaque that reads, ‘reserved for Bill Maitland and assorted bimbos’.”


She bit down hard enough on my lower lip to make me wince.


“One thing I’ve always liked about you is your robust sense
of humor.”


“Find me one woman that likes to be referred to as a bimbo.”


“You really think I’d refer to you as a bimbo and not be
joking.”


We were kissing again and when she pulled away she said,
“No, of course not. I just have to keep you on your toes.”


“You’ve already got me, way, way up.”


“I could tell,” she said leaning into me. As the night
breeze played with her long golden  hair, those heavy globes pressed against me
and I felt the rhythm of her breathing, felt the warm softness between her legs
and I felt like I could hammer railroad spikes with my dick.


I ran my hand over one of those breasts, closed and squeezed
and loved the sudden intake of breath, the catching of it in her throat. I
squeezed one nipple until it rose fat and firm in my palm. She was like every
Playboy or Juggs model I’d ever jerked off to at night in my room with the door
closed and locked. Only this was no fantasy. It was all real, human, warm
flesh.


She pressed her lips to my throat and gave me a hickey.
Fortunately, I didn’t give a damn who saw anything she left on my body.


I ran my left hand down and caught her luscious ass in my
palm and squeezed, pulling her toward me and rubbing her all over the railroad
spike I’d smuggled in my trousers.


She moaned, pushed herself harder against me, then she
twisted in my arms so her back was to me. She pushed her ass against me hard
and I cupped both incredible breasts in my hands. She leaned her head back and
I ran my tongue up and down the curve of that neck.


“You….you… Bill, stop….stop….please…”


"You really want me to.”


“For just a moment.”


I just held her.


“You told me about your first time…here. My first time was
in a condo in Dade County….when I was 15. With a fat, greasy old man holding 
his fat greasy cock in his hand as he pushed it into me….and my father and
three of my brothers held my arms and my legs spread wide and my head back so I
couldn’t bite him or spit on him.”


I froze.


She swallowed hard.


“I was a virgin..and he hurt me. He didn’t even try to be
gentle. That was part of the $25,000 he had paid my father for the privilege of
breaking in a virgin with huge breasts. He wanted the ‘virgin experience.’ He
wanted blood.”


Somewhere I could hear night birds mating or fighting or
whatever they might be up to when they should be asleep in their nests. There
was a far-away blast of a horn that might have come from a shrimper or trawler.


‘I was a freak. I started growing breasts when I was 10. I
was a double E cup before I was 14. I was the 10th of 10 children
that my father implanted in my mother. I saw a picture of her once, when she
was a young girl in Cuba. She was beautiful, like me. And big breasted, but not
like me. When I knew her she was sad, and her breasts sagged like sacks of
flour. He had beaten and fucked every ounce of life and joy out of her.


“When I became a woman at 11, my father started letting men
pay for the privilege of stripping me. The wealthier were allowed to fondle my
breasts, play with my private parts. But never, ever, to break my hyman. He
knew what a treasure he had.  


“He and my brothers killed a man who forgot himself and
tried to rape me. They cut his throat in front of me and while he begged with
what breath he had left, they cut his genitals off and threw them in a swamp.
Then they took him off in a boat, and I never saw or heard of him again.


“My father told me that if I tried to run away, or fight, or
tell anyone, he would cut out my mother’s vagina, cut off her breasts and then
toss her into the swamp for the alligators to find. I believed him.


“When I turned 15, I looked old enough to pass for a young
woman, but young enough to appeal to old perverts and pedophiles. That is when
he sold me the first time. For the next six months, once a month, for $10,000
or $20,000, he would sell me to rich men for their private use, for parties, or
to show off to their friends.


“We lived in an isolated, swampy area away from the cities
and towns. That’s the way my father and brothers wanted it. I had never ridden
in an automobile until I was 14. I had never attended school. My mother taught
me to read and write without my father being aware of it.  When he found out,
when I was 13, he beat her so badly she never walked right again. But I didn’t’
need her by that time. 


“My brothers would bring me books and magazines without my
father’s knowledge, if I pleased them using my hands or mouth. And then, when
he was bringing me back in a van from his latest assignment, I came home and
found that my mother had died. Oh, he and my brothers said she had had a
stroke. Simply dropped dead one day while at the stove cooking their supper.”


“He came to me that night. Since he was using me, I guess he
decided there was no reason he couldn’t sample what he was selling. But mother
was dead. As he came to me, I stabbed him with a butcher knife and when he went
down stabbed him in the groin, through his balls. And before my brothers could
reach me, I took a pistol from his private hiding place and shot the first two
that came into his room. ”


She stopped talking. She lay against me, not crying, not
sobbing, talking softly as if discussing her life at school as a little girl. I
held her lightly, trying not to touch her with my male hands.


“I had watched and observed my brothers. And while I wasn’t
the best driver in the world, I was able to take an old Ford pickup used for
errands and got it out onto the road. In the confusion, no one followed me. I
wondered later why they hadn’t called the police, but they must have known that
if I ever talked, all of them would go to prison.


“I had four older sisters, all of whom had fled as soon as
they could marry and never came back. But from my mother, I knew where one of
them was. She lived in Homestead, where she had married a Navy man. I managed
to get there and I collapsed on her front door.


“She and her husband took me in. Later we talked and I found
out he had done the same thing to her, to all my sisters, until they had gotten
old enough to run away. Her husband had wanted to kill him and my brothers, but
they were violent men and had ties to organized crime from the days
before Castro. She just wanted to make a life for herself.


“I lived with them for five years. She taught me how to be a
woman, what decent men were like and how to find them. She helped me get my GED
and then I went on to Junior College. I learned about cellphones and satellites
and all of the world that I had never known about. Her daughter became my best
friend. She lives and works in Jacksonville now trying to help other children
who need someone in their lives. I hope that someday you can meet her.”


She stopped talking and it was a few minutes before I
realized that she was through.


“Myra…”


I realized I had absolutely no idea what to say to her.


What I said next came out of nowhere.


“Is Myra your name? Or Martinez?”


“No.”


“Did you….do you know what happened to your father and
brothers? Are they still out there?  Are you afraid they might find you
someday?”


“No, Bill, I’m not afraid of them anymore. They’re all
dead.”


“God works in mysterious ways.”


“Not mysterious. They were violent, evil men. Their fate as
ordained.”


“Are you absolutely sure?”


She turned in my arms so she was staring up into my eyes.
Her luscious body pressed itself against mine but I couldn’t return the
pressure.


“My father and two brothers died that day. I looked for the
others years later, and bad luck dogged them all.  They all died, of one thing
or another.”


She stared into my eyes.


“You’re not holding me the same way, Bill. You’re not
rubbing your cock against me, or playing with my titties.  Have you changed
your mind about wanting me?”


“No. You’re the same woman you were a few minutes ago. But
how can you enjoy me….any male…after that?”


“It was a long time ago. I did have problems, once, dealing
with male attention. But I can’t help the body or face I was given. I realized
my father and brothers were animals. Most men are not like them, thank God. And
I am….a passionate woman. I rediscovered that…later.


“My father and brothers abused me….but they paid. And no man
has ever touched me since that time…unless I wanted him to.”


I held her lightly in my arms, like a figure crafted from
easily shattered glass.


“Why, Myra. Why tell me all this? And what should I call
you, anyway?”


“Myra is my name now. And I told you….because…I think we are
about to become lovers. And you deserve to know who I am. Who I really am.”


“I know who you really are. You’re Myra Martinez, the most
beautiful woman in Jacksonville. A good, honest woman. A woman who was my
friend. A woman I hope is still my friend.”


“I hope I will always be your friend, Bill Maitland.”


She reached up and untied the knot holding her blouse and
then slipped it off her shoulders. Reaching behind herself, she did something
and the heavy duty bra slipped off to fall on the blanket under our feet.


The moonlight transformed her into an earth mother goddess.
Her breasts hung heavy and swollen down to her waist. The only woman I’d ever
seen remotely like her was Debbie, and even Debbie hadn’t looked like this. Her
nipples were large and swollen and the areola were the size of dinner plates, a
softer color in the moonlight against the flesh of her breasts.


She smiled up at me and placing her hands under them, lifted
them up to me for inspection.


“Are they as beautiful as you thought they’d be?”


“More.”


I dropped to my knees, placed my hands under hers and pulled
them up. Pulling one breast to me, I opened my lips and suckled the nipple. She
stroked the back of my hand with her other hand.


“You can have me, Bill. Anyway, anything you want. I’ve
wanted this for a long time. But you have to make me a promise first.”


I looked up at her, unwilling to stop what I was doing.


It was hard to make words.


“A promise?”


“A promise. And then I will be yours.”


“What?  Anything. Everything. The moon. The stars.”


“Don’t make a promise you can’t keep. And think about what
you say before you agree.”


I made myself let her breast drop.


“Alright. What promise do you want from me?”


“I want you to promise me, to really promise me…that you
will not fall in love with me.”


I just stared at her. Then I stumbled to my feet.


“How can I possibly make a promise like that? And why would
you ask it?”


“If you promise me, I know you’ll keep your promise. Or at
least try with everything that’s in you. And why? I know you, Bill Maitland. I
know you from what I’ve seen of you and what I’ve heard of you. You are a
passionate man….a serious man. You fell in love with Debbie and you loved her
until she pushed you away. You fell in love with Aline, the Frenchwoman, and
you would have stayed with her if she hadn’t left. You aren’t a shallow man.
What you feel, you feel deeply. It’s why you’re the attorney you are, the
prosecutor you are, the man you are.”


I put my hands on her bare shoulders. Her skin was hot to
the touch, as if she were fevered.


“I’m not in love with you, Myra. I don’t plan to fall in
love with you. I don’t know that I will. But if I did, would that be so
terrible?”


I saw the same thing in her eyes that I’d glimpsed that
night in her car after the costume party at Pelican’s. I still didn’t
understand.


“I cannot….I can’t…you cannot love me.”


And then I understood and dropped my hands from her body.


“Because you couldn’t possibly love me.”


I remembered then Paula Donnally’s poisoned words and
realized she hadn’t lied.


“What is it about me that makes me worth fucking, Myra, but
not loving?”


Her eyes closed and I could see gilded tears gliding down
her cheeks.


“Don’t do this, Bill. Not now. Make love to me. Fuck me.
Don’t ask me for what I can’t give.”


I had a moment of sanity. I didn’t know that I loved her,
could love her, wanted to love her. I knew that I wanted her body gleaming in
the moonlight. I wanted to bury myself inside her while I milked those breasts
of hers. I could have her body, just not her love. Nobody could be so stupid as
to throw away the one for the other.


And if I did wind up falling for her, well, I’d deal with
that when the time came.


“I promise.”


She bent and rolled a condom on me.


I think I was inside her before we hit the ground.


 


 


THREAD ONE


 






November 4, 2005


Friday, 3 A.M.


Spring City, Florida


 


The night was silent. Gordon Evers padded quietly through
the hallway leading from his bedroom toward the kitchen and the back porch. In
his hand he carried his loaded Glock down by his side. As he came in view of
the open back door he saw a dark figure standing quietly there in the open
doorway.


As he crossed the last two feet, he reached out and
enveloped the figure firmly in both arms.


“I hate to hurt your feelings, Gord, but a water buffalo
would probably have crept up more quietly.”


“I caught you, didn’t I?”


Evelyn Smith moved in his arms until she cradled her soft
breasts against his chest, her velvety skin warming his body up and down. She
kissed him hard.


“But I wasn’t resisting too hard, was I, Chief?”


“No, Lieutenant Smith, I will admit you didn’t put up a real
struggle.  I’ll go easy on you for that reason.”


She rubbed her thighs against his soft penis, which didn’t
take the bait.

“I think I already disarmed you, Chief Evers.”


“Momentarily.”


She grinned.


“Big talk.”


“Want me to prove it to you?”


She twisted again and that position was almost as bad as the
soft cleft of her behind rested against him.


“No Chief. I won’t want to be responsible for sending Spring
City’s chief law enforcement office to the hospital trying to prove he’s
superman.”


She placed her hand over the cold surface of the Glock.


“You don’t ever relax, do you?”


Evers looked out into the darkness. The night sky at 3 A.M.
was littered with twinkling stars. Spring City was far enough away from major
cities that the night was almost crystalline, clear of competing street lights
and rebounding automobile and truck headlights. Especially on a November
morning, his duplex seemed in a world of its own. Beyond a fence he’d be in the
backyard of a television repair shop and out his front door he was less than a
half block from a street.


The night was too quiet, as well as too dark. The thing had
bothered him the most about the move from Jacksonville’s bloody streets down to
the almost Mayberry-ish small town charm of Spring City was missing tonight,
and that felt wrong too.


He’d always been a city boy, a Jacksonville native and the
first few weeks here in the summer four years ago he couldn’t sleep unless the
windows were shut tight and he had the air going strong. It was the goddamned
NOISE. He couldn’t believe it the first night. It sounded like the world’s
biggest cricket was prowling around outside in the night, as loud as a jetliner
coming in at JIA.


Eventually he’d gotten used to it, though. Everybody did.
And gradually, it became the white noise of rural Florida. You only noticed it
when it wasn’t there. But when the temperature dropped, the insects must have
hightailed it for warmer climes, or burrowed into the ground. Because the
noises vanished. And then you could hear every creak of a settling house, the
movement of cockroaches creeping in the kitchen, the soft pad of wild felines
hunting for mice or scraps thrown out in back yards. 


There were times he almost couldn’t sleep because of the
silence that lay like a blanket over the night.


Evelyn Smith, all six-foot plus of long, lithe, honey-haired
heaven leaned into him and he answered her, knowing she already knew the
answer.


“I’ll never really relax until that bastard is dead, or
behind bars, preferably dead.”


He looked beyond her into the darkness of his back yard. It
was wrong to have to stand here with a Glock in his hand because you could
never be sure what lurked in the darkness. It was wrong to feel that way in a
small town where the biggest crisis was usually convincing a drunken husband or
wife not to blow an offending spouse away with a shotgun for slipping the bonds
of matrimony, or consistently leaving the toilet lid up, or never, ever
learning how to cook a fresh bass the way Mama had cooked it.


It was wrong to feel this kind of fear. He had run away from
a life and a career, at least in part, because he was tired of living in that
kind of world, the kind of world where drive-byes and savage family massacres
and gang shootings had left too many scars in places that didn’t show.


“And what are you doing up, with the back door open at 3
a.m.?”


She ran her soft hand along his arm cradling her breasts.


“I couldn’t sleep.  Just…thinking about things. And nobody
could get close before the lights and the alarms would go off. It’s safe. I
just…wanted to enjoy the quiet.”


And that was another thing. You shouldn’t need a state of
the art home alarm system and a series of electronic triggers that would be
activated  when movement was detected and a siren would sound if anything
remotely man-sized crossed the back yard. So far no cats or dogs had been able
to set it off.


“You’re thinking of him.”


He felt the goosebumps on her and pulled his oversized Ralph
Lauren robe she’d brought him their first Christmas together around to cloak
her. She stretched back and he kissed one of her high cheekbones.


“Un huh. I do sometimes. I miss him.”


Into the tiny pregnant pause that followed, she twisted
around and reached up to pull his lips down to hers.


“You know you have nothing whatsoever to be jealous about,
don’t you, Gordon Evers?”


“I do.”


“I mean it. You know that. Lee and I were together…we were
lovers, but that ended long before you came here. Everybody has a past.”


“I know you two were history, Evelyn. It was never a problem
for us. He and I got along fine and he was straight about the two of you when
he realized I was interested. Like you say, everybody has a past. And I don’t
blame you for thinking about him. I miss him too, and it bugs the hell out of
me that whoever killed him is running around free while Lee’s in the ground.”


It bugged him not just that the peace of Spring City had
been violently disrupted by his officer’s murder, but the way it had been done.
No way in hell had a simple burglar surprised Lee or his dog. Lee was armed and
he knew how to use weapons, both from Iraq and his duties as a police office
for more than a decade.


Still, somebody had killed a big dog and an armed police
officer and set Lee’s residence in the woods on fire to cover the crime and
make it look like a burglary.


“The worst of it is,” she said, “sometimes I think we’ll
never catch the guy. Lee’s death will go unsolved.”


He squeezed her tighter in his arms, grateful as he was
every time he held her that sometimes you get a second chance in life and in
love. He had come here bleeding from a lot of wounds and she had helped him
heal. He knew she had cared for the good-looking police officer who just never
could grow up or learn to keep it in his pants. Lee Henry hadn’t been good
husband material, but he had been her love once. She deserved closure in his
murder.


“We’ll get him, Evelyn. Trust me.  We’ve gone down every
trail there is, but there’s something out there that will trip him up. There
are no perfect murders. That I do know from Jacksonville. There are always details,
some little something that will trip you up.”


She reached out to close the back door, keyed the electronic
lock, and then twisted back in his arms.


“When you say it, Gordon, I believe it.”


“I’d do it for him, but I’ll do it for you. You need to be able
to say goodbye the right way. I know he was important to you. And you’re
important to me. You’ve the best thing about this place to me.”


As they walked together back to his bedroom she said without
looking up at him, “Have you gotten over her, yet?”


He stopped.


“What?”


“The woman you ran here to get away from?”


“I didn’t-“


“Please, Gordon. I’ve been honest with you about Lee. And I
know you came here because you were tired of being a homicide cop in
Jacksonville. But I know there was a woman there. And if you can accept me
having slept with Lee, I can accept the fact that there was a woman in your
life – an important woman – up in Jacksonville.”


“Of course, there  were women, Evelyn. I wasn’t a monk,
but-“


“You don’t need to give me the details, Gord. But I know. It
took you two years to let your guard down and let me into your life. I was
beginning to wonder if it would ever happen. Whoever she was, she hurt you bad.
And anyone who could hurt you like that, if she had loved you like you loved
her, you never would have left Jacksonville.


“But, you’re here, so she dumped you, or betrayed you, and
you couldn’t stay there so you left Jacksonville.”


He stood silently. She reached up to touch his face.


“It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about her. But I think you
know I moved on after Lee, I got over him. Someday, when you’ve completely
gotten over her, I hope you’ll tell me about her.”


He followed her into the bedroom.


 


 










CHAPTER TWO: THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY


 


November 4, 2005


Friday, 11 P.M.


Jacksonville


 


Debbie sat back on the couch in the den, watching the big
screen Television From Hell in the den. For a change, BJ was home, up in his
room on his desktop. He’d started to get more involved in on-line gaming and he
was involved in some international Dungeons and Dragons type fantasy role
playing epic. Odds were he’d probably play all night and she’d find him slumped
over the screen at 7 a.m. in the morning. Not the healthiest way for an
almost-15-year-old to pass a Friday night, but there were so many worse
alternatives she didn’t have the heart to nag him about it.


She herself had gotten in about 10:30, paying the babysitter
that BJ had strenuously argued he didn’t need. She gone straight upstairs to
the shower and washed off the perfume she’s put on for her date and the sweat
her date had perspired all over her while dumping a respectable load of semen
into the condom he’d responsibly inserted his again respectably-sized penis
into before fucking her to a respectable orgasm.


She grabbed a handful of popcorn- okay as long as you ate it
without the butter – and chewed and swallowed while running through the date in
her mind. Bob Squires was a defense attorney visiting from California who had
wandered into her office two days before and did a cute job of flirting with
her before getting back to business with Johnny August. 


He’d been fairly good looking, 6-2, with a full head of
hair, a pretty good sense of humor and while honest about his attraction to
her, wasn’t grabby or obnoxious. So when he asked her out for drinks after work
Friday afternoon, she finally decided what the hell and said yes. She was as
surprised as he was when they didn’t make it out of his hotel room to the hotel
bar.


She’d gone up to wait while he changed clothes after work
and then he’d walked out of the shower with only a towel around his waist,
dropped it with a grin and let her see how hard she’d already made him. It had
been awhile, she decided later, since anything nice and hard and lacking
batteries had pounded her and it only took her about 3.5 seconds to wind up on
her knees sucking him.


It took him a little longer to climax in her mouth, but it
had only taken about five minutes of play to bring him back into action and she
had spent a fairly good time for the next 30 minutes with her legs locked
around his ass begging him to go harder, deeper, faster…the usual.


She couldn’t help smiling as she thought about it that way.
Bob had been a nice guy and a good fuck. He had definitely brought her over the
edge and he had made her laugh when they lay next to each other afterward
talking about some of the stranger denizens of the Public Defender’s Office.


And yet, when he’d asked her to meet him for dinner and a
second workout on Saturday, she’d pleaded family obligations. She’d lied
without a moment’s hesitation. And now she couldn’t really understand why. He
was a nice guy, he would have been fun, and he was pretty good at fucking. Why
had she turned him down?


It was a puzzle. While thinking about it she turned on the
television and checked the DirecTV listings. Nothing leaped out at her, until
she glanced at the showings on TBS and noticed a title. “The Picture of Dorian
Gray.”


She vaguely remembered the movie. She had seen it as a
little girl and then again in college. For some reason it had always intrigued
her. She checked the movie data. It was the George Sanders 1945 version. It
would be starting in a few minutes. What the hell, again. 


While she’d been on the date with Bob, she’d managed to
forget the vague sense of sadness that had dogged her more and more in recent
weeks. Now it seemed to be settling back in, like a winter chill invading the
room. 


A nice horror movie, healthy popcorn to chow down on, a
pleasantly well-fucked pussy, the knowledge that her son was safely ensconced
in front of a computer screen probably not watching porno, her daughter was
being watched over by her mother and father, and the knowledge that Bill was
probably somewhere being fucked blind by Myra Martinez and her mutant
tits….what could be a better way to spend a Friday night than that?


She sat back at 1:30 a.m. Two bowls of popcorn were gone,
and a diet coke and two hours of her life. She couldn’t hear anything from
upstairs but BJ was probably fighting monsters and villains on an electronic
battlefield.


Jesus Fucking Christ! She had put her hands to her mouth to
stifle the scream that was fighting to come out. Tears ran down her cheeks and
over her hands. BJ couldn’t come down and see her this way. Bill had been
right. She was crazy.


Sobs tore themselves out of her midsection and she dropped
her hands and grabbed a pillow off the couch to stifle the groans. What was
happening to her? It was just a movie. A campy old movie. With a stupid, stupid
fucking premise.


And yet…and yet…and yet…it felt like her heart was
breaking….like her mother had died…her father had died. She felt the way she
did the day she walked into Clarice’s home to find her body draped across her
bed, the flesh cold and waxy, the pills and booze scattered across the floor
beneath her lifeless fingers. The fingers that had braided Debbie’s hair,
helped her apply lipstick the first few times, that had dried the tears of her
first heartbreaks.


It felt like someone had died. And no one had died.


She thought of  Bill. There was something inside her that
wanted to rage, that wanted to curse, that wanted to grab the Glock in the
upstairs safe, go out and hunt him down and pull the trigger until there were
no more bullets left to fire.


It was the old rage…but even as she felt it, she felt it
slipping away, ebbing like the outgoing tide. The anger was familiar. It was a
friend. She realized in some way sitting on the couch in the fragments of the
life she had shared with him, it had kept her going. As long as she could rage
at him, she could….what? The thoughts kept approaching her, making her think
she could almost grab them and pull them into the light and then they dissolved
and her mind swirled again.


She wanted to hate him, but right now she couldn’t. Instead
there was only a deep, growing sense of…sadness. Loss. It couldn’t be for their
marriage. Because she had already mourned that loss months ago. It couldn’t be
for the love she’d once had for him, because that had been gone a long, long
time. Long before the divorce.


She felt that if she could just figure out what it was that
she had lost, she could stop this pain that made breathing a torment.  If she
could just….


 


 










CHAPTER  THREE: YOU WERE ALWAYS THE ONLY
ONE


 


November 5, 2005


Saturday, 10 A.M.


 


I rolled off the lady known as Myra and collapsed on a bed
that was barely big enough for the two of us, much less her twins. That’s what
I had dubbed them. I rolled her toward me so that one of those 30 pounders
didn’t drag her down off the other side of the bed.


I grabbed it and buried my face in her soft flesh, nipped
the nipple and then gave her a raspberry. She broke into giggles and pulled it
away from me.


“Hey, a little respect….some guys have said they belong in
the Museum of Great Tits, next to Mansfield and Dors and…oh…what was her
name…..Candy Samples…from the 70s….”


“I didn’t realize your knowledge of great and classic tits
was so encyclopedic, madam.”


She smiled and said, “You don’t know how many guys would
tell me I was hotter than whoever the current big tit models were at the time.
Finally I got curious and looked at some of the pictures. They were right. I
was hotter.”


“I saw most of them from the 70s and 80s. I….kind of liked
the boob mags. And you definitely were hotter than anybody I ever saw in them.”


She raised one heavy breast to her mouth, licked the nipple
and pink saucer surrounding it until it was dripping and then dragged it from
my mouth down my chest to engulf my dick. Every fiber of my being wanted to
pump blood into my limp penis, but I’d just come into so hard that I still hurt.
But I wanted to.


"Oh, Jesus Christ, Myra…..you’re going to kill me. My
brain is going to try so hard to pump blood down there I’ll have a stroke.”


“I always knew you were obsessed with breasts, William
Maitland. From the very first moment you ever walked into Edwards’ office and
saw me that first day I was at work. I thought you were going to swallow your
tongue.”


“I nearly did.”


“But you were a perfect gentleman. I thought you were going
to give yourself whiplash turning your head away from me.”


“I couldn’t believe my eyes. I wanted to just stare at you,
but a happily married man can’t strip a strange woman with his eyes. It’s
against the rules.”


“And you always followed the rules, didn’t you?”


“I tried, but you were always the one. The only one.”


She rubbed the soft mound over and around my dick, pushing
it hard against me. It was impossible, but I felt the first stirrings of life
returning to it.


I leaned over and licked her soft lips, then french kissed
her as long as my breath held out.


“The one?”


“You were the only one in that office, the only one in the
world, that I ever seriously thought about…I fantasized about….us meeting
outside the office…when Debbie was on a trip for work. And I was bacheloring
it…with no kids to worry about. They were staying with her parents.


“I imagined us meeting in a grocery store when I was out
getting supplies for a supper. Or going to a restaurant and you just happened
to be there eating. Or I would walk into O’Brien’s and you’d be sitting alone
at a table. You’d had a fight with your boyfriend. And we’d get to talking.”


“And what would happen?”


“We’d have drinks and I’d have to get you a taxi to get home
and you’d invite me into your apartment and when we were inside you’d turn and
look at me the way you’re looking at me now, and you’d be wearing something low-cut,
and your breasts would rise and fall with your breathing and I’d reach out…”


“And then?”


“I could never get quite beyond that. I’d jerk off
sometimes, a few times, when I was downstairs and Debbie and the kids were
asleep upstairs…but then it was just the usual…you know, the mechanics of
fucking. I couldn’t quite make what happened between the two of us looking at
each other and myself squirting all over you like a fire hose real in my head.
I couldn’t play out the seduction in my mind’s eye.”


She kissed me lightly on the forehead, the way you’d kiss a
child.


“Even in your wet dreams, you couldn’t quite go all the way
to cheating on Debbie, could you?”


“I guess not.”


Her eyes glistened.


“That stupid bitch. She doesn’t know yet what she threw
away, does she?”


“That first night – after the first time I saw you in
Dallas’ office – I dragged her into bed after the kids were asleep, and pounded
her and pounded her. I came four or five times and you don’t know how loud she
could scream. I had to keep my hands over her mouth or both BJ and Kelly would
have been hammering on our bedroom door to get in. That was one of the few
times I was late getting into work the next day. And she didn’t’ make it into
work at all. She almost wound up seeing her gynecologist because she was afraid
I’d bruised her pretty badly.”


“I’m flattered. Did she ever realize who you were really
fucking that night?”


“No. She didn’t even know you were in the office until
months later. She didn’t pay that much attention to….office gossip. We were
already….we’d started to have our own lives…..mine revolved around the State
Attorney’s Office and hers around UNF.”


“She….no, I’m not going to say anything bad about her. I
know you loved her for a long time. There had to be good things about her for
you to love her the way you did. But….”


She slid down me and wrapped those soft mounds around my
dick which somehow had gotten hard again. She slid them up and down and I
didn’t know that there was any sensation in the world that could be better than
that. Until she brought her mouth down and swallowed me as her breasts moved
down, let me go on the upswing and then sucked me in again.


I couldn’t talk. Hell, I couldn’t think at that point.


She raised her mouth from my dick and asked, “Whose body is
better, Bill? Whose titties do you like the most?”


“You have to ask?”


“Yes.”


I grabbed her hair, forced her down on me, and bucked
upwards, fucking her mouth as hard as I could and moaning. It actually hurt as
I felt myself coming.


“Yours, you wonderful fucking unbelievable creature. Yours.”


She lay there with that golden hair spread across my stomach
and chest, her face hidden, sucking and licking until the pain went away.


An hour later we had both showered and she had slipped on a
pair of my pajamas and one of my t-shirts. As she moved around, it was like
watching two large animals trying to escape. It was sexier than if she’d been
nude. I’d slipped on shorts and a t-shirt and brewed a pot of coffee. But I
didn’t have donuts or a croissant and it was a donut or croissant kind of
morning.


I had left my cell phone on so I was surprised when I heard
a knock at the door. Anybody from the office would have called first. So would
BJ or Kelly after the debacle with Aline.


I looked through the peephole and couldn’t  squelch the ,
“Oh shit!”


Myra heard and turned to look at me curiously.


I opened the door.     


 


 










CHAPTER FOUR: THE TALK THEY SHOULD HAVE
HAD 


 


November 5, 2005


Saturday, 11 A.M.


 


She didn’t knock again. She could hear someone walking to
the door and she knew he was looking through the peephole. She stood there
patiently. She knew she looked like shit. But it didn’t matter.


Finally the door opened. He stood there in shorts and a
tee-shirt, the first growth of heavy black stubble around his jaw. On days like
this despite the fact he’d had his mother’s sandy hair, his beard always came
in black, looking like nothing other than the few pictures she’d seen of his
father before his death.


“Hello, Debbie.”


“Hi, Bill.”


“I suppose it wouldn’t make any sense to ask why you’re at
my front door on a Saturday morning?”


“You could ask.”


“Why are you here?” came a voice from behind Bill.


She looked at the door to the hallway leading to the kitchen
where a blonde woman with enormous breasts in a thin t-shirt stood. The blonde
wore the Superman pajamas that she had bought Bill for his birthday six years
before. Debbie remembered the jokes she had made about Superman’s super penis
when she had pulled them down around his ankles and proceeded to try to suck
his brains out through his dick.


That was when he had been hers, and not the blonde with the
mutant tits.


“Because I wanted to talk to my husband.”


“He’s not your husband anymore.”


“I know. But he was. Could I borrow him for a little while.
Maybe a half hour. And then I’ll give him back.”


The two women stared at each other. Finally she came up
behind Bill and kissed him on the cheek, making sure that Debbie noticed how
she rubbed her breasts against his back. Marking her territory.


“Let me throw some clothes on Bill and I’ll run out and grab
donuts and three or four croissants. Cheese and a few chocolate, okay?”


He leaned back and grabbed one large breast and fondled it.


“A lot of calories. I’ll have to get by the gym tonight and
it might mess up our plans.”


She reached out and cupped his groin, squeezing as she
kissed him again.


“You won’t need to go to the gym, baby. We’ll work it off
right here.”


She let him go and walked into the back bedroom. Debbie and
Bill stared at each other until she walked out dressed a few minutes later,
grabbed his keys, and with a quick kiss, walked out the front door.


He pointed to the couch and asked, “You want to sit here?”


“Could we do this at the kitchen table.”


“A postage stamp would be bigger.”


“I just…it just feels….better there.”


“Fine. Look, Debbie….I didn’t say anything when you show up
on my doorstep. I was…involved…as you could probably tell.  I don’t – goddamn I
don’t – show up on your doorstep when you’re dating or….seeing somebody. Except
for that time with Abbott. And that was an accident. We can have a good
parenting relationship without your showing up at…awkward…times. And this is
awkward.”


“Look Bill, I didn’t plan this to step on….your private
situation. But…I just needed to talk with you.”


“Talk?”


“Talk. Not you rant and rave and me apologize and apologize.
Talk. I talk and you listen and reply and you talk and you give me a chance to
reply. We’ve never done that. Not since that fucking night when I said those
four little words. Not once. How do you get divorced without ever once talking
like two grown up people?”


“Why? It’s done, Debbie.”


“I came back from a date early last night. And I watched an
old movie,  ‘The Picture of Dorian Gray,’ you know, the one with George
Sanders. The old one.”


“And….”   


“I started crying and I couldn’t stop. I was sobbing, like I
haven’t since that day that I found Clarice. You remember. I couldn’t stop
crying all that day and night. It was like that.”


“Why….?”


“I don’t know, Bill. I don’t know. Why couldn’t you be like
this, back then?”


“Like what?”


“Like this, you asshole. You’re alive now. You’re thinner
and you move like a younger man. You weren’t like this with me. And, the way
you were with her. You’ve been fucking each other’s brains out all last night
and this morning? Haven ‘t you? You remember the last time you were like that
with me? Because I can’t.”


“I’m this way because of you, Debbie. Because I couldn’t
stand lying in the bed at the River condo or here….because every time I closed
my eyes I’d see you and him….I’d see his cock…and you sucking him…and you
spreading your legs for him. And I wanted to tear my eyes out. Or get a gun and
kill you and him. And the only way I could deal with it was to spend every
minute at a gym, Hurley’s or Carlos’ boxing gym….to exhaust myself so I’d sleep
without dreams.


“You did it. You changed me. But it was a damned hard way to
change. And it didn’t have to be that way. You could have talked to me…like
we’re talking now. You could have told the truth about the way you felt….so I
didn’t get hit between the eyes by those fucking emails.”


She dropped her head to the table and rested it on her
hands. It was easier to talk if she didn’t have to look into his eyes.


"How could I have told you those things? How could I
have said what I said to Doug, to you? I tried to tell you without hurting you.
I tried to get you to go to a gym with me I gave you blow jobs, I tried to get
you jealous.


“How would you have reacted if we’d sat down in the den and
I’d told you that you were fat and flabby and old and you disgusted me when you
rubbed that flab on me?


“How could I have told you that your…dick….was an old man’s.
It felt that way. I bet my life that Aline never complained about your dick
getting soft on her. I bet you fucked her as hard as you could…the way you used
to fuck me…when we first got together.   I bet you came between her tits when
you were fucking that cow.”


She raised her head and looked at him squarely.


“You can tell me now that if I’d been honest with you you
would have changed. But you’re lying…to me and to yourself. You’d have been
hurt…and defensive….and you would have withdrawn even further from me.”


She reached out and put one hand over his where it lay on
the table.


“We have to talk about it, Bill. It’s been a problem since
before we got together. I can’t help that you’re shorter than me. I can’t help
that you’re….an okay looking guy, but nothing special. I can’t help it that
you’re not…hung. You’re not huge. Most women don’t give a shit….usually. I’ll
admit, I liked them big. And I liked Doug’s. But it wasn’t, and it never would
be, the main thing I’d look for in a man.


“You never did have….self-confidence. Maybe because you’re
short and girls can be damned cruel when you’re growing up. But I always had to
keep propping up your self-esteem, your confidence. And I know that it didn’t
help that I’m….attractive and I’ve got big boobs and guys have always hit on
me.


“But again, I didn’t do it. I didn’t make you what you are
or me what I am. We’re the people we are. I could have worn potato sacks to
hide my boobs and never flirted, but that’s who I am. That’s who I was when I
met you. That’s who you fell in love with, or at least that’s what you told
me.”


He rubbed his lip.


“You’re right. I’m what I am and you’re what you are. I
guess the answer would have been never to have gotten together, or for me to
have just fucked you like all your other boyfriends did and then walked away.”


“You’re trying to hurt me, Bill. You couldn’t have done
that. That’s not who you are. And you had to know that I loved you.”


“Until the last few years.”


“Maybe. I got so damned tired of having to make you feel
like a man. I got so damned tired of you being sweet and reasonable instead of
rolling me and fucking me. I got tired of all those damned nights when I lay
alone in bed and had to jam a vibrator up inside me because you were working
late.


“I got tired of being jealous, and contemptuous, of you at
the same time. I couldn’t stop myself from thinking, on a lot of those nights,
that it would have been so easy for you to bend Cheryl, or any of the other
women in the office, over a desk and fuck them and I’d never know. And it made
it easier to understand why you stopped pushing me for sex.”


“I stopped pushing because a lot of nights I was exhausted,
and other nights you were exhausted, and….I felt bad pushing you when you got
angry with me.”


She pushed herself back from the table.


“Words. Bullshit. Excuses, Bill. When we first got married,
there were nights I wasn’t in the mood until you got me wet enough that I was
the one who wanted it.”


“Do you hear yourself, Debbie? When we first got married I
was 24 and you were 22. Jesus Christ, we were kids. I could get it up three or
four times a night. How the hell could you expect me to keep up that pace when
we’d been married nearly 20 years, when it wasn’t new or fresh or exciting
fucking you like it was at the first? It couldn’t be. We got to be an old
married couple.


“And even when we first got married, I couldn’t have
competed with Doug. I was 5-8, and my dick wasn’t as big, and he was a hell of
a good looking guy. I wasn’t. So if I couldn’t compete as a young man, how the
hell could I have competed as a 41-year-old? The thing is, it shouldn’t have
mattered. You shouldn’t have been available. You shouldn’t’ have been shopping
around for a bigger dick.”


“And you shouldn’t have left me alone to the point that I
was vulnerable to someone like Doug.”


He sat back and shook his head.


“According to you, I’m to blame for leaving you alone, for
choosing my job over you. I should have tried harder, I should have kept myself
in shape. From where I’m sitting, you bailed out on the marriage without giving
me a chance to save it. Chicken or the egg? Who’s responsible? Who’s the bad
guy? It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. Maybe it would have mattered six months
ago. But now….you’ve got your own life. And I’m….with Myra.”


“I know it. I…uh….I don’t know, Bill. I don’t know why I’m
here. I’ve wanted to talk to you like this for a long time. But today….I don’t
understand. Have you ever done something and had no idea why you had to do it?”


“Yeah.”


He reached out and held one hand lightly in his.


“I hope you figure it out, Debbie. Have you…..talked to
anybody. You know, a counselor or something? I really haven’t been trying to
insult you. It’s just….you became a stranger the last few years. But since…the
blowup…it’s more than that. You always seem pissed at me. I know…I know….I’ve
been angry as hell at you. But you….


“I know your aunt had something to do with it. I still get
angry when I think about her, but I understood her. I felt sorry for her. I
know she filled your head with a lot of shit, but….how could I fight back
against that. I knew you loved her and anything bad I said about her…just made
me look like a  shit.”


She sat back down at the table.


“I know. I just…Dr. Teller has always said that we should
have talked….before everything went to hell.”


“Teller? You’re seeing that Dr. Teller?”


“Yeah, my ob-gyn  suggested I see him. I was having a lot of
problems a few months back. I was getting nauseous, having these terrible
flashes of anger towards you. I mean, I was really pissed at you in general,
but this was way, way over the line. You’d have been pretty damned amazed – and
probably a little worried – if you knew how angry I was at you. He’s a pretty
good doctor. He’s helped me out a lot.”


“He is a good man. Did you ever figure out what got you so
pissed off at me, other than my ruining your life?”


“You didn’t ruin my life, Bill. I know that. We did it
together. I’m not sure. I listened to Clarice and after she did it just got
into my head that you had to be cheating. Even though it didn’t make sense
because another part of me said no other woman would want you.


“And part of me was so angry about your choosing that damned
job over me and the kids. Part of it was anger, and part of it was frustration.
If you had been cheating with another woman, I could have handled that. I’ve
never worried about competition from another woman….except….you know, the
French bitch and Miss Juggs.  But how could I fight a damned job?


“So there’s the whole abandonment thing and your working too
long. And my getting tired of always proving to you day after day that I
thought you were good enough for me. And your letting yourself go and not
caring enough about yourself or me to sacrifice some of your precious office
time to get yourself back into shape.


“And your becoming a couch potato. I went out dancing with
my friends and other men because you just didn’t want to. You weren’t the life
of the party when we were in college, but we went out and had fun. Dennis
Leary, your friend that hates ‘every fucking prosecutor’, told me about your
going to that costume party with Myra.


“ I could count on the fingers of both hands the number of
times in the last ten years you took me out to a party that wasn’t business
related. And you took that bitch Jessica Stephens out to O’Brien’s. When was
the last time you took me to a bar. Or a nightclub. Even when I begged you to
go out. You were always too busy.”


He still held her hand. He gave her the shadow of a smile.


“Don’t hold it in, Debbie. Let it out.”


She returned the slight smile.


“And there’s something else….something I can’t figure out...
or not yet anyway. It’s like a word and you know what it is and you know you
know what it is, but you can’t quite grasp it. It’s getting closer and pretty
soon I’ll have it. . I have the feeling Teller has an idea, but he won’t come
out and tell me. Teller says that when you understand what makes you feel the
way you do, you can decide what you want, where you want to go in the future.
He says that what you don’t know CAN hurt you. And I’m beginning to think he’s
right.”


He put his hands out and covered hers with them. As he did
she saw the Fleur de Lis ring on his left ring finger, and what had been their
wedding ring on his right hand. Those two rings said it all, said everything,
told the story of the past seven months.


“I hope you figure it out, Debbie. I really do. We were
married too long for me to want you to go on hurting. No matter what went down
between us, I never wanted you to be hurt that bad. Maybe I did, a little bit,
at the beginning. But that was just me being hurt. I want you to be alright.”


She squeezed his hand.


“No, you aren’t the kind of guy to enjoy seeing someone you
cared about hurting. You know that’s one of the reasons I fell for you in the
first place. Not just that you were brave and honest and ambitious and funny.
But you were, and are, a good guy. You’re the most decent guy, the nicest guy,
I’d ever met. That I’ve ever known.”


“And we all know what happens to the nice guy.”


She grinned at him for a moment and as he watched her she
saw an expression fleetingly appear and vanish in as long as it took to
recognize it. And she realized all over again how badly she had hurt him.


“Yeah, I know what happened to this one nice guy. He wound
up getting fucked blind by this pretty girl who’d been trying to get him to
realize she was interested in him for three months…and she kept on fucking and
sucking him regularly from then on. It’s not the worst thing that could happen
to a nice guy.”


She saw the gleam in his eyes and did that thing with his
lips that he used to when they watched tearjerker movies together. For a man
who dealt with bad people, she’d always teased him about being a big softie.


“No, I didn’t do badly at all, Debbie.”


They sat there quietly for a few minutes. 


“If I had it to do over again, I’d never have said those
four words.”


“ ‘When we were married?’ It wouldn’t have mattered, Debbie.
It would have come out.  You wanted it to come out. I’ve figured that out. You
were leading a double life. Had been for a long time and it got to be too hard
after Doug came into the picture. You were trying to keep your feelings about
me, about Doug, about our marriage, hidden from me.  And you’re not a natural
liar. You didn’t do it consciously, but you wanted me to find out.”


The outside door opened and a moment later Myra was in the kitchen.
She glanced at the table where Bill still had his hand over Debbie’s. She didn’t
say anything, just placed a coffee carrier with two large Starbucks coffee cups
in it on the counter along with a bag reading, “Le Patisserie.”


She walked over to Bill, placed one hand on his shoulder and
leaned a heavy breast against his arm, then leaned down to kill him on the side
of the cheek. He turned his face up to hers and she gave him an open-mouthed
kiss.


She looked at Debbie.


“Your half hour is up. I want him back.”


Debbie sighed and pulled her hands away from his, then
stood. She looked down at him for a moment. His eyes gleamed.


“Alright. Thank you, Bill. We finally had that talk.” 


“Good luck with Teller, Deb. I hope everything goes well for
you.”


She let herself out, glancing back for just a moment before
she left the kitchen. Bill still sat at the small table. Myra had both hands on
his shoulders, squeezing. She looked up at Debbie. It wasn’t an unfriendly
expression.
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I stared at the door to the kitchen and then I heard the
outer door open and close.


Shit. I blinked to keep my eyes from filling.


Myra sat in my lap as we heard the front door close.


“Are you alright?”


“Why shouldn’t I be?”


“Because you have tears in your eyes, big strong man.”


“I’ll be fine. She just wanted to talk. To have The Talk,
the one we should have had a long time ago.”


She kissed the top of my shaved head and enveloped my body
in her soft, yielding warmth.


“You don’t have to explain. She can still get to you. I knew
that. But she’s hurting too. Anybody could see that.”


“Everybody’s hurting from something. The human condition….”


After a moment…      


“Did it help?”


“I think so.”


She bent down and we locked lips for another few moments.


“Well, what now, Mr. Maitland?”


“Well,” I said, gently shifting her to her feet and standing
myself.


“My plan is to have some coffee and a croissant or two. And
then to take you into the bedroom and lick every square inch of your glorious
body with my tongue and then….when I’m through….do it all over again.”


“Sounds like a plan to me.”


 


 










CHAPTER FIVE – YOU HAVE TO KISS A LOT OF
FROGS 
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There was a band setting up in one corner of the large room,
but fortunately it was too early for the Saturday night crowd to be getting
into the drinking and dancing mood so right now there was only canned music and
the chatter of mostly middle-aged customers seated at tables in couples and
groups of four.


She walked in and looked around the room. Glances came her
way and the male glances tended to linger. She tried not to meet them because
that would only encourage them to approach her and try out pickup lines she
could have recited in her sleep. A handsome guy with a big head of black hair
stood behind the bar and his look she met. It was cool and appraising. Somehow,
somehow although it made no sense, he reminded her of Clint. But he let his
gaze wander and she continued her circuit of the room until she saw the person
she was looking for at one of the back tables.


“Hi. I’m glad you were able to make it.”


“Alan wasn’t too happy with me when I told him I was coming
out to meet an old friend, but what I promised him I’d do to him when I got
home tonight was enough to keep him happy.”


“I didn’t mean to mess up your weekend, Evelyn. I’m not even
really sure why I called you.”


Dr. Evelyn Crider reached out to grab her hand.


“No need to apologize, Debbie.  Alan has been a lot more
loving since….we had our problems, but it never hurts to keep a man on his
toes. He knows I’m not out here meeting another man, but….I might tease him a
little when I get home. Just to remind him what he’s got.”


"You’re bad.”


“No. Just married 12 years. And I want to keep my man horny
and a little off balance. As long as they’re not 100 percent sure you’re not
looking, they’re going to keep on trying to nail you down. No pun intended.”


As Debbie slid into the booth where Crider was already
sipping on what appeared to be a white wine, two men in suits and ties, both in
their early 30s, materialized beside them.


The taller one, a dark haired insurance type with wire rim
glasses, leaned over Debbie looking down at her cleavage and said with a smile,
“I know this is going to sound cliché as hell, but two ladies as lovely as you
shouldn’t have to buy your own drinks. Could my friend and I buy you whatever
you’re in the mood for. No strings attached.”


“I’m afraid not,” Debbie said, forcing a smile. “If we let
you buy us drinks we’d have to chat for a little while and give you guys a
chance to make your pitch. And no offense, but we’re both married and committed
and old friends. We just came out for a drink. You’ll be wasting your time and
money on us. Go work your wiles on some unattached ladies.”


“Are you happily married?” the wingman said, leaning in
toward Crider. “Look, ladies, we respect the sanctity of marriage. It’s a great
institution, but you don’t have to be fanatic about it. Give us five minutes.
Just talk to us and if we can’t convince you to give us just one dance, we’ll
bow out gracefully.  And you get free drinks. That’s a deal.”


“But not a good enough deal,” Crider said, turning to
Debbie, seizing her face in her two hands and planting a firm kiss on the lips
that she held. Debbie, not sure what was happening, played along. Crider turned
back to the players.


“You don’t have what we’re looking for outside of our
marriages, gentlemen. You lack the appropriate equipment. Now why don’t you go
looking for some ladies that are in the market for what you’re selling.”


The two men just stared at them and Debbie had the sinking
feeling that instead of turning them off, they probably were nursing erections
right now. Girl on girl action didn’t cool off some guys. Most guys, she
thought.


The bartender with the big hair and deep black eyes appeared
behind them and said, “Are you ladies alright? Can I get you anything?”


“Some privacy.”


Big hair put his hands on both men’s shoulders and said, “I
think you heard the ladies. Go on up to the bar and have a free drink on the
house, okay?”


They gave each other a look, then the taller one shrugged
and bent over to take Evelyn Crider’s hand with a big diamond on it and raised
it to his lips.


“We really didn’t intend to make pests of ourselves ladies,”
he said with a small smile. “My friend and I spend a lot of time here. I hope
we’ll see you again sometime.”


“Not likely, but thanks for the compliment.”


Crider looked at Debbie and shook her head as they walked
away, saying, “What can you say, girl. If they weren’t hitting on us, I’d
probably start worrying.”


“I don’t think either one of you ladies has to worry about
that anytime soon.”


The two women stared at each other and then up at the dark
haired Hispanic. He was handsome in a Latin way, but not too handsome.  It made
him more attractive, somehow.


“I’m not hitting on you, ladies.  My name is Armando Guzman,
and this is my establishment.  And I don’t hit on customers. You don’t fish in
the pond behind your house. But please welcome to my humble business. ‘The Last
Call’ is always pleased to welcome beautiful ladies. You’re good for business.
Could I refresh your drink, Ma’am, and what would you like,” to Debbie. “On the
house.”


Debbie leaned over to her friend and whispered, “Isn’t that
just too damned bad. You’re married and I can’t handle a man right now. And
he’s cute.”


Guzman smiled  and it made him more attractive.


“Thank you for the compliment. I understand now why your
husband – pardon me – your ex was so devastated. You take a good picture, but
you’re something else in the flesh.”


“Oh God, don’t tell me. You know Bill?”


“He’s been in here a few times. Not so much lately. He was
in here the night before….the old man killed himself. And we talked a little
bit about women. Men have a habit of doing that.”


She rubbed her forehead.


“You see, Evelyn. I can’t get away from him. It’s like he’s
goddamned haunting me.”


“I’d say it was the other way around, Ms. Maitland. You
know, of course, that he’s still in love with you?”


She looked up at him and read the expression, the judging
look on his face. What the hell did Bill have that made so many take his side
and automatically assume that anything bad that had happened was her fault.


“Not any more, Armando. Not anymore. He’s moved on, if that
makes you as a fellow male feel better. Now, could I get a dry Auslese, if you
have it in stock. And Evelyn, what are you drinking.”


When Evelyn had given the bar owner her order she looked at
him with a sideways glance and said, “You’re a charmer, Armando, and you know
it. That crap about not fishing in your own pond was BS, right? You’re showing
solidarity with Bill. But why? He’s just a customer? Most guys would stab their
own brother in the back for a great lay.”


He grinned and said, “You’re right. I don’t spend many
nights alone when I don’t want to. But, what can I say? I just like the guy.”


When he had left, Debbie shook her head.


“What the hell can I do, Evelyn? I used to call him Saint
Bill when I was being sarcastic, but there are times when I wonder. Oh, and
what the hell was that kiss all about? You’re not switch hitting are you? I
never picked up on that from you.”


Her friend smiled.


“I was just being mean. I do get tired sometimes of not
being able to go anywhere without horny guys hitting on me. I want both of them
fantasizing about the two of us when they go to bed tonight. Alone, I hope. And
no. There was that time back in college, but….I like men too much.”


After Armando brought their drinks, the two women sat
listening to music and sipping their wine.


“Not that I don’t welcome a night out, but why did you call
me, Deb?”


“This has been a bad day. And last night was worse.”


Afterward, she felt like breaking down again as the
unexplainable emotions from last night threatened to overwhelm her again.
Crider put her hand over hers.


“You’ve been seeing Teller? Hasn’t he helped?”


“Oh yes. I’m not feeling semi-suicidal anymore. Or at least
I wasn’t until last night.”


They continued talking and then, “That’s all fascinating,
Deb, although I have no idea what’s going on, but let’s get to the important
stuff. Getting any lately?”


Evelyn knew about Doug and Clint. So Debbie told her about
the last man she done the horizontal tango with.


“Sounds nice. You said you had a good time. And then blew
him off- no pun intended – for a second date. Why?”


“I don’t know, Evelyn. Honest to God, I don’t know.
Sometimes I’m wonder if I really am losing it. Between the divorce and Doug
leaving and Clint being more stupid than the law should allow and BJ and
Kelly…”


“I know that would be rough. But it seems like there’s
something else.”


She finished her wine and ran the liquid over her tongue.


“You ever hear that old song, from the 70s I think. ‘Is that
all there is?’ Most depressing song ever written. I feel like that somehow. The
sex the other night was good. Pretty damned good, in fact. But, when it was
over…I just…it didn’t seem worth it to go out again. 


“I mean, you know how it goes. You go through the flirting
motions, then there’s the touching, dancing or whatever, and if you decide to
go for it, you play with each other get him hard, spread your legs, he’s on and
then off. And maybe he’ll do it again. And when it’s over, you give him a
friendly kiss, go home to a lonely bed, and try to make the good feelings last.



“But you’re alone in that bed, dammit. At least so far and I
haven’t found anyone I want to be in that bed with me.”


Evelyn  gestured to Armando for one more refill and when
he’d come and gone, she stared at her friend.


“Cry me a river.”


“What?”


“Debbie, you know I’m your friend, right? I’ve been your
physician for eight years and your friend almost that long. And as much as I
like you, I have to tell you girl, you’re full of shit.”


“I don’t understand. Why are you saying that? I know you
went through a rough time with Alan. I thought  if anybody would understand…”


“I do, which is why I’m finding it damned hard to come up
with even a tiny bit of sympathy.”


“But-“


“Look, I know what you’re saying. You don’t have any serious
love interest in your life right now, anybody you want to be important to you.
And you’re horny and you go out of dates and fuck guys hoping they’re going to
be the one that will ring the chimes and make you forget how lonely and lost
you are.”


Crider downed most of her wine.


“And nobody is ringing the bell. Your last guy was fun, but
nothing extra special. The sex was alright, but you’re missing something,
right?”


Debbie nodded.


“Join the female, unmarried, half of the human race. When I
found out that Alan was banging that bitch secretary of his and threw him out,
I decided I was going to bang any guy I wanted to. I went through four of them.
One of them was a cute guy in college. And another was a lumberjack type with a
dick I couldn’t get my fingers around.


“Well, the cute college guy thought he was driving me crazy.
I got one good orgasm and I had to fake a couple before he sent me to the
emergency room with vaginitis. He just wouldn’t stop. And the lumberjack…Jesus
he was good. I must have come a half dozen times just from plain old fucking. I
thought I really was going to fall in love. And after he comes, he rolls over
and goes to sleep. The stupid son of a bitch was actually snoring. That made me
feel special.”


She glanced around the interior of The Last Call. The band
was going now and the mating dance was in full swing.


“I’m not going to say that I discovered that Alan was a
super stud. But we were good together. He knew what buttons to push. He was
there for me before and after he gave me an orgasm or two. Now, maybe, if we’d
split for good and I’d have gone out looking seriously – probably – I would
have found somebody I could have made a life with.


“But what I found out was, and if you were still dating
you’d know this, you have to kiss a lot of frogs before you find your Prince.
Or as the girls would say today, you have to suck a lot of frog dicks to find
your Prince.”


“I know that…”


“No, you don’t, Debbie. That’s part of your problem. Look at
yourself. Who were you with for the last 20 years or so?”


“Bill.”


“That’s right. The love of your life. The man you fell in
love with and built a life with and had children with. And who were you with
the first three or four months after you split with Bill?”


“Doug.”


“A tall young stud with a big dick that couldn’t get enough
of you. I saw him one time. Deb, I have to tell you, I’d have licked the sweat
off his balls if I wasn’t with Alan. And I’d definitely lick anything else of
his that he wanted me to. The kid was pure, unadulterated SEX. He was the lover
that most women dream about having, but never will.”


She gave Debbie an almost irritated look.


“And after you threw Doug out, who were you with?”


“Clint.”


“Yeah, handsome, intelligent, kind and compassionate and
friendly Clint Abbott. Who you told me could fuck your brains out when he got
going. A Best Friend with Super-Hot Benefits.”


She opened a small purse and put some bills on the table as
she finished her drink.


“So, follow me here. You’ve had the love of your life, who
gave you children and a good life for a long time, the Hottest Young Stud in
Jacksonville to bang you like you’d never been banged before, and a Nice Guy
who was really good in bed to make you feel better about your life in and out
of bed while you were recovering from the loss of the first two guys.


“Deb, most women would kill to have known one of those three
men, much less two of them. And you’ve had all three. Trust me, no woman is
going to feel sorry for you at all.”


Deb stood up as Crider did. They’d walk out together which
might discourage the wolves. They both waved at Armando who gave them a slight
smile as they left.


In the parking lot, Deb said, “You’re right. I know. But
that doesn’t make it any easier. I know what I had. What do I do now?”


Crider turned back to her and hugged her.


“Doug’s gone and not coming back and you said Clint is in
Africa. You could go after Bill again – remember what Armando said – or you can
start working your way through a long list of frogs and hope you strike it
lucky.”


 Debbie looked over her friend, her pretty, busty, happily
married friend who had a marriage and a husband and a thriving career. Debbie
had one of three. Of course, Evelyn and Alan hadn’t been able to have children,
so maybe that balanced things a little.


She reached over and hugged her, realizing that she was one
of only two people in the world she could talk with honestly now that Clarice
was gone. And she could talk about things with Evelyn that she couldn’t with
her mother because….because her mother was her mother. Even at nearly 40, there
were things you didn’t want to talk to your mother about.


“Thanks.”


Evelyn kissed the side of her face before turning to open
her car door.


“That’s what friends are for.”
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This section of Ciudad Juarez had been built centuries
earlier. Succeeding waves of in-immigration from the rural fields had built
house after house, block after block. Bars and merchant stalls and whore houses
sprang up as this part of the city grew from the desert toward the previously
constructed portions of the city from the 1800s. To the east could be seen the
dark shapes of the Hueco Mountains, to the south the Juarez Mountains.


This high, stone fortress built by some wealthy Italian or
Spanish immigrant had long been engulfed by smaller, humbler homes, shops, in a
patchwork pattern of streets and roads. But the original square had been built
to the pattern of enclosed medieval fortresses that could have been transferred
block from block from Rome. The square stood three stories high with rooms on
three sides. The fourth wall surrounded the 12-foot-high metal gates. 


Inside those gates lived a small community of families who
shared a common open courtyard in addition to a common well that had seldom, if
ever, failed during the sometimes droughts. It had been dug very deep and
constructed very carefully. In centuries past paid security guards had mounted
patrols to keep the square closed to all but legitimate residents. Today there
were still security men, but they carried automatic weapons and cell phones.


Looking at the high walls with metal scrollwork of angels
and demons adorning the top, Frank for a moment could imagine he was back in
Rome, or Naples, in more innocent times.


He and Bulldog checked their watches, waited for the time,
and as gunshots rang out at the rear, set the explosive on the locking
mechanism for the huge door and backed away as they set off the charge. It didn’t
do a lot of damage. No huge hole in the door. But it left enough of a hole in
just the right place that a small stolen tractor could very slowly push forward
as the door swung backward.


Men with guns rushed to the front as Bulldog threw himself
to the ground to the left, Frank to the right. There were three of them.
Bulldog caught one with a blast that spun him around while the other two stood
out to the night-vision goggles of the two armed men squatting atop the roof of
the fortress as if they were painted with light. They went down before they
even knew they were dead.


A quick dash to the left brought him through a front door
leading to steps. A sudden movement to his right brought his Sig Sauer 1911
around and he fired a blast before he realized the man trying to get back
inside his doorway was too old and unarmed to be one of the ones he was
hunting. As the old man fell in the bloody door, Frank turned his attention
back to the stairs. Too late to worry about him now.


A dash up the first story and then the second brought him
out onto a landing face to face with two men. The one furthest away was tall,
thin and cradling an AR-15 pistol with a night sight. The closest was a fat
giant, at least seven feet tall and must have been close to 400 pounds. But he
was slow and the Kel-Tec automatic pistol  he was swinging toward Frank was
easy to block. 


Frank dived into him and hugged himself to the big man,
burying his Sig Sauer barrel first into his gut. The big man shuddered and
jerked backwards just as the bullets from the man behind him began to hit him
and drive him forward. For a few seconds it was a tug of war between the
bullets hitting him from the front and those hitting him from the back.


Finally Frank threw him to one side and stepped out to the face
the second man. The second guard began firing his AR-15. Frank felt the bullets
and heard them passing by his face and ears. But he took the time to center
himself and then pull the trigger of the Sig in a squeezing motion to minimize
recoil. 


Frank watched the first bullet strike him in the right eye,
spinning his head around so the second bullet hit off center around the temple.
But it was enough. He folded and fell backwards losing his grip on his weapon.
The Sig Sauer had good stopping power and relatively light recoil. He’d tried
others in the past, but he’d settled on the Sig for most of his jobs. He
carried a Ruger SR45 as a backup if that was needed.


When he was sure the second man was down and no one else was
coming, Frank took a second to run his fingers over his skull and face and take
an inventory.  He hadn’t been hit. Sometimes you didn’t know for a little
while.


The door behind the second guard was closed. Leaning away
from the door, Frank touched it gently. It swung open and he dropped to one
knee while backing away from the opening. This old building was sturdily built,
but modern high powered weapons might go straight through it.


He waited but no fire came. He gingerly touched the door
with the barrel of his pistol. The door swung open wider. He darted a glance
inside. For a moment he thought he’d made a fatal mistake. Felipe Vargas sat at
a round wooden table. Bundles of Mexican cash lay in front of him. A Colt LE
6940 semi-automatic rifle  lay on the table beside his right hand.


Vargas looked up at Frank standing just outside the doorway.
But instead of grabbing the Colt, he pulled his hand away and stared through
the doorway. He reached out and pushed something across the table in Frank’s
direction. Looking around very carefully, Frank surveyed the room and then
stepped inside. He slowly approached the table at which Vargas sat.


Vargas picked up the piece of paper and as Frank got closer,
he saw it was a color photograph. Vargas leaned back in his chair with his
hands in clear sight and turned the photo toward Frank.


It was a young girl, maybe four or  five. Long black hair. A
pretty little thing.


“My daughter, senor. She is only five. I know money will not
help, but she is a child. She is all I have. I know the men you work for have
ordered my death. But, this is all business. I got greedy and made mistakes.
But the money is hidden and I can get to it. Alive I am more valuable than
dead. If you  could just let me talk to them. I know I can work something out.”


Frank kept his Sig centered on Vargas’ chest.


“You did get greedy and they have ordered your death. And
they’re not the type of men to change their minds.”


“But it will profit them to keep me alive, and I have been a
good producer in the past. I can make up my payments. Please let me talk to
them.”


Frank looked at the sweating man at the table.


“We didn’t discuss it, but they may be interested in money.
Get up and walk out in front of me. We have a short wave radio below. No
guarantees, but if you’re persuasive enough, they may allow you to deal.”


As Vargas stepped in front of the taller man,  Frank stepped
behind him, centered the barrel of the Sig on the back of Vargas head and
fired, once, and then again, so both bullets penetrated his skull before the
forward motion knocked him off his feet. His body jerked once, then twitched
and was still as blood gushed out around the shattered skull.


Frank began gathering the cash on the table. In addition to
providing proof of the kill, the Cartel would appreciate the return of cash.
The thought of pocketing any of it didn’t even occur to him.  Good customer
relations were also the basis of return business.


Bulldog stepped into the room.


“You are a fucking idiot.”


“I love you too. I especially love the way you always take
the lead in going into these places.”


“That’s why you get a bigger share, Frank, and don’t change
the subject. Why the fuck didn’t you just shoot him in the head.”


Frank pointed to the bleeding body.


“It might have escaped your notice, but..”


“When you walked in, Frank. When you walked in. Why do you
always play around with them before you cap them?”


Frank shrugged.


“I let him die thinking he had a chance. I let him die with
hope. Why not?”


“Because you’re not a fucking priest. It’s not your business
to let them die with hope. It’s your business to fucking kill them.”


“What’s the harm?”


Bulldog just shook his head, as if in disbelief.


“Frank, he had a Colt rifle  in his hand. An automatic
weapon. With bullets in it. He could have gotten lucky. Or you might have
gotten distracted and let a guy hiding somewhere in here get a lucky one in.”


Bulldog stepped closer and kicked the dead man in the  head.
As expected, the head moved limply. He was definitely dead.


“You’re not bulletproof, Frank. One day your stupidity is
going to get you killed, or maybe get the rest of us killed.”


“Anytime you don’t want to roll with me, just let me know.”


“You’re too lucky, and too good, to  bail on. If you could
just stop THINKING about things.”


“I’ve tried, but it doesn’t work too well. And you can’t
stay drunk forever.”


An ear-splitting scream rang out from below them.


The two men stared at each other as another scream rang out,
followed by gasps and pleas in Spanish to stop.


“Oh shit. Wilson found a woman.”


“Sounds like it. Somebody must have had a whore or two in
for the night.”


Bulldog stared out the window at the other end of the room
at the black Mexican night sprinkled with stars.


“I wanted to get in and out.”


“I did too, Bulldog,  but…”


“The longer we stay the bigger the risk is always.”


“Mexican cops aren’t coming in here.”


“I know, but….” he stopped as another ear-piercing scream
broke the silence.


Bulldog shifted the Armalite semi-auto rifle he favored for
close-in work in his hands and said, “I hate this fucking shit. I hate that
fucking animal. Somebody ought to.”


“Are you going to do it,” Frank asked, staring at the floor
as he visualized the huge Wilson and some poor black haired bitch that had been
in the wrong place at the wrong time. Before it was over she would be praying
she’d been shot in the initial attack.


“No. I don’t think a full clip would stop that psycho. I
don’t think he’s human. I couldn’t stop him. But you could.”


He thought about it, but knew he’d do nothing.


“I’d have to kill him to stop him. He’s had my back… had
your back…too many times. Put himself in the way of bullets saving our asses. 
I can’t.”


Bulldog convulsively squeezed the stock of the Armalite in
times to the screams and whimpers.


“Then I’m going to find a damn radio and turn it up full
blast and listen to some music until he runs down, breaks her, and we can get
out of here.”


The woman lasted a long time. Bulldog and two of the other
members of the crew found radios and turned on bouncy Mexican ballads that
almost drowned out her screams. Once a Mexican cop car turned the corner and
stopped in front of the square. The two cops inside listened to the screams.
But they had to know who lived there. And the sight of the two men carrying
automatic weapons standing in the doorway staring back at them convinced them
to start up the cruiser and quietly slip away.


The other residents of the square sat in dark rooms and
breathed quietly, holding children tightly to smother any cries that might
attract attention. And prayed that the morning light would come.


 


 










CHAPTER SIX: UNCLE SAM HAS HIS EYE ON
YOU


 


November 7, 2005


Monday, 10 A.M.


 


“You have the most incredibly self-satisfied smirk on your
face, did you know that?”


I looked back at Cheryl and she was grinning.


“Actually, I wasn’t aware of it. Must have been thinking
about something…nice.”


“Really nice.”


“Are you sure you don’t want to come right out and say
something? Or ask something?”


“Me?”


She gave me an innocent look.


“No. I just couldn’t help noticing you’ve been….in a good
mood the last few days.”


It was almost charming. She was so nakedly hinting that I
had to pretend not to understand what she was getting at.


“You know, if I wanted to, I could take that the wrong way.
Like I’ve been in a bad mood for a long time.”


The smile slipped.


“You have. It’s good to see you smiling.”


And then she added.


“Except for that time a  few months ago – before that
shooting.”


She had never met or seen Aline. She’d been out sick for
nearly five days with that variant of killer flue that put a good chunk of the
courthouse at home fighting sniffles and making regular visits to the bathroom
while going at both ends. And toward the end of Aline’s visit,  I’d
deliberately kept Aline away from the courthouse. But Cheryl had to have known
something. Everybody must have. I really had felt like a different man for that
enchanted two weeks.


But I’d never said a word about it to her. And sometimes I
felt like it had been killing her for the entire time. But Aline was my
business. Now and forever.


“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Okay. But…you’ve been down for a long time, Bill. It’s just
that…it’s good to see you more like your old self. Before…”


“Yeah, I know Cheryl. It’s been a long year.”


It had only been close to eight months, but it seemed a
lifetime ago that I’d walked into the bedroom that April night and Debbie had
A-bombed my life with four words. And even now I wasn’t sure to be relieved
that the suspense was finally over and I could go on, or to grieve for what I
had lost.


I walked into my office and pulled the blinds up and let the
cool November light flood the room. The winter in Florida, and Northeast
Florida in particular, is a strange beast. There would be days when the mercury
would hit the 80s and with the moist heat hitting you in the face, it would
feel like summertime reborn.


And then the next night or two the mercury might drop into
the 30s and if there was a fire going north or south of us in the usually
tinder-dry forests of southern Georgia or Central Florida, you could smell the
wood smoke on cold breezes. That’s why, no matter what the doctors say, anyone
who lives in this part of the state knows this is when younger people get colds
they can’t shake for weeks, and seniors start coughing and wind up in coffins.
Doctors say the plunging temperatures don’t make you sick, but what do they
know? They’re only doctors.


It had been cold the night before and I could still feel
Myra’s warm skin against mine. We had opened the windows and shivered in the
night air. I had blankets but we’d lain against each other and stroked the goosebumps
away. The heat and the cold made me so damned hard that I had been afraid for a
while that I’d damaged my equipment. But I was just way, way out of any kind of
ammunition for lovemaking.


She had left late that night to be sure that she could sleep
and get into work at a decent hour. She and I were both working now and we’d
decided without having to discuss it that what was happening between us was for
us alone. It would be hard enough to keep down the rumors. Courthouses are
always cyclones of swirling gossip – who is doing what and to whom and why
they’re not doing it to so-and-so anymore.


As I stood there looking out at Jacksonville, I still
couldn’t make myself completely believe that what had happened wasn’t just the
fevered fantasy of a 13-year-old boy jerking off to the vision of huge, soft
pillowy breasts on some make-believe pictures in a men’s magazine.


I could remember virtually every instant from the night on
the beach when I saw her breasts for the first time. I remember the taste and
feel of her soft breasts in my mouth.  I remembered  the emotions I’d felt when
I learned who she really was. I could still summon up the sensation of what it
felt like to be inside her.


I remembered the feel of my cock sliding into her hot naked
interior.  As good as the beach was, it wasn’t the same as sliding in and out
of her, skin against skin. Debbie and I had been married so long that until
Heather McDonald  and Meagan Whitcomb, I had forgotten what doing it in a
condom felt like. It was, I realized, as I’d heard, like taking a shower in a
raincoat. It didn’t feel quite real.


I wasn’t going to ask Myra, because it had been her first
impulse to slide the condom onto me at the beach. And I’d realized lying on the
sand next to her after climaxing, that of course using a condom was second
nature to her.  Had to be. The only people who could feel safe having sex in
today’s world without a condom were the young, celibate, stupid and
long-married and faithful.


Myra was not young, stupid, long married and there was no
way she could be celibate. She was used to  being with men that she couldn’t be
sure of because guys will lie to get inside a woman, especially a woman who
looked like her. So I was prepared to let it go and just enjoy the simple act
of sex with a fantasy made real, when she reached over long after Debbie left
that Saturday morning, held my cock upright and without a word slid down onto
it.


She rested her soft pillows on my chest and bent down to
kiss me. She didn’t move so my  brain was still functioning.


“Are you sure?”


“I’m tested every month, Bill. I’m not going to take chances
with my health. And I make – anyone I’m with- use a condom because I have
things to do with my life. I don’t want to die for a few minutes pleasure.”


“I – I hadn’t thought about it until -a few months ago – but
I’m getting myself tested every month too. I – never even thought about…but now
I have to. I’m clean.”


She kissed me again and then with a devilish grin raised
herself a little and slammed down against me with her breasts and vagina. It
took me a moment to get my thoughts straight again.”


“I wish….I wish we’d done this…the first time. On the beach.
I knew you wouldn’t be careless. But….it was habit. I…always do that. The first
time.”


I looked into her emerald eyes and I could not  tamp down
the thought, “with all the guys that you fuck, all the guys who pound their
dicks into your pussy, all the guys that you suck off…”


I felt like a jealous teenager again but for a moment I
could not restrain the monster. I did not like being single. I did not like
holding a woman in my arms, feeling her naked body and knowing that – not years
ago – but days or nights previously, another man  had been where I was. It was
so stupid, but I couldn’t help what I was feeling.


The worst of it was…I couldn’t ask her. I couldn’t ask and I
didn’t know that I wanted to know the answer to that question.


In a little while, it didn’t matter.


I shook my head to clear the thoughts and memories out of my
head. So it wasn’t perfect. So I had jealousies and insecurities and there were
questions and mysteries surrounding the woman who called herself Myra Martinez.
The only really perfect time I’d ever known in my life was the time I had spent
with Debbie when we were having our kids and they were growing.


And now I realize that hadn’t been perfect either. 


But I was smiling now and I was looking forward to the days
and nights to come. It was enough.


Dave  Brandon called me about 15 minutes later to let me
know that he was sitting in on the discovery session that  Macon and another of
his lawyers was having with Wilbur Bell at St. Vincent’s. He would keep track
of the questions and follow anything he thought was significant. 


“How is he looking?”


I asked every time. I had the sinking fear that Bell was not
going to make it to trial and I wanted every possible edge I could get going
into Sutton’s trial.


“Rough. Had a bad night. But he’s a tough old bird.”


“How’s the security?”


“Knight has an officer on duty around the clock in eight
hour shifts. They tell me guys are competing for the spots. It’s easy overtime
duty. Only approved visitors and hospital staff are allowed in. They seem to be
on the ball.”


The Sheriff had seemed to let bygones be bygones and was
working with us on providing security, but he balked at taking officers away
from street duties so we’d compromised by allowing officers to do it on their
own time for the overtime pay. By the time the trial drew around, if Bell held
out that long, he was going to ring up a significant bill for this security. 


But the Big Man always kept money that had been in various
places on hand for emergencies. That’s one of the things I admired about him.
He knew that we were about justice, not budgets, and he found the money.
Always. And if he didn’t, I did. And he would always back me up.


Before I let him go, I said, “How is it going, Dave?
With….?”


He’d moved into a fairly cheap little motel for the last few
days. I had nicely asked him out when I knew that Myra would be spending a lot
of time in my cramped little condo.


He was silent for a moment.


“The kids…the younger ones…cry the few times I’ve seen them.
Jerry won’t talk to me. Just walked away from me. Darlene….she hasn’t spoken
one word to me. Since that night. She sent me an email two days ago saying
she’s talked to somebody at Martin, Devon  about getting a divorce.”


Another long silence.


“So that’s how it’s going.”


“But she hasn’t filed papers yet, has she?”


“No. Not yet.”


“It hasn’t been two weeks yet, Dave. It’s going to take some
time. Even if she files divorce papers, you’re talking months. And if you fight
it, longer. You have time on your side. She loves you. She’s just hurt. The
longer she has to get over it, the more chance there is that she’ll change her
mind.”


“It took you guys nearly six months, didn’t it? And the time
didn’t do you any good, did it?”


“No, Dave, the time didn’t help us. But we were in a lot
worse shape than you guys. You’ve got one screw-up to make up for. The odds are
in your favor.”


“I never had any luck with gambling.”


“Have you been back to the gym? I talked to the owner and
they’ll give you a temporary pass for a few weeks.”


“No.”


“It might…lift your spirits.”


“I – uh – it could get complicated.”


“She’s not going to carry you off and rape and ravage you,
Dave,” I said, referring to the pretty, dark haired teacher that had taken an
obvious, immediate liking to him the night we went to the gym together to get
his mind off his troubles.


“She scares me.”


“I really don’t think she’s going to throw you down on the
floor of the gym and have her way with you.”


“It’s not funny, Bill.”


“I know, and I’m just teasing. But you can’t run away every
time you meet an attractive woman that is interested in you. There’s no law
against flirting…and just maybe it’ll get back to Darlene that somebody is interested.”


“That’s what scares me.”


“Well, just keep me informed on what happens with Bell, and
do me a favor and go  back to the gym.”


“You know that you’re the absolute last human being on earth
that most people would go to for marriage advice?”


“Yeah, I know.”


I dived back into work, unable to keep stray thoughts about
Debbie and our weekend conversation out of my head. I’d done everything I could
to walk away, to move on. I’d found other women, rediscovered sex, set her and
the kids up financially for life. And I did wish her well. As God is my judge,
and I could put my hand on a Bible, I wanted her to be happy. Not with another
man, but that was coming.


And still, she kept intruding into my life, bringing back
memories that I wanted to forget and regrets that were useless.


The phone beeped at me and I picked it up.


“You have a call Mr. Maitland.”


“Who?”


“He said his name is Jeremy Prentice. He’s an attorney with
the Justice Department, out of Washington.”


“He say what it’s about?”


“No sir, just that he needed to speak with you, and no one
else.”


I punched in the line and said, “Hi. Mr. Prentice? What can
I do for you?”


He had an accent that came from somewhere in New England.
Not Massachusetts. Maybe Maine.


“Mr. Maitland. Just wanted to introduce myself. I’ll
probably be down at some time in the future and I wanted to give you a heads
up.”


“You’re with Justice, my secretary said.”


“Yeah. The title is Assistant U.S. Attorney for the District
of Columbia, but those are just titles. I’m one of the people that heads up
racketeering and drug prosecutions across the country. Primarily international
drug trafficking.”


“Are you Homeland? I had heard that Homeland Security was
incorporating most of the strictly drug trafficking duties into the overall
national security program.”


“Not officially. I can walk into their offices and talk to
them and vice versa. And we share Intel, but on paper and in reality we are
doing different jobs. They just overlap sometimes.”


“Don’t you think you should be talking to my boss, Mr. Edwards?
I’m just an Assistant.”


“No, I’ll talk with him of course and if things head your
way, we’ll liaison with him as head of your office, but you’re the man I need
to talk to.”


“Why?”


“Because you’re the Angel of Death.”


“PR. Seriously, why?”


“You’ve heard what’s happening nationally in the Carlos
Mendoza case. We’re looking at the best venue for the case and the fact that
Florida is a death penalty state gives us options to squeeze Mendoza when we
get a conviction. He could be a very valuable asset.”


“Okay, but I may not get the case.”


“False modesty doesn’t become you, Maitland. Of course
you’re going to get the case if it comes to Jacksonville. And that reputation
will ensure a huge amount of publicity for the case which will help drive home
the point that no scum  bag drug dealer is big enough to defy the government of
the United States. No matter how many prosecutors or prosecutors’ families they
slaughter.


“If it comes to Jacksonville, we want you to try the case.
And fry this son of a bitch.”


I waited for a moment. 


“Why do I get the impression that this isn’t just another
drug trafficking case to you?”


“Frank Gray, the prosecutor whose family was wiped out in
Idaho, is a friend of mine. We went to college together. I’d had dinner with
his wife and children a couple of times. Frank is still on medical leave,
trying to pull  his head back together and rebuild his life. I honestly don’t
know that he’s going to be able to do it. I don’t think I could, if it was my
wife and kids.


“So that’s why I want to convict this bastard and come up
with enough to go after his bosses in Mexico.”


“You think you can go after them in Mexico? The way I hear
it, you might never be able to get them out for a trial here.”


“Just a second. Let me check something.”


He did something and came on a moment later and his voice
sound a little higher pitched, with a little echo like he was speaking in a
barrel.


“There’s a little techno trick we’ve just come up with.
Nobody will pick this up, not even NSA. Actually, we don’t tell them everything
we have and we know they don’t tell us. You have to have some aces up your
sleeves.”


Then:


“If we get enough, we’re not going to worry about extracting
them for trial.”


“Oh. Do you think we should even be talking about this? I’m
nowhere near  that far up the chain and I know I don’t have clearance to hear
something like that.”


“I didn’t say anything, and if you were taping the tape will
be gibberish. Anyway, I’m just speculating. Besides, I get the feeling that…you
know how to keep secrets.”


That stopped me. 


“Sorry. Don’t follow.”


“I don’t know how much you know about it, but the NSA is
something else. They were before 9/11 but nowadays I think they know more than
God. Know all, see all, hear all.”


“I still don’t-“


“Because I’m one of the point men on this prosecution, the
NSA routinely funnels anything they pick up having to do with Mendoza or the
Cartel through my office.”


He stopped as if waiting for me.


“And?”


“Imagine my surprise when I received transcripts in Spanish
of a conversation where your name mentioned prominently?”


“Again, what. As you should know, I’ve gotten a lot of
attention as the Angel of Death. And a lot of people are speculating about
Mendoza coming to Jacksonville. Could be anything.”


“This was between two second-tier guys in Mendoza’s cartel.
I speak and read Spanish fluently so the upshot of what they were talking about
was clear.”


This time I didn’t say anything. I had a  bad feeling.


“They were talking about what they could do, what the Cartel
would do, if it came your way.  And they said very clearly that the word had
come down from the top. Do not touch Maitland. Or his family. Now, this was
just words on an email, but if I was reading between the lines, I would swear
they were nervous. About you.”


I didn’t say anything but when the silence grew too long, I
said, “Maybe they’re superstitious. Good to know this Rep is good for
something.”


“These guys aren’t ignorant peasants. They’re college
educated Mob guys; we’d call them Wise guys if they spoke English. They don’t
run from scary legends.”


This time he broke the silence.


“I have to tell you, Maitland, it’s got me puzzled. I’m
trying to figure out what there could be about a – pardon me but this is the
way these guys would look at it – small town American prosecutor that would
have them declare you and your family off limits. They’re not worried about
killing anybody else. What is there about you that would frighten bad guys like
them?”


“I honestly have no idea.”


I sat there listening to silence, wondering why he had
called, the questions that had to be running through his mind.


Nobody in the world knew about the relationship between the 
Old Man and myself. Even Debbie only knew the barest outlines. It had all
started in a way that could have gotten me sent to prison for a humanitarian
act. Would have sent me to prison. I didn’t regret what I had done, but I knew
in the cold unblinking stare of a federal prosecutor I would be judged guilty
of breaking a number of laws. They were stupid laws. But they were laws. And I
had made the decision to break them. If I had been standing in their shoes, I
might have sent me to prison. And yet I didn’t feel guilty.


But I had wandered outside the confines of what safe and
legal. I had wandered into His world and no one had ever looked closely at me
because – I was nobody. Just a small town assistant prosecutor. Even after
9-11, nobody at Homeland would have thought of checking for my name on their
tapes. Now, I was the Angel of Death and I might soon be the center of an
internationally viewed criminal trial. And millions of eyes would be trained on
me. And the truth about me was just beginning to seep out.


“So you have no idea? Well, I just thought I’d give you a
heads-up to see what you had to say about things. I’m sure there’s a reasonable
explanation.  Of course, between you and me, the most logical answer would be
they weren’t nervous.”


“What?”


“Most people if they learned that a drug cartel is killing
American prosecutors, but tells their people not to touch this one particular
prosecutor, would assume the cartel simply wasn’t afraid of this prosecutor.”


“Because they know the prosecutor would do something to
screw up the trial, or get their man off. In other words, you’re saying that
I’m dirty. They’ve either paid me off or have something on me that makes me
their man?”


“I’m not saying that, Maitland. Just that a suspicious man
might consider the possibility. After all, which makes more sense? That a major
drug cartel is afraid of a small time prosecutor, or owns him?


“I’m not saying that, of course. We’ve found  nothing to
indicate you’re either on their payroll or would be vulnerable to blackmail or
threats. You realize we’re going to have to do a much more in depth  background
investigation. No offense, but this has raised questions we can’t ignore.”


“Look as much as you want. There’s nothing there.”


“I’m sure there isn’t. Anyway, I won’t keep you. I know
you’re busy and I am too. Lots of things to check out.  As I said, I’ll be down
there at some time in the future and we can talk more then.”


“I’ll look forward to it. Let me know if you hear anything
else…interesting.”


“Oh, I will Mr. Maitland. I definitely will. You have a good
day.”


I just sat there, looking at the phone for a long time after
I hung it up. You go along living your life and you expect life to keep going
in the same direction. It might be bad, but at least you knew what you were in
store for. And then you find out your wife wants another man. And that a woman
you could love is married to a friend. And then, your entire life begins to
tick like a live bomb and you wait for the blast.


Looking back, I knew I shouldn’t have done what I did. And
it hadn’t been out of anger or rage. I realized I did have an anger management
problem. But what I had done I’d done after reflection, knowing the risk I
took. Knowing that I risked the life I had built with my wife and my children.
Because this was before everything went in the toilet. But I had gambled with
their lives. 


And maybe lost.


 


THREAD THREE: THE GIFT


 






September 15, 1998


Tuesday, 4 P.M.


Orangedale, Satsuma County, Florida


 


Clifford Samms sat in his sky blue 1990 Plymouth Acclaim
looking at the off white doublewide, doublelong trailer at the other end of the
dirt driveway. 


If he looked at it long enough, he thought, maybe it would
just go away and he wouldn't have to do what he couldn't quite bring himself to
do. 


He punched the button on the glove compartment and it fell
open to reveal the cold blue monster that lurked within. He put his hand out
and wrapped his fingers gingerly around the monster's barrel, lifting it up
within the glove compartment, feeling its weight and solidity.


He was insane, he knew. What he was thinking was insane. A
calm, rational, intelligent man - a college graduate, a former teacher - should
not be entertaining the thought, the fantasy, of murder. Murder was the subject
of movies and television, of lurid paperbacks seen in revolving racks in
convenience stores.


The door to the trailer flew open and a small boy leaped
out, missing the last step and falling and then rolling to his feet and running
toward the car.


"Grandpa, grandpa," the boy screamed.


Samms was out running to the boy before he was even aware of
his actions. In seconds he held the weeping boy in his arms, looking up as the
tall, balding man wearing overalls and a ratty tee-shirt stepped down from the
trailer waving a thick black belt with a shiny silver buckle.


As the man stared walking slowly toward Samms a woman
stepped out of the trailer, standing at the top of the three-step entranceway. She
shook her head and smiled as she recognized Samms.


"Get away from him, you old fart," the balding man
carrying the belt said as he approached Samms. "Little smartass has got it
coming and he's going to get it. Good. Now let him go before I kick your ass
too."


"Grandpa, don't let him take me, please," the boy
screamed.


Sliding the boy around behind him, Samms stood between the
boy and the hulking man, who was easily four inches taller than Samm' 5-foot-8
and easily 50 pounds heavier. Besides being 30 years younger.


"What's going on here, Fargo?" Samms asked, trying
to keep his voice from trembling. His heart was thudding like it would shoot
out of his chest, his breathing was ragged, his ears burned as if they were on
fire, and he knew his blood pressure had to be at a dangerous level.


"I already told you, you dumb bastard. Now get out of
my way. You're nothing here anymore. Alma is married to me, the punk is my
legally adopted stepson, and you got no rights here at all anymore."


The woman had stepped down from the trailer and stood behind
Fargo, hands on her hips, sneering the way she always seemed to now whenever
Samms was around. 


"In case you come out here to beg us again to see
Johnny, Clifford, the answer is no. He's my son, and you got no rights at all
since the judge said I had full custody of him. If you don't get off our
property, after Lennie finishes kicking your ass I'll call the sheriff's office
and have you arrested for trespassing besides. Do the smart thing and go
away."


As he held his grandson with one hand, feeling under his
palm the welts and bruises his mother and step-father had inflicted, Samms
wanted to scream at his former daughter-in-law. But rage wouldn't accomplish
anything. Never had.


"Alma, don't do this. I'm the boy's grandfather It's
not right not to let me see him at all. There are laws, and-"


She laughed. "Sure, and you go back to court and see
how much good it does you. The judge didn't buy any of your horror stories
about how we were mistreating Johnny before, and with our good friends on the
Sheriff's Department to back us up, they won't this time."


"I'll call in the state HRS again, go to Tallahassee if
I have to," Samms said. "I'll find somebody that will listen to me,
you cold blooded bitch. You might have gotten away with murdering my son, and
driving his mother to an early grave, but I won't let you destroy the only
thing I got left on this entire earth."


Fargo's fist flicked out as quickly as a striking snake and
the next thing Samms knew he was lying on the ground, his mouth bleeding, his
glasses lying in the dirt a hand's length away. As he reached out for them, a
heavy boot ground his fingers into the dirt and Samms screamed in pain.


"No, let him go you bast-" Johnny yelled, his
voice shut off by the sound of a fist hitting flesh. Bending his neck, Samms
saw the boy land in the grass near the septic tank three feet away.


A moment later Fargo had Samms by the hair, lifting his head
up and forcing him to scramble to his knees. Fargo knelt over, holding his fist
with the belt wrapped tightly around it in front of Samm's face.


"Listen here, asshole," Fargo growled. "This
is the last time I'm going to be gentle with you. You been bugging me and my
wife for the last two years and I've had it. Your stinking, wife- beating son was
attacking Alma when I blew him away. Sheriff's Office never even charged me. It
was open and shut. I can't help it if that crazy wife of yours lost her mind
and killed herself. And Johnny is mine now. Ours. If I want to beat the crap
out of him, I will. And you won't do or say anything about it because you
aren't going to be anywhere around here, ever again. You're not going to call,
you're not going to try to contact him at school. You're going to vanish,
right?"


"Like people vanish when they don't pay you for the
drugs you sell them?" Samms said, enjoying a tiny moment of triumph as
rage crossed Fargo's features. The next moment the fist and belt smashed him
hard in the mouth and he went down to the ground again. For a moment it hurt
too hard to breath. Then he could breathe although the old pain in his side had
flared again for a moment. It had to be an ulcer, hurt too bad to be anything
else. Then, as quickly as it hit, the pain in his side vanished and he could
concentrate on his mouth and the blood pouring from his lips and bruised gums.


The sound of a motorcycle drew Fargo's attention away from
Samms, followed by the sound of a car pulling into the driveway behind Samms'
Acclaim. 


Fargo and Alma exchanged glances and Alma hurried back into
the trailer. Rolling to his backside, Samms sat up and saw the longhaired
motorcyclist step off, carrying a briefcase with him. As the motorcyclist
approached Fargo nodded his head toward the trailer and the rider, with only a
casual curious glance, walked on by to the trailer and stepped inside. 


Putting his hand to his mouth, Samms wiped away the blood
and winced as he brushed raw flesh where either Fargo's knuckles or the belt
had torn away a chunk of his lip.


As he stood up to face Fargo he saw a potbellied deputy in
the uniform of the Satsuma County Sheriff's Office standing nearby, hand on the
overly large pistol poking out of his holster. 


"Some trouble here," the deputy asked Fargo.


"Some, Robbie. This is Alma's ex-father-in-law. He came
by to stir up trouble between us and Johnny like he has ever since I shot his
son. He swung at me and I had to deck the old bastard."


"That's a lie," Johnny shouted. Moving quicker
than Samms would have thought possible for a man of his size, the deputy
grabbed Johnny by the back of his shirt and threw him at Fargo, who caught him
and sent him to the ground again with a kick to the rear.


"You need to be respectful to your parents, boy,"
the deputy said, then added, "You want me to charge this bozo,
Lennie?"


Fargo shook his head. 


"Naw, Robbie. More trouble than it's worth. I think the
old coot has got the message. You did get the message, didn't you, Samms?"


As the two men stared at Samms, and his grandson sobbed on
the ground, Samms licked the blood off his lip and picked his glass up off the
ground, settling them on his nose.


"You're not going to do anything about this, are you,
deputy?" he finally asked. "You're a friend of his, and part of his
drug business too I imagine. You come here to protect that guy making a
pickup?"


The deputy's pistol, which looked like a .357 magnum, was
out in a heartbeat, the barrel pointed squarely at Samms' face from three
inches away.


"You better be real careful, old man, real
careful," the deputy said. "Talking trash like that could get you
arrested, and you might try to resist so I'd have to break some bones. Or you
just might manage to escape and no one would ever see you again.


"Now," he said, moving the barrel gently side to
side in front of Samms' face, "you want to reconsider those statements?"


After a long moment, Samms coughed, spitting blood, and
said, "Yeah. I just lost my head, deputy. I didn't mean it. I know that
Fargo doesn't sell drugs to all the people that come here at all hours of the
days and night carrying suitcases and bags and coming out with suitcases and
bags. And I know you and other Satsuma deputies aren't providing protection and
getting your cut. I'm sorry."


The deputy looked for just an instant like he wanted to pull
the trigger, then slowly holstered the pistol.


"Get the hell out of here before Mr. Fargo decides to
press assault charges," the deputy said.


As Samms turned and started walking toward his Acclaim he
heard Johnny screaming, "Grandpa, don't go, don't go..." but he
forced himself to look only at his car and to get into it without looking back.
Inside, he laid his forehead against the steering wheel and tears that hadn't
come when his son had been killed and his wife had shot herself finally came.


He looked up for a moment to catch a last glimpse of his
grandson being forced into the trailer. A glimpse of the long black hair and
olive skin so different from his father and mother’s blonde hair and pale skin.
Remembered the cruel jokes after his birth because Alma had already revealed
herself to be nothing but a  crack whore, going with men for drugs. But his son
had loved the baby, and Samms did as well. The boy was blood, no matter whose
blood he carried.


He put his hand into the glove compartment and stroked the
monster. What he wanted most in all the world right now was to take it out,
step out of the car, walk back with it held down at his side to where the
deputy and Fargo stood, and then empty it into their bloated bodies.


But he couldn't make his fingers grasp the blue steel of the
monster, lift it out. His body rebelled against it. 


"You miserable coward," he cursed himself, knowing
it was true, and knowing the truth was more than that. True, he was afraid,
physically afraid of going back to face the man who had killed his son, driven
his wife to suicide, and was tormenting his only grandson.


But, at the same time the voice of reason whispered in the
back of his mind. If he killed Fargo and Alma, there would be no one left in
the world to look out for Johnny. As it was now, he could still watch over the
boy, try to help him, dream of finding a way of rescuing him. That hope would
vanish if he threw his life away.


And more than that, he knew looking deeper into his own
heart, he was afraid of surviving the murder of Fargo and Alma. There would be
a trial and then prison and all that meant, knowing that Johnny would be on the
outside unable to help him, maybe hating him for killing his mother. Who knows?


His mind whirling, he thought the old saying went, "tis
reason doth make cowards of us all." Maybe that wasn't how it went, but it
should have because it was true. Easy enough to fantasize about taking the law
into his own hands for one glorious moment, but when the fantasy faded and the
reality of it sunk in, he knew he couldn't do it.


Forcing himself not to look over at the trailer, he backed
up in the driveway and drove away.


Two hours later he stepped into the cool, pine paneled
private office of Doc Henry Plant. The trip from Orangedale in Satsuma County
three counties over and up to Doc Plant's office in Spring City had cooled his
anger. Now there was only a deep sadness and resignation remaining of the fire
that had burned inside him.


Doc Plant gestured to him to sit in the plush, overstuffed
easy chair on the other side of the old fashioned huge oak desk that occupied
the center of the office. 


Doc had to be 55, if he was a day, and hadn’t aged much in
the 20 years Samms had known him.  Samms had been going to him for so many
years, since a stubborn case of pneumonia had caused Samms' old doc to refer
him to that "new nigger doc in Spring City," that it surprised him
each time he noticed anew that Plant was black. But it didn't matter. Plant was
one of the few blacks Samms had ever had close, continuous contact with over
the years and the fact that he was black didn't matter anymore, hadn't for
years. 


He stared at Plant's face, the partially shut venetian
blinds casting lines of light and shadow across the doctor's face, shading his
eyes with darkness. Something, something about those eyes sent a sudden shiver through
Samms.


Plant reached into the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled
out a bottle of Southern Comfort and two glasses. Pouring a finger's worth of
liquid into one glass, he shoved it across the desk at Samms, then poured a
drink for himself.


"You look like somebody beat the hell out of you,
Clifford," Plant said as he took a sip from his glass. "Your
daughter-in-law and her husband again?"


When Samms nodded, Plant being aware of what was happening
said, "I've heard bad things about what's going on in Satsuma, Clifford.
Why don't you let me bring in the local law. The Old Chief has been here a long
time. He might be able to help you. He's a good man."


Samms shook his head. "No, it's out of his jurisdiction
and the Sheriff in Satsuma is a powerful and vindictive man. A police chief
wouldn't be able to tangle with him. Anyway, you didn't call me in here to talk
about my problems with Alma. What is it? Did the tests come back? Is it an
ulcer? What?"


Plant looked down at his desk, traced the circle left by the
glass of whiskey on the wood.


"You and I have known each other for how long,
Clifford?"


"Going on 20 years now, I guess. What is it, doc?
You're starting to scare me, you know?"


Plant leaned back in his chair, rubbing his lower lip with
two fingers.


"This is the hardest part of my job, Clifford, and it's
the only part I've ever really hated."


The traitor pain in his side seized that moment to sear his
insides, and it was as if it were speaking with a voice of fire that he could
now understand.


"It's cancer, isn't it, doc? That's the only thing that
could make you like this."


Plant finally met his gaze.


"I'm afraid so, Clifford. I sent the samples off and
that, along with the symptoms, makes it clear that you're suffering from an
advanced case of liver cancer. There's a large tumor occupying perhaps half of
your liver. What's worse, it's metastasized into your lungs. Both of them show
small tumors."


Samms took his drink then, enjoying this fire as it raced
down his throat. 


"That's pretty bad, I guess. That's one of the ones you
don't walk away from, isn't it?"


"No, you don't, my friend."


Holding the glass out for a re-fill, he asked, "How
long?"


"Difficult to say exactly. But in your case, judging
from the advanced size of the tumor and the spread, I'd say no more than three
months, maybe six at the outside. Radiation and chemotherapy might increase it
from three to six months, or it might not. Liver cancer is just about the most
intreatable of the cancers."


The two men were silent for what seemed a long time. Samms
watched tiny dust motes pirouetting in the air as they were transfixed by
glancing sunbeams. His mind seemed to be racing out of control, thoughts and
feelings cascading through his consciousness. He wasn't really sure what he was
feeling.


"Tell me straight, doc, no fairy tales. Does anybody
ever survive this, have miraculous recoveries, remissions?"


"No," Plant said softly. "There's no hope of
recovery. I have almost never said that to a patient because I'm not God. But
you're a good man, and I think we've become friends over the years and I don't
want you to harbor any false hopes. You're going to die, Clifford, and I wish
to God I didn't have to say that. But saying something else won't make it
so."


Swallowing the second medicinal dose of Southern Comfort,
Samms felt a strange sense of comfort and - yes - joy sweep through him. He
felt somehow as if he were standing outside his body watching himself and he
wondered if this were merely shock at the news. 


But, as the death sentence sank in, he realized what it
meant and slowly a smile spread across his face. He leaned back in the easy
chair, enjoying the soft sensual feel of the warm, weathered fabric against his
neck, the after taste of the sweet liquor on the back of his throat.


"Thank you, Doc, thank you," he said finally,
feeling happier than he had in a long, long time.


Plant stared at him wonderingly.


"You know," he said finally, "I have been in
general practice for 40 years and I have got to say I have never had anybody
react to that news the way you have."


"Hit me again, Doc," he said, holding his glass
out. "I don't know if you'll understand, but I feel like a weight has been
lifted off my chest. Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to be able
to jump into the air and leave the ground behind, to float like a cloud in the
sky. That's the way I feel."


Seeing the confusion on Plant's face he added, "I'm
free, Doc. You've set me free, and that's what I'm thanking you for. Or maybe I
should be thanking God, because he's really responsible."


Samms stood up after draining the last sip of
Southern Comfort and held his hand out to Plant. After a moment Plant followed
suit and stood up, taking his hand.


"Goodbye Doc," Samms said, adding, "you'll be
hearing from me."


Three days later near the close of business on a Friday
evening, Plant opened the Spring City Gazette for the first time that day and
saw the lead story. Doing something he almost never did, he told his nurse to
tell the last two patients he'd have to reschedule them, sent her home early,
and sat behind his desk, face marked by alternating lines of light and shadow
from the late afternoon sun shining through  his office blinds.


Opening up the bottle of Southern Comfort, he poured himself
a round as he read again the news story flanked by grainy photos of Lenny and
Alma Fargo and Clifford Samms and a better headshot of Satsuma Deputy Sheriff
Robert Hogshead.


The glaring headline underneath the photos read, “Four Die
In Orangedale Shooting.”


Turning his gaze from the opened newspaper, he glanced again
at the letter that had sat in his "to read" pile all day until he had
opened it a few moments earlier.


"...and I ask you as a friend, Doc, to honor my wishes.
I have put you down in my will to be the executor of my estate. I'm not a
wealthy man, but between my house, my insurance policy and a few other things,
I figure I'll leave $70-$80,000 for Johnny.


“You watch over my money, please, and see to it that Johnny
gets what he needs as he grows up. I know this is a lot to ask, and I won't be
around to see if you do or not, but I know deep down that you're a good man and
I trust you to do the right thing.


“I also filed papers naming you as my choice to be guardian
for Johnny. You’re a respected man and Johnny has no close family left. Fargo
and Alma had no brothers or sisters. Alma has an aunt, but I authorize you to
pay her $10,000 under the table to let him go to you. She will. She doesn’t
think about anything beyond her next drink. You are a respected man and with my
will and the Old Chief’s backing, I believe you can get custody. You can find a
good family to give him a home and help them out financially with my money.


And now, before I go out to do what I've got to do, thank
you again for the gift you've given me. I never realized what a blessing losing
all hope could be. Until we meet again..."


Plant sat there looking at the newspaper and the letter well
into the evening, long after the light had faded.


 


 










CHAPTER SEVEN: ANSWERS IN PLAIN SIGHT


 


November 8, 2005


Tuesday, 5 P.M.


 


“I think I’m going crazy.”


“That’s a strong statement, Ms. Bascomb. Why do you say
that?”


Debbie sat on the familiar couch and rubbed her plump lips
with one finger on which Teller noted she still wore her wedding ring.


She proceeded to describe her weekend and the episode after
watching “The Portrait Of Dorian Gray.”


“I lost it, Doctor. I was actually afraid of what I might
do. If I hadn’t known that BJ was in the house….I don’t know.”


“Tell me again what you were feeling.”


“It’s – I don’t know. I was weeping and almost wailing. I
was frightened and confused and angry and….”


“And what?” he asked almost gently as he leaned forward
toward her, the ever present pipe with the good smelling tobacco in it clutched
in his right hand.      


“And….I don’t know. That’s part of what’s so frightening. I
don’t know how or what I felt.”


“Are you sure?”


“Why do you keep asking me that? What do you think I’m not
telling you?”


“You remember one of the first things you said it reminded
you of? What were you thinking about as you burst into tears and tried not to
scream and frighten your son.”


“I don’t- Clarice. I thought about  Clarice the day  I found
her.”


“Why would THAT movie bring to your mind the day you found
your aunt? What possible connection could there be between her death and an old
– but classic – horror movie?”


She watched the fragrant white smoke rise from the pipe.
There was something about him, the look on his face of – expectancy – like a
teacher waiting for a student to shout out the answer to a question. He KNEW.
Somehow, she knew that he knew the answer to what was haunting her. But if she
asked him, he’d just blandly say that he wasn’t sure of anything.


“I don’t know.  I’ve thought about it. But I can’t imagine
what there was about the movie that would have disturbed me in the first place.
Much less…”


“What effect did it have on you.”


“Grief,” she said quickly, knowing what the prime emotion
that had swept through her mind first had been. “Grief. As if – as if – someone
I love had died. I felt like it had been BJ or Kelly. Or my mother. Or father.
Or…” but she would not say his name. “Terrible, unutterable grief as if my
heart was breaking.”


“Hmmm. That is a strange reaction to have to that particular
movie, at the very least. Tell me in your own words. What is the movie about?”


“About a man. He came to Paris, I think or maybe London, I’m
not sure, as a young man. A beautiful young man. And an artist painted a
full-length portrait of him. And, he got caught up in – some bad things. Drugs
and alcohol and debauchery, wild sex and orgies. You know, doctor, all the
things that make life fun when you’re young.”


He gave her a small smile.


“Anyway,  the painting was enchanted, or bewitched. He kept
it hidden away while he lived his hard life. And he stayed just as young and
just as handsome and untouched as ever for years and years and years while
everyone around him aged.  Finally someone uncovered it. And….it was just as
old and diseased and horrible as Dorian Gray should have been. When the
painting was destroyed, all the age and corruption that the painting had held
at bay was unleashed. And Dorian Gray died in torment”


“Pretty good summation. What do you think the meaning or
theme of the movie would be?”


“It’s an allegory. About the fact that you can’t escape your
sins. Dorian Gray thought that his magic painting would allow him to mess
around forever and he’d never get sick or old or catch a venereal disease. It’s
just another way of saying you can’t run away from what you are forever.”


Teller looked at her with a teacher’s appreciative smile.


“Very good summation. Like any work of art, there are a
multitude  of ways it can be interpreted, but I’d have to say that’s one that
many scholars would agree with. Which leaves us with the question, what
feelings could that possibly arouse in you to create the kind of overwhelming
grief you describe?”


She just shook her head.


“Honestly…I can’t imagine. Maybe…I don’t know…I was unhappy
with Bill, with my marriage and I was doing things that I was ashamed of behind
his back. But, that wouldn’t explain how terrible it made me feel. It doesn’t
feel like that’s it.”


“If that’s not it, then why don’t you keep thinking about it
and see if there’s any other interpretation you could take from that movie that
might apply to your life. Because, it obviously had a strong personal meaning
to you to affect your emotions in that way. And that interpretation wouldn’t
explain why your aunt’s death was one of the first things it brought to your
mind.”


“And you won’t tell me, will you?”


He shook his head gently.


“I might not be right and telling you my opinion could very
well make it harder for you to finally understand what is going on inside you.
You’d try to shape your thoughts to follow mine. Besides, my telling you what
is causing these feeling in you won’t help you to deal with them. You have to
understand it on your own before you can ever take ownership of those feelings
and move on beyond them.”


She reached out and took a glass of water off a coaster atop
the coffee table in front of her, sipped it and then grinned as she said, “Tell
me the truth, Doctor. You’re stringing this out to make more money off me,
aren’t you?”


“You’ve seen right through me. That’s it.”


They shared a companionable silence.


“Is that general feeling of sadness that you mentioned a few
times previously still there?”


“Pretty much. I started taking those pills for depression
you prescribed. I honestly have to say I can’t tell much of a difference,”


“Your son is back living with you. You told me you have made
good progress in repairing the relationship with your daughter, even though
she’s still living with your parents. What about Bill?”


She described the meeting with him over the weekend.


“It’s what I’ve wanted for eight months. I didn’t want it
right at the beginning because he pissed me off so badly. But I’ve wanted to
have that talk with him for a long time. Maybe for 20 years.”


“Do you think you’ve managed to reach closure with him. That
you’re ready to move on with your life…without him?”


“I think so. He’s obviously not missing me much. I walked in
on him with that….Myra Martinez.”


“He’s seeing her?”


“All of her, obviously.”


“And how do you feel about that? What do you feel about it?”


“I was a little upset. But…I don’t know quite how to explain
it, but I’m not angry like I was. I still believe he’s responsible for
everything that’s happened. We could have had a life and watched our kids grow
up. We could have been my parents. But he wanted to be the Great Avenger of
Crime and Protector of Victims. It meant more to him than me or his children.”


She leaned back and looked at the painting over the wall. It
always seemed to hold secrets that you could decipher if you could look closely
enough. She knew it was just her imagination.


“I wanted him to hurt. And he did. I know he did. I’ve gone
through some bad stuff. You know how bad it’s been. But he got hurt worse
because I hit him in his weak spots, his vulnerable spots. I hit him in his
manhood.   But I think he’s coming through it. He’ll be alright.”


She stopped for a moment, wondering why that made her feel
good. He was still a selfish son of a bitch. He had still destroyed her career
in a moment of anger.


“The only thing is…I hope that one day, a long time from
now, when he’s remarried…maybe started a second family. I don’t know, maybe
found one with another woman. I hope when he’s old and happy and he’s
retired….I hope that one day when he’s sitting and thinking about what a good
life he’s had…that he remembers what we had. I hope he remembers me…and what we
were like – at the beginning. And I want him to hurt like hell.”






 


 


November 8, 2005


Tuesday, 6 P.M.


 


Teller  sat back in his chair and refilled his pipe as the
tall man in the charcoal gray business suit shambled into the office and folded
himself down onto the couch beside the table. At least, Teller noted, Martin
Cassell wasn’t as stoop shouldered as he’d been for the past three years. He
carried himself with a more erect posture, courtesy of the classes he’d been
encouraged by Teller to enter.


“Martin,” he said in a neutral tone as he lit the pipe and
puffed, “I’ll admit I’m curious why you asked for an after-hours meeting. But
we’ve been doctor and patient for a long time and I was curious as to what was
so important to break our regular appointment time.


Cassell met his gaze with an unusual steadiness.


“I wanted to tell you in person, Doctor, that this will be
our last meeting.”


“Yes? Could you explain?”


“I’m quitting analysis and moving on with my life.”


Teller puffed and after a moment said, “Of course I accept
your right to cease analysis at any point, but I’ll have to admit I’m curious
as to your thinking. Would you mind talking to me about what led you to make
this decision.”


Cassell leaned forward to the doctor, his body  language
indicating his desire to communicate. He smiled and Teller realized it had been
years – literally – since he’d seen Cassell smile in his office.


“Of course  doctor, but I think you already know exactly
what I’m going to say. When you told me nearly five months ago that I needed to
take action toward my wife and that I couldn’t keep putting off for years the
inevitable confrontation with her, I guess I knew deep down what the end would
be.


“It was great advice. And I have followed it. I wooed her
with words and flowers and attention. I refused to let myself be put off by her
coldness and her insults and her mockery. I fought to convince her to at least
try marital counseling, which as you know she refused. I told her I knew and
had known about her affairs – all of them – over the last three years and tried
to get her to talk to me about why she felt the need to be with other men.


“She refused, as I thought she would. She became angry and
then mocked me. I thought at one time that those words would destroy me. But
they didn’t. When she told me she no longer loved me, and doubted she ever had,
I left our home and drove to a lonely park and I cried. Like a baby. But she
never saw a tear.


“I told her this past weekend that I’d filed for a divorce.
We have no children, we both work and have careers and her income is comparable
to mine. I think we should be able to separate our lives without too much
difficulty. I really didn’t expect sadness, but she seemed relieved and asked
me to remove my belongings as quickly as possible.”


Teller studied the man in front of him. There were obvious
differences from the man who had felt unable to control his life six months
ago. Most striking was the way he didn’t seem to always be cringing as though
expecting a blow.


“And how do you feel about all this, Martin? You fought for
three years to save your marriage. And now you’re letting it go, walking away?”


“Relieved, as well. I think you knew this was going to
happen. My greatest fear has always been that I lost her because I wasn’t man
enough, wasn’t strong enough, didn’t love her enough, to be worthy of her. But
for the past five months I did everything any husband could do to win his wife
back. I demonstrated my love and devotion for her.


“But it wasn’t enough. And finally I realized nothing would
ever be enough for her. She simply did not want to be married to me.”


Teller fondled his pipe.


“I am truly sorry Martin. I know you did love her and you
did fight for her. But sometimes, there are fights you can’t win. Are you going
to be alright? Are you sure you wouldn’t want to keep going for a least a few
more sessions to adapt to what’s happened?”


He shook his head and stood up. He smiled again.


“No, thank you, Doctor. A strange thing happened. I bought
the flowers every day as you suggested, at the same flower shop near our home.
And there was a woman working there. We just seemed to start talking and I
finally told her what I was doing. Over the months we became what I thought
were good friends. When I finally decided my marriage was dead, I felt it only
right to stop in at her shop and tell her I wouldn’t be coming by again.”


Cassell smiled and Teller would have sworn his eyes
twinkled.


“She asked me to let her take me out for a cup of coffee. I
found out she’d been divorced and knew what it was like to be on the other
side. We’ve been out three times since, and she’s waiting for me outside. I
should feel like mourning the loss of the woman I gave 15 years of my life to.
But, I feel…happy.”


Teller reached out to take his hand.


“Good luck, Martin. If you ever feel the need to talk – about
anything – you know where I am.”


When Cassell had left and Teller was alone with his
thoughts, he realized  Cassell would be one of the stories with a happy ending.
And he had never expected a happy ending there. 


“Which only means,” he said to himself  as he locked up,
turned on the alarm system, and walked out into the night, “that I’ve got to
seriously start working on humility.”


 


 










CHAPTER EIGHT: WHERE ARE THE HAPPY
MARRIAGES?


 


November 10, 2005


Wednesday, 9:30 A.M.


 


It had been an interesting morning. Debbie’d gotten in at 9
a.m. and needed Patrick Leary and called his office. His secretary, a
24-year-old recent UNF graduate  who’d become Leary’s secretary three months
before, appeared a little flustered.


“Um, mam, Mr. Leary isn’t in right now.”


“You know where he is?”


“I - _he told me he had business down on the second floor.”


Second floor was where the secretaries, juvenile, business
offenses and most of the clerical functions were located. She wondered what was
going on down there that would require his attention, but she really didn’t
have to think hard to figure it out. Some female was receiving his attention,
or a hot injection of his affection.


Leary was infamous for working  his way through the female
staff, but this was getting to be ridiculous, she thought, with more than a
little irritation. He was good, very good, but the Public Defender’s Office
wasn’t a social mixer for horny male and female employees. She’d  been thinking
about talking to him about slowing down his pursuits and maybe this was the
day.


“Well, Ms –“


“Goldstein, Sylvie Goldstein.”


“”Well, Ms. Goldstein, please inform Mr. Leary the moment he
returns that I want him to come up to my office. Not in a few hours, but the
minute he gets back. Can you tell him?”


“Yes ma’am..”


Not more than 15 minutes later she got a panicky call from
Helen at the front desk.


“Ms. Bascomb. We have a….situation at the front desk.”


“Call security. An irate client? What?”


“We – I can’t. It’s not that kind of situation.”


“Well, what kind of situation is it?”


“We have…somebody down here at the front desk.”


“Somebody? What? Who?”


“It’s a Mr. Ian Nettles.”


“And?”


“He’s Annette Nettles’ husband.”


“Will you talk English to me, dammit? What is going on?”


“Annette Nettles. She works on your floor. She’s one of the
public defenders.”


“I know who she is. What the hell is the problem? I don’t
have all morning. Talk English.”


There was a long hesitation and then a soft whisper, “You’ve
heard about her and Mr. Leary, right?”


She thought back and remembered glimpses of the two. It 
began to dawn on her what the ‘situation’ was.


“And?”


“We – I – think they’re together.”


“As in ‘together’ how?”


“Together together. Mr. Leary was at her office earlier this
morning and they left together 30 minutes ago to – discuss some case – and they
haven’t been seen since.”


“Understood.  Does anybody have any idea where they are”


“….I’m not sure. Somebody said they were seen near
the…restrooms.”


“And you’re afraid that if you send her husband up to her
floor he’s liable to run into them coming out of the same restroom, which could
get kind of sticky, right?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“I’ll be down there in a minute.”


As she took the elevator down she decided today would be the
day to lay the law down. No matter how good he was, Leary wasn’t valuable enough
to spawn fights in the office, jealous husbands gunning for him and gossip in
the newspapers.


She saw him as she walked off the elevator. He was hard to
miss. Six-foot four, broad shouldered, a mane of fiery red hair too long and
unkempt for any businessman. He stood shifting his weight from one foot to
another. He was obviously not the kind of man who was used to sitting.


He sensed her approach before he could have heard her and
swung around toward her. As he gave her an inspection, it was more than the
normal male tits to ass view. He took her in from crown to toe and she had the
feeling  he had the closest thing to x-ray vision she’d ever encountered. And
at the same time he swept the room. She had a feeling that if she’d blinded
folded  him, he could have accurately described everything in the room.


As he studied her, she studied him. Not classically
handsome. His nose was too big, lips too thick. His eyes were set wide apart in
a broad forehead. The bottom half of his face was that of a  bar room brawler,
sensual, violent. The top of his face could have belonged to a different
person. The eyes were a peculiar shade of almost gray that she’d never seen
before, cool and absorbing everything around him. The eyes of a planner.


She stepped toward him and extended her hand.


“Mr. Nettles, I’m Ms. Bascomb, the Administrator for the
Public Defender’s Office. I understand you’re here to see your wife.”


The voice was a soft rumble. She was no expert but she
thought was a slight trace of a Scottish burr in his voice.


“That’s correct. All I asked was to be directed to her
office or have her come down here. You people are acting like I’m asking for
some major violation of security. What’s the problem? Why did they have to call
the Administrator down to handle a minor request?”


“I’m sorry if you got that impression, Mr. Nettles. There’s
no major problem. I was on my way down to discuss a case with her but that can
wait.  She was down on this floor to meet with a defendant we’re representing.
We can’t find her at the moment, but we don’t require our attorneys to sign out
when they travel around the courthouse. They usually check out with their
secretaries, but people forget. I’ll head up to look for her and I’m sure I’ll
find her in a few minutes. I’ll send her directly down to you.


“In the meantime, please come with me to the guest waiting
area. There’s coffee or tea and soft drinks. Make yourself comfortable and
she’ll be down in just a moment.”


He studied her face and she had the uncomfortable feeling
that like Bill, this man was experienced in sorting truth from lies. He was law
enforcement or government or some sort. And he wasn’t happy. And unlike Bill,
this man gave off a palpable aura of barely harnessed violence and anger. She
wondered if she’ need to call extra security when he met with his wandering
wife.


“I noticed a Starbucks on the way up. I think I’ll head down
there. Hopefully by the time I get back you’ll have found Annette. I’d like to
take a look around this place, get a feel for it. This is the first time I’ve
spent any time around my wife’s second home. Sometimes it helps to get a feel
for a place.”


Debbie gave him a big smile and took a deep breath and was
glad  to see his eyes focus on her chest. He was tense and driven, but he
wasn’t dead from the waist down.


“Feel free to look around. Those of us who work here, like
your wife, find the courthouse to be a fascinating place. I’ll make sure she’s
here when you return.”


“Thank you, Ms. – Bascomb, was it?”


He gave her the first small smile she’d seen. It vanished
quickly, but it gave her a sense of how attractive, even magnetic, he could be
if she’d caught him in a better mood.  She wondered how stupid Annette Nettles
had to be to cheat on a man who looked like this, even with Leary.  


He slipped past her and headed for the elevators. He even
moved with a smooth, controlled sense of power. She looked back and saw the
receptionist staring after him.


“Wow.”


“Exactly,” Debbie said. “Now let’s find Ms. Nettles.”


She took the elevator up to the next floor and methodically
started checking the restrooms without saying anything to anybody. After
checking a male restroom with a warning knock and finding it empty, she slipped
into a witness room and picked up a telephone. She dialed a familiar extension.


“Mr. Maitland’s office.”


“Cheryl, this is Debbie. I need to talk to Bill for a
second, quickly.”


“Debbie?”


“Quick question, Bill. You know the DEA agent married to
Annette Nettles in our office?”


“Yeah.”


“I’ve heard some rumors, but nothing I could nail down. Is
there anything you can tell me definitely about what kind of man he is?”


“Why?”


“I believe Annette Nettles is somewhere off with Pat Leary,
and Mr. Nettles is at our front desk trying to find her, and he doesn’t appear 
happy.”


“Oh shit. You need to call in security. Don’t be obvious
about it, but you need some muscle nearby.  I’ll send a couple of our
investigators down and call the bailiff’s office and have them send a few up.
In the meantime, wherever you find Leary and Nettles, separate them and get
Leary out of the building for a little while. You don’t want him in there if
Nettles even sniffs out a hint that’s he’s been with Mrs. Nettles.”


“He looked like a rough customer, but why the panic?”


“I know some guys in the DEA. Nettles works around the
world, but they send him into bad places. His code name is ‘WidowMaker.’ That
explain it?”


“Oh.”


“Do you want me to come down there? I think I met him one
time in Washington. I might be able to calm him down.”


“Thank you, but no thanks. This is my responsibility. I can
handle it. But thanks for the heads up.”


“Good luck. And be careful. His bite is worse than his
bark.”


She called to the receptionist, gave her her cell  number
and said, “When he gets there try to keep him there, don’t let him go
wandering, and call me.”


She checked out the next bathroom but there were only two
male Assistant PDs smoking in the stalls and staring at her with guilty
expressions. Which left only one men’s restroom near the rear stairway and
elevators that led directly to the parking lots facing the St. Johns.


She stepped inside and noted it was empty and almost silent.
There was the sound of heavy breathing and the kind of sighing she was familiar
with, only usually those satisfied female sounds had come out of her with Doug
and earlier in her life. The sounds were coming from the middle stall. She
didn’t have to bend too far to see two sets of feet and legs overlapping. As
she watched she could see a pair of panties being pulled up one handed.


She rapped her knuckles on the door of the closest stall.


“Ms. Nettles, Mr. Leary, I need you out here. Now. Don’t
bother finishing dressing. Out. Now.”


There was a long silence.


“I’m going to turn around and walk out of here and when that
door closes behind me, so does your career here. You will both be out of this
office and out of jobs before the end of the business day.”


There was a shorter silence and then the door to the stall
swung outward and Leary came out adjusting his underwear.  Annette Nettles
stood beside and a little behind him, tucking her blouse in, adjusting her bra
and trying to stare into Debbie’s eyes.


“Ms Bascomb, I’ll admit to having fantasies of your catching
me with my pants down, but I never quite saw it in this context.” Leary grinned
that crooked little boy grin but it wasn’t going to work this time.


“It’s not funny, Mr. Leary. For you or Ms. Nettles. This is
a gross violation of EVERY rule of behavior and conduct in any office, not just
one staffed by Officers of the Court with a duty to the public to display
higher standards of behavior.”


Nettles finished adjusting her bra and buttoned her blouse.
Like her husband she was a fiery redhead, at least this week and it looked
natural on her. She had that fine, almost translucent skin some redheads have 
the fine blue line of veins visible under the skin. Judging her critically,
Debbie thought she’d made  the best of her assets. Her breasts weren’t large,
but she was small boned and small waisted and they would catch a man’s eye.


“Mrs. Bascomb, I apologize for this lapse,” she said. “It
won’t happen again. We – uh – I – it was a slow time and we thought we could
take a – break – without affecting our duties. But, we’re all adults here and
once in a while people slip.”


“That’s the only problem you see? Interfering with your
work? It didn’t occur to you that if the place was dead, sneaking away to a
public bathroom, getting naked and having sex where you could be interrupted or
witnessed by virtually anyone walking in – might not be a problem?


“But no one did come in, until you did,” Leary said stepping
in front of Nettles. “We’ll admit to a bit of foolishness,  but there was no
harm done. Ms. Nettles is a fine, hardworking attorney who’s an asset to this
office, and I have had my moments as well. I honestly don’t see the purpose of
your tracking us down here like some Junior High Principle tracking down 
students smoking in the bathroom.”


His habitual half smile warmed words that might otherwise be
taken as a challenge, but this time it wouldn’t be enough.


“You don’t see the purpose, Mr. Leary? Well, for one, there
are several office rules about inappropriate behavior in the office, and
especially during office hours when it’s open to the public. Having sex in a
public bathroom stall would fall within that definition. And aside from the
problem of embarrassment if your activities were discovered, there’s another
rule about fraternization being frowned upon. If you’re going to have an office
romance, you’re supposed to have the sense to do it outside the courthouse.”


As he started to speak, she cut him off.


“And yes, I know virtually no one observes that rule. But
it’s there for a reason and a manager can enforce it. Employees – lawyers –
have a right to private lives, but not when it interferes with the smooth
functioning of a business. Which this office is, believe it or not, not your
private playground.”


“Ms. Bascomb, I don’t want to argue with you but I think
you’re taking this way way too far.”


“I don’t think so. Ms. Nettles, would you say your husband
has a temper?”


She had been making herself presentable but her head shot up
at that.


“What? What does that have-“


“He’s outside right now. He’s already been here trying to
find you. He does not appear to be in a good mood and I am told by people who
know that his code name within the DEA is The Widowmaker. Unless you guys have
a VERY open marriage, I don’t think it would be a good idea for him to discover
his wife fucking another attorney in a bathroom stall. Am I misreading the
situation?”


Nettles didn’t appear fearful, more angry.


“So he just shows up out of the blue, tearing around like a
bull in a china shop and throwing his government agent weight around?”


“I wouldn’t say that. He showed up like a husband who wanted
to see his wife – who couldn’t be found.”


“Well, for what good it will do, I’ll go and talk to him.
It’s not going to make any difference in how things are between us. But I don’t
want him dragging our personal business out in front of everybody in MY
office.”


“I don’t think so.”


Nettles shot a surprised glance at Debbie,


Debbie took a deep whiff of air and shook her head.


“Not until you clean up. Take a sponge bath in here and I’ll
find someone to loan you some cologne or perfume. You might want to – use it
down below. To be honest, Ms. Nettles, you and Leary and this bathroom smell
like a whore house. One whiff and he’ll know what you’re been doing while he
was waiting for you. There’s no reason to ask for trouble.”


“You have no right- this is between my husband and myself.”


“Outside this building it’s between you and your husband.
Inside this office, I have an interest in preventing any – disruption. Again,
you have a choice. You can get cleaned up or you can talk to your husband on
the way out of this building – for the last time.”


She looked like a ripe tomato ready to explode as a red
flush crept down from her flushed face over her chest and arms. Leary grabbed
her hand.


“It’s okay, Annie. Just roll with it and do what she says.
There’s no point in getting into a fight in the office. Just go down and talk
to him. This will pass.”


“How about getting out and leaving me a little privacy,”
Nettles said in Debbie’s direction.


Stepping outside with Leary, Debbie turned to him and said,
“You need to get out of here. If you by any chance wind up near her when they
get together, and you stink of sex, he won’t have to be a genius to figure it
out. And seriously, he could tear your head off without working up a sweat.
Head on over to the Cop Shop and work on that Dempsey  deposition, fill in the
holes. That should take a few hours. Then grab some lunch and call me before
you come back.”


He looked back toward the bathroom door, then at her.


“Honestly, Ms. Bascomb, we didn’t intend to cause any
trouble. Sometimes, you know, nature calls. We’re lawyers, but we’re still
people.”


“That’s debatable.”


She looked him over. He still had that delicious, bad boy,
don’t give a damn attitude that drew women like moths to a flame, and at
another time she’d be having fantasies about him, but this was business.


“This isn’t over, Patrick.  We’ll let it go for today, but
we will talk about it again. And any further problems won’t be dealt with a
slap on the wrist.”


He grinned at her with an infuriatingly confident
expression, saying, “But who would you replace me with, Ma’am? I am the best
you’ve got.”


“That’s true. But nobody  is so good they can’t be replaced.
Try to remember that. That’s not just an idle threat. I will fire you if you
can’t control that rampant sex drive of yours.”


The smile faded a little as he said, “You’re the
Administrator, but Johnny August would have to approve my firing, and he
appreciates me.”


She stared at him stone faced.


“That’s true, Patrick, he likes winning. But he hired me
because he doesn’t like running a menagerie of young legal stars who do
whatever they want instead of what they’re needed to do. It’s gotten him bad
press and he doesn’t want any more of it. If he doesn’t back me, I walk. And I
hate to break it to you, but if he has to choose between us, you’re the one
going.”


He stared at her with no expression for a moment, but a slow
smile grew.


”I guess he hired you to be more than a pretty face.”


And then, “But you do have one. It’s such a waste on a stern
administrator. You ought to look more like Nurse Ratchet from that great old
movie, ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.’ Although actually, if she’d ever let
her hair down, I thought she would have been pretty hot too.”


She just shook her head.


“You know you’re incorrigible. You just got your ass chewed
out for messing with a female colleague and you’re flirting with your female
boss. Don’t you have any sense at all?”


“Unfortunately, in dealing with pretty faces, none at all.
It’s the curse of the Irish.”


“Okay, get out of here.”


Twenty minutes late Annette Nettles walked out of restroom,
rearranged, hair in place, smelling fresh. She couldn’t shake the flush on her
face and upper chest and that “just fucked” expression that Debbie thought any
woman would recognize, but might escape most men.


“Do I pass inspection?” she said, obviously trying to
contain her irritation.


“You’ll do. Just try to watch how you walk.”


Ian Nettles was pacing up and down in front of the front
desk as they came back.


The expression that grew on his face told Debbie that he’d
read the signs.


“Hello, Annie. I gather I must have interrupted…something
important?”


“Yes, you  did, Ian. That’s what happens when you swoop in
with no warning into your wife’s place of business and expect the whole world
to come to a stop for you because you’re so important. Other people have lives
and careers.”


“You’re right. I should have given you some warning, a heads
up. Like you did when you walked out on me while I was out of country and just
left me that lovely note that you had taken that job down here in Florida
without a word to me. No letters, no communication for two years while you were
making your new life down here.”


She stood up straight in front of him, a tiny figure against
his size.


“Yes, that was me being inconsiderate. I forgot the
telephones work  both ways, as do emails and snail mail, or airplanes, trains
and cars. No way you could reach me.”


He drew himself up and the air seemed to grow still, but she
didn’t flinch or move away from him.


“I was busy.”


“For two years?”


“And I wasn’t really sure what to say to you.”


“You finally figure it out?”


“Not really. But I was curious. You never divorced me. I
figured that would be the next step.”


“I figured you’d be the one.”


"I guess we both figured wrong.”


He gave her that head to toe examination and said, “I gather
you haven’t practiced celibacy for the last two years. New boyfriend?”


“Boyfriends. I still like sex and I didn’t have a husband
around to take care of that for me. How many bimbos and whores have you been
with on how many continents in the last two years?”


“Everybody is not like you.”


She drew back and stood up straight, thrusting her breasts
out for him in almost a taunting gesture.


“So why are you here, Ian? Two years late?”


“I’d hoped to have a chance to sit down and talk with you.
But you’re right. I should have called and we should have set up some neutral
ground. It – this is not going to work. You’re not in any mood to talk calmly
and I –I’m afraid I’d do or say some things I shouldn’t. I’ve got an assignment
– down South – and I’ll take care of that. Then I’ll call you and if you’re
still interested, we can meet and – discuss things. Whether or not we want to
keep up this sorry pretense of a marriage.”


“That’s strictly up to you. I’m happy with the way things
are. I don’t need a divorce because I’m not planning on remarrying, and being
married hasn’t kept me from having an active – and full – social life. So if
you want to talk, just call.”


She looked at Debbie and said, “Now, Ms. Bascomb, if you
don’t mind, I’m going to get back to the work they pay me for.”


She walked toward the rear without looking backward at her
husband or Office Manager.


Nettles looked at his wife’s retreating back and then at
Debbie.


“Well, that didn’t work out exactly the way I planned it. I
– uh – I’m sorry for creating  a disruption.  Probably a bad idea, now that I
think about it. Not really sure when I think about it exactly what I wanted to
happen.”


She reached into a pocket of her blouse and pulled out a
card. She grabbed a pen off the receptionist’s desk and wrote on it, then
handed it to Nettles. She had to look up. It constantly surprised her just how
big he was.


“What’s this?”


“My name and title and cell phone number. You can reach me
on that at any time.”


“Why?”


“You don’t sound like you know Jacksonville at all. If you
come back, and I think you will, call me and I can help you in finding some
place to stay and some decent restaurants. So you can take some time before
approaching your wife again.”


“I repeat – why?”


“I’ve been where you are – on the other side.  I divorced my
husband. No matter what happens, it’s going to hurt. You want her back, don’t
you?”


When he didn’t answer, she said, “Yeah. Divorce is supposed
to be easy, and it is, about like pulling a lung out barehanded. Just keep the
card and if you feel like it, call me when you get back into town.”


As she walked back to the elevator, she found a familiar
figure standing in front as the door opened.


“I appreciate your concern, but as you could see, I had
everything well in hand. I can take care of myself now.


He just looked back at her with a smile. 


“I was just here to give the Widowmaker a hand if he pissed
you off. I didn’t want you to hurt him.”


He stepped inside and gestured to her.


“I’ll ride up with you if you promise not to get physical.”


“You wish.”


He just smiled and she knew they had passed another
milestone in learning to live with each other again.


She told herself on the way back to her office that if she
could make Annette Nettles a happier wife, she’d probably be a better lawyer.
And if she was attracted to Nettles’ husband, that didn’t matter. Ian Nettles
was an infinitely worse, more maddening Bill Maitland. If twenty years had
taught her anything at all, it was NOT to fall for men cursed with obsessions.


 


 










CHAPTER NINE – THE WORLD IS A VERY SMALL
PLACE


 


November 10, 2005


Wednesday, 1 P.M.


 


She had  come back in from meeting with attorneys and two
investigators who were handling the preliminary work on a 14-year-old who was
charged with murder in the drowning death of his six-month-old half-brother.
The 14-year-old had been left alone in a bathroom with the sibling and by the
time mom had come back in she found him holding his baby brother face down in
the water.


Nobody could yet believe the State Attorney was even serious
about the murder charges and it was almost certainly the opening gambit in a
court chess game, but the PD had to at least begin with the assumption that
something along those lines might be coming down the road.


It was depressing as hell. And she felt like some days she
had about as much depression as anybody could stomach in the last six months.
The family had lost a six-month old baby and dead babies never failed to put
her into depression. And they were likely to lose the 14-year-old into the
system for years of therapy probably tied to some form of incarceration.


And seeing the look on the mother’s face as she was deposed,
Debbie knew no matter what happened, her life was destroyed. No matter what
happened to the 14-year-old, she would never be able to return her life to
where it had been one minute before she left the two of them alone in that
bathroom.


She grabbed a cappuccino in the first floor Starbucks and
headed back to her office. There would be a dozen emails and memos and she had
started wading through them. But the one marked crownmedia.abbot@gmail.com grabbed
her attention. She clicked to open it.


It was dated 11-10-2005 -9 p.m.-Republic of the Congo 


“Debbie:    


  I am sitting in an air conditioned office typing this
message to you in an environment that would be right at home in Jacksonville.
The AC hums, there are cokes in the Westinghouse fridge, and I’m watching a
late CNN newscast on satellite television.


Of course, outside there are dirt roads, little brick homes
like something you’d see in the Netherlands with bright flowers in flower pots
on the porches, and then some huts like nothing other than an old Tarzan movie.
There is an honest to god trading post and  a communal well – the only one that
hasn’t been poisoned or blown up.


If it was morning you could look out and see women with clay
pots to carry water from the well balanced on their head.  Still see some bare
breasts like something out of National Geographic. Of course some of the
younger are wearing Guess Jeans and men’s Izod polo shirts. It’s not Tarzan’s
Africa anymore.


And, of course, at the main dirt roads leading into and out
of the village, you’ve got naked men hanging from trees with their guts
trailing out to the ground below them. That’s something you won’t hardly see any
more in most parts of the world. Made somebody mad, obviously. Great sport for
the wild, and domesticated, village dogs who try to pull the guts out.”


She looked at the words but found it hard to believe they
were real. In the month since Clint had flown out of Jacksonville, the reality
that he was a half a world away trekking through an violent and bloody African
battleground  had seemed more and more fantastic.  And it was easier to deal
with if she could make it seem like a dream. 


“Sorry I haven’t been in contact with you prior to this. But
we’ve – I’ll tell you a little more about who ‘we’ is in a bit – been on the
move quite a bit since I got here. Learned some things but still haven’t gotten
close to an interview with The Saint. 


Like I said, we move around a lot. Crown Media, that’s the
company  paying  Thomas – tell you who he is in a minute  - and me to be here
rented this place for us. Various government and corporate interests use it
from time to time, hence the amenities. We’ll be here for the night so I wanted
to catch you up. I’ve already filed a report with Crown so the rest of the
night is mine.


Let me give you the lay of the land first. I gave you a
rough description of where this little patch of Hell on Earth is, but more
specifically I’m sitting in the Southeastern edge of the Democratic Republic of
the Congo. That’s not The Republic of the Congo. North of here. Names get
confusing.


This is a 2500 square mile no-man’s land that sprawls over
parts of the Democratic Republic, Angola and  Zaire. There’s jungle and worse
jungle, some grass lands, great waterfalls, still some elephants, reports of a
few gorillas in the mountains north of here. It’s beautiful country, if it
weren’t for the people.


More importantly, there is gold and silver, manganese,
cobalt, copper, diamonds – lots and lots of diamonds – uranium, radium, iron
ore and coal. This place is a colonialist’s wet dream. There is SO much money
waiting to be pulled out of the ground because volcanic activity has pushed
everything up to where you can almost walk along and pick up diamonds. I’ve
heard stories that natives have found diamonds in river beds.


In fact, if this were an independent country, it would be
the Saudi Arabia of Africa. Forgot to mention there are credible reports there
is an ENORMOUS pool of crude under my feet a few miles away. So why aren’t the
natives - the people who really own all this – living large?


Because there is so much wealth. Nobody has been able to
stake a claim that stands and nobody is willing to let anyone else grab it. Thomas,
that’s the guy I’ll tell you about, has been a correspondent for a while and he
knows people in the intelligence services. He says they tell him that there was
a period in the 60s when the extent of the wealth first became known, the
Russians moved in. The CIA moved in to block them and for a few years there was
an unofficial hot war going on here. 


It finally stopped when it looked like it was going to
expand and the Cuban Missile Crisis was recent enough to convince people nobody
wanted a nuclear standoff. So they let their proxies slug it out.


Over the next few years through the end of the 20th,
you had mercenaries aligned with the Americans, the Russians, the Chinese, the
British, the French and – I think – the Cubans for a while killing each other and
terrorizing the native residents. And then there were mercenaries working for
five or six international oil companies, a few mining  cartels and God knows
who else.


Plus of course, you’ve got regular clashes between
Democratic Republic troops trying to keep some claim on the territory and
troops from Zaire and Angola who want to remind the other African countries
that the Democratic Republic’s claim to this land is highly contested.


So, Hell on Earth in what could be a local Paradise.
Probably a moral there somewhere.”


She turned from the computer monitor and opened her desk
drawer. She pulled out the paperback copy of “Horseman, Ride on By” Clint had
autographed for her. Clint smiled up at her from the back cover. She realized
she didn’t have any other pictures of him. She could Google him, but there were
no personal pictures. Pictures of him smiling at her over a dining table.
Pictures of him lying back relaxed on his bed, hands behind his head, smiling
and shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe she was naked in his bed. She
could remember his voice, but how long would that last. That calm, reassuring
voice that had helped her through the first bad nights.


She returned her gaze to the email.


“Just so you won’t think I’ve become sort of geopolitical nerd,
I should add most of that comes from Thomas. Thomas Hightower, He’s the
correspondent I told you about. He’s not that old, mid-30s, but he’s been in
the business almost 20 years. Been everywhere. Has the most fascinating
stories.


More importantly, he’s been in almost every combat zone,
every really bad international sewer over the last 20 years. I think he’s got
eyes in the back of his head and he knows exactly what to say to kids armed
with automatic weapons who would as soon kill you as look at you.


I don’t know why exactly, but we got along from our first
meeting. I’m a complete novice at this stuff but he’s been patient and treated
me like an equal partner instead of a tag along. For myself, I admire the guy.
I’m here and I hope I get of this place alive, but he does this all the time. I
really can’t imagine what that would be like and he’s spent 20 years doing it.


But I know now why he does it. I just know I couldn’t do it.


The first week we were here we moved around talking to
people, getting a feel for which mercenaries were in what parts of the country,
where the  ‘no go’ sections were that nobody was safe without an armed escort
and even then you couldn’t be sure.


 It was Sunday, yeah, Sunday, when we had stopped at a small
village. Thomas and I had three Republic citizens who’d worked for news
organizations in the past as guides. As well as a photographer and two thugs
who were armed to the teeth and had been mercenaries in the past until Crown
bought their loyalty with enough money to make them rich men in most parts of
Africa.


There was a block building  built sometime back in the 80s
and the people of the village still used it for meetings and anything communal.
Thomas had started talking to four of the oldest residents of the village and
although they were nervous, when  they were finally certain we weren’t
mercenaries or spies, they told us a little bit about ‘The Saint.’


As I’d thought, that story of flowers springing up where she
walked was bullshit. In the first place, she didn’t walk anywhere. She was in a
wheelchair and usually was carried by two to four of her followers. But the
people who thought she was a female Goddess made a point of planting flowers
wherever she passed, and telling everyone else they had bloomed by themselves.


Of course, the old men who told us this insisted that while
the flowers were planted, they grew wildly in profusion, in a way that couldn’t
be explained by the rules of nature. So, they told us she was a Saint and where
she walked, miracles followed, even if the miracles had to have a little human
help.


We were in the middle of talking and smoking a few fragrant
herbs that made everybody a little mellow when the room got real silent. I
looked toward the front and there were four men there. Kids really. I think a couple
were teens and the other two looked to be in their 20s. They were all carrying
Kalashnikovs. They had the hardware aimed at us, and our two thugs breathed
very slowly and kept their hands away from their weapons.


Two of the village elders stood up and bowed in a gesture of
respect and started talking, keeping their heads down. I could tell the
mercenary who looked to be the oldest – he was wearing some kind of military
jacket and insignia that might have been real or  bought at an Army Navy store
– was the head man. His head was shaved bald and there were some kind of tribal
tattoos on his skull.


Thomas tapped me on the arm and gave me the heads-down
gesture, whispering that you never looked soldiers straight in the eye. It was
a sign of disrespect. I kept my  head down but  a moment later I felt Thomas
standing up and moving away from me. I heard him talking in what must have
either been the local tribal dialect or some kind of lingua franca the local
tribes used. The soldiers – or the head man – answered back and they spoke for
a minute.         


Then Thomas called to me and told me to bring my knapsack up
with me. I very carefully got up and picked up the knapsack with one hand and
carried it hanging down with me. The head man said something  and I looked in
his general direction, but not directly into his eyes.


‘They are saying they think we’re spies,’ Thomas said. ‘I
showed them my paperwork from Crown and I think he can read, but it’s a little
dry. Then I told him you were a famous author here to write a book about the
struggles of the people for control of their natural treasures and that you
would make him famous around the world. I don’t know that he’s ever had his
picture taken so that’s a pretty heady concept.’


The head man said something and Thomas said, ‘Take out your
book. Show him  your picture on the back.’


I gave him it him, carefully, and pointed to my picture on
the back. It was ‘Horseman, Ride on By.’ He smiled when he saw the cowboy on
the cover. I guess the Old West has conquered the world.


That seemed to break some of the ice and Thomas went into
our supplies for a few video games, some DVDs, some boxes of Godiva Chocolate
and two boxes of Cuban cigars. Plus two bottles of cheap Scotch. There was a
little more talking, and I thought we’d managed to slide by.


They were getting ready to leave, when the leader glanced
over at our guides He said something to one of his men and they laughed. I
noticed everyone else tense up. His man pointed his rifle at Juliana, part of a
husband-wife team. Juliana wasn’t bad looking. A little heavy, but she had a
nice body for a woman in her late 40s. She wore heavy bulky shirts and long
dresses the didn’t show her legs at all. Her husband Roberto started to stand
up and one of our bodyguards put his hand on his shoulder and held him in his
seat.


Thomas put himself  between them and held out another box of
cigars, but the head man shook his head and point at Juliana again. She looked
from him to Thomas and then to her husband. And I knew what was happening. The
three soldiers behind the leader had their rifles trained on our two
bodyguards. Thomas made a gesture and one of the body guards brought his pistol
down on the back of Roberto’s head. He groaned and slumped down in his chair
and the bodyguard held him, pinning his arms.


Thomas his hands up, palms out, in a gesture of appeasement
and backward toward the table where we’d been sitting, keeping his eyes off the
leader’s face.


‘Back up’ he whispered to me, ‘with your hands out like
this. Keep smiling.’


We backed up to our chairs and sat. We looked up to see two
of the soldiers with their Kalashnikovs still pointed at us, stand on either
side of Juliana. One reached around her to cup her breast and then squeeze.
They all laughed.  The leader came up behind her and said something.


She took a deep breath and looked at her husband, who was
still out. Then she looked at Thomas and lastly she looked at me. I will
remember that look on the last day of my life. She turned and walked out with
them. She wasn’t coerced, dragged, beaten. She walked out freely.


After a few minutes we heard jeeps driving out of the village.
Roberto had begun to come to and suddenly he screamed and stood up, throwing
off the bodyguard’s grip and diving toward the front door. Thomas caught him
and threw him to the dirt floor. The two bodyguards bound him and gagged him as
he fought. But finally he lay in the dirt crying.


Thomas read my expression and said, ‘If he had gone after
her, they probably would have come back and killed us all’.


‘We have guns and men who know how to use them. I can handle
one myself if needed.  This time they wouldn’t catch us by surprise.’ 


‘There are more than four of them, and even if we killed
them all, we’d be targets after only a week here. We’d never have a chance of
finding The Saint.”


‘And that is so important. More important than Juliana?’


Thomas was younger than me, but at that moment he seemed
very old. 


‘What happened to Juliana was terrible. I was her friend
too. And I’ll have to face Roberto later. But there’s  nothing unusual about
what just happened. Except that it happened to our friend. This happens every
day. The majority of women are raped, some of them many times. There are
bastards from rape all over this country. It’s a tactic to demoralize the natives,
but it’s also part of the benefits package for fighters. They have free rein to
rape any woman – any woman- they take a fancy to.


‘It’s been going on for years and it will keep going on. The
reason it goes on is that there is no law and no order and that is because no
one knows the terrible things that are done here, if not with the complicity of
major governments, then their benign neglect. And the only thing that will ever
stop it is public revulsion in the democracies like the U.S. and European Powers
and their pressure on the Russians and Chinese. So yes, we have to find The
Saint and make her the poster child for everything terrible that’s being done
here.’


We followed  the soldiers the next day to where they had
camped. We found Juliana’s naked, scorched body on the remains of a camp fire.
They had gang raped her, tossed her into a fire when they finished with her and
shot her in the head, probably when she made too much noise screaming.


We buried her in a quiet grove near a stream, buried deep enough
with rocks that we hoped her body wouldn’t be dug up by animals. And then we
left her there.


I have found out since then that Thomas has brought down
several governments and eliminated some terrible human trafficking rings around
the world. He is good at what he does. But as I said, I could not do it. I
still see Juliana’s face in my dreams sometimes.


We made camp 20 miles away in a small clearing. They had
kept Roberto bound hand and foot. When we pulled our jeep and supply truck into
the clearing, our guards took him out and let him sit by our camp fire as we
prepared coffee and black market K-rations, which are now the official menu for
most armies in the field anywhere in the world.


Roberto had not said a word since he woke up and found
Juliana gone. And no one had let him touch a weapon. They freed him to eat and
drink his coffee but kept him under close observation. He still had not said a
word.


I left the group and walked to the outskirts of the
firelight. The area is populated well enough that big cats, other animals that
can kill men, have pretty well moved out, but there are still wild dogs and
hyenas and a few of the deadliest snakes in the world, as well as crocodiles
and rogue bandits. So I kept a .45 on my hip and a 12 gauge shotgun in my hand
as I stood looking out into the shadows.


Thomas came up behind me making enough noise that he didn’t
surprise me.


‘I told you that you would see terrible things. Things you
will never be able to forget. But you have a talent. You can write a book that
will make others see what you’ve seen, and feel what you’ve felt. I’m good at
grabbing people’s attention, but you’re going to shove this in their faces and
make it impossible for them to forget what’s going on here.’


‘Your confidence in me is flattering….but…’


‘But Juliana is dead and nothing will bring her back,
right?’


I turned from the shadows and looked in his old eyes.


‘Not only that. Nobody will ever pay for her murder. There
will never be any closure for Roberto. The bastards who did this will go on raping
and murdering and maybe live to ripe old ages. Even if we arouse public
sentiment around the world, these bastards will get away with raping and
murdering Juliana for no other reason – than that they could. I hate to live
knowing that. I mean, I know intellectually that it happens, but this was
different. I was THERE. I looked into her eyes as they took her away. I had a
weapon and I did nothing.’


He came up behind me and put his hand on my shoulder.


‘When I was a kid in school, middle school in Ohio, our
English teacher had us spend a few months reading poetry. I found one I
couldn’t recite word for word, but I’ll never forget what it said. It said that
with three songs, an empire could be born, and a poet with three songs could
bring it down. What it meant is that words are the most important things in the
world. Dictators and thugs never believe that, but it’s true. They die and are
forgotten and writers and poets and philosophers die and leave the world
changed.’


Footsteps behind us turned us around and we saw one of the
guards accompanying Roberto.


He approached Thomas and lifted his hands. They were tied
together.


‘Let me go, Mr. Hightower.’


‘Roberto, we will, I promise, but let us get away from this
area and give yourself sometime to-‘


‘Time won’t change anything. Juliana and I were married for
20 years, together for 25. She was a good woman. And I will avenge her.’


Thomas just shook his head.


‘How? By shooting one or two soldiers. They may kill you
before that happens and you might not get close to the men who did this.’


They all did it. It doesn’t matter who I kill, or how many,
I will do this. I’ll move away from this area and try to do it where I won’t be
associated with you and your group. But, unless you’re prepared to kill me or
keep me prisoner for the rest of your time here and that will cause problems
when we run into soldiers, just give me my freedom and let me go to do what I
must do.’


He 


Even in the darkness I could see tears running down his
weather-beaten cheeks. Thomas surprised me  by walking to him and reaching up
to wipe the tears away with his thumbs.


‘Roberto, did you hear me talking with Mr. Abbott as you
approached?’


When he nodded, Thomas placed his hands on the shorter man’s
shoulders.


‘I am not lying or bragging when I say that I have brought
down regimes as evil as these men. In South America, in East Asia and parts of
Africa. I have – or had – a world-wide audience. I have contacts in
intelligence agencies in a dozen countries. I know where bodies are buried and
I’ve kept track of the favors owed me.


‘I haven’t done this in a while. For years I’ve been –
distracted – by personal issues, licking my own wounds and forgetting there was
a world out there with far worse wounds. But, I make you a promise, Roberto. On
my honor.


‘This evil will not stand. I will bring them down, with help
from Mr. Abbott. Other governments, other forces that will be more – merciful
and fair –will destroy the men who have preyed on your country for so long. And
when the day happens, and some of these bastards who survive will be brought to
justice here or in the Hague, their punishment,  the firing squads, will be in
Juliana’s name. And a statue will be built in the grove where she’s buried
marking her death as the first step in bringing a new day.’


He put his hands on either side of Roberto’s face as if they
were lovers.


‘I want you to stay alive for that day, Roberto. I want you
to live to see the statue raised in Juliana’s memory. I want you to live to
look in the eyes of the bastards who think they run the world before their
lives are snuffed out and I want you to whisper Juliana’s name as the rifles
roar. I promise you that day will come.’  


‘How can you-‘


‘I can promise you that, Roberto, because I will make it
happen. It is the only thing I will be living for. I should have been in places
like this long ago, but I forgot how bad the world can be. Stay with me.’


We left that place in the morning and have been traveling,
getting closer I think to the truth of where and What the Saint of the Flowers is.
We have escaped death a dozen times, to the point that I don’t even think much
about it anymore. I have been taking notes and working on rough drafts of
chapters each night on the laptop Crown provided.


I sent them the manuscript of the rough draft and notes I’ve
completed today and I am sending it to you as an attachment as well. If you
would, hold onto them. I’ll try to send more. But I want at least several
versions outside. In case something happens to me. Another writer can always be
found to put it together, but they won’t know what it was like here on the
ground.


I’m sorry Debbie that this will probably make you worry all
the more about me, but I wanted to be honest with you if somehow there are no
more messages. I know you had your doubts about my taking this assignment, and
I’ve shared them many times over the last month.


But I have to tell you, I have no regrets and if the worst
should happen, I want you to know I’m glad I came. I have never felt more alive
in my life, and I have never done anything I feel more proud of than helping
Thomas Hightower in this effort.


I have to tell you, as well, that I think of you often. You
have made my recent days in Jacksonville  – pleasant – to say the least. I am
glad that you and Kelly and other women in Jacksonville will never have to live
in the world that Juliana and her sisters do. I am glad for laws and police and
courts and men like Bill Maitland. When you see him, tell him I said hello.


And finally, Debbie, I thank you for your friendship and
hope you will remember me. Clint Abbott.”


She finished her work somehow, although her mind was far
away. When she left she drove to her parents’ house and when told that Kelly
was in her room talking to friends on the telephone, checking her Facebook page
on her laptop and doing homework, she brushed by her astounded mother and
opened Kelly’s room without knocking.


As Kelly slid off the bed amid phones and books and
computers, Debbie grabbed her in her arms and held her tight for a moment. She
let her go and stepped back.


“Is everything all right, Mom? Is Dad okay?”


She reached out with one trembling hand  to trace the curve
of her daughters’ cheek and said, “Everything’s fine, Baby. Everything is
great.”


That night, after checking on BJ, she lay alone in her bed
staring at Clint’s portrait on the back of “Horseman, Ride On By,”  thinking of
Juliana and before sleep said a prayer for friends in peril far away.


 


 






November 11, 2005


Thursday, 4 P.M. EST – 9 P.M. Paris


 


“Bill.”


“Aline?”


“I’m sorry to be calling you during work. I’m sorry to be
calling you for any reason. I’ve done enough harm to you. I told myself I would
not hurt you again. I hope you have…are you alright?”


“I’m alright. You can always call me, Aline. You didn’t tear
my heart out. You just went back to your husband and son. How could I blame you
for that? That said, you sound upset. What’s the matter?”


“Everything is wrong.”


“That doesn’t sound good. Can you speak freely? Is Philippe
around?”


“No. He’s out, but I am calling from a public phone near our
home. I can’t call from my cell. He is tracing my calls. And I am sure he’s
having me followed.”


I heard the unspoken in her voice.


“How bad is it, really?”


“I’m beginning to think we will not get through this.”


“How did this happen? I thought you said you would be able
to-“


“I thought so too. We’ve always lived with the understanding
that as long as we’re discreet and do nothing to embarrass the other, our lives
away from each other do not exist.”


I listened to a voice from 3000 miles away and felt a tug
that I didn’t want to feel. She had walked away from me to go back to Philippe
and her son. And I had made myself accept it. It was the right thing. I had
moved on to a tentative new relationship with Myra and had begun to make some
sort of peace with Debbie. I had felt like my life after eight months was
finally beginning to settle.


“But this time has been different. I was honest with him. I
told him what had happened, that none of it was planned. We did not even know
that you and he were friends until it was too late. And I ended it – our time
together -  to come back to him because my marriage was more important than any
attraction I might feel to another man. It wasn’t just Andre that drew me back
but Philippe. I do love him. Maybe differently than I did 10 years ago. But I
love him.”        


“It’s not enough for him, is it?”


“No. At first he was silent. Then he was angry. He said
terrible things, and I said things to him I never thought I would. I reminded
him that when we married and decided we would lead separate lives at least half
the year, it was HE who said it would be too difficult to be celibate half the
year. It was HE who said that as long as we were careful to be discreet and
avoid emotional entanglements, we could enjoy purely physical relationships. I
reminded him that it was HE who has had a hundred times the affairs that I have
had over the past decade and I have never thrown one in his face.


“I have tried, Bill, I have tried in every way I can think
of, to heal the rift between us. I have been loving, I have given him space,
left him alone to come to grips with what has happened. But things have only
gotten worse.”


“How?”


“When we have been together he has always made great efforts
to ensure we spend some time apart from his duties as a couple, and with Andre.
In the months past, he has spent almost no time with me. He tells me his duties
are more intense, but he doesn’t even make the effort to lie believably.


“He has not – he has not – touched me -  but only a few
times. Every other time, he has – I’m sorry – devoured me. I know he has women
when he is not with me. But when we are back together again, it is like the
first few months of our marriage. But this time-“


She stopped and I thought heard a sob.


“It’s as if he can’t stand to touch me. He has to force himself.”


“Has he –“ It was hard to say the next words because I had
known and liked Philippe.


“Has he hurt you? Struck you?”


“No.  But, Bill, there are times when he looks at me, when
he approached me, and I feel the anger roll off him. In waves. I want to cringe
away from him, and that is an emotion I have never felt around Philippe. He has
always been my protector, my rock. And now-


“The worst of it is that Andre senses what is happening. He
has not said anything, other to ask me several times when his father is not
around if something has happened. If we are fighting. And I am sure that he has
talked to his father when I am not there. I think  that Philippe has been
merciful. I don’t know what a young boy would think if his father told him that
his mother had betrayed him, been with another man. But I think I’d sense it if
Philippe had, and I don’t think he has.


“But even that – even that – is not the worst of it. There
have been several times – several arguments – in which he has threatened me
with the loss of Andre.”


“How?


He has said that he will free me to return to my American
lover, and keep Andre so he will not be in my way. And when I have said I will 
never leave Andre, he has told me that the courts will never give a young boy
to a gypsy cruise ship worker with no permanent home, one who has left her son
behind for half his life to pursue her pleasures, when a prominent attorney and
rising member of the French government has raised the boy and can provide him
with a stable and safe home.


“Bill, I saw it in his eyes. He said it to hurt me. I could
not believe he could hate me that greatly.”


“Like you, I find that hard to believe.”


“I did too. But – it is you, Bill. It is you that he hates.”


When I said nothing, she said, “I think it is because he
thought of you as a friend.”


“And I considered him a friend as well. Of course, friends
probably should not go to bed with friends’ wives.”


There was a long silence. Behind her I could hear the sounds
of traffic and French voices raised in laughter and cursing.


“I am frightened, Bill. When I think that he might take
Andre, I don’t know if I could stand that.”


“Is there anything I could do?”


“No. I don’t think so. I’m afraid to have you speak to him,
in his present mood.”


“I won’t approach him, then. But I am here, Aline, if you
should need anything, I’m here. I supposed the best thing would be just to give
him time. I know that while I was hesitant about your revealing – what happened
– I never thought he would react like this. I thought because – of the nature
of your marriage – he would not…be as hurt as he obviously is. But like I said,
that kind of hurt takes time to work through.”


There was another silence.


“It all seems like a terrible nightmare, Bill. I will never
regret our meeting, but…”


Again that silence descended.


“Before I met you my life was alternating sadness and joy.
Now it is sadness and terror. And it is all my fault.”


“NO. You did nothing wrong. You were living by the rules
Philippe established and lived by. Philippe is the one who changed the rules of
the game. And that is NOT your fault.”


“But, I had a life, Bill. And now I don’t. I can’t have you.
I don’t have him. And I may lose Andre.”


“You won’t lose him, Aline. No matter what else happens, you
won’t lose him.”


“How can you be so sure? This is not your country, or your
system of laws.”


“Just keep fighting for your marriage. If Philippe loved
you, there is a chance that you two can put the pieces back. But whatever
happens, put out of your mind the fear that you will lose Andre.  That will not
happen.”


“I don’t know why, Bill, but when you say it, I believe you.
Thank you.  If you ever say a prayer any more, say one for me and Philippe,
please.”


“I will.”


“Bon soir, ma cheri.”


“Goodnight, Aline.”


I sat back and looked out the window. It looked cold. The
sun was shining, but there was a cold feel to it. Or maybe that was just a
coldness settling in me. Of all the things I had worried about when I’d been
with Aline on the Bonne Chance or with her here,  our affair destroying her
marriage wasn’t one of them. I had accepted too glibly her assurance that her
marriage was ‘open’ and my having sex with her wouldn’t endanger her life in
Paris.


If I’d entered into an affair with any woman in a
‘conventional’ marriage, I would have known how dangerous the game we played
could wind up being. I’d known what it had done to my marriage. But I’d just
blithely assumed the only danger might be a guilty conscience I’d have to carry
around while Aline went back to her comfortable life.


But even in Paris, even in an ‘open marriage’, open wasn’t
really all that open.


I tried to go back to work, But I couldn’t get her off my
mind. I still thought about her, but I’d made my peace – or thought I had –
with the fact that she was my past.  I was enjoying Myra and maybe I’d someday
begin to feel single again. But-


What if Philippe divorced her, or she had enough and
divorced him. What if she were a free woman at the same time that I was a free
man?


Yeah, what if?


Over the next two hours I talked to two members of the
little task force I had looking for an unsolved murder that William Sutton
might have committed the same week he killed his estranged wife and unborn son.
They had come up with 10 possibles during the time period and in the area
between Jacksonville and Ocala. There were seven more outside the geographic
area we’d focused on. I had my doubts they could be the one we were looking
for. We’d still keep looking for more, but I told them to focus and dig into
the details of the 10 possibles.


And then  Len Holt called and came up. He was handling the
case of the 38-year-old Ponte Vedra wife who had faked her own kidnapping with
her chauffer lover to extort a cool million  from her 85-year-old husband. It
was such a fucking cliché, such a pulp noir plot, that it was sometimes hard to
take it seriously.


But it wasn’t a Lifetime Movie of the Week. She and her
34-year-old Rumanian lover had tried to steal a million dollars from an old man
that trusted her,  trusted both of them actually. Police and detectives and my office
had spent time and money trying to rescue the little lost kidnapped wife while
and she and the chauffer were fucking each other in hot tubs and enjoying the
good life in Daytona Beach.


The case had wound its way through the labyrinth of motions
and depositions and dueling attorneys and it had seemed pretty cut and dried.
Until Hopper called me and told me the latest twist. And now things had gotten
confusing.


I looked at the clock on my desk thinking about the cheating
wife, the cheating lover, the cuckolded old man, murder and Aline and Debbie
and a lot of other things. I enjoyed looking at it every day, but I didn’t
think about it often. It showed a couple minutes before 5 p.m. and the exodus
from the courthouse.  It was a small clock, the glass face showing antique
roman numerals. It was only six inches across, set into the side of  the beaten
copper frame of an old sailing ship. The ship was nearly 18 inches long, the
copper sails nearly a foot and a half high. The odd thing was, even standing
still and solid, it gave me the impression of movement and I could imagine
those sails gusting in a strong breeze on the open sea.


I had carried it with me for 20 years. I’d kept it at home
for a few years, but after that I’d always kept it in my office. Debbie  had
only said something one time, and she’d never come out and told me her feelings
about it, but it wasn’t hard to imagine.


If you looked carefully at the bottom left, you could see
faintly inscribed in the metal, ‘Jenny’. Like the name which 20 years of
stroking absentmindedly  had reduced to a shadow, I had to think hard to
remember the real Jennifer. A pretty, sweet girl from a small town north of
Atlanta with that Georgia peach drawl. A good girl who had been raised by her
grandmother and attended the Assembly of God religiously every Wednesday and
Sunday.


We had never been intimate, a few kisses late at night when
I was taking her back to the off campus house she shared with three roommates.
I could never remember exactly how we had started hanging out. We just had.
During the six months Debbie and I had been broken up during my senior year.
The six months I never asked Debbie about because I never wanted to know. And
she had never asked me questions, but she had to know Jenny and I had been
close.      


I met to have lunch with Jenny between classes the day after
I’d met with Debbie at her parents’ home in Jacksonville  and begged her to
take me back, promised that the past was the past, that I would never doubt her
faithfulness again. Promised her trust and as good a life  as I could humanly
give her if she would give me a second chance.


I told Jenny that Debbie and I were getting back together.
We could still study together, maybe get together with friends at the Union,
but it couldn’t be like it had been. Debbie and I were still too fragile. I
wasn’t going to give her a chance to misunderstand  the relationship between
Jenny and I. 


She had just smiled and said she was happy for me. Then she
had to go to a class. She kissed me on the side of my cheek and walked out of
my life. I hadn’t seen her for a few days and then someone said she had
transferred to Georgia State in Atlanta.


A week after that a UPS package showed up at the small off
campus apartment I’d moved into when Debbie and I became a couple. I’d kept it
during the six months we had been split. I had to work my ass off to afford it
and Debbie had helped out with the cost before our split and I wasn’t too proud
to accept her help.


I opened the package. It had Jenny’s name on the outside. I
opened it up and lifted the beaten copper ship out and if you can fall in love
with an inanimate object, I fell in love.


As I lifted it up, I noticed a small card at the bottom.


“This is the ship of your dreams,” it read. “I hope it takes
you wherever you wish to go. I wish you happiness, Bill.”


There was no signature.


Debbie saw it the moment she walked into the apartment. I
never showed her the card but I told her it came from Jenny.


She didn’t say anything.


I held her in our apartment for the first time in six months
and told her, “I’m keeping it.”


She kissed me and never said a word about it again in the
next 18 years.


 


 


The phone buzzed and Cheryl came on.


“I was getting ready to leave, Mr. Maitland. But this call
came through on line 2. It’s direct from Paris. Do you want to take it?”


“Yes,” and I punched the button. I expected to hear Aline,
but instead, Philippe said, “Still hard at work, I see, Bill. How many
marriages have you destroyed today?”


I let the silence grow for a minute.


“I’m sorry for the way things have worked out, Philippe. I
never wanted this. I hope you know me well enough to know that I didn’t do this
deliberately.”


“I don’t know you at all, Bill. I thought I did, but we only
spent – less than a week together. I thought you were a decent man, a fellow
prosecutor, a happily married family man and father. I never imagined what you
really were.    


“But just out of curiosity, how did you seduce my wife and
fuck her on the Bonne Chance and then spend two weeks at your home fucking her
there before sending her well used ass back to me in Paris without doing it
deliberately?”


“It’s not the way you make it sound, Philippe.”


“How would you describe  it then, my good friend, Bill?”


“She probably told you, but I’ll tell you again. I had no
idea she was your wife. When I met her I was reeling from the loss of my wife,
Debbie. I was barely holding my life together. My heart, my ego, my pride was
in shreds. My boss seriously thought I might harm myself, which is why he asked
the captain of the Bonne Chance to give me a baby sitter.


“Aline was kind, and for the first time in  months I found
myself interested in another woman, thinking about being with another woman.
But it was only a fantasy. Before I knew she was yours, I never really expected
anything to happen. What happened – happened and we were both…swept away.”


“Just swept away?”


“It happens, Philippe. I already knew you’d been with other
women. You didn’t make any secret of it when I was there with you. And she told
me you accepted her seeing other men when she was away from you on the Bonne
Chance. She said the two of you had agreed on an open marriage.  That’s why I
still don’t understand why you’re so angry.”


“You really don’t understand?”


“No. We had sex. She’s had sex with other men since you’ve
been married.  And she went back to you and told you the truth about what had
happened. What made her time with me so terrible?”


There was another long silence.


“What is a marriage, Bill?”


I thought for a moment.


“An agreement – a promise - between two people to love each
other and stay with each other in sickness and in health, until death.”        


“You do understand. When you strip everything else away,
that is marriage. A promise to  love each other, to stay with each other, in
sickness and health. It doesn’t say, a promise to have sex only with each
other, although that’s what many people assume. It’s a promise to love each
other, and only each other.


“You are right. I have had sex with a lot of women since I
made that promise to Aline. And I enjoyed it, but I never loved another woman.
I never made promises I couldn’t keep to another woman. No one else ever took
her place in my heart.


“But Aline – can’t say that.”


“I don’t understand, Philippe.”


“Then you are either lying, or you are a fool. I sensed it
when I talked to her in St. Augustine and I knew it when she stood before me.
She says she loves me. And she may. But she loves you as well.”


“She may have feelings for me-“


“She loves you. She can’t even deny it when she is with me. 
And she will not take off that fucking Fleur-de-Lis, even when I asked her. It
means more to her than our marriage, or even our son.”


“She might be confused, Philippe, but she loves you. Not me.
She left me when I wished with everything in me for her to stay with me. Even
if it meant betraying your friendship, I was praying she would choose to stay
with me. But she left me to go back to you – and Andre.”


“Maybe she came back for Andre, but not for me. And it
doesn’t matter whether she still loves me. I will not share my wife with
another man. Her body, but not her heart and soul and loyalty. We have no
marriage any longer, since you destroyed it.”


“She still wants you.”


“And you know this how? Oh, that’s right, she slunk away
from our home to find a phone to make a private call – to you. Sad that people
don’t realize how easy it is to tape conversations at long distance. I know
exactly what she said and what you said. Amazing how easily you promise that
which you cannot deliver.”


“Philippe-“


“Andre is MY son. I have raised him. And I will not let that
cheating bitch take him from me to the U.S. to be with you.”


“You know she wouldn’t do that. But you can’t be serious
about trying to take him away from her completely. She’s his mother.”


“If I decide to remove her from his life, I will do so.”


“You can’t do that to someone who’s a good mother.”


“And what exactly makes a good mother, Bill? Leaving her son
alone for six months a year so she can sail the seven seas and screw whatever
man she takes a fancy to? In any event, she and you will have no say in the
matter.”


“You’re a powerful man, Philippe,  but don’t do this.”


“And again, who will stop me? A cruise ship social director?
A small time American local prosecutor with delusions of grandeur based on a
dramatic news story? The Angel of Death? You are a joke to anyone in a serious
position of power.”


“Would I be a joke to the family of Gerard Belanger?”


“You cannot be serious. You would-“


“Everyone has secrets, Philippe. Gerard was an animal and
scum. But he was also a member of a wealthy and powerful family with ties to
industry and politics. He deserved killing, but does anyone in the Belanger
family KNOW you are the man who ordered his death for his part in the Muslim white
slavery ring operating out of Paris?”


“It would be as easy to order your death.”


“I know you don’t mean that, Philippe. You are speaking from
rage and anger. And believe me, I know how you feel. But I should give you fair
warning, if you let anger guide you, all our children will be left orphans. And
that is in nobody’s best interest. All I ask if that you don’t do anything 
rashly and in haste. Think about what you’re doing, and what is in Andre’s best
interest. He loves his mother and his father. Even if you decide to leave
Aline, an arrangement can be worked out. “


There was another long silence, so long I thought he had
hung up.


Finally:


“I admit. You have surprised me, Bill. I  never expected
this from you.”


“I never expected it from me, either.”


After the line went dead, I sat holding the phone. She was
3000 miles away. Their life was completely beyond my power to influence. I
could threaten, but I wasn’t going to call down Armageddon for a custody
battle. And I knew Philippe might threaten me, but….. If I’d been standing in
front of him with a firearm in his hand I’d be worried. I had hurt him in the
realm of the personal where that iron self-control might not apply. But he
wouldn’t, couldn’t use the power of his office to strike at his wife’s lover.
He wasn’t that kind of man.


And the worst of it was, even if I had the power to
influence events, I had no idea what the hell I wanted to happen.


I sat back in my ergonomic office chair which I had lived in
for the past five years. One of the perks of the job was that I could and did
order a chair that I probably could have lived and slept in. It was that
comfortable, that easy on the body.


Outside I heard people leaving, heard a few murmured
goodbyes. In a little while there would be only a handful of office staff and
attorneys left and then the cleaning people. This was my time. When the job had
swallowed my life, this had been my other home. When I had lost my life, this
had become my shadow home. My world had begun to expand again, but this was still
the heart of it.


I could have called Myra. I would, but right now I drank in
the silence.  I needed to be alone.


In my mind’s eye I saw his square jawed, crew-cut features,
the dark shadow of stubborn stubble that my mother could never eradicate no
matter how closely she shaved him. In my eight-year-old’s mind, I sensed that
she wouldn’t have, even if she could. I had seen them a few times when they
weren’t aware of me, him holding her small body to his, her hand stroking in a
caress  the black beard that was always present when he came home from the
mines.


I still saw him as the giant he appeared to me to be then.
He had been only six-two with the body shaped by backbreaking physical labor
all his life. His shoulders were broad, arms heavily muscled. I could envision
him now as the man he was if he sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.


I stared at him as he looked around my office, so alien to
everything he’d known growing up in a small West Virginia mining town. I
thought as I had so many times how I wished I could have talked to him about my
life,  about my triumphs, my challenges.


I knew that he would have understood, would have approved of
how I had lived my life. I had lived my life to be worthy of him, of being his
son. I had done stupid things, foolish things, hurtful things. But I could have
looked him in the eye and told him anything.


Until right now. I stared across the years at him. And I
knew what he would have said, how he would have looked at me at this moment.


He was  a man and he had loved my mother and I knew they’d
had sex, so he would have understood the pain I had felt when Debbie had
betrayed me. He would have understood the hunger in my flesh to feel a woman
who WANTED me, wanted me inside her, after Debbie had destroyed me.


And I knew that he would have looked at me in shame if he
had lived to have known about Aline and myself.


I had lived my life trying to do the RIGHT thing, no matter
how hard. And I had known what the right thing to do was when Aline came into
my stateroom that night. I had known and  I had gone ahead and violated my
conscience and taken advantage of an emotionally needy woman. I had violated
another man’s marriage. And not just any man. A man who had been my friend. It
didn’t matter what any other man would have done. I knew better. 


But I had taken her, and as a consequence probably destroyed
her marriage, and maybe – cost her her son.


I stared at the phantom in the room and saw the expression
shift from shame to disappointment. I couldn’t be sure which was the hardest to
bear.


He was gone now and the room was mine again. But I knew how
he would have felt about a man who would have stolen another man’s wife. The
same way I would have, once.


The phone rang again. An inside line.


“Would this be the hardest working man in the State
Attorney’s office?”


“I think you’re confusing me with the hardest working man in
SHOW BUSINESS, James Brown. In any case, would this be the hottest Personal
Assistant/secretary in the Southeast?”


“You tell me. Am I?”


“Nah, but you’re okay.”


“I think I’ll make you eat those words – and other things –
tonight.”


I let the warmth of her voice, the picture of her face and
body in my mind’s eye drive away the phantom of my father from my office.


“You have no idea how badly I need to see you, Myra, to hold
you.”


“I’m only one floor away. But wouldn’t you rather wait until
we got to your place, or mine.”


“No. Any other time, maybe. But not now.”


“Bad day?”


“You have no idea.”


“I’ll be right down. Mr. Edwards is gone. Your door still
locks?”


“I had it fixed. It locks.”


She was in the doorway as I stood in the window looking out
at the gathering darkness of a Jacksonville November evening as the sky turned
bronze and shadows advanced.


She was there and she was in my arms and I held her warmth
to me and tried to fight the chill that had settled deep into my bones. I felt
colder than I ever had, as cold as I’d felt the morning I’d fled Gainesville
running home, running away from Debbie and the knowledge that I would never
have the thing I wanted most in my life.


She gave off a warm, female heat that I struggled to absorb
into myself.


“You’re shivering, Bill. What’s wrong?”


“I’m not the person I thought I was.”


“Who is?”


“I thought I was.”


She looked up at me and pulled me down to her mouth.


“Do you want to know who you are?”


“I’m not sure I want to know anymore.”


She kissed me again and then stepped back away from me until
her luscious bottom met the cold glass of the plate glass window.


“You’re the man who I’m going to be fucking in a half hour,
here, there or wherever we land. You’re the man who’s going to be inside me
tonight. You’re the man I want inside me tonight. You’re Bill Maitland, the
best man, the best prosecutor, that I know.”


I pinned her against the cold glass and we writhed together
while I thought of Father Eagen Dunleavy and regretted he was no longer around.
I really would have liked to have talked to him.


But I’d have to make do with Myra Martinez, who really
wasn’t Myra Martinez, and her green eyes and heaving breasts and a body that
was every teenage fantasy I’d ever had.


 


 










CHAPTER TEN: SATSUMA COMES CALLING


 


November. 12, 2005


Friday, 11 A.M.


 


I pushed the wheelchair ahead of me down the hallway. Mitch
McConnell walked beside me holding the IV and pushing the electronic monitor
which was beeping reassuringly.  Deputy Kirk Deel walked beside us. He wasn’t
crazy about walking away from the short, curvy Latina nurse he’d been working
on for the past three weeks while he was babysitting Wilbur Bell, but I didn’t
leave him the option.


“You come with us or I’ll tell Knight that you’re getting
bored with hospital duty and he’ll pull you off and you’ll have to work on your
little cutie – who has a very big and mean looking black orderly boyfriend –
without the excuse of spending eight hours a day here. Personally, I think
you’ll be lucky if he just tears your arm off and beats you to death with it.
But  it’s up to you.”


“I ever tell you you’re a son of a bitch, Maitland?”


I just grinned at him.


“No, but I have no doubt a lot of you guys have thought it.”


“Why the hell do you need me to hold your hand anyway? All
you’re doing is taking him out for some air. It’s not like you need a
bodyguard. And did you see the body on her?   God, it would be worth taking a
chance on going up against that gorilla. The worst he could do was kill me.”


McConnell grinned at him and said,  “Why don’t you just rent
some pornos and jerk off. Or I heard that that one of the new female recruits
going on duty on the Westside has bigger tits than…”


He thought for a minute  and then gave me a sideways glance.



“Bigger than any secretary now working for the SA. Or the
PD. Hard as that is to believe. Supposed to be a sweet girl, too.”


“And how the hell would you know?” Deel asked McConnell. “I
hear you’re happily engaged.”


“Engaged to be engaged. Anyway, just professional curiosity.
I hear there’s a pool going on which guy is going to be first to tap that.”


“Please,”  Wilbur  said. “I’m starting to get a hard-on just
listening to you young bucks talking. And if I get a hard-on I’m liable to drop
dead on you. I don’t know that my heart can handle it.”


I tapped him on the shoulder.


“They’re going to shut up, Wilbur. You just go back to
thinking about the sunshine and the St. Johns River and – maybe butterflies
outside even though temps aren’t right. Think placid nature thoughts.”


I knew I was stupid to be doing this. I should be keeping
Wilbur Bell under wraps and in as germ free an environment as humanly possible.
Macon and his people were fighting for every minute they could delay the case.
When Wilbur died, and that was almost a certainty in the near future, I’d go
into an almost impossible case with even fewer chances for success than I had
now.


So why was I doing this?


I honestly didn’t know. Maybe there were some things that were
more important than making the scales balance. I never would have thought that
I could live with the idea that Sutton  would cheat justice and earn $5 million
for killing his wife and unborn son. There was a part of me that viscerally
rose up in rage at the thought that that son of a bitch would win. That he
would win it all.


But…was it worth it to let this old man breathe his last
shut away from the sun and the fresh air so that I had a chance at putting an
evil man behind bars.


Maybe, maybe I thought, it had been the conversation with
Prentice. It had stirred up old feelings and old memories. My father had died
doing what he thought was the right thing. And I’d spent my whole life trying
to live up to his memory.


But doing the right thing wasn’t necessarily doing the legal
thing. I had broken the law, more than once, doing things that were illegal.
But they were right. And if my father had in some miraculous fashion come back
and I’d had to justify my life, I could have done so.


If I focused solely on putting Sutton away, of that
conviction, how far was I willing to go? Who would I sacrifice on the altar of
necessity? What did it matter if an old man who was willing to sacrifice the
last days of his life to help put away an evil man died without being granted
his last wish?


Maybe it didn’t matter at all, but I didn’t want to go
there.  There had to be SOME things that I wouldn’t do, no matter the goal.


I made up my mind. If by some mishap, Wilbur didn’t make it
back to his room, if he died out in the cool November sunshine, I’d go after 
Sutton with anything I could scrape together. And if the son of a bitch beat
me, I’d wait. Even rich, he would still a cold blooded monster. A selfish,
greedy, amoral son of a bitch.  You can’t change what you are at the core. Guys
like him would always screw up again. I’d have another shot at him.


We had arrived at the seawall. There was a metal railing,
the St. Johns in front of us and St. Vincent's parking garage on one side
behind us and the hospital on the other. A circular drive connected the streets
that ran to the hospital and back to the through street. I’d been looking out
at the metallic blue of the river’s roiling surface and just enjoying the look
on Wilbur’s face.


Deel and McConnell stood to one side. They had been talking
women – nurses, female cops, teachers and just women in general - when their
attention was grabbed by a yacht powering slowly down the river. The yacht was
impressive, but not as impressive as the four nubile young things cavorting on
deck. All four of them took their tops off and flung them in the air. They were
close enough to the shore that it was easy to tell they believed in overall
tans. And there were acres of goose pimples which was understandable because
even in the bright sunlight it was still November and the wind was a little
cool. On the water it must have been freezing.


Deel turned to me with a grin.


“Alright Maitland, give me a legal opinion. They’re
violating the city’s ordinance forbidding public nudity, aren’t they?”


“Seems so.”


He turned to McConnell and said, “I don’t see where we have
any choice. We’ll have to flag them down, get on board and give them a lecture
about the need to observe local laws. You want to do it, or should I. I’ll just
show the badge.”


Wilbur smiled at me and I just said, “Boys will be boys.”


I don’t know why, but something drew my gaze to a car that
while unmarked was unmistakably a police cruiser pulling into the turn-around.
The car stopped in an area reserved for picking up and dropping off patients. Two
men stepped out of the driver’s and passenger side, looked around and walked
toward the main hospital entrance.  It was cool in the November 


morning sunlight, but they seemed to be heavy, unusually
long overcoats.


One of the security guards approached them. Normally police
cruisers came and went from the backside of the hospital. They exchanged a few
words and then walked away.


I was close enough to catch the expression on his face.
Whoever these guys were, they hadn’t been trained in public relations. I looked
at the cruiser. It was  a late model Ford Police Interceptor. It must have been
silver at one time, now it was just dusty. It looked like it had been down a
lot of dirt roads. And the windows had been tinted so dark there’s was no way
to even guess what was inside.


There was what had once been a large, very orange orange
complete with green stem on the passenger door. Underneath it, faded lettering
read, “Satsuma County Sheriff’s Office.” I knew there was a Satsuma County
somewhere in the middle of the state, more south than north I thought. I
wondered how it could possibly be that cold wherever they came from. Wherever,
they were a long way from home.


I tore my eyes away from the car. It was none of my
business.


Deel and Mcconell had caught the eye of the girls on the
yacht deck and it drifted closer to the shoreline. There was no place to moor
any kind of boat or sailing vessel this far south of the Riverwalk which the
city fathers had built along the riverfront  on the southern bank and across the
nearly mile-wide river on the northern side.


The operator of the yacht maneuvered it to within 10 yards
of the bank. It didn’t look like it would require water of any great depth and
the river was deep enough to allow a vessel of that size to get close without
any danger of running aground.


A grinning Deel continued to flash his badge and the topless
beauties  were flashing their own best features at him and McConnell as they
giggled and deliberately jiggled. They looked to be in their early 20s.


Wilbur looked up at me and said laughing, “I know I wanted
one last time out in the fresh air but I don’t know that my heart can stand the
strain.”


“Just enjoy the beautiful river and the sunshine and blue
skies and ignore those bouncing boobs. They’re beginning to raise my blood
pressure. Among other things.”


He smiled at me and then looked toward the yacht.


There was no smile in his voice.


“You never live long enough, Maitland. Remember that. Last
night I was twenty and I’d have a chance with any of them. I was a good looking
boy. This morning I woke up and I was a dying old man and I haven’t been with a
woman in 10 years. It gets away from you.”


“From all of us, Wilbur. Probably just as well we’re too old
for them. They’d be liable to kill us both anyway.”


A man in a captain’s hat, white shorts and a white tee-shirt
had stepped onto the deck. The girls clustered around him and there was excited
babbling in what sounded like Italian or Spanish. After a moment he stepped out
toward the edge of the yacht’s deck and waved at us.


“Gentlemen. I am the owner of this yacht. My friends tell me
you are the carabinari? I see you have badges. What can I do for you.”


“I’m Deputy Roger Deel with the Jacksonville Sheriff’s
Office, sir. Could you bring your yacht up to the Riverwalk and secure it. I’ll
be up there in a few minutes. I’m going to need to issue a warning – just a
warning – about your violation of city ordinances. Maybe come on board and
inspect your vessel.”


His handsome 30-ish face showed confusion.


“Violating ordinances? What laws have we broken?”


Deel looked over at me and grinned. I hoped he’d have sense
enough to know when the joke had gone far enough. Whoever owned this yacht had
enough money to yell very loudly if he really thought the police were harassing
him.


“Jacksonville has strict public nudity laws. I’m afraid your
friends are in violation of those laws by appearing topless. And they might as
well be bottomless. Besides violating the nudity laws, they pose a hazard to
maritime navigation. Any vessel operator is going to be looking at them instead
of where they’re going.”


One of the girls, who looked to be 15 but whose breasts and
woman’s hips showed she had to be legal, spoke to the owner in fluent Italian.
He looked at her chest and with a straight face replied in what had to be
Italian.


She took it in  and just stared at him for a moment, then
turned her attention to Deel. She walked up to stand beside the man. He looked
to be a slender six foot. She had to be only five two or three and her stride
to the edge of the yacht was a symphony.  She stared at Deel with a stone face
and then in lightly accented English asked, “You think we are a danger to other
ships? Just by taking off the tops of our suits?”


Deel returned her gaze, unsmiling.


“Yes ma’am. I think you are very dangerous. Even with your
top on, I think you’re dangerous to any man that sees you.”


They stared at each other for a moment and finally a smile
began to grow on her face. Even I started getting hard.


“If we put our tops back on, could you possibly be merciful
and let us go on to berth at your Riverwalk?”


“You are breaking the law, you know?”


“Even in the river? Between the banks of your great city?”


“That only applies three miles off the territorial waters of
the United States, ma’am.”


She and the yacht owner exchanged glances and she looked
again at Deel.


“If I give you my word that we will not try to escape? We
have plans to spend the night here. We were hoping to tour your city. Perhaps
when you were not on duty, you might join us and direct us to some…nightspots?”


Under his breath, McConnell murmured, “You son of a bitch.
You are going to get laid tonight.”


“I can trust you not to run off? I won’t be able to come by
until after 8 tonight.”


She smiled again and I think even Wilbur must have been
getting an erection.


“Life does not get interesting until after 8. We – I – will
be waiting for you there.”


I exchanged a glance with Wilbur. Deel was going to get
laid. I was only a little jealous. He was a good looking young man and he was
single. I was more contemplative. I had never been young in the sense that he
was. I hadn’t been an unattached young lawyer when I still had hair and no gut.
I had been married forever. My entire life had revolved around Debbie.


Even now I didn’t regret it, but I couldn’t help wondering
for a moment what it would have been like if I hadn’t taken the gig cleaning up
after rich frat boys at a party. If I hadn’t been there for her that night. I
would never regret being there for her, but there was something very male in me
that missed not being single to get the looks Deel had gotten from the
half-naked Italian cutie.


The owner/skipper who obviously had help below because the
yacht wasn’t simply drifting lifted his cap to Deel and smiled, saying, “Ciao”
and turned and went below deck. The four young women blew Deel and McConnell
kisses and then broke into an impromptu session of jumping jacks.


I tapped Wilbur on the shoulder and when he tore his eyes
away from the show, I told him, “Don’t look. I need to keep you alive for the
trial.”


He shook his head. 


“It would almost be worth it, but I do want stay here long
enough to send that son of a bitch to the chair.”


Both of us gave them a few peeks as the yacht moved further
into the center of the river and then headed toward the Jacksonville Landing
about a mile away.


Deel was saying, “McConnell, what time do you get off? I
might need help taking care of all four of them. I don’t even know if Viagra
would be enough.”


He looked back at me.


“Maitland, you’re pretty old and I know you’ve got your
hands full – no pun intended – but you feel like popping over with us tonight?”


I did hope I’d have a chance to see Myra, maybe more, but
even if I hadn’t been occupied I still would have passed. I was just too old.
And I never felt more that way than right now. They reminded me of Kelly in
their youth and beauty and energy, and that was too uncomfortable to even think
about.


“No thanks, Deel, but thank you for the offer. It takes a
good man to offer to share the wealth like that.”


“True, but I really want to save something for the near
future for my friend inside there,” pointing over his shoulder to the
hospital.”


“You know her boyfriend is going to kill you, right?”


“Who wants to live forever?”


We had been so occupied in the vision sailing away from us
and the banter that none of us had noticed the two men who came up behind us
quietly. I turned to see one of them in an old-fashioned western-style duster
coat and black Stetson come up and step between me and Wilbur and place his
hand on Bell’s shoulder.


“Wilbur Bell, I have a warrant for your arrest for the
murders of Robert Hogshead, of Lenny Fargo and Alma  Fargo. And the murder of
Clifford Samms in the commission of a felony.”


Then he turned to me and said, “Step aside. We’re taking
him.”


Deel grabbed his hand and took it off Wilbur’s shoulder.


“The hell you are. Who are you guys?”


“Deacon, Tommy Deacon. Deputy Sheriff with the Satsuma
County Sheriff’s Office. We’re the guys who are taking Mr. Bell back for the
murder of three Satsuma residents. And if you don’t let go of my hand, I’m
going to rip  it off.”


Deel was a couple of inches shorter than Deacon, who
appeared to be about 6-foot-2. He didn’t step back but lowered his hand to the
Glock in his holster. I noticed that Deacon had a holster even though he was in
civilian togs, all black pants and shirt. And under the duster he carried a .45
as big as a cannon.


“Tough talk, redneck. That might scare folks back in the
sticks, but you’re in the big city now.”


I stepped around and between them and Deel let his hand go.
I gestured to Deacon but he placed his hand back on Wilbur’s shoulder. I
noticed the frightened expression on Wilbur’s face and didn’t need to read the
blood pressure monitor to know his was going up.


“Alright, no need for dramatics. Deputy Deacon, I’m
Assistant State Attorney William Maitland. Maybe they do things different over
in Satsuma County, but here there are steps you have to go through to make an
arrest. And you’re not taking Mr. Bell anywhere. He’s a critical witness in a
murder case we’re trying, and he’s in extremely poor health. Transporting him
anywhere away from this hospital would be too dangerous.”


Deacon gave me what must have been his version of a hard
stare and said, “Doesn’t matter how they do it here. You have a problem, take
it up with Judge Love. He’s the man who issued the warrant for this scumbag’s
arrest.  We were told to bring him  back and we’re bringing him back. Whether
he makes it back, well, that’s in the hands of a higher power. Not that it would
be any great loss.”


“Let me see the warrant.”


They weren’t going to take him, but it wouldn’t hurt to find
out what was going on.


He reached into his coat and pulled out a folded piece of
paper. After he handed it to me I opened it and read. Judge Reynard Love had
signed the warrant in the county seat of Tangerine, Florida, authoring the
arrest of Wilbur  Bell for the cold-blooded murder  of Satsuma County Deputy
Sheriff Robert Hogshead, Lenny Fargo,  Alma Fargo and the death of Clifford
Samms during the commission of a felony, to wit, the murder of the three other
victims on the evening of Friday, September 18, 1998,  a half mile from the
township of Orangedale Florida.


The warrant alleged that a gentleman by the name of Cootie
Mills had sworn that on the evening of Monday September 14, 1998, while buying
a quantity of prescription drugs – primarily Vicodin – from Clifford Samms, he
had overheard Clifford Samms and Wilbur Bell planning to murder Hogshead
because he was a friend of the Fargos and that the Fargos had threatened to
report Samms for selling prescription drugs in Satsuma. He’d gotten picked up
on a felony drug trafficking warrant out of South Carolina the day before the
shootings occurred and spent the next six years in a South Carolina prison cell.


When he returned to Satsuma in 2005, he’d learned of the
murders and questioning of friends of the Fargoes by police revealed a picture
of a friend of Samms that Cootie identified as the conspirator and eventually
the investigation had led to Bell.


Based on that testimony, Judge Love issued the order for
Bell’s arrest on a charge of felony murder, conspiracy to commit murder,
accomplice to murder by providing Samms with the murder weapon, and assault on
a law enforcement officer.


“The warrant said this supposed plotting and the murder took
place almost seven YEARS  ago,”  I told Deacon,  who looked more and more with
each passing second like a gunfighter in a spaghetti western. “You’ve got a
warrant based on the memory of a stoned junkie dealer from SEVEN years ago? And
nothing else?”


“Seems so. Judge Love and State Attorney Gregory seem to
think it’s enough. I don’t try to figure these things out. I just bring them in
who they tell me to, or kill them, whichever. Now, give us whatever medical
gear he’s going to need. We hired a private ambulance company. That’s them
pulling up right now. We’ll set him up and be on our way.”


“Wasted your money. It’s not going to happen.”


Deacon shook his head.


“You don’t want to do this. This is a lawful warrant. And a
murder warrant outranks  witness protection. Make it easy on yourself and these
guys. Get out of our way.”


I looked back at Deacon’s silent partner. He sat there
glowering with his hand resting on the butt of another .45. These guys
obviously thought they were operating in the 1890s.


“You’re not taking him. We’re not releasing him. You guys
can’t just walk up and kidnap somebody with a piece of paper. You’re not bounty
hunters. You’re sworn law enforcement officers if you are really deputies. You
have to follow the rules and that means having the court here release him to
you. That is never going to happen.”


“We do things a little more simply. We have a warrant. We’re
going to take him with us and if you try to stop us you’re interfering with our
serving the warrant and we’re within our rights to do whatever we need to in
order to do that. If we have to hurt you, you or your judges can take it up
with Judge Love and Sheriff Bludwurth. But one way or the other, he’s going
with us.”


Wilbur looked at me with panic in his eyes and I began to
get pissed. This was not good – for him or our case.  These assholes couldn’t
be as stupid as they were acting.


I stepped between Deacon and Wilbur Bell. I put my hand down
over his and grabbed and yanked his little finger back – hard. It was a trick
Carlos had shown me. No matter how tough a guy is, bending his little finger
back will break his concentration.


With a yelp,  Deacon broke his grip on Wilbur’s shoulder and
in the next second delivered a  roundhouse right with his other hand.
Fortunately, that was one of the basic moves that Carlos had instilled in me. I
threw up a right arm and deflected it. It was one of the times that being
shorter was an advantage. I backed away from him. There was no point in getting
into a fist fight if I could help it.


Deacon reached down with his right to the .45 in his
holster. Deel’s left hand caught it and held it while he pointed his Glock at
Deacon’s midsection. I looked behind him and saw the silent Satsuma deputy had
his big .45 aimed squarely at McConnell's chest, facing McConnell’s cannon
–whatever the hell it was - looking back at him.


Speaking between clenched teeth, Deacon told Deel, “Get your
fucking hand off me.”


And to me, “Call your dog off. You guys don’t back away,
we’re going to have to kill you.”


“Big talk,” Deel said. “From where I stand, we’re as likely
to kill you. Why don’t you listen to Maitland, get your hands away from your
guns and we’ll just arrest you, book you, and let your sheriff bail you out.”


Deacon relaxed and took his hand off his .45 and Deel let
him. With a small smile, Deacon raised his right hand into the air, looking
back at the ambulance. A third deputy dressed in a more routine khaki outfit
came out of the ambulance. He carried a long shotgun.


Deacon looked first at Deel, than back to me.


“I oughta kick your asses just for the principal of the
thing. But I realize you guys probably do things different up here. Put those
guns up, just stand here and look pretty till we get the old man loaded in the
ambulance, don’t call anybody to stir up trouble, and you’ll live through
this.”


“Don’t put your guns up,” I told Deel and McConnell, who
just nodded. To Deacon: “You won’t be able to get out of here that quickly. In
the first place, you’re not leaving here at all. Deel, if shooting starts make
sure this guy goes down. Secondly, this is going to take time you won’t have.
Pretty soon you’re going to have squad cars coming from every direction.”


I looked over the silent deputy.


“They find out you killed two of their own, I don’t even
think they’ll let you surrender. I think you’re going to die resisting arrest.
And there’s about 1100 of them against the three of you.”


The third Satsuma deputy had arrived and looked at Deacon.
He was the lead dog.


Deacon stared at me.


“You going to give him to us?  It would be a lot easier.”


I caught Deel’s eye.


“I really feel bad that I’m going to cost you your evening
with that cutie.”


“You feel bad?”


“This is your last chance to be smart,” Deacon said. “Give
up the guns and step away from him.”


Looking over his shoulder I saw what I’d hoped for. Cops are
always coming and going at St. Vincent’s, although you usually don’t see them
because they enter and leave through the rear emergency room section. Three
uniformed deputies were coming out at a fast trot from the hospital’s main
entrance on the north side of the hospitals.


Back at the entrance to the turnaround, I saw cruisers
coming in north and south on Riverside Avenue, the main street that ran past
the hospital. One came up following the regular access road, the other sped up
against the traffic signs. Both slammed to a halt and seconds later two
patrolmen jumped out of each vehicle. There were three men and one female
officer. All carried shotguns.


“I think the odds just changed, Deputy. Why don’t you
surrender your weapon and tell your men to do the same thing?”


He gave the oncoming Jacksonville cops a disgusted look and
then without warning whirled with his .45 pointing at a white-faced Wilbur.


“You know this isn’t the end of it, don’t you scumbag? You
might have slid out of this one, but you better sleep with one eye open from
here on out. That sick old man act isn’t going to work in Satsuma. We’ll be
coming for you again, with deputies, or bounty hunters that don’t have to follow
any rules. Or Judge Love will figure out a way to do it with paper. 


“But either way, you’re not going to get away with murdering
a good cop and a friend of mine. Robert Hogshead was a good deputy and deserved
better than being killed by your drug pushing buddy.”


By this time the Satsuma deputies were surrounded and at a
nod from Deacon the deputy who’d come out of the ambulance dropped his shotgun,
followed by his pistol. Deel nudged Deacon, who turned the .45 and handed it to
Deel by the barrel. The silent deputy held onto his the longest and there
seemed to be an internal and unspoken argument between the two men. Finally, he
dropped it to his side and  McConnell stepped forward  and took it out of his
hand.


Another cruiser pulled up and Beat Lieutenant Bart Jenner
stepped out and came over to us. Looking over the three Satsuma deputies, he
stared for a long time at the dusters they wore, then looked over at me.


“Somebody filming a movie here, Maitland? What the hell’s
going on?”


“Not really sure, Bart. These gentlemen appear to be Satsuma
County deputies and they appear to have a warrant for Mr. Bell. When I told him
they couldn’t have him, things got ugly.”


Jenner, who was a short muscular type about my height who
despite the name had the straight black hair and skin color of his Mexican
mother, looked around and asked, “Who’s the head man here?”


“That’d be me, and you guys are making a mistake,” Deacon
said. “A bad mistake.”


“They tell me you walked into the hospital, demanded a
witness we had custody of, and then came out here and drew SHOTGUNS on my men.
And you’re saying we’re the ones who made a mistake? Is that how you execute
warrants in Bugshit, or whatever  backwater swamp you guys come from?”


“They were trying to interfere with a lawful, court-ordered
arrest. Where I come from – in SATSUMA COUNTY – you don’t screw around with
police officers carrying out their lawful duties. Not if you want to keep on
breathing. Your guys were out of line. They’re lucky we didn’t just beat them
down and take our man.”


Looking over at Deel and McConnell, Jenner said, “I don’t
think you’d have found it that easy, but even if you had, you really thought
we’d let you walk away? What planet do you live on? Maybe they do things that
way in SATSUMA, but this is Jacksonville. We don’t really give a shit how you
do things.”


Deacon eyes flickered from Jenner to me and back. Despite
the fact that he was surrounded by armed officers, he didn’t look intimidated.


“You’ll give a shit after the Judge and Sheriff Bludwurth
and State Attorney Gregory get through with you. Satsuma isn’t that big a
county, but warrants and complaints to the state judicial commission about
prosecutors defying court orders carry just as much weight as anything coming
out of this county. And the three of them are going to bury you in paper.”


He looked back to me.


“I think the judge will order your arrest and ask the State
Department of Law Enforcement to do the arresting. He’ll just ask you to come
into his courtroom and explain what you did today.”


He gave me a confident smile.


“I don’t think you’re going to like what he’ll do to you. I
don’t think you’re going to like Satsuma. Let’s see how big and tough you are
on my home ground.”


He was an asshole, but despite the Halloween party
appearance, he appeared to be a legitimate law enforcement officer and there
was no point in adding fuel to the fire.


“Why don’t you gentlemen accompany Lieutenant Jenner and his
men back to our courthouse. That will give us a chance to check out your
paperwork and contact your superiors and get this misunderstanding straightened
out. Get yourself some coffee, take a break. You guys had a long drive up from
Satsuma.  This will give you a chance to catch up a breath.”


With his hand on his Glock, Jenner said pointedly, “Yeah,
gentlemen, why don’t you pile into the back of our cruisers – make sure you
don’t hit your heads getting in. We’ll take good care of you.”


As his men began to round up the Satsuma crew and head them
toward the cruisers, Jenner turned back to Deel.


“We wouldn’t have gotten here so quick and things might have
gotten hairy for you guys except for your girlfriend up in Bell’s wing. She
called the office and said some really strange guys had come in and tried to
grab Bell, then went out after you. She said she got a really bad feeling about
them.”


Jenner grinned.


“She was really concerned about you.”


A smiling Deel looked up at the hospital where she would
have been standing looking out.


“Well, well, well. That was so nice of her.”


McConnell was so disgusted he spit on the ground.


“There is no fucking justice in the world. None. You’re
going to bang her and you’re to get laid by a boatload of Italian broads
tonight. I’ll go further. Not only is there no justice. This proves there’s no
God.”


“Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful,” Deel said leaning
back against the railing and pretending to run his fingers through his hair. “I
can’t help the affect I have on women.”


“I don’t hate you for being beautiful. I hate you for being
an asshole.”


Deel just smiled harder.


“Jealousy does not become you.”


Jenner turned to go, saying over his shoulder, “Maitland,
could you hold off any more riot situations until after I go off duty tonight?”


“No guarantees, but I will try.”


I knelt beside Bell. He was quiet and seemed to be breathing
harder. There was a portable blood pressure monitor his cardiologist had
insisted I take along. It showed 180 over 130. Not good for a man who could
keel over any time. I called to Jenner.


“Could you tell Dr. Olson we need him out here to check on
Mr. Bell?”


“Sure. You aren’t going back up?”


“Not until we have to.”


To Bell, “Are you alright, Wilbur, you’ve gotten very quiet.
What just happened would shake up anybody.”


“I never been arrested for anything in my life, Mr.
Maitland. Can they do that? Take me back to that county of theirs on a murder
charge that I didn’t have anything to do with?”


“They could theoretically. But they’re not going to. I
looked over that so-called murder warrant of theirs and it is a piece of crap.
It’s all based on the testimony of one drug user’s  - a Mr. Cootie Mills -
memory of a conversation he heard between you and a Clifford Samms. The best
thing you’ve got going for you is that you’re a key witness in the Sutton case
and we are going to move heaven and earth to make sure you stay right here
until the trial is over,  which may be a year or more from now.”


“And after that, I probably won’t be around to worry about
it, right?”


I grabbed his shoulder and looked him straight in the eye.


“No, I expect you to be here, but after you’ve helped us out
so much, it’d be a pleasure to poke holes in that warrant of theirs and their
case in general.”


He seemed to be breathing more rapidly and shallowly so I
told him, “Wilbur, just breath slow. They’re gone now, they won’t be bothering
you again. Just enjoy this beautiful day. It’s about nice as they come. Sun is
shining. Sky is blue. River is calm. And it’s brisk enough to kill the heat,
but it’s not uncomfortable out here. It’s November.  Up north they’re already
shoveling snow. These are the kind of days people move here for.”


He swallowed and then sighed.


“I know. But that shook me.”


“It would have shaken anyone. I’m beginning to wonder if
that’s why they did it this way.”


“What?”


They could have sent down one deputy  with a warrant and
gone through our office or the Sheriff. Even in Satsuma they’d know you
wouldn’t need this kind of force unless you were going after a gang or a really
bad guy. You don’t fit either way. So why?”


Five minutes later Olson and two nurses came walking
quickly.


Olson pulled me aside while the nurses fussed over Bell.


“I didn’t know you were deliberately trying to kill your
star witness.”


“I had no idea those clowns would show up. They really shook
Bell up. I wanted to give him some time out. Can you tell me if it’s safe to
let him stay a little longer?’


Olson joined the nurses and did his poking/prodding doctor
imitation and the three of them put their heads together.


“He’s definitely had a shock, but the rhythms are good. The
portable EKG doesn’t  show any real risk at this moment. Why don’t you let us
take back and get him settled in?”


“Wilbur, what do you want to do?”


He looked up at the sky. White clouds were drifting slowly
by. His face wore the expression of a prisoner staring out through the bars of
his cell window at the prospect of freedom. There was a naked hunger in his
eyes.


“I want to stay out here a little longer.”


“You heard him. We’ll keep a close eye on him Doctor, and my
two men will make sure he doesn’t get any more scares.”


For the next hour I stood at the railing next to him, Deel
and McConnell flanking us on both said, and watched the river shuttle and
assorted yachts said up and down the river, and the clouds sail by overhead.


We talked about places we had been, and Wilbur had been
almost everywhere. Compared to him I was a country boy that had never made it
to the big city. We talked about women – there had been one he’d loved and lost
and I had to count two – and wives, where he could count three between divorce
and death, and I only had the one.


It was the kind of hour that never seems to end, but it did.
I’d ignored the buzzing of my cell which I’d put on mute and when Deel and
McConnell made motions that they’d gotten calls from their respective offices,
I gestured to them and they moved away from us, talked quietly and then ended
the conversations.


Finally Wilbur looked up at me.


“I’m getting kind of tired, Mr. Maitland. I think I should
go back.”


“Okay. Deel,  McConnell, you take Mr. Bell back. I’ll be
along in just a minute.


As soon as they had started pushing him off I started
checking my phone messages. Cheri. The Big Man. Myra. Sheriff Knight.  Bob
Monroe, head of the jail. WJXT, Channel Four television. Channel 12 television.
Channel 17 television. Then Sheriff Knight. And the Big Man.


I started with Edwards.


“We’ve got a very unhappy group of deputies sitting
downstairs in the waiting area. And I’m starting to get unhappy calls from
Judge Love and Sheriff Bludwurth and the State Attorney down there, Gregory.
Tell me what happened.”


I told him.


“They were completely out of line, Dallas. If Bell had been
in his hospital room with only Deel watching him, I am certain that those
cowboys would have grabbed him using force, and I’m not sure they wouldn’t be
blasting away in a hospital. Could have been bad. I don’t care how backwoods
they are, Gregory at least should have educated them on how to serve a warrant
and retrieve a suspect.”


“Hmmm... not exactly the story they’re telling. But, I’m
glad you were there and handled it the way you did. If they had gotten their
hands on him, we’d never have seen him again. Why haven’t you been answering
your phone.”


“Bell has been a standup guy about this whole thing. The
only thing he’s asked is that he be allowed outside in the fresh air one time.
He probably won’t live long enough to ever do it again. After the Satsuma boys
interrupted his time out there, I thought he deserved to enjoy a little bit of
the outside.”


“You ready to come back and face the music?”


“Leaving right now.”


On the way back to the courthouse I checked in with Knight
and put in a good word for Deel.


“He held his ground and kept his cool. It could have gotten
ugly, but he helped keep everything peaceful. He didn’t back up an inch.”


“I’m glad to hear that. He’s a good kid. Oh, and Maitland, be
careful.”


“Careful?”


“I’ve been around a long time. And Edwards will fill you in.
These guys are dangerous. Don’t be fooled into thinking they’re clowns. They’re
not.”


“They’re a long way from their stomping grounds.”


“That’s what’s got me worried.”


Going up the elevator I stopped in the waiting area of the
fourth floor and found the three Satsuma deputies in a witness room. Two were
sitting playing cards. Deacon was on a cell phone. They still had those damned
dusters on.


As I walked by them Deacon moved from the wall where he was
on the phone and blocked my path.


“You don’t look so tough without your bodyguards, little
man.”


I looked up at him and grinned, saying, “Nobody is that
stupid,” and slipped around him.


I kept going to the back elevator and rode up to Edwards’
office. Myra was wearing a light blue blouse that quivered like it held jello
and gave me a smile that….God…a smile that made me want to float on my own
little cloud into my boss’ office. As I walked by her I let my hand slide over
the edge of her desk. She reached out to touch me.


I had to stop and lean over her desk.


“Is there any chance we could get a bite to eat tonight?”


“As long as you let me nibble on what I really want to.”


There was really no rejoinder for that.


When I knocked I heard, “come in,” and walked in to find
Austin Edwards, Circuit Judge  Herman Herring and bailiff/body guard Charlie
Case inside. Edwards and Herring were seated in comfortable chairs and Case
lounged against a wall. He was one of the few men I’d ever seen that made
Edwards look small.


Edwards was on the speaker phone because I heard a voice
say, “doesn’t matter what you need Bell for, Mr. Edwards. That piece of slime
participated in a conspiracy to kill a Satsuma deputy and two law-abiding
citizens. That outranks your need to have him testify in a case where you have
no evidence and no chance of a conviction. Yes, when Bell’s name was given to
us I did some research and found out about your prosecution. If you can call it
that. You’re wasting the state’s resources, time and money,  on a case you
can’t win and protecting a murder conspirator in a case that we CAN prove.”


“Judge, respectfully, we have a difference of opinion about
that. My First Assistant Mr. Maitland, thinks we can prove it and Bell is a
critical piece of our case. Now, after we finish our trial, you’re welcome to
come after him and you might have better luck then. It seems like you can wait
since you say you’ve got a strong case.”


A second voice came on.


“Edwards, you know we can’t do that. We can prove the case,
but Bell won’t be around to prosecute, or testify against any other
conspirators. He may not even last long enough to finish your trial.”


“Mr. Gregory, that’s speculation. Mr. Bell has health
problems, but you know as well as I do that you can never be sure a witness or
defendant will be available. There have been situations in which we were
waiting to try defendants that other jurisdictions had first claim on, and they
died before we could get to them. It happens.”


Judge Love came back on.


“You might wish to reconsider, Mr. Edwards. I would rather
not, but if we can’t come to some resolution I’ll seriously consider issuing a
warrant for the arrest of Mr. Maitland for interfering in a lawful arrest,
assault on a law enforcement officer, harboring a fugitive, and probably
several other charges.”


For the first time Judge Herring spoke.


“I don’t think that would be a wise thing to do, Reynard. We
have a number of eye witnesses that your chief deputy Deacon assaulted
Maitland,  pointed a weapon at an unarmed and obviously helpless suspect,  two
of your deputies threatened two of our people with their handguns and that your
deputies were carrying shotguns during a confrontation with members of the
Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office and State Attorney’s Office.


“If you were to file charges against Maitland, we would file
charges against your three deputies and I am certain we could keep them
imprisoned up here for a considerable length of time before the situation was
resolved. And I think we can keep Maitland up here for the same length of time.
Possession being nine points of the law, so to speak. We have them. You don’t.


“But,” he said, “there’s no reason for any of this to
happen. We’re both officers of the court, police officers on both sides are still
police officers. Mr. Gregory and Mr. Edwards share the same duty and goal,
protecting the public. We have a disagreement over Mr. Bell. Our people had an
exchange of words. Those things happen.


“If you can give me your word, and I’ll accept it, that you
won’t come after Maitland or attempt to take Bell, we’ll release your deputies
and let them be on their way. You can submit your warrant for Bell and it will
receive judicial review.”


“Herring, the trouble with you assholes is that you think
because you sit in a multi-million dollar courtroom in a million-plus
population county, and we’re sitting down here in little old Tangerine that you
can-“


“Judge Love!”


Herring wasn’t loud but the room became still.


“I suggest you stop, just shut up, before you say some
things that will make this personal where it hasn’t been. I’m trying to be
respectful of you and your office. I personally think that what happened today
should get you,  Bludworth and Gregory yanked to Tallahassee and in front of
the Governor and the Cabinet for a royal ass chewing. If you want to get into a
pissing contest, we can keep you snarled in red tape with government inspectors
up your asses until the next decade. You know me. I think you can read in my
voice that you’ve pushed as far as you’re going, and then I’m going to start
pushing back.”


He took a breath and then: “Where we go from here is up to
you, Reynard. We can be civilized, or we can let the dogs out.”


There was a long silence while we all exchanged glances. We
all knew Herring  had been a Marine and some said a behind-the-lines Special
Services assassin in Vietnam in the 70s. He was always curt, cold and could
bring young and green attorneys in his courtroom – and some not so green – to
tears. But very few people ever saw this side of him, and seeing the look in
his eyes, I could believe the stories.


A new voice came on the line. Deep,  a Barry White deep, but
there weren’t any overtones of sensuality in it. There was a strong Southern –
almost Alabama – drawl but the words were clearly enunciated. He spoke slow and
precisely.


“I think we all need to step back and take a deep breath,
your Honor. I know that Judge Love did not intend to insult you or anyone over
there in Jacksonville. When people feel strongly, tempers tend to flare. You
know that. We feel strongly because it was one of our own who was killed, in
addition to two civilians. And we have credible evidence that your Mr. Bell was
involved.


 “I’m sure that’s the reason why Chief Deputy Deacon and our
men got a little – overzealous. And – we probably tend to do things – a little
more loosely down here. Not so many rules and red tape. But they were trying to
execute a legal arrest warrant.


“Now, I’m not going to argue about who made mistakes. Let’s
just agree that it wasn’t handled as well as it could have been. I know that
Judge Love will agree to go through the proper legal channels and forget all
this – unpleasantness. If you would let my men go, we would take it as a sign
of good faith on your part and we’ll go our separate ways.”


“And there won’t be any further attempts to arrest Mr. Bell,
Sheriff Bludwurth?” Edwards said. There was something about the look on his
face as he spoke to the man with the deep voice.  I had known Edwards for over
a decade, and I’d never seen that look before. 


“He is a very ill man. And you will give us your word you
won’t send civilian bounty hunters up here to try to ‘poach’ him? Do I have
your word?”


There was no perceptible pause. He wasn’t getting anybody’s
okay. He was running the show down there.


“You have my word, Mr. Edwards.”


“Give us a few minutes and we’ll get right back to you.”


“Are you going to just let them waltz out of here?”


Edwards leaned back in his chair and examined the ceiling.


“I’m thinking very seriously about it.”


“Why? You weren’t there, Dallas. It was a legal kidnapping.
They deliberately hit when they thought he’d be alone in his hospital room with
only one or two guards and maybe fewer. They came up with three thugs and they
hired a damned ambulance to make getting him out easier. If I hadn’t pulled him
out against his doctor’s orders to let him get a last view of the open sky,
they might have gotten him out.


“And,” I said, pacing up and down, “it would have been a
legal murder. In taking him out they’d have killed him. No way in his shape
would he have survived even a few minutes of their custody. They wouldn’t have
had to touch him. Just scaring the hell out of him would have done the trick.”


“They have a legal warrant,” Dallas said mildly. Again,
there was an expression I couldn’t place on his face. “It might seem pretty
flimsy to us, but they’ve got a triple murder, a witness tying Bell to the
shooter, an okay by the local State’s Attorney for the action and a judge
signing the paperwork. On paper, everything would seem legit.”


“To hell with that, Dallas. I don’t know what’s going on,
why you and Judge Herring are treating these assholes with kid gloves, but this
stinks. Nobody – I mean Nobody – swoops in and does what these guys tried. No
matter how hick the county they come from. And that warrant? Jesus Christ,
Dallas. Did you look at it? I only spent a couple of minutes, and I could tell
you it wouldn’t serve as useable toilet paper.


“A jail house snitch with a lengthy record mentions a
conversation he overheard more than SEVEN YEARS BEFORE between the shooter and
Bell. No other confirmation. So they issue a warrant against a man THEY SAY was
passing through the county and just stopped to see his old friend, the shooter,
and just happened to talk about a plot to assassinate a Satsuma deputy in
earshot of the snitch.


“Add to that the inconvenient little fact that Bell has
never had a parking ticket in his 78 years, much less any kind of arrest, and
they’re asking us to believe that out of the blue this old man turns into a
murderous conspirator who actually supplies the murder weapon to the shooter.?”


I looked back at Herring, but he was a sphinx. Case was his
normal stone face.


“It’s your call, Dallas, but if it was me, I’d throw their
asses in jail and if their sheriff or the judge down there wants to make waves,
let them try. We’ve dealt with outside powers that happened to have a wild hair
up their ass. We can handle them until they cool down. And those  refugees from
a Sergio Leone flick should spend a few nights behind bars  to cool them down.
It’s little enough punishment for attempted murder.”


Dallas exchanged another glance I couldn’t read with Herring
and after a moment, said,’ “Bill, I understand that you’re hot about this. But,
I think the wisest move here would be to call a truce, let those deputies go
home, let Judge Love and Gregory play musical warrants with us until they get
tired and go away. And they will go away.”


He looked at me.


“Look, Judge Herring and I have been at this longer than
you. Every once in a while you do get into it with another agency,  another
county. Nobody ever wins. You just wind up spinning your wheels and you lose
valuable time you could apply better to real cases. Nobody got hurt. Bell
appears to be fine. Let’s just see if we can make this one go away. Okay?”


I looked from Dallas over to Herring and I sensed there was
a lot more going on than was being put into words. What they were saying made
perfect sense and only echoed what I’d thought earlier in the day, but there
was an undertone that I didn’t understand.


“Alright, Dallas. You’re right. No point in blowing this out
of proportion. These assholes came in here and tried to kill off a witness,
but….I’ll handle seeing them off. Be the nice cop, so to speak.”


“You don’t have to do that, Bill.  Things were pretty tense
and-“


“You think I’ll lose my temper, Dallas. I’ll admit I was
pretty short tempered for a while, but I’m much more mellow nowadays.”


Herring gave Edwards a small smile and I thought the earth
must have been trembling a bit because Case’s stone face actually broke into a
little grin. You bang a hot blonde with the biggest tits in Northeast Florida
and EVERYBODY knows about it.


“Okay. Just be cool. We’ll smooth things over with 
Bludwurth and we can all enjoy a nice, crisp Fall weekend.”


 


 










CHAPTER ELEVEN: YOU DON’T STEP INTO A
RATTLESNAKE’S LAIR


 


I walked back to the room where Deacon and the other two
deputies were sitting around. The other two were watching a Jerry Springer
trashfest on a television in the corner of the room while playing Poker at a
table with cash showing they were breaking at least one city ordinance and
another state law without much concern  for  consequences. 


And Deacon leaned back on the couch on the far wall, his
long legs crossed while he watched everyone that walked back and forth alone
the hallway  facing the room. He actually did have that squinty gunfighter’s
stare I’d seen in scores of spaghetti westerns growing up. I’d loved Sergio
Leone and Clint Eastwood in the ‘Fistful of Dollars’ flicks. But I had a
feeling Deacon might have taken them too seriously.


“You guys can go.  Our people worked it out with Sheriff
Bludworth and your Judge  and the Sheriff is waiting for you to check in. We’ll
have two of our officers direct you to your vehicles and – make sure you don’t
run into any traffic problems on the way out of town.”


They exchanged  glances, then looked to Deacon, who nodded.
They all got up.


“You guys head downstairs,” he said. “I’ll be right behind.”


They trooped out toward the two deputies waiting  for them.
A handful of secretaries and SAs of both sexes found some reason to be in the
area on business and were watching the Satsuma deputies leave and trying not to
make it to obvious that they were staring.  


“Could I talk to you for a minute, Maitland? There’s
something I’d like to straighten out before I leave” 


He motioned to me and I followed him toward the other side
of the room out of direct eyeshot of the hallway.


“I want you to know there are no hard-“ he said as he swung
around with a straight, hard right that if it had connected would probably have
sent me to the dentist. But I was already swinging into it with my left and all
his blow did was leave me with what would be a pretty good bruise on my upper
arm. Reversing my momentum, I hit him as hard as I could with my right from
less than a few inches away, straight into the pit of his stomach. I’d learned
that kind of straight, hard, short shot carried as much of a force as any blow.


He wasn’t set for it, probably he never expected me to be
ready and prepared to counterpunch. He was doubling over as I pivoted behind
him, grabbed him by the hair on the back of his head, and rammed his face –
nose first – into the wall. Then I grabbed him back the back of his neck and
threw him on his ass.


A few seconds later there were two secretaries and a deputy
coming  into the door of the waiting room to find Deacon sprawled on the floor,
blood gushing from his nose.


“Mr. Maitland – what hap-“


“You need to help Deputy Deacon up,” I told our man. “He
tripped over his own feet and fell into the wall. Looks like he smashed his
nose pretty good. He might need some help.”


Deacon reached up and gingerly touched his nose, then wiped
the blood onto his hand and stared at it.


“I’m alright. Maitland was right. I was just clumsy. This
place is dangerous. Let me get out of here before I do any real damage to
myself.”


He got to his feet without help and brought a handkerchief
out of his pocket and blotted up most of the blood. He waived the deputy off
when he came over to offer his arm.


“I’m good, I said. Maitland, I’d appreciate your walking me
out. You mind?”


He had his .45 back and his men were armed, but I couldn’t
believe he’d try anything in front of witnesses after what had already
happened.


So: “Sure, Deputy Deacon. Just be careful on the way out.”


He nodded to me but his eyes had a completely different
message.


“Oh, I’ll be fine. I never make the same mistake twice.”


We walked out to the parking lot behind the courthouse
facing the St. Johns. There were three Jacksonville deputies now. As we walked
onto the lot I saw a Channel 12 television truck waiting. There was one
cameraman filming, a reporter for a standup, and a third guy I recognized.
Tommy Hunter had been a fill-in on-air guy, a camera man and now was moving
into the executive realm. I’d heard he’d almost certainly be the next news
director there. He knew his business and he was honest. 


Tommy approached me with a cameraman trailing behind,
saying, “Mr. Maitland, could I get a word with your friends?”


Deacon just shook his head. Tommy persisted. Very few cops
DIDN’T  want to get their pictures on television.


“Deputy…Deacon, I believe it is. This will only take a
minute of your time. And your – outfits – you have to admit they’re –
dramatic.”


“They’re not outfits. They’re what we wear.”


“Okay, Deputy. Could I just get a word on what brings you-“


Deacon stared at him and from what I guessed was force of
habit dropped his right hand to the hilt of his .45.


“I already said, I don’t want to talk to you. So get your
ass out of my way and your nose out of my business.”


Tommy was a sturdy six-footer and to his credit, he didn’t
move.


“Tommy, there’s no story,” I said to try to smooth things
over. “There was just a little confusion about a warrant Deacon and his men
were trying to serve. It’s over now. Like, I said, there’s no story, I can’t
comment and Deacon won’t. But look, you already have film of these guys in
their outfits. You can run a little video piece about a visit by some unusual
lawmen from down South. Why don’t you just let it go at that and everybody will
be happy.”


Tommy stared at Deacon for a moment, then backed away.


“Okay, Mr. Maitland. Deputy, sorry to have bothered you.”


Tommy and his crew faded away and I was standing beside
Deacon at the cruiser. The closest of our deputies was a dozen feet away.
Deacon spoke softly.


“Pretty good moves for a pencil pusher. But if I’d had
another couple minutes, you’d be heading for a hospital right now.”


“Maybe. But they don’t pay me  for my boxing skills.”


“Good thing.”


“So why don’t you tell me what you guys were really doing up
here? That warrant, and your story, and that faked outrage…let’s just say it’s
a good thing they don’t pay you for your acting skills.”


He opened the door and then slid inside. The other two were
already sitting inside. Looking up at me, he smiled and said, “Why don’t you
come down to Satsuma one day and we’ll talk about it. I’d love to show you our
little county.”


I gave him a smile that was more bared teeth.


“Somehow, I don’t think I’d enjoy it all that much. Give me
a rain check.”


“I’ll be looking for your visit someday soon.”


I stood watching them. The Friday exodus was about to begin.
This was the mini-eye of the storm.  The first secretaries and regular workers
were either trotting or trudging down the street that separated the parking lot
from the courthouse annex.


As Deacon pulled out, he glanced back at me and gave me a
little two-fingered wave. I returned it. We gave each other one last look and
then he pulled the cruiser toward the exit on the other side of the block,
forming a little caravan with two Jax cruisers following close  behind.


Tommy walked back toward me.


“You know I’m dying here. There’s so much more going on than
anybody is talking about.”


“You have an active imagination, Tommy. Nothing here. Move
along.”


But I smiled as I finished.


“You know it’s a bad thing to lie to the media, don’t you?”


“They’re driving away. No crimes were committed. There’s no
story up here. You can call the Satsuma authorities but I think they may be
close-mouthed. You can try though. I could speculate like crazy, but there’s
nothing definite I can talk to you about.”


“Why were they here?”


“They were up here to make an arrest of a man we already are
holding as a protected witness in an upcoming murder trial. There was some
discussion about their wanting to take him back to Satsuma to stand trial for a
murder – murders – down there. We disagreed. We think we have the prior claim
to our witness and that they can wait until we’re done.”


“They sent up three deputies to arrest one man you already
have in custody? Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”


“A lot of things about Satsuma seem strange to me.”


“Can you give me a statement?”


“No. If  Satsuma talks to you, I’ll let you talk to
somebody, maybe Dave Brandon. But really, we’re a long way from our trial,
their murders occurred just a few days ago. Everything’s up in the air. We
probably ought to just say no comment.”


He looked past me to the courthouse.


“I imagine I ought to just say congratulations and that I
imagine you’ll be enjoying the weekend.”


“Congratulations? Oh…is there anybody in Jacksonville that’s
not privy to my private life?”


He smiled.


“I don’t imagine there’s any red blooded American boy that’s
ever been around the courthouse that’s not envying the hell out of you. Except
me, but-“


“Yeah, I know. There’s nothing to say. I’m single, a
divorced guy. And I have started dating again. It’s not anything to shoot up to
New York as a breaking story.”


“Is she as hot as she looks? Can she be as hot as she
looks?”


I liked Tommy. And he had proved he could keep secrets.


“Hotter, Tommy. Hotter.”


He walked away shaking his head. I knew he was joking. He
had just married a flame-haired, half-Mexican beauty who worked for the Ritz
Carleton on Amelia Island. Roxanne Hunter had probably fueled as many wet
dreams in her wake as Myra. And I thought he loved her the way I once had loved
Debbie. He was one of the few guys who wouldn’t be envying me.


The outflow of humanity from the courthouse was picking up
the closer it got to 5 p.m. I thought about going back to the office, but
something impelled me to cross the block and the street separating the
courthouse from the St. Johns. I stood at the metal barricade that separated
the sidewalk from the water.


The St. Johns is as close as you can get to a free,
non-prescription tranquilizer in Jacksonville . There was a day, before my
time, when the river had been known as the “River That Stinks.” But succeeding
administrations had cleaned it up and now it glistened blue and silver under
the sunlight. It flowed fairly quickly and it was a WIDE river. The Mississippi
in parts might be a more majestic sight, but for my money, the St. Johns was
all the river any city could ask for.


I realized I was still shaking off the shock of what had
happened.  Not an emotional shock. Not that I’d ever been terrified. But the
shock of something unbelievable occurring in broad daylight.  Police officers
did not function as assassins. 


Oh, there had been some. I knew from the history of
Jacksonville before Consolidation that the old Police Department had as dark a
reputation as any big city force. There were widely believed rumors that some
police officers had carried out murder for hire. There had been more recent
instances of officers and detectives working as enforcers for drug dealers and
organized crime from outside the city. Jacksonville wasn’t any more immune than
Chicago or Detroit or New York or any other big city to that stain.


But it was new to me because after consolidation in ‘68, the
old City Police Department and the County Sheriff’s Office became the Duval
County Sheriff’s Office and former FBI Agent Dale Carson had been brought in to
clean house. And he had. You could never eliminate all of it because cops were
human, and some could be bought and some could be seduced and some were just
psychotic bastards that no screening would ever catch. But to as great an
extent as I’d heard of anywhere in the country, Carson had succeeded in
creating a squeaky-clean force.


But Satsuma County was a long way away. I’d never heard much
about it. There was just a faint, residual feel that I’d heard some bad things,
somewhere.


Now that some time had passed, I had started thinking more
coherently. I didn’t believe a word of the warrant, a word from the judge, the
State’s Attorney or that Sheriff. It was a set up. But, knowing something and
proving it was a different story. I thought I’d come to know Wilbur Bell, and
he wasn’t a murderer, or a guy who would hang around with drug pushers or push
someone to kill three people.


I couldn’t prove it which meant that legally there was no
way to quash their warrant. But that also didn’t mean anything. There was no
way in Hell Wilbur would live long enough to be dragged down to Satsuma and
face their variety of justice.


But, if by some miracle, he did survive, there was also no
way in hell I was going to let them have him. I didn’t know how, but I’d step
on the warrant. If that meant taking vacation time to go down and do some
snooping, that’s what I’d have to do.


And I’d been mostly concerned about keeping him alive. But
if Satsuma kept their warrant and case active, that meant that I’d go into
Sutton’s prosecution with my chief witness painted by another law enforcement
agency as a cold blooded murderer. That wouldn’t help my case.


I was watching the ripples in the river that meant fish,
maybe schools, were close enough to surface for the sun to reflect off their
moving bodies. As I watched one, and then another, broke the surface, jumped a
few inches into the air and vanished again. They might be dead in minutes, or
still fighting to feed and breed days or weeks later. Life went on, as long as
you could keep going.


It didn’t matter that I had another strike against me in the
effort to stare into Sutton’s eyes in the Death Chamber as they pumped the
lethal chemicals into his veins. It had always been an impossible case. I’d
just keep on going.


My cell buzzed. It was Dallas.


“You didn’t get into another fight, did you? You realize
that thing in the witness waiting room was transparent. And did you forget we
have cameras in there?”


“No, I didn’t forget. But if you’ve seen it, you saw him
swing on me. I let it pass because you told me to be cool.”


“You knew what was coming. You let him sucker you into that.
That’s not what a cool-headed Chief Assistant Prosecutor would do.”


“I’m hurt that you would think that of me.”


“Alright, can the bullshit. You got a little bit of payback.
But you didn’t make any friends down there.”


“I don’t have anybody I want to be friends with down there.”


“Come on back. We need to talk for a minute.”


Most of the upper levels were deserted. The door to Dallas’
door was closed. Myra had her things on the desk and she leaned back against
it. There were guys that would have given a week’s pay just to watch her
breathe.


“He’s waiting for you inside, Mr. Maitland.”


As she said it, she ran a thumb over her left breast and I
watched the nipple pop up through the fabric. She put her thumb in her mouth,
licked and then ran it around and around the engorged nipple.


“I was thinking of you,” she said without a smile.


“How can you do that to me when you know I have to be able
to think in there, and all the blood is flowing away from my brain right now?”


She gestured and I stepped toward her. She stroked and
squeezed while staring into my eyes and I really did have a hard time
organizing my thoughts.


“I have a little bit of bad news.”


“Oh. You decided to give up sex and enter a nunnery?”


“Not that bad,” and she smiled a bit. “I – uh – they used to
say an unwelcome visitor has come to visit.”


It took me a second.


“Well, we could always catch a movie or see if anything good
is on television.”


“Sex is out of the question. I bleed a lot. It’s a mess.
But….”


“Oh.” 


And I did see. Well, if it was good enough for Bill Clinton…


“But that doesn’t seem fair. I get that, and what do you
get?”


She squeezed hard and I had to stifle both a moan and the
desire to grab her back.


“Oh, don’t worry about me. I’ll…have fun.”


I made myself take her hand and remove it and stepped away.


“I’ve got a few things to wrap, plus talking with Dallas,
but I’ll try to be there by 6:30 or 7 p.m. We can go see a movie…before…or have
dinner somewhere if you want.”


”Just bring yourself – primed.”


Dallas was leaning back in his chair  looking toward the
windows that overlooked the river I’d just been seeing close-up.


“Dallas.”


Without looking  back at me he said, “”I know that you’re
wondering about what happened back there. In the office with Herring.”


“No. Well, maybe a little. I know you were right. Getting
into a pissing contest with another agency is never good. But – that whole
thing just amazed me. The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced this
whole damned thing is a frame. 


“ Bell didn’t do what they’re saying. I talked to him afterward
and he knew the shooter. But it had been years since they’d had close contact.
And he just happened to run into him over in Satsuma coming back from one of
his jaunts. He said Samms was a good man, never had an arrest, never in trouble
with the law until his tramp daughter in law and her boyfriend killed his son,
drove his wife to suicide, and began abusing his grandson. He knew that Samms
was going crazy worried about the boy and what he could do to rescue him from
that situation. He said that might have driven Samms to snap. But he wasn’t
into drugs and no way was he a dealer.


“So first off, I don’t believe the warrant is legit.
Secondly, no way would any agency do what they did just to bring in a suspect.
Anybody that checked would have known how precarious Bell’s health was. They
would have known that just showing up and grabbing him like that was almost
certain to kill him.”


I sat down in the chair facing Dallas. He had turned to face
me,


“Which brought up the big question,” he said. “If they knew
the warrant was a piece of shit, and they had a pretty good guess that grabbing
would kill him, why would they want to kill a witness to a crime that has
absolutely nothing to do with Satsuma?”


“Your thoughts?” he asked.


“There’s only one person that would benefit by Bell’s death,
and that’s William Sutton. He has five million reasons to want Bell dead and
his momma is loaded in her own right and she wants Sutton free, I think, more
than Sutton wants to walk free. So unless Mama Sutton is some long lost relative
of  Bludwurth, or Sutton is a half-brother, it has to be over money. 


“My thoughts are that Sutton or his mother approached
somebody with the Satsuma Sheriff’s Office and offered them money – a lot of
money – to do whatever they could to ensure that Bell didn’t live to testify.
And assuming the Sheriff can be bought, they looked around for a legal way to
get rid of Bell.


“Then somehow they learn or somebody remembers this guy
Samms  who snapped and killed three people, including a Satsuma deputy, was a
friend of Bell, or at least knew him. So they convince a low life junkie to
make up a charge, and they’ve got a reason to come up and scare Bell to death.”


“They would need the cooperation of the judge, and the
State’s Attorney maybe,” Austin said in a questioning tone. “You think the
place is that corrupt?”


“You tell me.”


Dallas leaned forward, clasping his hands on the table in
front of him.


“I think that’s exactly what happened. And I think – yes –
that they are just that corrupt.”


“Then we ought to do something. Call in the FDLE, file a
formal complaint with the judicial commission on Love and the State Bar with
Gregory. Ask the Governor to take a look. Hell, I’m up to my eyeballs, but I’d
make the time to do a little digging or send some of our people down.  They’re
endangering our prosecution of Sutton, which makes it our fight.”


“No.”


“No what?”


“No, you don’t go poking around in the case, Forget it. You
don’t send any of our people anywhere close to Satsuma. Forget this ever
happened.”


We just stared at each other for a while.


“Dallas, what am I not seeing here? This isn’t like you.
Besides the fact that you haven’t – with the one exception of the Sean Smith
case – stepped into the way I do things here in a long time. Now you’re laying
down rules and orders. Have you really lost confidence in my abilities?


I thought you said we’d gotten past Sean.”


“This has nothing to do with Sean Smith. Look, I’m not
questioning your ability to run things or your instincts in cases. But this
case is different.”


“How?”


He leaned back in his chair and glanced at me under those
silver eyebrows, matching the silver hair. If he didn’t make it to the
Governor’s Chair next year, it would be a crime against Central Casting. He was
born to play a Governor – or President.


“There are things you don’t know about. Things you’d have no
reason to know about. But now you do. What do you know about Sheriff David
Bludwurth?”


“Not much. I’ve heard the name before. I don’t think he’s
been in the news recently or it would stick in my mind. But – there’s a bad
taste there. I think he’s done things in the past, but I don’t understand why
he’d still be there if he’s been going around breaking laws left and right.”


He shook his head.


“It’s more complicated than that. Some of this I know from
personal experience. Some from stuff told me by the feds. Some just stuff
that…floats around. People know about it, but you can’t get anyone to confirm
it.


“David Bludwurth is 58 years old. He’s been Undersheriff
since he was 18, Sheriff since his daddy died when he was 24. His father was
Sheriff before him for 38 years. And his grandfather was Sheriff for 44 years
before that. The Bludwurths have run Satsuma County for 106 years. There’s
never been anybody but a Bludwurth in that office, except for a year in the
1980s. And that was a special case.”


“One hundred and six years?  That’s hard to believe.”


“Isn’t it? But it’s a fact.


“Now some other facts. Florida has some big counties.
Satsuma is the second smallest in the state. But that still makes it pretty
good sized. Despite the fact that it’s small, it has the largest amount of land
area by percentage covered in water –lakes, rivers, swamps- of any county in
Florida. It’s also one of the smallest by population. There are only 28,000,
give or take a few head, of people living in the county. It has the smallest
percentage of population change – people moving out or coming in – of any
county in Florida. Most of the people who live there have lived there for
generations, and a lot of them are related one way or another.


“There are only two towns of any appreciable population,
Tangerine which is the county capital, and Orangedale. And only two major
industries. They have a heavy metals mine – believe it or not – and one of the
largest guano mines in the country. Other than that, all you’ve got is agriculture.
It used to be the center for the orange growing belt and some are still grown
there, but they’ve had problems with fungus and 20 years or so ago, with frosts
killing the crops.”


“That’s fascinating, Dallas, but what does it have to do
with why you’re treading so lightly?”


“Just listen and it will all become clear. So you have a
small, isolated, ingrown, clannish county which has been run by one family
since the beginning of time. There are only three major sources of income, and
they’re all under the thumb of the Bludwurths. The mine owners found out a long
time ago that if they wanted things to go smoothly, they had to keep the
Bludwurths happy.


“And, it’s been common knowledge since the late 19th
century, that if you wanted to find a whorehouse that would NEVER be raided, or
find a game of chance where you could gamble without any fears of the law
breaking up the game, Satsuma was the place to go. There were gambling jaunts
from Miami and Jacksonville and Atlanta, even, in the day. In the last 50 years
drugs have become one of the main cash crops. We know marijuana is grown all
over the place and there have even been rumors recently that the South
Americans are using it as a way station to bring in everything, because
shipments are NEVER intercepted coming in there.”


‘Okay, it’s a bad place, Dallas. I get it.”


“You don’t. There’s never been a large black population in
Satsuma, for a southern county, but there were blacks. And they weren’t treated
any better there than in most southern counties. When the Freedom Riders were
rolling in the 1960s, they were late coming to Satsuma because, honestly, the
feds couldn’t get blacks there to file complaints or ask for help.


“Finally, one 73-year-old black woman called the feds to
complain that her 16-year-old grandson had vanished after getting into an
argument with a local white farmer about not being paid what he’d been
promised. After she’d made the complaint, a few FBI agents showed up to check
on her when they hadn’t heard from her in a few days. They found her in shock
in her bed. Her grandson’s feet – still in his shoes – were found on the front
porch. It looked like a gator attack, but no one could figure out how a Gator
could have eaten the boy from the head down and left his feet. And even if, WHO
had left the feet and shoes on her porch.


“When they got her out to an Atlanta hospital and she
recovered, she filed formal charges of whites abusing and killing blacks for
years, of castrations and lynchings, property being stolen without a pretense
of it being anything but theft. And any blacks that complained just – vanished.


“The feds were licking their chops, preparing a task force
to come in, planning how they’d remove Bludwurth – the Senior – and clean up
the county. And then, no one ever figured out how, she vanished from the home
where the feds had her staying. The next thing they knew, they found her –
hanging from a roof beam in her own house. Somehow she’d also managed to slit
her wrists and her throat and gouge out both her eyes. And she left a note in
her own handwriting – but very good English – about how she’d lied about
everything and couldn’t stand the guilt.


“The feds went crazy, tried to break anyone with the
Sheriff’s Office or his friends and supporters, any remaining black residents,
but they came up empty.”


“Well, the feds were blocked, but the NAACP was enraged and
tried to set up a protest march. It had worked everywhere else. But before they
could set it up, four carloads of men arrived from Chicago.  Fifteen of them
were members of the original Black Panthers. They were all hardened ex-cons,
most of them with rap sheets for assault and brushes with white cops.


“Five were white college students who had worked the South
in some of the most hostile places there were. None of them were afraid. They
met with representatives of the NACCP just outside the Satsuma County line, and
with feds. The feds offered to accompany them, even to call in the National
Guard. The Panthers and the students said no. That would be admitting that
racist crackers could scare them off. The Panthers were armed for a war and
said they’d be alright.”


Dallas looked back outside at the river. I wondered what
could be so bad about the story. Civil rights marchers had died at other places.


“They have pictures of the men in the cars waving as they
rolled across the county line. They had CB radios. They kept in communication
with the feds and NAACP every few hours. Everything was alright when they
arrived at a campground about 10 miles outside of Tangerine that night.”


“That was the last anyone ever saw, or heard, of the twenty
men.”


I just stared at him. There had to be more to the story.


“And?”


“Nothing. The next morning when the feds didn’t hear
anything they called a few agents they’d left in place and they went and
checked out the camp site. No cars. No men. No signs of a struggle. No blood.
The feds  started searching for them. They went out to the Old Sheriff’s home,
hauled him out in handcuff. Took all his deputies into custody. Held them for a
week. Tore the county apart. Brought in divers to search some of the lakes and
rivers and bogs. Nothing.


“By the time the week was over, there was enough pressure
from friendly politicians – who’d gotten LOTS of contributions from the Bludwurths
over the years – that the feds had to back off. By that time the NAACP had
announced they would stage a protest march through Satsuma to call for justice
for the Missing Twenty. And they were there bright and early on a Saturday
morning with the cameras primed and about 100 NAACP members ready to go.
Bludwurth, the Older and Younger,  were standing in the shade of some oaks
across the line. Smiling.


“And nobody would cross the line. After a while the NAACP
marchers just drifted away  - in the other direction. The feds hung around,
while the Bludwurths smiled at them and offered them Sweet Tea in the heat.
Finally the feds pulled out. 


“The Missing Twenty were never heard from again. They
vanished as if they’d fallen into a hole in the ground, and that’s probably
what happed to them. The NAACP never marched into Satsuma and it was never
mentioned again. You can find it in the history books if you look hard enough,
but it’s not a part of the official Civil Rights History of the 60s. It’s not
something they were proud of. But honestly, nothing like that ever happened
anywhere else in this country. They were intelligent to be scared.”


I began to understand why Dallas and Herring had treated
Bludwurth and his men so carefully.


“But that was a long time ago.”


“Yeah, but the story doesn’t end there. A few years later
the Old Bludwurth was dead. There were always rumors that the younger killed
him. The most interesting rumor I ever heard was that the old man had killed
his wife – the son’s mother – in front of the son. And that the younger had
just been waiting for the right time to knock off his old man. That’s just a
rumor, however.


“What is a fact is that the feds had had a hard-on toward
the Bludwurths since the Missing Twenty. And in the late 1970s they put on
another full-court press, using undercover agents and trying to break anybody
away from the Bludwurth organization. They finally were able to break two men
and got sworn testimony that implicated Bludworth in everything from running
drugs to prostitution to contract murder to money laundering.


“Before they could get that one out of Satsuma, he vanished.
Was never found. There were always rumors and I talked to a FBI agent who told
me he personally had heard portions of an audio tape. In the tape, you could
hear someone holding the poor bastard up out in the water so that a gator got
one leg and was dragging him under. They managed to keep him from going under,
but the gator went under with the leg. They must have had medical care because
they were able to stop the bleeding. You could hear the poor bastard screaming
for them to take him back to shore.


“They held him out over the water like bait, and he was hit
again. Lost that leg.  You couldn’t hear him very well by that point, but he
was begging them to kill him. And then they put him out over the water again
and a gator hit him again. Almost got him, but they managed to yank him back.
He lost an arm. My guy said the poor bastard must have been unconscious at that
point, but you could hear the gators fighting for what was left when they put
the rest of his carcass out.”


Dallas rubbed his chin as his mind seemed to be somewhere in
the past.


“Naturally the feds never could find that tape, although
there seemed to have been people that heard it.  Over the years, I hear it’s
been played for a lot of people. It always gets the point across. People don’t
cooperate with the feds. Even visitors, newcomers to the county, lose their
will be good citizens after they hear that tape.


“Oh, and they got the second witness out to a protected
location. Where he proceeded to slash his wrists and bleed to death when he got
away from his handlers for a few minutes. No one ever knew, but obviously
Bludworth had convinced him it was better to be dead than a witness for the
government.


“But the feds had it all on tape, the details, the
confession, and they dragged Bludwurth out of Satsuma all the way up to New
York City where they tried him. And tried him. And tried him. And they could
never get better than a hung jury.


“Finally, a coalition of unlikely allies including civil
liberties groups, Florida political forces, Southern politicians, raised enough
hell about unending Fascist prosecution of a scapegoat for federal failures,
that they let him go and he ran right back to Satsuma.”


I considered the story I’d heard.


“The original Teflon Don.”


“Then in 1988, Governor Bob Graham decided the Bludwurths
had been an embarrassment to the state for too long. He blanketed the county
with state investigators, took people out of the country to encourage them to
talk about Bludwurth and despite the fact that he didn’t come up with anything
that could send Bludwurth to jail, he managed to remove him from office anyway.
I was part of the group of attorneys that tore up the county looking for dirt.


“While Bludwurth was out, Graham appointed an experienced
FDLE officer to take over Bludwurth’s office and appointed an entire staff of
deputies to replace Bludwurth’s men. I was one of the two attorneys Graham
picked to head the project.”


Dallas tapped his phone and said, “Myra, bring in two
glasses. And something in them.


He leaned back in his chair.


A couple of minutes later Myra swayed into the office,
carrying two crystal decanters with a dark red liquid. I figured it was
Bourbon. At least that’s what Dallas favored at parties. She handed me one and
bent over the desk to give Dallas his.


While she was leaving, he took a healthy slug of his.


“Go ahead, Bill. It’s Friday, the day’s almost over. This is
a good pressure reliever.”


I sipped mine.


“There were times, Bill, when it almost felt like we were in
Vietnam. Like I was back in Nam. I served one tour from 66 to 68. I was young
and idealistic and smart enough to know that a career in politics would be
helped by a service record. And I still remember what it felt like, being
there. What I remember most was that you couldn’t trust anybody that didn’t
look like you. The only people you could trust were white – and black –
Americans. No Asians. No Vietnamese. No Gooks as we called them.


“It was a hard lesson to learn. I was 22. Just out of
college. I was an American and everyone seemed  to like Americans. Especially
those pretty, hot little bar girls. You’d go into a bar and spend the night
drinking and usually you’d get one of the waitresses or hostesses to take you
outside to a cab  or a nearby room and they’d blow you or fuck you. You were
pretty safe as long as you made sure to carry condoms. They were always
friendly and smiling, the bar girls, and the old men who’d thank you for a tip
or the little boys and girls that would crowd around asking for coins or candy.


“My best friend and I were in this joint about three months
after hitting Saigon. There was this really, really pretty little thing. I
don’t think she came up more than about to my waist, but damn, she was
definitely a woman. And she spoke pretty good English. We found out she was the
daughter of a dead South Vietnamese soldier. She was working in the bars to
help support three younger brothers and sisters. She had been in college, in
her junior year, when she’d had to drop out to work.”


He took another sip and his eyes showed he was back there.


“It sounds stupid now, but I think we were both smitten with
her. Gorgeous, intelligent, not your typical bar girl. We talked to her and
bought drinks from her all night and she stayed with us even when the old woman
that ran the place warned her to see to other customers. But my buddy and I
spread enough cash around that we were able to keep her.


“It got late and we started talking about making a date of
it, going home with her or to one of the cheap rooms nearby. She surprised us
when she said no, got angry and walked away from us. Well, we were young and
very horny and we worked on her and got her to come back and talk to us.


“She said she wasn’t a whore. She might meet with one of us
later that night, for drinks and whatever, but it was only because she liked us
and we weren’t the typical American assholes she usually served. But she
wouldn’t do both of us. She’d go- but only with one. Only cheap sluts went with
two or more Americans.”


“My buddy – I’d met him the first day in Nam – was named
Roger. We looked at each other and I pulled a silver half dollar out of my
pocket. I told him I’d flip him for her. We’d let chance decide which one of us
was going to enjoy a little piece of heaven, and which one was going to go home
alone and probably jerk off.


“He called heads. And heads came up. He was walking out the
door of the bar with her when he laughed and said, “Buck up, Dallas. There will
be other nights.”


He finished the last of the bourbon.


“Except there weren’t. They found him the next morning in a
cheap room. His throat was cut, his ears and balls were taken, and somebody had
tortured him for a long time after they cut his tongue out so he couldn’t
scream for help. The MPs called me in to question me and they let me see him.”


He took a deep breath.


“I looked for her – she said her name was Lilly – for the
rest of the two years I was in Nam. Every town, every tour of Saigon. I looked.
But I never saw her. The MPs said it wasn’t just robbery. Whoever did that to
Roger was making a political statement. There hadn’t been a lot of Viet Cong
stuff like that early on, although there was more of it later. And I never
forgot that if Roger had called tails, it would have been my body they found.”


He looked up from his empty glass to stare at me.


“I never relaxed another minute I was in that fucking
country. I didn’t breath right until my flight set down in Los Angeles in ’66.
And I had nightmares for a long time. I’d pretty much forgotten all about that,
until I worked in Satsuma. It wasn’t Vietnam. But you got that same feeling.
You never knew who you could trust, and I honestly never thought there was
anybody there we COULD trust.”


He buzzed Myra and told her to bring in the bottle. After
he’d poured another drink, he said, “they were too closely related and too poor
and too afraid of Bludwurth and there were too many secrets. We tried. I tried.
The investigators we brought in tried. But it was like trying to grab smoke.
Witnesses would change their minds, would vanish. We tried to build a case
against Bludwurth, against his deputies to play them against each other, but
nothing. And Bludwurth brought in some of the best attorneys, some of the
biggest name attorneys and investigators in the country.


“We couldn’t believe it. How the hell could he afford them?
Turns out his family had been very frugal for a long time and they’d salted
away a lot of money. And some attorneys were there because they owed long-time
favors to the Bludwurth family. And they hit us with motions and appeals, and
they hit us and they hit us. It was like being in fucking Vietnam again. They
hit us from every direction. Three of our investigators were charged with the
rape of a 16-year-old high school girl, one with driving under the influence in
an accident that killed a child, two FDLE acting deputies with selling drugs.
Drugs that were found in the apartments where they were staying.  A secretary
that had worked with me for ten years was caught in a motel with a local. Her
husband filed for divorce and she killed herself with an overdose of pills and
booze.”


He shook his head.


“Everybody thought – I thought –that Bludworth would be sent
to prison, his  organization crushed and Satsuma turned back into a normal
county. We didn’t think he had a chance. He was never even brought to trial.
And at the end of that year, when the state held an election to fill his empty
seat, he won it with 96 percent of the vote. 96 –FUCKING – percent of the vote.
There were communist dictators in Eastern Europe that didn’t roll up that big a
vote.”


Dallas leaned back again and put his hands on the desk in
front of him.


“He’s been winning elections like clockwork ever since. No
one even runs against him anymore. The feds never gave up and in 1998 they made
another effort to go in, but after a two-year investigation, they just gave
up.”


“You ever wonder how he does it?”


“I think I know, Bill. No one ever thinks about this, but
the Bludwurths have run that county for a hundred years. They’ve been crooked
bastards the whole time. They’ve squeezed that county of every dime they could
make. And none of them were stupid, or loose with money. I think they’ve been squirreling
away money for generations in off shore and Swiss accounts, buying properties
with no connection back to them.


“I think that today, Bludwurth is sitting on an unbelievable
mountain of money. I think he’s been able to buy feds, to buy witnesses, to buy
judges and juries and Department of Justice types. I’ll always have the
suspicion that he bought those Panthers, or at least some of them, and they
killed the others and then vanished. I think that, besides the brainwashing
he’s done to the people in the county, explains why he can get anything he
wants there. He buys it.”


“He’s got that much money, and he lives in Satsuma and plays
Sheriff?”


“Oh, he could live like a King, I think. But, there’s
nowhere else he could play God like he does in Satsuma. Or be God.”


“So he can do anything he wants and get away with it?”


“In his county, pretty much. But he’s not immortal. Doesn’t
have kids. There’s nobody we know of groomed to succeed him and I doubt there
is anybody smart or mean enough to do it. In a few years, he’ll be gone.”


It was my turn to shake my head.


“I can’t believe that story, Dallas.”


“Believe it. A lot of people have tried to bring him down.
No one has done it. I don’t want you to try. I don’t want you to even think
about it.”


“But he came after us, Dallas. It’s one thing to let him sit
down there like a big spider running his county. But the son of a bitch sent
his men up here to kill one of our witnesses, to screw up one of our trials.
You’re going to let him get away with that?”


“You didn’t let him get away with it. You did a pretty good
job of stopping him.”


“For now. But from what you said, he’s not used to being
stopped. What’s to prevent him from trying it again?”


“He’s not stupid, Bill. Far from it. He’s done what he had
to do when we went after him. And we know he’s running drugs. We think with
South Americans, but we think they handle the transport. By and large, he stays
in Satsuma. He obviously thought this would be a slam dunk and we wouldn’t be
expecting him. Now we are expecting him”


“I don’t like it. I understand what you’re saying, but it
galls me to let that son of bitch get away with this.”


“It galls me, too, and I’ve seen a hell of a lot worse than
you. But, he’s out of our reach. Just accept that, work on putting up
protection around Bell and prosecuting Sutton.”


I got up and started toward the door.


“Bill.”


“What?”


“I want your promise you won’t go after him.  In any way. I
know you’re hard headed. But he’s too dangerous, He’s like a big rattler,
coiled up and waiting for you. But he’s worse, because he’s one of those
rattlers that doesn’t rattle before he strikes. He won’t give you a warning.
He’ll just kill you.”


I just looked at the man who ran my office and a man I’d
thought seriously had never feared any man.


“How can you live with the knowledge that  that son of a
bitch is still alive and running that hell hole within a few hours drive of
here?”


“Castro’s Cuba is only a few hours away. Papa Doc Duvalier
was less a half day’s flight from where you’re standing. There are scum bags
that don’t deserve to live eight hours from here in Miami. The world is full of
bad men that we can’t touch. You can’t clean up the whole world, Bill.
Concentrate on doing what we can do about the bad ones we can touch.”


I thought about it for a moment. He was right, of course.
That’s why they paid him the big bucks.


“You’re right. Dallas. I give you my word. I won’t go after
him.”


As I turned away, I said under my breath, “As long as he
doesn’t give me a reason to.”


 


 










CHAPTER TWELVE: THE HARD PART IS
GETTING OUT OF THE OFFICE FRIDAY NIGHT


 


November 12, 2005


Friday, 6 P.M.


 


When I stepped out of the Big Man’s office Myra was waiting.
Putting her arms around me and molding her curves into me, she gave me a long
kiss and then whispered into the side of my neck, “My hero.”


When I laughed she kissed me again.


“You can’t stop saving people, can you? I heard about you
standing off those cowboys at St. Vincent’s.”


‘It was more Deputy Deel and McConnell and a half dozen JSO
guys than me. All I did was try to talk sense to the head cowboy. I’m not a
hero. I’m just a lawyer,”


She molded herself to me again and nuzzled me.


“You can’t help yourself, Mr. Maitland. You know, everybody
sees that except you. Back when you were – not as nice looking and a lot more
married – you were still the same man. I thought then that – if – you – tried
just a little bit to spruce yourself up, and showed even a little bit of
interest in another woman, you would have attracted the ladies. But you never
cared about anybody – but Debbie. And I kind of thought that that was a waste
because too many people noticed how unhappy you were.”


“That was my fault, not Debbie’s.”


“You wouldn’t have been that unhappy if Debbie had felt the
same way about you.”


“Chicken or egg. The important thing is that we are going to
spend some quality time together tonight. Right?”


“I’m looking forward to it. What do you want to do tonight,
other than the most important thing?”


“Let’s play it by ear, Myra. Maybe we can head for the
Landing, grab a drink or a bite and watch the boats parade up and down.”


“That sounds good. I’ll see you at my place – when?”


“It’s close to 5:30. I’ve got a few things to wrap. How
about 7?”


“I’ll be waiting for you with bells on – or maybe nothing at
all? How about that?”


“Yeah, how about that.”


I had just made it back to my office, where Cheryl had already
left for the day, when my phone rang.


“Bill, are you alright?”


“I’m fine, Debbie. You heard about the cowboys?”


“Yeah, people are talking about it. They actually  tried to
take him at gunpoint? “


“It was a little more complicated than that. There was just
a misunderstanding about them serving a warrant on Bell.”


It occurred to me for just a moment to wonder why I was
bothering to lie to her. I wouldn’t have lied to Myra, or anybody else. Just
habit. I had spent 10 years trying as best as I could to shield her from the
realities of my job, of my world. It had probably worked better than I ever
expected. It had had the result of shutting her out of my life completely. But,
it was too late to change things now.


“Oh, well, it sounded pretty dramatic. Look, I’m sorry to
have bothered you. I know you must be trying to get out of the office. You must
have plans – with – Myra.  I didn’t mean to keep you tied up on the phone.”


“No problem, Deb. I had some work to finish up. You….uh…have
plans? You have the kids tonight?”


No to everything. No plans. I…I’m just staying home tonight.
BJ is spending the night over at friends. And Mom and Dad, believe it or not,
are going to a concert with Kelly. A Christian Rock concert, again believe it
or not. Mom said these guys are really hot right now with teens. I don’t think
Kelly is getting ready to become a nun, but it’s good to see her spending time
with Mom and Dad.”


“Are the kids doing all right? I haven’t talked to them in a
couple of weeks. I keep intending to, but-“


“Things are better, Bill. Don’t beat yourself up about the
kids. Mom gets more out of them than I do. Kelly is pulling straight ‘A’s and
could be the Valedictorian if she could keep this pace up. BJ is a solid B
student, which considering last year is a vast improvement.”


“I’m glad – they’re doing good. I’m just surprised that
you-“


And then I made myself shut my mouth. I was about to wander
into territory I had no right to be  in.


“Why not say it, Bill? Don’t be so polite. You were going to
say you were surprised I wasn’t out screwing around, weren’t you?”


I read anger, which I deserved, but muted. There was a time
not long ago when she would have been down my throat. She sounded…tired.


“I wasn’t going to say that, Deb. Honestly. It’s just that –
with both kids gone- there’s no reason why you couldn’t go out. That’s all.
Don’t take offense. I didn’t mean any. Are you alright?  Is everything okay?
You don’t sound like yourself.”


“It’s just been…a long week. And tonight…well, never mind. I
felt like staying in.”


“Okay. I appreciate you letting me know how the kids are
doing. You’re doing a good job of being mother and father.”


The minute the words came out of me I prepared myself for
the fiery rejoinder that was coming, her reminder that nothing had changed. She
been their mother and father for a long time.


But she surprised me.


“Thank you, Bill. I hope you have a good night.”


And then she hung up.


It shouldn’t have surprised me, I guess. Anger and rage on
both sides can only run hot for so long. Maybe we were finally settling into a
calmer relationship. Something about the conversation  bothered me. I couldn’t
put my finger on it. But it was there. I forced it out of my mind. I should
just be grateful that things were finally settling down.


I sat down and punched on the desktop. About 50 emails were
waiting. I ran through most of them quickly


One of them was from New York City and the tag line – The
Money Man - made it stand out.  I opened it, read it and punched in a number. A
man answered the phone with a short ‘yes.’


“Your secretaries obviously don’t stay after 5 p.m. up
there, or have you guys gone to male secretaries now?”


“We’re as politically correct as anybody in the western
world, but our secretaries still inhabit the pink ghetto. This sounds to me
like a brother barrister, and probably one of our Southern brethren from that
accent. It’s not too strong so you’re probably – what – Florida?”


“Good ear, and you’re obviously from County Cork?”


“Close. The Bronx. Now that the pleasantries are out of the
way, I do have a wife and two little ones I’d like to see someday. So what can
I do you for?”


“This is Bill Maitland from the Jacksonville State
Attorney’s Office. I got an email from an Assistant New York DA named Ryan
Murphy. Would that be you?”


“Correct, and I have the pleasure of addressing The Angel of
Death?”


“Also correct. Your email said you had some questions for me
regarding the upcoming trial of Bobby Malone, better known as The Money Man.
What kind of questions? I don’t have anything to do with the trial and didn’t
even know one had been scheduled. I thought he was still in a hospital, or
something.”


“He was in the Central New York Psychiatric Center.  He was
transferred out two weeks ago to a private clinic, the Borland Retreat in
Plattsburgh north of New York City.”


“Private clinic”


“It’s a fancy asylum. Very fancy and very, very expensive.
High paid docs, but they have tight security, cameras, 24-7 surveillance.
Malone tried to kill himself in Central and his doctors are afraid he’ll do it
again.”


“I thought New York had money woes. You can afford to put a
murder suspect in that kind of high prized nuthouse?”


“No, but his wife is loaded. His money of course. She was
screwing her ass off with another guy, got her husband nearly killed, going to
prison for the rest of his life and generally royally fucked, but there’s no
divorce in the works so his money is her money. And she was willing to pay to
keep him out of the public eye and pay for top dollar private security with a
few NYC cops in charge.”


“Tried to kill himself? Think it was a ploy? I hear he’s a
very smart guy. Trying to kill yourself could be a great way to get public
sympathy.”


“It was the real thing. No details, but he came
uncomfortably close to bleeding out. Used his money to buy a scalpel and pay to
distract the nurses and the cops watching him. He almost made it.”


“Hmmmm.  Trying to cheat the Magnificent System of Justice
out of our pound of flesh.”


Then:


“All of which leaves us with the question, what do I have to
do with all this?”


“Probably quite a lot. You know the trial can never be held
here, right?”


“I’d guessed.”


“It’s going to make OJ Simpson look like a two day assault
case in Podunk. You know the details, right?”


“Who doesn’t? Bobby Malone, The Money Man, the magic man
with other people’s money in the media capitol of the world, the darling of the
rich and famous and influential, but not so good with his wife. She found
somebody else  to make magic with and Malone found out. Not being content with
divorcing her ass and reducing her to respectable poverty, he takes it personal
and hires some Mafia dudes to kill her AND her lover.”


“Right,” Murphy interrupted. “Which so far is following the
playbook for jilted husbands. But then the stupid sonofabitch changes his mind
at the last minute, calls off the hit on his wife but can’t reach the hitman
going for the lover and the Magic Man THROWS HIMSELF like an absolute idiot in
front of the bullet that was going to take out the lover.


“Which isn’t to say,” Murphy continued in a voice in which
the Irish brogue grew stronger the longer he talked, “that we’re not happy that
he saved the lives of two innocent – not to say cheating scumbag human beings –
but he’s caused us one hell of a lot of trouble.”


“How? If there was ever an open-and-shut, slam-dunk case,
this is it. A first year law student could prosecute it and walk away with a
win.”


“You think so?”


“How in the hell could you lose?”


“Have you been following any of the publicity about this?”


“Some.”


“There have been polls showing that The Magic Man is one of
the most admired men in the country, and his wife April is one of the most
hated. She abandoned her husband and five-year-old son to sleep with some
good-looking slick Eurotrash. And that’s one of the kinder descriptions.”


“So the public is behind a guy trying to kill the mother of
his five-year-old son, a guy who hired two hit men to kill two people for doing
something that millions of his fellow citizens are doing every day.”


“Look at it the way it’s been portrayed in the media. You
have a hard working, successful guy with a wife he loves and a five-year-old
son. While he’s hard at work making money to allow her to enjoy the high life,
she’s sneaking around with a good-looking guy whose main claim to fame is being
distantly related to the current Queen of England. So he finds out and goes
crazy, hires people to kill his wife and her lover. 


“And then, at the last minute for a  reason he’s never
talked about but most people think it’s because of his son, he changes his
mind. Manages to call off one killer, but no one can call the second guy back. 
Malone tracks down the lover and is trying to warn him to get off the street
when he catches a glimpse of the shooter and does the only thing he can do –
throws himself in front of the target. And runs into a high-powered rifle shell
two inches below his heart. In and out.


“The guy nearly dies trying to save the man who destroyed
his marriage. He saves the woman who was cheating on him. He is the father of a
five-year-old. Talk about a sympathetic defendant. You and I and the jury will
KNOW he’s guilty as sin. In the eyes of the law. But every man on the jury will
be putting themselves in his shoes, wondering what it would be like to lose a
wife and be willing to die to save her anyway. Every woman on the jury will be
wondering what it would be like to be loved like that, to be loved so much
you’d be willing to give up your life to save your wife’s lover.”


He waited on the line for a moment.


“Tell me how you’d convict the son of a bitch.”


“Remind the jurors that murder is illegal, no matter how
sorry you feel for the murderer. We’ve all dealt with sympathetic defendants
before.”


“Just that simple?”


“It’s like making love. The mechanics are always the same.
It’s the way you do it.”


He laughed.


“I’ll have to remember that.”


“Well, Ryan, this has been fun and while I don’t have a wife
and kids to get home to, I do have a lady with the biggest and best breasts in
Northeast Florida who’s waiting to do things that are illegal in some countries
to me as soon as I show up, so please don’t be offended if I ask again. Why did
you call me?”


“There is a chance the case will be headed in your
direction,  sometime next year. Actually better than an even chance. You have
the death penalty, your juries have a reputation of being among the toughest
around, you’re far enough away from New York that there’s a chance of pulling a
decent jury, and – of course – there’s the attraction of having the case tried
by The Angel of Death.”


“Okay, that I understand. If it comes our way, we’ll do our
best. But it’s still a long way from there to here.”


“Yeah. There were two specific reasons I called. I wanted to
get a sense if we want the trial coming to you.”


“What were the reasons?”


“The first is that Mrs. Malone has already made a decision
on who she wants to represent her husband and we hear the attorney has already
been hired. You know him. Lew Walters. He comes from your neck of the woods.”


“I know him. And the second?”


“You’ve gotten more than your fair share – actually you’ve
gotten about 1000 hours of your 15 minutes of fame – as the Angel of Death, so
there’s a lot public about your work and your life. But when it started looking
like the case might go in your direction, we took a closer look. And-“


“You looked into my personal life.”


“Had to. I found out about your wife and Doug Baker, about
their affair, and about the fight you had with him at the University of North
Florida that led directly to your divorce. The fight that could have gotten you
fired or disbarred.”


“And?”


“We need a win on this. There is going to be intense public
sympathy for Malone, and an acquittal or a light sentence will be broadcast
around the world. No matter where it’s tried, if he walks it will make my
office look like shit, like losers. Because no matter where it’s held,  we
started it. It’s ours, for good or bad. And politically, a loss won’t be good.
Plus, it’s never a good idea when people get the idea that you can get away
with murder – or attempted murder – if your PR is good enough.”


“Agreed.”


“So the first question is: Can you come out firing and kick
Lew Walters’ ass? Even if he is a friend, and apparently your best friend, and
the man you trusted to handle your divorce. I’ve checked his record. He’s too
good  to play with. And he will pull any kind of shit to win. He’s done it
before.”


“To answer your question,  Lew is my best friend. And I will
kick his ass. We’re friends outside the courtroom. Inside,  he’s the enemy. I
beat him in the Granny Killer case when nobody expected me to win. I can do it
again.”


“And the second question, Mr. Maitland. Actually the more
important. You’re going to be asking a jury to destroy a man whose life was
ruined by a wife cheating on him. The best he’s looking at is spending the rest
of his life, or a good chunk of it, behind bars for felony murder in the death
of the second hitman and attempted first degree murder of his wife and her
lover. He had it all, and he’s going to lose it all. Odds are he’ll never see
his son in the fresh air again in his life.


“Can you do that?”


“Because I lost my wife the same way? Because I lost my
temper and struck out with my fists and who knows what I’d have done if I’d had
a gun? You think I’m going to identify with The Money Man and pull my punches?”


“Well, yeah.”


“No. I’ll empathize with him and I’ll talk to the jury about
my personal sympathies. And then I’ll remind them that sympathy has no place in
the courtroom and exactly BECAUSE I’ve been where he is, they’ll listen to me
more closely. You don’t need to worry about my having conflicting loyalties.
I’m the Prosecutor.”


After a bit:


“You know, I actually believe you, Maitland. I think you
will nail him if he gets down there. So, I will talk to my superiors and as
things go, if they go that way, we’ll be in touch with your boss and you.”


“I look forward to it. Now, if I was you I’d get out of the
office and go back to that wife of yours and those two kids. And kiss them all
– hard.”


“I will, Maitland. And – I understand there might be a
Patrick Leary working in the Public Defender’s Office down there. Is that
right?”


“Yes. He’s a royal pain in my ass, but a great lawyer. You
know him?”


“We know each other. Knew each other. One day, after a long
day or if you can catch him drinking and in a mellow mood, tell him that Ryan
Murphy said hello. And be ready to duck.”


“It’s that way?”


“You give your lady a good hard kiss too. Good to know
there’s life after divorce. Goodbye.”


I sat there after I’d put the phone back.


And thought about the Money Man/Magic Man  Traveling Circus
that would be descending on Jacksonville  next year. If he didn’t kill himself
first. Or take a plea. Or if the Mexicans didn’t kill me first. 


There was a part of me that dreaded the coming trial. Murphy
had been right about one thing. It would be hard to go full bore against a poor
bastard who was striking out in pain and humiliation and anger against the two
people who’d destroyed his life.


But on the other hand, as Carl Cameron had said, it’s the
hard cases that make the law an almost irresistible mistress. Even though it
was a slam dunk, it would also be a challenge to convince jurors to turn their
hearts off and use on their intellect to follow the law. And God Help Me, there
was something in me like a boxer down on the canvas and fighting to hold onto
consciousness when the referee’s count brought me up swinging at the thought of
that trial. If only to myself, I might as well admit that I wanted it, even
though it would hurt like hell.


I went back to the emails. Ninety percent were office crap
and could be ignored or passed on to Cheryl. But then there were the ones like:



“Date: 11-12-2005”


“To:  W. Maitland”


“From: Assistant SA Roger Hopper, Felony Division 1


“Subject: Thoughts on Diversion of Kevin Butler”


“Just wanted your thoughts when you have a moment. Don’t
know if you are up on this case. Kind of a sad one. Kevin Butler is a
28-year-old advertising exec with Channel 12 WTLV in
Jacksonville.  His wife – to all appearances – went missing back in  the
Spring. No signs of foul play. No indications the husband was involved,
although he could have been. But the husband’s reaction isn’t that of a killer.
He’s basically let his life turn to shit since his wife disappeared without any
clues. 


“Over the next six months Butler has been arrested twice for
drunk and disorderly, an assault stemming from a bar fight over in Five Points,
one DUI, and in this latest one is almost like a skit from Saturday Night Live.
He came out of O’Brien’s on the Westside, pulled onto 17, and a mile down the
road he ran a red light and I swear to God he came within six inches of
creaming a station wagon FULL OF NUNS visiting from the St. Augustine Diocese.


“He managed to avoid them but wound up in the hospital after
nearly taking down a light at the corner of  San Juan Avenue and 17 while the
nuns wound up in the parking lot of the Solid Gold All Ladies Revue with pole
dancers and bikers taking care of them. No real injuries, just shook up and
some bumps and bruises.


“He was sitting in jail after getting out of  Shands
University and by every criteria he ought to be looking at some
time and never getting his license back in this lifetime. But one of the
civilian counselors, guy named Lyle you’ve probably seen around the courthouse,
got interested in him and called in Doc Teller as a personal favor to talk to
the guy. Teller talked to him and he and Lyle wound up talking to me.


“They  both say Butler’s a decent guy. His wife dropping off
the edge of the earth just rattled him and he’s been losing it as the time goes
by and it looks like she’s never coming back and there’s no sign whether she’s
living or dead. And they both recommend diversion. Lyle recommended Guardian Ad
Litem. Thinks that worrying about kids might get his mind off worrying about
his wife.


“We ought to give him some time, but he’s got a clean record
until his wife vanished and, honestly, I think having your wife drop into a
hole in the ground and never knowing if she’s off with some other guy or
rotting in a swamp somewhere would be enough to screw up most people’s heads.
I’m running this by you in case someone in the media finds out about the nuns
and his priors and gives us hell. I figure if somebody has to get grief, it
ought to be The Angel of Death.


“And, you ought to know, the nuns are asking us to go light
on him. Big Surprise.”


I knew what my gut told me. Okay, it hit a sore spot for me.
Missing wives, cheating wives, dead wives…they all made me look twice. We did
pre-trial diversion in some cases. We tried to keep it clear of politics, but every
time you treat someone differently, there’s always the potential down the road
to have them go up in a building and kill 20 people with a high powered rifle
and the media will come in a howling mob to get the scalp of the insane
prosecutors that let these monsters out early with a slap on the wrist.


Maybe he’d killed her himself. The husband or wife of a
missing or dead spouse is always the first and best suspect. Nobody else has as
much reason to murder. And more often than you’d think, your first suspicion is
the correct one. But..


Evidently Hopper and the cops didn’t’ think he’d done it.
And when you’ve done this work you develop a pretty good sixth sense for these
things. The shit he’d gotten himself into since she’d gone missing could have
been from guilt. Sometimes people think they’ve gotten away with bad things.
But you have to be a certain kind of person to live with that knowledge.


If you’re not a monster,  you can’t run away from the
knowledge of what you’ve done. You can’t drink enough to anesthetize yourself
against the guilt, although a lot try. A lot of times, if garden variety
murderers don’t wind up confessing, they wind up committing suicide. That kind
of guilt is a heavy thing to carry around 24-7.


But the kind of behavior he’d been exhibiting  can come from
unresolved grief as easily as guilt. When a wife dies in an accident or
suicide, you bury them, mourn, sometimes screw around and sometimes drink
yourself into oblivion, but you get over it. The same way I had. When they run
off with a lover, you heal with time.


But sometimes people just vanish. More than you’d think,
actually. Nationally there are a lot of unsolved disappearances. Even in
Jacksonville they occur. No warning. No history of serious continuing fights.
No serious money problems. No evidence of violence or foul play or kidnapping.
A husband or wife goes to work or goes on a trip or simply isn’t home when
they’re supposed to be.


And they never come back. Those are more rare than the ones
where you eventually find a body somewhere or 10 years later you find them
living with a second family on the opposite coast. Those,  people can live
with. The human heart is a lot more resilient than you’d think.


But Butler, this poor bastard, was living in Limbo. You
can’t mourn if you don’t know whether your wife died loving you or is currently
being serviced by a new lover. You can’t be angry, you can’t be sad, you can’t
emotionally bury them in the ground and find a new lover. Although people do
all of those things. You’re stuck in the middle of nowhere.


If he didn’t kill her, he was entitled to be a screwed-up
emotional wreck. And maybe he was entitled to a break. Particularly if Teller
thought he deserved one. And Lyle.


I’d run into this Lyle guy a few times. A college professor
– but even with Doug Baker always in my thoughts and even though Lyle was
another guy that probably set female students’ hearts fluttering – he seemed
like a nice guy.


And he wasn’t just another bleeding heart upper crust
liberal assuaging his guilt at being born with a silver spoon in his mouth. I’d
talked with him a couple times to get a sense if his recommendations could be
tough minded as well as tender hearted. Although he was a Harvard grad with a
degree in Lit, he had come from the other Boston, the hard scrabble poor Irish
neighborhood of small houses in tight little closed neighborhoods and his
education was in street gangs rather than elite private schools. He had a
heart, but he also had a brain.


So if he thought Kevin Butler deserved a second chance, I’d
be inclined to look favorably on it. 


I emailed Hopper back  that he could draw up the papers and
we’d talk on Monday or Tuesday, but that Butler would probably get diverted if
it looked like Lyle and Teller were on the mark.


The phone rang again. It was now past five and the deluge should
begin to taper off. In my mind’s eye I painted a portrait of Myra standing
naked in front of me, the heavy white globes of her enormous breasts hanging
like round fruit. It was not a good thing to do when I still had to get out the
door.


“Mr. Maitland.”


The voice was unmistakable.


“Sheriff Bludwurth.”


“I’m glad I was able to reach you. Most courthouse people
would be out the door at 5 p.m. exactly. You’re obviously not a clock watcher.”


I didn’t answer. Part was surprise. I hadn’t expected to
hear from him. And part of it was to put the onus on him to start the
conversation.


“I shouldn’t be surprised, I guess. Everything I’ve read
about you makes it clear that you’re a dedicated man.”


“And why would you be reading about me, Sheriff?”


“After the – situation – earlier today, and my conversation
by cell with Tommy Deacon, I became very curious about you. I googled you. It’s
amazing how much press you’ve received since that Angel of Death story, but
there are citations prior to that as well.”


Again I let his comments die away and silence reign over the
line.


“I never had the chance to speak directly with you, Mr.
Maitland, and I wish I had done  that. What happened today was regrettable, but
it was a mistake on a variety of levels. Whether you believe it or not, we had
reason to believe your Mr. Bell was involved in three murders, one of them a
sworn officer with this department.


“Now, I know that Tommy – Deputy Deacon – is more than a
little hot headed and our deputy who was murdered was a friend of his. He’s a
little rough around the edges and from what he told me, he undoubtedly over
reacted to what he thought was interference in his carrying out his duties.”


“Why are you calling, Sheriff?”


“I just wanted to make sure that – that things remain on a
professional level between your office and mine. And that you don’t jump to
wrong conclusions that could cause serious problems between our two counties in
the future.”


I was silent for a moment, then asked, “So can I assume that
you won’t be making any more attempts to murder Mr. Bell to remove him as a
witness in the William Sutton murder prosecution. That you won’t send in any
more of your men with trumped up charges, that you won’t arrange any
‘accidents’ for Mr. Bell in his hospital room.”


There was a very long silence. 


Finally: “ I know that Dallas Edwards has a long memory and
I’m sure he has poisoned your mind where I’m concerned with all types of
fevered stories of terrible things that I and my family have done in Satsuma
over the years. I know he’s your employer and that you two have a personal
relationship, so I’m not going to try to argue against anything he’s said.
Except to say that people have different interpretations of what the truth is.
I would just say that a lot of people and agencies have spent a lot of time and
money trying to prove me guilty of anything wrong, and no one ever has.”


There was another long silence, and then:


“I doubt seriously that Edwards or anybody else has ever
discussed how my family came to Satsuma, Maitland. It’s an interesting story,
and one you might want to think about. Actually, my people lived in southwest
Texas in the 19th century. They were ranchers, cattlemen, a few
farmers. There were maybe a couple hundred Bludwurths living within a 2500
square mile area. Southwest Texas at that time was a rough part of the world.
You had renegade Indians, Mexican army units acting as freelance looters,
American bandits.


“It’s too long a story to go into in detail, but a few
Bludwurths were killed in a squabbles with neighbors and Indians and Mexicans.
Back then, blood was important, so other Bludwurths avenged their deaths. But
when their enemies were killed, their kin sought vengeance. It was an ugly
cycle. The Hatfields and McCoys are only the most famous of the old feuds.
There were others.


“It took 20 years, but eventually there were too many
enemies. And the Bludwurths were decimated. Men, women and children. Finally,
my great great great grandfather, his  brother and his wife  were the only ones
left and they saw the handwriting on the wall. They left Texas and their
enemies and the feud.


“It took a few years, but they eventually settled in
Satsuma. Back then it was as wild as Texas had been. There were outlaws,
escaped convicts hiding out in the swamps, disease and pestilence and virtually
no law. They became lawmen, helped to civilize the area, and became a part of
the county.


“Now, Satsuma was a wild place and there were a lot of bad
men. And the Bludwurths had learned a valuable lesson in Texas. When they made
enemies, they killed them. All. It’s all history now – dead history –and no one
will ever be charged, but people learned that if you made enemies of the
Bludwurths, you either ran out of the county as far as fast as you could, or
you and your family died.”


Bludwurth had stopped talking. In the background I could
hear classical music playing.


“Of course, all that was a long time ago. Nothing like that
happens anymore. But, it’s an object lesson.  Feuds are a bad thing. People
have to get along, even when they might not like each other, even when they
might feel it better to continue fighting. Because, if you feud, people die.
Not just the fighters, but their families. Their wives. Their sons. Their
daughters. Their parents.


“As I said, Mr. Maitland, there are no hard feelings on our
end. We’re going to continue to try to get Mr. Bell down  here legally, but we
won’t do anything illegal to do so. I hope you’ll be able to put aside your
hard feelings, your anger, and let this situation cool down. Do we have an
understanding?”


I took a moment, then, “As long as you leave Mr. Bell and
anybody else in our county alone, I see no reason for us to have any dealings
in the future.”


“Thank you, Mr. Maitland. That seems fair. You have a good
weekend.”


I wondered if he would stay away from Bell. Everything
Dallas had told me about Bludwurth made me doubt he’d quietly accept defeat and
slink away. On the other hand, if he was as rich as Dallas surmised, I
couldn’t  imagine Mama Sutton coming up with enough cash to make it worth
Bludwurth’s while to push it much further. 


Dallas thought he was an evil, sadistic bastard,  but
nothing he’d said indicated Bludwurth was stupid. And getting into a war over a
relatively  few bucks didn’t make sense. When he thought his guys could just
walk into a hospital room and scare Bell to death, it probably made dollars and
cents sense. But now?


I still had about 50 emails to wade through, and I really,
really, didn’t want to do it.


I wanted to walk into Myra’s condo and just lust after her
body and face for a few minutes before I did anything to her. I wanted to take
her to the Landing and watch the faces of the guys we passed as they stripped
her with their eyes and hated my guts. I wanted to be around men and women
flirting and being silly and drunk and stupid. I wanted to eat the way I had
when I’d been fat and flabby and worry about exercising it off tomorrow. I
wanted to be as irresponsible and footloose and free as everybody else was on
the weekend. I wanted to be the way I hadn’t been in more than 20 years, before
Debbie. I wanted it to be like it was when life was simple.


I made myself turn back to the computer in the center of my
desk and its blinking message of responsibility. As much as I wanted to, I
couldn’t throw my responsibilities into  the trash. I was changing, but I
hadn’t changed that much.


 


 










CHAPTER THIRTEEN – SINGLE WHITE ROSES



 


November 12, 2005


Friday, 7:30 P.M. 


 


I rang the buzzer at Unit B-6 in the Ellendon Arms. Located
about three miles south of I-295 on San Jose Boulevard heading toward Fruit
Cove in St. Johns County, there was a guard shack at the entrance to the
complex. The condos were open to anyone with enough money, but there was more
security than you’d find anywhere outside a self-contained apartment complex.
Most of the units had the same floor plan. A very large walk-in den with
Cathedral ceilings and a large plate glass window at the rear of the room
giving a panoramic view of a set of pools, including one Olympic-special and
another very deep pool 15 feet deep on the end which was possible because there
were no children allowed. 


There were  hot tubs and one special book-ended set of pools
including one set at near the high end limit of human endurance guaranteed to
sweat out any bugs a user might have,  with another nearby set near freezing.
The complex guarantee was that any resident who could stand 30 seconds in the
hot pool followed by 30 seconds in the cold pool, received a magnum of
champagne on the house. The few times I’d been there, I’d seen only six idiots
drop sweating into the well of ice cold water. But they’d all been young men
except for one lean and tanned young lady, and other than screaming in shock,
the immersion didn’t seem to have done anyone any harm


I heard approaching steps and placed both hands behind my
back. The stars twinkled in the sky at my back.


“Who is it?”


“Open and find out.”


“Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”


The door swung open to reveal a living dream. Her hair was
in that ringlet fashion that reminded me of the Halloween Party at Pelicans. It
flowed in a silver stream down and around her face. Her lips were redder than a
ripe apple, her eyes gleaming like emeralds enhanced by a green shade of eye
shadow. She wore a simple peasant, low cut blouse that I doubted had ever
looked as good on another human being. She wore a relatively tight silver
pencil skirt  that matched her hair color above metallic silver boots that rose
nearly to her knees.  Later that night I learned she was wearing Silver Faux Crinkle Leather Metallic Mirror Platform Boots. Even having seen her naked, she took my breath away.
Particularly the Mirror Platform boots. Debbie nor Aline had ever fancied
boots. I had discovered a fetish.


“Hello, Mr. Maitland. Do you like what you see?”


“Only about as much as a man dying of  thirst in the desert
likes finding a free-flowing well in an oasis.”


“That much?”


“More.”


She reached for me and I used one hand to stop her and
motion to her to step back. She looked at me curiously.


I reached behind me to close the door with my free hand,
keeping one concealed behind me. She looked at me with a small smile that could
have lit up a town.


“A man of mystery. What secret are you concealing behind
your back?”


“It could be a box of chocolates, for someone who has given
a whole new definition to ‘sweet.’ It could be a bouquet of the rarest flowers
in the world, for someone who is more beautiful than any flower. It could be a
diamond bracelet for someone who outshines the most brilliant gem.”


Her eyes sparkled, and yet I thought I spotted swimming in
them some concern that I couldn’t understand.


“You know you don’t have to seduce me, Bill, don’t you? You
had me at ‘hello’.”


I brought out the secret I had concealed in my left hand. A
single, long white American rose bloomed from a crystal  holder. Her eyes fixed
on the white petals which seemed to ooze drops of moisture under the lights of
her den.


“What is this, Bill?”


“A single beautiful rose, for a beautiful woman. Like you,
Myra, it stands alone. You could surround it with a hundred beautiful flowers,
and it would still stand out.”


I stepped into her and held her face gently with my free
hand and touched my lips to hers.


“It’s corny, I know. And my only excuse is that I’m out of
practice. I just wanted some way – to say that you take my breath away every
time I see you at the courthouse. And you make my heart pound when I’m in my
office alone and I start thinking of you. I still have to pinch myself to try
to make myself believe this can be real. If I never touched you again, enjoyed
that unbelievable  body, I would still be the luckiest guy on the face of the
earth. To have had you even one time, makes me a winner.”


Tears sprang out at the corner of her eyes.


“Bill, why do you keep fucking doing this?”


I stepped back. I’d expected a few responses. Not this.


“I – uh…”


I felt 17 again, approaching a really hot girl for a date
and seeing my dreams begin to crumble in front of me.


Her eyes kept shedding tears, her lips didn’t smile, as she
reached out to take the rose in its glass holder. She turned from me to set it
on  a small table just  inside the entranceway.


She turned slowly from the table to stare into my eyes. I
couldn’t translate the look she gave me.


“Do friends give friends single white roses for no reason?
Do they say things that make their friends cry?”


She took a step backward.


“Come inside and close the door.”


 Without taking her eyes off mine, she did something and the
peasant blouse slid off her shoulders. The heavy white, industrial bra swelled
to hold in her breasts. This one had a clasp in front that she worked at until
it opened and she let it slide down her chest and to her feet. Even after seeing
them and loving her for a weekend that didn’t see us leave the bed very often,
they still looked unreal. 


She slipped her dress off, revealing slight, soft satin
panties with a very slight bulge where a tampon would be. Normally she’d be
naked.  She had to bend to slip the silver mirror boots off. When she stepped
out of them, she took another step back and placed her hands on her hips.


“Do you like what you see, Mr. Maitland?”


“Words fail me.”


“Don’t let them. Tell me if you like what you see?”


“You are so damned beautiful, Myra. I fantasized for years
about what you’d look like. And nothing I ever dreamed came close to the
reality.”


“Tell me what you’re going to do to me.”


She wasn’t smiling but I couldn’t help it.


I took one step toward her and she froze me in my tracks
with nothing more than a glance from those emerald eyes.


“I’m going to kiss and stroke and suck and squeeze those
huge breasts of yours and I’m going to fill those luscious mouth of yours with
my penis and you’re going to suck and lick until I can’t stand it anymore. And
when the time is right, I’m  going to lay you down on a bed or any other
horizontal surface and spread those legs of yours and hammer my dick into you
until you scream. For starters.”


“And do you think I want that?”


“Yeah, I think you do. I think you want it bad.”


She finally took a small step toward me.


“And again, what do you think I want from you?”


“To suck me and when we can, to fuck me.”


“Do you think I want candlelight and flowers and sweet
fucking gestures that make me want to cry?”


“No.”


She turned and gestured at the white rose, adding, “Then why
do you do things like that, Bill?”


“It’s hard not to do things like that for you, Myra.”


She was in my arms, her insane curves molding themselves
against me as she tried to swallow my tongue. And then pulled back to arm's
length. She stared deeply into my eyes.


“I can be your fuck buddy and  drain you of every drop of
semen you’ll ever produce. And I can be and I am your friend. I like you and
respect you as much as any man I’ve ever known. But I can’t love you, and you
can’t love me, Bill. I told you that at the beach. There can’t be anything
between us but friendship and fantastic fucking sex.”


I knew enough not to ask her why, to ask her any questions.
Because I knew instinctively that if I overstepped the boundaries she had set,
she’d be gone. Without a word of explanation. And call me weak, but the sight
of those breasts , those hips, those curvy legs and that fantastic ass, made it
impossible to push her. My curiosity was killing me. But I’d survive that.


I stepped forward and pulled her into my arms.


“No more white roses, or talk about how wonderful you are.
No more tears. We are just two friends who love to fuck. Okay?”


A smile lit her face for the first time since she’d opened
the door. It lit up her condo. Fuck buddies would be alright. I could live with
that.


She slid down to her knees and unzipped me. With a little
difficulty she was able to slip my throbbing erection out and began sliding her
small hands and gentle fingers up and down it, then breathed hotly on it.


“I gather.” I whispered, “we’re not going right out to get
something to eat?”


“You aren’t,” she said with a soft laugh before swooping
down on my cock and attempting to pleasurably devour it.


I wondered if my blood pressure would keep me upright when
she upped the ante and raised herself against me, lifted her heavy breasts and
captured my hardness between them and slowly ran their yielding warmth down it
until it wound up vanishing into the fevered interior of her mouth again.


And then she rubbed and squeezed and massaged me with those
incredibly soft, yielding  mounds. All I could do was lean back against the
door and make and release fists  and finally groan as I began to spurt. When
she finally pulled away and grinned up at me, I could only breathe harshly.
When I got my breath back, I said, “if you’re going to keep on doing that, give
me time to up my life insurance for my kids.”


As I slid on my ass to land on the floor, she reached out
with one hand to run one finger over my lower lip and laughed, saying, “At
least you’d make your name in the history books – first man ever slain by a
blow job.”


“There are other ways I’d rather make my name in the history
books. Like, first man to ever make the woman with the greatest breasts in the
history of the world orgasm 100 times  consecutively.”


As I reached out for her she scooted away from me on her
hands and knees and stood, gathering up her clothes a few feet away.


“No. I spent some time on my hair and I’ve going to have to
re-apply my lipstick AND get dressed again. If we weren’t going out…but I want
to look nice.”


I pushed myself to my feet.


“What the hell is it with women? If you went out in a potato
sack, you’d outshine every other woman out there. If you went out there naked,
I’d need a police detail to keep you safe.”


“Women don’t dress for men, you know that. We could walk
around in potato sacks if all we were worried about was attracting the male
eye. You guys are so easy. We dress for other women. As I said, I want to look
nice. Now…”


“I could help you dress.”


“No. I know how that would end. And I told you, it would get
really messy and we’d both have to take showers and – honestly, I’d need to
clean the shower because I wouldn’t want the condo cleaning people to see –
what I’d leave behind. I want to go out tonight. Just watch some TV until I’m
ready.”


I thought about it then looked toward the windows that
overlooked the condo.


“I think I’ll wander downstairs. Just hang at the pools for
a few minutes.”


She gave me a funny look.


“I hate to tell you this, Bill, but it’s too cold for most
of the sweet young, nearly naked things, to be hanging out there. I think
you’ll be alone. Fortunately.”


“You wound me. After what just happened, you think I’d be
looking for someone else.”


She looked at me with a trace of amusement and something
else. I think there was a serious edge there.


“I think men are always looking for someone else.”


I walked toward her before she could back away and grabbed
the back of her neck, pulling her to me and kissing her hard.


“But not tonight.”


As I took the elevator downstairs I thought about what I’d
just seen and heard. We were fuck buddies.  Friends. No romantic entanglements.
And yet, I could have sworn that was jealousy I’d just seen flash in her. Which
made no sense. You’re not supposed to be jealous of friends, even friends
you’re fucking.


Why in the hell wasn’t I still married? Where I could forget
about all this teenage angst and just be an oblivious husband? Because I’d
screwed up and Debbie had screwed up and here I was floundering back in the
dating pool.


I came out at the front of the complex and walked around to
the back. I had to unlatch a gate, but they didn’t keep it locked. There were
guard shacks with real guards with real guns at the only two entrances and
exits to the complex so once you were in they were fairly casual, although if
one of the roving patrols came by I’d get some questions.


I had a momentary thought about what these units cost. They
weren’t normal singles condos. These had to be lived in by people with serious
money – at least serious money for Jacksonville and the South.  From what I’d
learned about Myra, she didn’t come from money. And I knew the finances of the
State Attorney’s Office. No way could someone making SA wages – even at the
upper level – afford a place like this. Without eating dog food and driving a used
'78 beater of some kind. I knew Myra drove a Cherry Red 2005 Lexus ES 330
Sedan.


The attorney in me couldn’t help wondering how she could
afford this. How she could live like this and look like this on the wages of a
glorified secretary or executive assistant. I wasn’t a fashionista, by many
miles, but I knew enough from having been married to a woman who’d had to dress
up for fashionable dances and conferences and social events to recognize that
what Myra wore away from the office didn’t come from Wal-Mart, or K-Mart.


High end clothing, high end wheels, high end living
quarters. But I had to step on that entire line of thought. I knew virtually nothing
about Myra, except, if she was telling me the truth and I thought she was, that
she’d come from a tragic and traumatic and poverty-stricken childhood. I had no
idea what her life had been like after South Florida. Had there been men in her
life with serious money? Had she been married? Divorced? Was she a pre-nup
divorcee? God knows she could have married very, very well.


The bottom line was, I knew nothing about her. And I WAS
NOT, WAS NOT, WAS NOT, WAS NOT going to lose what I’d just enjoyed because I
couldn’t keep my curiosity in check.


“OHHHHHHH SHHHHHHHHIIIIIIIIIITTTTTTTTTT.”


I jogged to the back but nobody was dying, at least not
right now. A head topped with a mass of jet black curls popped up out of the
ice pool, as I knew it was called.


“JESUS CHRIIIIIIIISTTTTTTTTT!”


As I approached she lifted herself up on the edge of the
pool and the higher she rose the more obvious her femininity became.’


“Oh, God!”


I handed her the thick, red and black towel that sat on a
chair near the circular polar pool.


She looked up between violent shivering and lifted one slim
hand. I leaned over, grabbed and pulled her out in one motion. The weight
training had made a difference. As she stood on the concrete I stepped behind
her and wrapped the towel around her. We were almost the same height.


“This is kind of a silly question, but why are you diving
into an ice pool when the air temperature is about 45?”


She rubbed herself, then wrapped it around the thick black
curls and vigorously dried, which moved the towel so that the slim arms, small
breasts, nipples hard as pebbles, and slender body flashed me.


“You never saw a naked woman before?”


“I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to stare. You caught me by surprise.
The question stands, though.”


“It’s a rush. Greatest feeling in the world when the cold
hits you and your whole body jerks and it feels like your heart is stopping,
and then a second later you’re alive again. I even love the cold you feel after
you come out.”


“I know.”


“You’ve done this?”


The look that she gave me said it all and I couldn’t help
smiling.


”I wasn’t always old.”


She kept drying careless of what she was showing. She
pointed toward a pair of slacks and a sweater on a nearby chair. There were
panties, but no bra. She dressed and I started to turn away. 


“Uh…nice to have…met you Miss. I think someone’s probably
waiting at the front for me.


“You don’t live here, do you?”


“No.”


She raised the sweater over her head, her breasts rising
with the motion, the hard pink nubs jiggling.


She saw me looking and said, “The only nice thing about an
‘a’ cup is that you don’t need a bra unless you really want one.”


She looked behind me and an unfriendly expression flashed
across her face.


 “Don’t tell me, you’re with her.”


I looked back and saw Myra. She wore some of coat that came
down to mid-thigh and belted at the waist. It was the color of caramel candy
and looked as soft as it probably felt. I thought it was probably Armani. It
looked like one I’d bought for Debbie for her 30th birthday.


 “Yes.”


She looked at me differently then.


 “You don’t look like one of the guys she usually has here.
So you must have money. You a millionaire?”


“Just a guy.”


She looked at her feet, then without raising her eyes to me
she said softly, “Don’t get serious about her.”


Myra was close to us then and I looked back. The expression
she gave the dark haired girl wasn’t unfriendly, but not that friendly either.


“Cassandra? I thought you’d be out with your boyfriend on a
Friday night. One of them, anyway.”


“He decided he’d rather go out drinking with his buds, Ms.
Martinez.  So I said, ‘fuck you,’ and decided to spend a quiet evening at
home.”


Myra looked at me and this time the signals were crystal
clear.


“I couldn’t find you out front, Bill so I come back here and
here you are. It’s kind of cold for a dip tonight, isn’t it. Although Cassandra
is young enough to enjoy braving the elements.”


“It’s fun to do something wild sometimes. And your – friend,
Bill – was nice enough to hand me my clothing. I forgot just how cold it gets
when you come up. Especially if you’re not wearing anything.”


Myra smiled broadly, although it was one of those female
smiles.


“Bill is a real gentleman. And he was probably concerned
that you didn’t catch your death of cold. He has a daughter about your age.”


I decided this was a good time to clear out.


“Well, Myra, it’s getting close to 8. The Landing will be
getting packed We need to get going. And Cassandra, it was a pleasure meeting
you. You really do need to get inside and get warm. The ice pool is nice on a
hot day, but you need to get indoors  and get something warm inside you.”


Myra smiled that smile again.


“You’re right. We need to get going. And don’t worry about
Cassandra. I’m sure she’ll get something – warm – inside her before the night’s
over.”


Cassandra just smiled back but as I turned to go she reached
out to touch my shoulder and as I glanced back at her, she said, “Don’t forget
what I said, Bill.” And then she was gone.


I turned Myra around and walked her to the front with my
hand at the small of her back. The ground was uneven enough to warrant it. But
it also made it harder for her to stare at me.


As we walked, she said, “Poor girl. She is so damned jealous
of me.  She could get implants, but…And her condo is a revolving door for guys,
sometimes in packs. Her daddy is worth megabucks. Something in Hollywood. I
made the mistake of introducing myself to him on one of the rare occasions he
came to check on her and he smiled at me. She’s never forgiven me for that.”


I kept my mouth tightly shut.


As she placed her shapely ass on the passenger seat of my
caddy and then swung those shapely legs in nylon in, she reached out and
grabbed my arm.


“I’m sorry, Bill.”


“For what?”


“For acting like such a jealous bitch back there, toward a
teeny bopper. I know it was nothing. And I knew it was nothing. And I just got
through lecturing you about keeping – things light. But-“


I didn’t say anything. I had no idea what to say.


“What I said. The rules. Keeping it light. We’re only
friends. That’s for me, as well as you. You’re a romantic guy. I know that now.
But, it would be so easy to- Never mind that. If I start acting stupid like
that again, please, please tell me to get my head out of my ass. I want you to
be my friend.”


“I am, Myra. I am.”
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He stood in front of the plain wooden door with the insignia
“Satsuma Sheriff’s Office” fading against the weathered wood grain. He kept the
pose for 30 seconds, then made one full turn and leaned forward against the
door. e HeHe placed his right hand on the
heavy metal door knob and held the fingers steady. He focused his gaze focused
on the “O” in office.


The door swung open and he stepped in.


“I’m home, honey.”


Buddy Joe, one of the two deputies manning the security and
communications desk at the front counter looked up from the Penthouse he was
perusing. An empty coffee cup sat nearby. Overnight deputies went through a lot
of coffee. Nobody wanted to be the guy caught by Blud sleeping on duty.


“The conquering hero returns. You gonna wanna run by the
emergency room to get stitched up. The way I heard it, some shrimp lawyer beat
the shit out of you.”


“Oh, I’m fine. But I think you might need someone to look at
that hand of yours.”


As Buddy instinctively looked down at his hands, Deacon
grabbed the empty ceramic coffee cup with the Orange Satsuma logo on it and
brought it down on the sitting deputy’s left hand resting on the desk. 


Pieces of ceramic from the heavy cup shattered. Buddy Joe
staggered backward, screaming, “What the fuck? You bastard, you cock-sucking-“


As the fat deputy reached down with his free hand for the
Glock in a holster at his hip. Deacon centered the barrel of the .45 on his
face.


Without looking behind him he knew Harley was standing
behind him with his shotgun half raised to firing position.


“Stay out of this, Harley, and you’ll live longer.”


Buddy Joe kept his good hand away from the Glock and instead
gingerly cradled his smashed left hand, moaning as he did so.         


“Why the fuck did you do that, Deacon? I was just joking.
You broke my fucking hand. God damn it hurts.”


“I don’t like people laughing at me, Buddy Joe. You should
know that. And Harley, if I turn around and you got that shotgun pointed
anywhere close to my direction, we’re going to have some problems.”


As he looked back over his shoulder, he saw Harley lowering
the shotgun, stepping back toward the alcove that was invisible to anyone
coming inside. He raised his hand in a ‘no harm, no foul gesture,” and Deacon
turned back to Buddy Joe.


“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. It hurts. I got to go to the ER.
But-“


“Call Smith in off  patrol. I think the county will be safe
for a few hours while you go get that looked at.”


Buddy Joe jerked at the soft, low voice coming from behind
him, from behind the front counter. There was only a soft, low-watt light from
behind the figure, casting it in shadow. The office was deliberately situated
so the lights from the front were aimed away from the doorway.


“Yessir,” Buddy Joe said quickly, “I’ll call him right now.”


David Bludwurth stared at his chief deputy and that look
would have chilled most of the men and occasional women who came through the
front doors.


“He started it, Blud.”


They locked eyes for a moment and finally Bludwurth just
shook his head and stepped back into his office, gesturing to Deacon to follow.
As Deacon came through, Bludwurth was stepping back behind  the washed oak desk
with the nameplate reading “Sheriff David Bludwurth” atop it.


As he sat down,  he said, “We’ve talked about this before.
You have to control that temper. I ought to dock your pay for his medical
expenses.”


Deacon sat down in the comfortably upholstered chair
directly facing his boss and said, “In the first place, there isn’t going to be
any medical bill. No damned doctor is going to be stupid enough to bill the
department. In the second place, bill me. I’m good for it.”


Bludwurth leaned back in his chair, rubbing his jaw. Deacon
thought again that he didn’t look like a nearly 60-year-old man. His hair,
while thinning, was still  jet back. The eyes were deep set and a strange shade
of flecked green.  He could understand that some women had described the
Sheriff as a handsome man. And David Bludwurth with his power and money could
have blazed a pretty wide trail through the pussy available in this small
county, if his tastes had been inclined in that direction.


“I know it wouldn’t mean anything to you to make you pay the
bill, Tommy. Of course, I could just have you killed. That temper makes you
careless, and that makes you dangerous.”


Deacon took a deep breath. In a way, it was part of the fun
of the game. It was like sitting in a room with a uncaged lion. The lion could
take his life in an instant, if he decided he wanted to. Which was why you
could never show fear.


“Yeah, boss, you could have me killed. But how many other
guys do you have working for you with half a brain. Guys that are loyal to you
and have proved it over the years.”


Bludwurth  was silent for a moment. Even knowing how the
game was going to end, you couldn’t sit through that silence with thinking
about some of  the things that had happened in this room over the years.


“Not many, Tommy, not many. And I know you control that
temper except when you know you can enjoy it, like you did out there. But
truly, you overreacted. Buddy Joe will probably not be able to use that hand
for weeks, or months.”


“He’ll be fine. His fat ass is best used in here on the desk
anyway.”


“You drove straight through back from Jacksonville. You
didn’t stop to eat?”


“I wanted to get back here. I need a bottle and Meri Lou
from the Waffle House. She’ll have me feeling a lot better in an hour or two.
The whole thing was a cluster fuck.”


“Tell me again what happened?”


When Deacon had finished, Bludwurth just sat rocking gently
back and forth.


“Not your fault, Tommy.”


“I know that. Who the hell could have guessed that fucking
asshole Maitland would pick that one day to take a fucking heart patient who
was liable to keel over at any time out into the fresh air? If the old man
hadn’t been out there by the river, he’d be dead tonight.”


“Yeah. You can’t plan for every possible glitch. What was
your impression of Maitland.”


“The luckiest little shit on this planet.”


Under Bludwurth’s cold stare, Deacon added, “Cool customer.
I don’t think he rattles easy. He didn’t believe a word of the warrant. And
he’s not a bad boxer. I don’t think he’d be much as a brawler, but somebody’s
taught him a little about boxing.”


“Well, we’ll have to think about another way to get rid of
Bell. But it can’t be anything that can be traced back to us.”


“Why?”


Deacon was up and pacing.


“Why keep trying, and if you’re going to kill the old
cocksucker, why worry about anybody thinking we did it?”


Bludwurth tapped the desk over the left side, where bribes
and illegal money was kept in the old old days.


“Because we have been paid $100,000 by Mrs. Sutton to get
her baby boy out of jail. A matter of pride.”


Deacon knew it was stupid, but couldn’t help stopping and
leaning forward on the desk.


“I have never understood that. What the fuck is $100,000 to
us? To you? You have so much damned drug money, and gambling, and prostitution,
and more drug money running through here. Why go to so much trouble for penny
ante cash from the old bitch. I’d have been really pissed if I’d gotten my head
blown off by those Jacksonville cunts for pocket change.”


“Since when is $100,000 pocket change?”


“You can’t be that damned cheap. I don’t know anything, but
I know or  I have a feel for how much money you’re sitting on. A hundred grand 
is pocket change, Blud. It is.”


Bludwurth stopped the rocking motion and drummed the fingers
of his right hand on the desk.


“How much money do you have in those accounts in the
Bahamas, Tommy? Four-five million, right? At least that’s close.”


Deacon stopped pacing. It almost chilled him to realize how
much Bludwurth knew about everything.


“Pretty close.”


“Think about it, Tommy. If you weren’t here, working for me,
how much money do you think you’d be worth? A million? A hundred thousand? Ten
thousand. Or would you be working as a bouncer in some bar or leg breaker for
some shark. Where could a guy like you, around here, ever make this kind of
money?”


“Probably nowhere.”


“Yeah, nowhere. I’m just making the point that you’re worth
that kind of money, enough money to let you retire someday a long way away from
here, to let you raise Bobby’s boy to maybe get an education and have a good
life, because of me and my family. And I can tell you one thing that Bludwurths
have ALWAYS known. Money is money. There are no small payoffs and bribes and
hauls from jobs.


“Sure, we make a lot more money now from drugs than from
gambling or whores or killing people. But things change. You can’t ever be sure
the money will keep flowing in. So when somebody offers me $100,000 for a few
hours work by my deputies and a few hundred dollars in gas, you’re damned right
I’m going to  take it.


“So, instead of  worrying about why we’re wasting time with
a small payoff, why not let me do the thinking, okay?”


Finally Deacon said, “Alright. You can’t argue with success.
So what are we going to do?”


“I have no idea at this point. I’ll probably call Mrs.
Sutton back. Talk to her.”


“Better you than me, boss. I think she could freeze water by
staring at it.’


“Careful how you talk about the mother of my half-brother.”


Something that was almost a smile played on Bludwurth’s
handsome face.


“Half-brother? Her and your old man? He couldn’t have been
that desperate.”


“She showed me a photo of the two of them taken about 35
years ago. She wasn’t bad. She said she was telling me to let me know it was my
half-brother I was helping. I guess she thought that would make us work extra
hard.”


“That’s kind of a touching story. You going to tell him.”


“No. She didn’t want him to know. And I wouldn’t want to
have to kill him after going to the trouble of getting him off on that murder
charge. You’ve heard stories about how the old man was. He must have had enough
semen for a dozen damned bulls. He impregnated heifers up and down the state.
Spread his seed far and wide. And Ms. Sutton’s husband must have been a little
– limp wristed. Apparently she fell for the old man’s rugged charms. But,
that’s going to remain our little secret. I’ve had to eliminate too many
possible heirs to the Bludwurth money already.”


Deacon stared toward the door of Bludwurth’s office,
thinking for a moment of Meri’s smooth, rounded body. She’d be waiting for him
in her apartment. And she was made of silly putty. There was nothing she
couldn’t do in bed. And it had been a bad day.


“You know, Blud, probably the smartest thing to do would be
to let me go hunting. I can stay low, watch Maitland until I see an opening,
and take him out. He’s the guy ramrodding Sutton’s case. Take him out and it
will be a while before they can get another guy up to speed and the case ready
to go. The longer it takes, the more chances we’ll have to take the old man
out.”


Bludwurth just stared at him wordlessly until Deacon felt
like he was reading his mind.


“Interesting idea, except you just want to kill him for
embarrassing you.”


“No, but that wouldn’t hurt.”


“Don’t even think about it.”


“Why? I can do it so there’s no tracks, nothing to implicate
us. We’ve done it before.”


“Not this time. I want you to stay away from him, stay out
of Jacksonville.”


“Why the hell not? You’re not letting that ‘Angel of Death’
crap scare you, are you?”


“No.”


He leaned back, did something under the desk and the lights
dimmed to near darkness. He had become a shadow against the surrounding
darkness.


“Head on over to Meri and enjoy yourself tonight. I need to
think about some things.”


Deacon turned to leave when Bludwurth said, “I don’t believe
in that Angel of Death crap. But I do believe in gut feelings. There’s just
something – something about the guy. I have a bad feeling about him.”


Deacon was walking out the door as he heard Bludwurth say,
“And I trust my gut.”
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I pulled the Escalade into the Landing’s parking drive and
slowed looking for any place to park. I caught sight of a police cruiser parked
in the shadows near the river entrance. The Jacksonville Landing was a
horse-shoe shaped two-story restaurant/bar/ shop mall with its front to the St.
Johns and the Riverwalk and its back facing ???Street. It usually did pretty good
business was it was gangbusters on Friday and Saturday nights. 


The downtown had always been plagued by crime – muggers, car
thieves, robbers, rapists – no matter how much the City Fathers tried to
convince tourists and city residents that the downtown was safe after dark. In
recent years more and more HIYPpies (High Income Young Professionals) had
started moving into the downtown for the arty lofts where you could pretend you
were living in a big city like New York or Atlanta. Hell, I was being too harsh,
way too middle-aged. I had never lived that young, single professional life. I
had been married, with kids, forever. The suburbs, which turned out to be
Mandarin south of Jacksonville and on the border of Clay County, had been my
adult life. If I had been single and young, I probably would have loved the
loft life – cool, cutting edge, being able to walk to the Landing, hanging with
other men and women my age who had never even thought of children or anything
beyond month-long hookups.


But even the young professionals hadn’t been able to
single-handedly save the Landing. The City had to keep pushing because there
was always that perception that the downtown was simply a scary place after
dark. And a rash of car burglaries, two couples robbed at gunpoint in the last
month and one 15-year-old high student dragged into the bushes and raped by
three men not two blocks from the Landing, had the public’s antenna up again.


I drove toward him and stopped a dozen feet away. I stepped
out and approached him. He looked at me warily and stayed in the cruiser.


“Can I help you sir?”


“Yeah, hi. I’m Bill Maitland with the State Attorney’s
Office. The place looks pretty packed. Would you have any idea if there’s any
place to park that wouldn’t require a mile-long walk?”


I didn’t recognize him and he didn’t recognize me.


“I wish I could help you, sir, but-“


He looked behind me and looked back to see Myra swiveling
toward us. I was used to her and she still took my breath away. He looked like
a deer caught in the lights of an oncoming 18-wheeler.


“Officer, I know this is an imposition, but is there ANY
chance you might help us. Mr. Maitland is the number two prosecutor for the
county and I’m the State Attorney’s secretary, but I wouldn’t try to pull rank.
It’s just that Mr. Maitland was taking me out for my birthday. Can you believe
I’m turning 35? I was really depressed. And I don’t mind walking, but –“


She did something that resembled a bump-and-grind but was
really only her pivoting to show off her remarkable ass and legs and those
damned nearly knee-high boots.


“You can see, the boots look good, but they’re so hard to
walk in. I’d hate to celebrate a milestone in my life by breaking an ankle. So,
is there ANYTHING you could do, please?”


He just stared at her for a moment, then glanced at me as if
he couldn’t believe his eyes. He turned on the ignition and said, “Please
follow me, Ms…??”


“Martinez, Myra Martinez. And you are?”


“…Officer Wilkes. Barry Wilkes.”


“I’ll remember that name, Officer  Wilkes.”


I think he shivered. Then he motioned to me.


“Follow me, Mr.—uh, sir – and I’ll take you to the delivery
area. There are usually four or five spots there. I’ll give you a pass saying
you’re there on official business”


When we were back in the Escalade I couldn’t help laughing.


“Now don’t you feel a little ashamed? That was like taking
candy from a baby.”


She grinned back.


“You have a dirty mind, Mr. Maitland. He was just being
nice. A sweet young man.”


“Uh huh. Have I told you lately that your ass should be on
display in the Smithsonian? Uh, by the way…?”


She gave me a stern look but I didn’t think she was really
angry.


“We don’t know each other THAT well, Mr. Maitland. Besides,
I think that may still be illegal in this state.”


“I really believe if you check it out, that law and other
related statutes were invalidated back in the 90s.”


“You’ve made a study of it?”


“No, but I’m pretty sure it’s no longer in effect.”


“Well, it’s still the law of the land in this car.”


But there was almost a smile on her lips. I put that aside
for another day. We followed Officer Wilkes around to a side road that was
marked no entrance, pulled into an open spot and Myra took the “Official
Business” sticker from him with a smile and a “Thank you so much, Officer
Wilkes.”


“That was almost cruel,” I told her as we walked down the
entranceway to the open air center of the Landing. As usual, there was a good
crowd of men, woman and children sitting on the raised steps in front of a
bandstand backing up to the St. Johns. A fairly good rock band was belting out Lynnard
Skynnard and other Southern anthems to the delight of the crowd.


We made our way around the outer edge cutting behind the
bandstand to a chorus of rebel yells, “hey babys” and “ditch grandpa.”


She just smiled and hooked her arm in mine as we made our
way to Riverwalk and stepped down to the railing overlooking the river. The
Main Street bridge was already decked out in red, blue and green Christmas
lights. We walked along the riverside. I looked out at the lights of the
Riverwalk and Friendship Fountain across the river. It was cold, it was crisp,
I had Myra on my arm. It wasn’t a bad night to be alive.


At the Mexican Rose we turned and looked for seats. Nothing
outside so we moved inside. Again it was a mob scene, and again I doubted that
flashing my SA ID was going to be any help.


“Ciao, Mr. Maitland. Ms. Martinez.”


I looked through the crowd and located the caller sitting at
a long table at the back of the main room. Deel was waving at us


“Come on back,” he called to me and then I saw  Mitch
McConnell  sitting between two pretty young things.


“Yeah,” McConnell  said, “Mr. Maitland, come on in. The
water’s fine.”


I looked at Myra and she nodded. 


“It might be fun. Besides, he’s cute.”


“I thought you weren’t a cradle robber? But that’s okay.
Some of those young things with him probably have a Daddy complex in there
somewhere.”


”They’re children.”


“True, but parts of them are all grown up.”


As we approached one of the young women hopped into
McConnell’s lap and the Italian cutie Deel had been flirting with sat in his
lap freeing up two chairs for us. I looked at Deel’s girl and the lipstick
she’d already planted all over his face and said, “I gather you decided to just
give her a stern warning about flouting our local laws?’


He smiled the smile of a happy man and said, “Yes, but I
told her I’m going to have to give her a hard time later.


She just smiled and wiggled her bottom against him.


As we sat, the yacht owner stood and stretched his hand out
of Myra.


“Signorina, we have not been introduced. I am Lucio Bianchi.
And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”


“Myra, Signore Bianchi was the owner – I believe – of a
yacht that came up the St. Johns and distracted Officer Deel and McConnell
today just before our friends from Satsuma showed up.”


“Oh? You own your own yacht Signore Bianchi?”


He nodded and dismissed the yacht with a wave of his hand.


“Si, but it is more of a tax write off than anything else. I
sailed in college at San Diego and my second wife talked me into buying it. I
don’t get it out much, but I had business in Miami.  I thought it would be nice
to sail it back with a couple of sailors for the hard work to Norfolk,   where
I’ll turn it over to a professional and have it sailed back to Naples where I
keep it. The sail is a nice little bonus for Caprice and her friends.”


Caprice, sitting in Deel’s lap, said, “Signore Maitland,
Barry was telling us about the cowboys that attacked you – with
shotguns – and how he and Mitch saved you and the old man. You must be very
proud to know such a hero.”


“Yeah – he’s full of it alright. Bravery that is.”


As we sat, Bianchi beside Myra and waitress approached, Myra
looked at the girls and asked him, “So, what is your business and are these
young girls your employees?”


He smiled at her and then glanced over the young women. They
had changed into sweaters and tights to deal with the cold, but they could have
been sprayed on.


“Not what you might be thinking, Signora. Caprice is the
youngest at 19, Giada is 21, Eloisa is 24 and Gisella,” pointing to a
flame-haired beauty who was trying to chew McConnell’s ear off, “is the old
lady of the bunch at 26. Their business is looking young. They are all
professional models. They work mostly the Italian circuit,
Rome-Naples-Genoa-Milan, but I had an assignment come up in Miami and they
jumped at the chance to do some work over here.”


“You manage models?” I said, looking over the quartet. The
two who hadn’t attached themselves to Deel and McConnell were attracting a lot
of interested stares from unattached males at the bar and  they were looking
back toward a few with definite interest. “Must be a tough life, but I guess
somebody has to do it, right?”


“No, Signore Maitland,”  Bianchi said, talking to me but
unable to tear his eyes away from Myra’s chest as she took off the Armani coat
and twisted to put it on the seat behind her.


“I am in the film production business. Actually the film
commercial side of the business.  I started out planning to become the next
Felini and found out there was only one of him. But it turns out I have a flair
for the visual and I’ve made a comfortable living in commercials. And a few
music videos.”


He turned his attention away from me back to Myra and the
almost-obscene blouse she was challenging.


“Signorina Martinez,  have you ever done any modeling? I
find it hard to believe you haven’t.”


She gave him a look that could only be described as flirty,
a small Mona Lisa smile on her lips, and said, “And what would lead you to
believe that, Signore?”


He made a general wave of his hand in her direction.


“How could you not, to be honest. You are – as the English
would say – spectacular. I hope I am not offending you, Signore Maitland, but
unless you are blind, you are already aware of that.”


He rubbed his chin.


“Please don’t take this the wrong way, Signorina, but there
is something about you…something familiar.  Have you done any kind of modeling,
figure modeling, commercial or movie work abroad?”


She shook her head.


“I’m not the only woman with a nice figure in the world,
Signore.”


She turned to me and said, “Why don’t you order for us,
Bill. I’ll take a tequila and one small salad. Ask them if they know what a
Green Lime Shrimp Ceviche is? If not I’ll take a small black beans and corn
salad.”


When the waitress took the order back to the kitchen a few
minutes passed before the chef/cook, a short balding gent with a three-day
growth of beard, came out and stood at our table.


“Who ordered the Green Lime Shrimp Ceviche?”


She turned to smile at him.


“I’m afraid I did. Do you serve it?”


“Normally not, but I have prepared it, back in the days when
I worked in Mexico City. I can prepare if you will give me a few moments. Can I
ask you if you have had it, and where?”


“On a yacht off the Mexican Riviera. A friend of mine had a
dinner prepared  and brought in. I loved it.”


“He had extreme good taste, in all things.”


“Thank you.”


“Do you have a half hour? It is impossible, but I will do
it.”


“We have the time,” I told him.


While we were waiting I had a tequila with lime and rock
salt on the rim, reminding me of that day on the Bonne Chance which seemed like
a million years ago although it was less than six months. Deel was shoveling
out bullshit by the yard and before long he had almost singlehanded fought off
a sinister army of deadly cowboys protecting me. McConnell was almost crossing
the line of the city’s obscenity ordinance with his old lady and I think she
had crossed judging by what it looked like she was doing under the table.


Bianchi and I discussed film and commercials and crime, but
he spent most of his time focused on Myra. Not that I could blame him. Myra
was…Myra. She wasn’t flirting, exactly, and she didn’t do anything I could
complain about in any way. It was just that aura of sex that enveloped the
table. But I’d been there many times before. Debbie had been the same way and
if I couldn’t handle men lusting after my woman, we’d never have gone out.


Somewhere they managed to squeeze in a three man band and
the waiters helped clear out a small space in front of the bar. They played a
couple of Mexican tunes, then some Latin salsa stuff and the first couples were
out there twisting and writhing and doing a pretty good imitation of upright
sex.


Deel and Caprice were gone and the next thing I noticed they
were out there, then McConnell and Gisella. The little dance floor filled up
until people were stumbling over each other. In a minute Giada and Eloisa were
out dancing with a couple of young men. A few couples were dancing on the open
air patio facing onto the St. Johns. The music was infectious.


Bianchi tapped my hand on the table. Speaking loudly to be
heard over the music, he asked, “Mr. Maitland, would you mind if I took your
lady out for a dance? If she is willing.”


He was a good looking guy, owned his own yacht, and was
obviously hot for Myra, but I couldn’t dance this stuff worth a damn. And Myra
was already shifting that luscious ass in her seat to the beat. I knew she
wouldn’t ask me if she thought I didn’t want to go out there, and she obviously
wanted to dance.


“Sure, if Myra wants to dance, go ahead.”


She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, reaching down to
grab me where it felt the best and saying, “I’ll be thinking of this.”


Words fail me when it comes to describing her body in
motion. Suffice it to say there must have been erections flaring in all directions.
Bianchi had to adjust himself a couple of times. She massaged his front and
then his back with the bobbing masses that filled out her blouse and there were
a few times when he had to grab that ass to hold on. But he let go. Which must
have taken a supreme effort.


She was smiling and laughing. What the hell. She was having
a good time. A lot of guys were having a good time watching her. Before long a
waiter came to the table threading around the dancers with a platter of the
Lemon Shrimp Ceviche. During a short break in the music, she and Bianchi headed
back to our table.


Before she and Bianchi got there three guys who looked like
they could have played for the Jaguars front line intercepted them.


“Too soon to sit down, pretty lady,” a tall blonde with
shoulders about three feet wide and hair down to his shoulders said. “Stay out
for one more go-round and we’ll treat you for the rest of the night at our
table. You’re too hot to be wasting your time at the Lame table.”


“The lady’s going back to our table,” Bianchi said. “She’s
got something special waiting for her.”


With one slight motion of his arm, a dark haired grizzly
swept him aside, saying, “She’s got something special waiting at our table.”


“What about it, sweetie? You’ll have a much better time with
us. Money is no object. Just tell us what you want.”


“What I want is for you to get out of my way and let us go
back to our table and our friends.”


“You just don’t have any idea what you’ve got waiting for
you, baby, so here’s a sample,” the blonde would-be Thor said, bending over and
grabbing her in a bear hug and fastening his lips on hers.


As people started to stare, the two of them started to moan.
Actually, the moan was coming from the Thor look-alike. A moment later he was
backing away but couldn’t straighten up because a 5-4-inch barracuda had her
teeth locked on his lower lip.


“Uh-uh-ohhh…shit,” he finally screamed as he jerked himself
away, a spray of blood gushing from his lip. As he backed up he put his hand to
his lip and felt the chunk of lip missing, which Myra proceeded to spit onto
the dance floor.


“I don’t like anyone putting their hands on me without my
permission,” she said, glaring at him as if she wanted to attack again. “Do it
again and see what I bite off.”


The grizzly grabbed her trying to get her in a bearhug, but
she swiveled and tried to kick his balls through an upright with those sexy
boots. The kick actually lifted him off his feet. Guys all around groaned in a
sympathetic reaction as he sank to his knees.


The third bruiser, another dark hair but not as formidable
as the grizzly, pushed Bianchi backward to almost fall over the table. As he
did, Thor wiped the blood from his face and glared back at Myra. He raised a
big right fist and stepped toward her.


“You miserable bitch.”


As he drew his fist back, I stepped into him and attempted
to catch his right with mine and do a hip toss. Attempted. But he was too big
and too strong. He almost flipped me completely head over heels. He was strong
enough to send me flying. Somehow I managed to avoid taking out Myra and I
banged into our table.


But I knew he was still after Myra and I managed to do
nothing worse than bang my side and knock over a few bowls of salsa. I went at
him planning to duck under his next right and either hit him in the gut or get
in a kidney shot if I could get behind him. I blocked his right,  but the son
of a bitch was ambidextrous. His left came out of nowhere and the next thing I
knew I was under our table.


My left eye hurt like hell and the world spinned around a
couple of times as I tried to get to my feet to get back to Myra. She was
turned toward me with concern on her face as Thor loomed up behind her. To stop
short as Deel pressed the barrel of his Glock upward into his throat.


“Stop, you son of a bitch. Freeze.”


Deel was spun around and almost off his feet as the second
brunette grabbed him by the shoulder. As he wound up facing him he came up with
his Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office badge that he carried clipped to his belt.


“Back off asshole. I’m a cop.”


“Tell it to somebody that gives a shit.”


“You should give a shit.”


The brunette stared over Deel’s shoulder at the short
barreled revolver in McConnell’s hand. It looked like a miniature cannon. The
click  as he pulled the hammer back and cocked it sounded very loud in the
sudden silence.


“Fuck you and that damned cannon. You don’t have the balls
to use that.”


“He’s a cop. I was a cop and I work for the State Attorney.
The guy you knocked under the table is a top prosecutor. The woman works for
THE top prosecutor.”


Deel swung back around to cover Thor who had taken one step
forward. They train cop recruits to always put your bullets into the center of
the body. Head shots miss. But Deel ignored that to center the Glock on Thor’s
face.


“If you bastards hurt anyone here, you’re going to spend
time – a lot of time – in Raiford,” he said, never taking his eyes off Thor’s.
“They’ll eat you fuckers up. And they won’t take you on one at  a time. Doesn’t
matter how big you are. They’ll come at you in packs and fuck your ass until
you could hide a bazooka up there.”


“Hands getting sweaty, little man?” Thor said. He didn’t
sound terrified. “If you don’t kill me I’m going to take that away from you and
shove it up YOUR ass. And my friends are going to tear the arms off your little
friend and beat him to death with them. And then I’m going to take that
big-tittied bitch out of here and show her what she’s been missing.”


The grizzly  who had been bent over holding his hands over
his groin and moaning, interrupting it once or twice to heave, shook himself
and rose to his feet.  He actually growled. All three of them were closer to
seven feet than six and probably well over 300 pounds. He looked around and
spotted Myra, standing there looking like a toy compared to the beefcake on the
dance floor.


He started moving in her direction. I managed to roll out
from under the table and get my feet under me, although the world wanted to
spin for a bit. I prepared to try to get in front of her, although so far she’d
been a hell of a lot more effective at defending herself than I’d been.


The grizzly stopped.  And stood very still. So still that
his two friends looked over at him. He had an odd expression on his face.


A tall, thin, dark haired individual peeked out around him.
In that instant I knew I knew him, but wasn’t sure from where. He still looked
like a child compared to the man in front of him, who had a good 8 inches on
him and probably 200 pounds.


“What’s the matter, Jon?” the third man asked, glances
darting back and forth from McConnell to the grizzly.


The big man looked like he wanted to say something,  but it
was the man standing behind him who said softly, “Shh…careful big fella.  Do
you have children?”


The grizzly shook his head.


“Do you want children?”


When the big man was silent, the man standing beside him
said again softly but in the quiet of the hushed restaurant it was clearly
audible, “If you ever think you might want them, nod, or the chance goes away
forever.”


He nodded. Thor stared at them and said, “What the fuck?” as
he turned and prepared to move toward them.


The thin man stepped away from the grizzly and from my angle
I couldn’t see what he held, but Thor could and he stopped. The thin man looked
at him with the trace of a smile and said, “So what we have here are three very
large men, and three much smaller men, with guns. What do you think is going to
happen, handsome?”


I moved and I could see what looked like an old-fashioned
Colt-45 automatic aimed directly as the Grizzly’s asshole.


There followed what could only be called a pregnant silence.


“Everybody freeze.”


I looked up at the entrance to the outside patio. Officer
Wilkes stood there with his Glock in a shooting stance aimed at the group in
the center of the dance floor.


‘Nobody move. I want the guns on the floor. Now. There are
two other officers on the way and I can have plenty more right after them. Guns
on the floor. Everybody else, move away.”


Deel raised his badge into the air high over his head.


“I’m an off-duty cop, Officer. And my friend is a State Attorney
Investigator and licensed to carry.”


Wilkes took in the crowd and I noticed his eyes stop on
Myra.


“You may be, but I still want your hands up and I want every
gun up in the air. And nobody move until my backup gets here.”


Speaking into the radio on his shoulder, he said, “Davis,
Hunter, the Mexican Rose, now. We have a situation.”


Davis and Hunter came in from the Landing side. The thin man
and McConnell kept their hands in the air while Hunter, who seemed to be the
senior man, talked briefly with Wilkes and then called Deel “Officer” and
gestured to him to join them. The three cops talked while Deel returned his
Glock to a shoulder holster under his jacket. Deel pointed to Myra, myself,
McConnell and our table. Hunter, a tall black cop who looked to be in his 40s
and while nowhere close to the three behemoths was a big man in his own right,
walked over to me. He took in the damage and tilted my face to look at my left
eye.


“Mr. Maitland, you need to go to the hospital for that?”


“It hurts like hell but I can still see out of it. I’d
rather stay here.”


McConnell had been allowed to put his Colt Python back in
his shoulder holster and approached us.


“You okay, Maitland? Deel and I would have been quicker if
we’d seen what was happening sooner.”


“What did happen, Maitland,” Hunter said.


I gave him the short version and he inspected Myra as she
swiveled her way to stand beside me and reach out to touch my face.


“Oh, Bill, I’m so sorry. Do you want me to call an
ambulance?”


“I’d rather stay here with you. Think you could kiss it and
make it well?”


“Anything, Bill. That was so brave of you. They’re
monsters.”


“I’ll just have to make sure you’re with me if I get into
any barroom fights from now on. You’re definitely tougher than I am.”


“You remember I told you no man was ever going to put his
hands on me without my consent? I meant it. Normally I’d have a clasp purse
with a very strong pepper spray canister for big and stupid men, but I had to
use what I’ve got tonight.”


“Are you okay as well, Ms. Martinez?” Hunter asked, doing a
heroic job of keeping a professional expression on his face.


“I’m fine, Officer,” she said, looking over at Wilkes. “I’m
just glad your Officer Wilkes showed up at the right time. People could have
gotten hurt.”


“I guess you guys will have to file reports on this,” Deel
said with a disappointed look on his face. “McConnell and me are going to be
tied up all night writing reports and making witness statements to get the
three bears put away.”


He glanced over at a sweating and almost gleaming Caprice
and for a second he looked like a kid who’d just been told there was no Santa
Clause and no money for presents this Christmas. I understood. No more curvy
Italian beauty. Just paperwork.


A tall baldheaded black man stepped through the crowd and
approached us. He had a business card in his hand held out to us.


“Gentlemen, can I talk to you for a moment?”


“This is a police matter, sir,” Hunter said. “We’re still
investigating and it will take a while to get things figured out. I’ll be glad
to talk to you later.”


He handed the card to Hunter, then glancing at my face,
handed me another card.


“Cyrus Bold, Owner/Operator Worldwide Wrestling
Entertainment.”


I didn’t watch it that much, but I’d heard of Vince
McMahon’s WWE which came to Jacksonville and its Veterans Coliseum every month
or so.


“You’re with that WWE? These guys are pro wrestlers?”


Hunter picked up on it as well.


“No, not that WWE,” Bold grinned and the wattage could have
blinded somebody.


“We’re not that big YET. We operate mainly in Florida,
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana and Texas,  what they call the Gulf Circuit.
But, yes, my men here – my stupid, stupid employees, are professional
wrestlers. We’ve got a show going at the National Guard Armory on Normandy
tomorrow night.”


“Well, Mr. Bold, Officer Hunter is in charge here and there
may be some brass show up soon. But I’m a prosecutor with the State Attorney’s
Office here and I can tell you your guys are looking at potential felony
charges of assault on Ms. Martinez and myself, nearly creating a riot,
destruction of private property and a few other assorted charges.”


Bold glanced at Myra’s heaving bosom, than at Hunter and
finally at myself. Finally he pulled out a bulging wallet.


To myself, he said, “Mr.-?”


“Maitland. Bill Maitland.”


“Mr. Maitland, I assume there were no serious injuries other
than that shiner you’ve got. If you need medical care, I’ll give you cash and
leave you my card. I’ll be liable for any expenses you suffer. If Ms. Martinez
needs any care – and I have to say she looks fine – I’ll cover those.”


He looked at the table behind us.


“I’ll gladly pay for your meals and replacing anything you
lost. And if the management suffered any losses, I’ll get with them before I
leave.”


Turning back to Hunter, “Officer, it doesn’t look like
anybody was seriously hurt. There’s been no major damage and I’ll make it all
good. My guys are scheduled to perform here tomorrow and Sunday night and
they’re my headliners. I know you could run them in, but all we really have is
a drunken brawl involving three over-grown juveniles. If you could see your way
clear to let them off with a warning, I would really appreciate it.”


“Nobody was really hurt and there wasn’t that much damage. I
could let them go, but it depends on Ms. Martinez and Maitland. If they want to
press charges,  I’ll have to run them in.”


Hunter looked at me.


“I have no problem with letting them walk away as long as
all the damages are covered.”


When he glanced at Myra, she said, “I’ll let it go on one
condition. I want apologies from all three of them.”


Bold just looked at them. All three of them lined up in
front of her.


“I’m Harry Goldfinger, “Thor said. “Real name. I wrestle
under the name of Thor The Mighty. I apologize. I don’t normally-come on that
strong. I – uh- drank too much and watching you out there….you were just too
damned hot. But I am sorry.”


Rubbing his bleeding lower lip, he said, “I am sorry and I
learned my lesson about trying to kiss somebody who doesn’t want to be kissed. 
But, I have to say, I never saw a broad – a woman – built like you that could
move like that.  If you came out in spandex, I think you’d fill any arena in
the whole damned country. You ever thought of giving wrestling a try?”


He glanced at Bold, who gave Myra the once over, and said,
“Harry isn’t the most eloquent guy, but he’s telling you the truth. A woman who
looks like you and could do even some basic moves, which he seems to think you
could, could rake in some serious cash.”


“No,” she said. “I’ve got a job.”


The grizzly said, “I’m Jon Smith, wrestle under the name of
King Grizzly. Like Harry, I’m sorry. I’ve got a girlfriend and if she ever
hears of this, she’s going to kill me, but watching you out there, I forgot. I
don’t do shit like this, I really don’t.”


The third wrestler, who considered apart from Goldfinger and
Smith was a very big man in his own right, stepped forward and extended his
hand. After a moment Myra took it.


“I’m Perry Benning, wrestle under the Killer Grizzly name.
Jon and I are The Grizzlies. I do hope you’ll forgive our actions. This isn’t
who we are. Harry has a degree in accounting, Jon has a Masters in English Lit
from Miami and I’m a licensed dentist. We were just blowing off steam.  We’ve
been on the road for four months, I haven’t seen my wife and son in two months,
and sometimes we just have to get out and raise a little hell.”


Bold made a gesture and the three of them stomped away. Jon
Smith was still limping and stopped by Bold to say, “I got to go to the
emergency room, Cy. I think – I think she might have damaged one of my nuts.”


“Fuck it. Put an ice pack on it and get some rest. If you
assholes hadn’t decided to go out and get drunk, after I told you not to, your
nuts wouldn’t be hurting. You’re wrestling tomorrow and Sunday or you don’t get
any of the gate for this weekend. Man up.”


After they had left with the attention of a lot of the
ladies in the bar section, Bold turned back to us.


“Officer Hunter, thank you. Maitland, Ma’am are you sure you
don’t want any cash for a trip to the ER?”


Then, “I’ll give the owners enough to cover any damages and
order new meals for all of you. By the way, does anybody want free tickets to
the show tomorrow or Sunday.”


He wound up giving free passes to Deel, McConnell and two of
the cops including Wilkes. I gave McConnell a look and he just shrugged.


“What can I say, Maitland. I like wrestling. I’d like to see
how they operate when it’s make believe.”


When they had gone, Deel came up and told Hunter, “Thanks,
man. I did not want to be tied up writing reports tonight.”


“Understood,” he said looking at Caprice, who had stayed
close to Deel. Then he looked over her to the dark haired man who had shoved
his .45 into the Grizzly’s ass. He stood quietly, Officer Davis having relieved
him of the .45. Both Wilkes and Davis still had their service Glocks out.
Hunter gestured and he walked casually over in our direction.


“Okay, both Officer Deel and Investigator McConnell are
licensed to carry.  You, I don’t recognize and unless you have a carry permit
and some excuse for pulling out that firearm during a brawl, I’m afraid I’m
going to have to take you with me. Who are you?”


I recognized him now. He was thin, a whole lot thinner than
I remembered him, and seven years older. His hair was dark but there were a few
faint gray hairs which were incongruous. He wasn’t that old. But then, he’d had
a busy life the past seven years.


“Why don’t you ask Mr. Maitland?”


Then he smiled at me. And the smile was the same.


“Good to see you, Bill. I saw a few of the online stories
but it’s not the same as seeing you in the flesh. You look – I hate to tell you
– a hell of a lot better than you did the last time I saw you.”


“Anderson. Richard Anderson.”


The officer coming through the crowd was one I recognized.
Dave Hammer was the beat sergeant who had replaced Bart Jenner on the night
shift covering the downtown. He was in his early 40s and had been with the
department 15 years. He walked straight to Anderson and held out his hand.
Anderson shook it.


“This is an honor, Mr. Anderson.”


Then to Davis.


“Give him back his weapon. Now.”


He waited until Anderson had replaced it in a hip holster he
carried under a sports coat, then motioned for Anderson to walk with him to
Hunter. Hunter filled him in on what had happened while he looked us over.


“Looks like the excitement is over.  Nobody got badly hurt,
not much property damage, everything’s been paid for. You guys did a good job
with the situation but I think everything’s under control now. You can take
off.”


Hunter pointed to Anderson, saying, “But what about-“


How long have you been on the Department, Hunter?”


“Five years.”


“Where’d you come here from?”


“LA”


“You still should have heard of him. Richard Anderson and
the Gunfight on Fourth Street. That ring any bells?”


It took a moment and then recognition dawned in his eyes.


“That’s him?”


“In the flesh,” Anderson answered with an easy smile. “But
seven years is a long time. I’m not surprised most people have forgotten.”


McConnell and Deal got it first, followed by Davis and
Wilkes who stared at him like he was Wyatt Earp reborn.


“You’re THE Richard Anderson?”


“Yeah.”


While everyone  - whether they knew him or not stared at him
– he stepped forward giving Myra an appreciative look and stuck his hand out. I
took it.


“What are you doing in town, Richard? Filming a new movie?”


“No. Maybe some commercial work. A documentary possibly. I
decided to stop at the Landing for a few drinks for old times sake, and what do
I find but the hardest working man in the State Attorney’s Office. And the
hottest blonde in town. What is your secret? The last time I saw you, you were
married to that hot blonde – whatever her name was –and now I find you with
another one. You like to live dangerously. From what I remember, your wife is
an Amazon. She could probably snap you in two if you got her pissed off.”


“Was Richard. We divorced earlier this year.”


“I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know. Divorce is rough. I’ve done
it three times in six years and I still don’t have it down to a science.”


Bianchi offered to bring up some chairs and after a little
gentle persuasion, Anderson agreed to sit in for a few minutes. Not before
giving autographs to Wilkes, Davis, Hunter and Hammer.


As waiters hustled to refill drinks and then brought Myra’s
Lemon Shrimp Ceviche, the table buzzed with a half dozen different conversations
and the background of the band getting ready to come back out.


“Your name is familiar and I should know who you are, but  I
can’t get it clear in my head,” Myra said.


“You came here a couple of years after Richard got famous
and left,” I told her.


“You tell it, Bill. You were here.”


The conversations at the table faded as everybody stared at
Anderson and myself.


“It was on a Thursday in September  1998. Richard was a
police reporter at the TU, alternating with Carl Cameron. He was on a
ride-along assignment. Doing a piece on female police officers because there
had been a couple of really bad PR scandals about male and female partners
doing things they shouldn’t be doing in squad cars. The Sheriff wanted a
profile of an upstanding female officer, happily married to a male officer, to
offset the scandals.”


“They gave me the assignment,” Anderson said. “And who would
they assign me to ride with but Suzanne Bates, the hottest, sweetest piece of
feminine police flesh in the department. Unfortunately, married to a guy whose
arms with bigger around than my legs. So I was very nervous, and not just about
the dangers of the ride-along.


“We started the ride along downtown and we were having a
good time. She was a sweet girl and I think she kind of liked me. I figured I’d
wind up being killed by her husband, but I flirted with her anyway and thought 
this would just be another feature. 


“Then they sent out a call – a bank had been robbed on Main
Street and 20th. They had killed a guard and the first cop responding
to the silent alarm and were headed in our direction. Suzanne rode to intercept
them and we met them at Main and Eighth. Two other police cruisers joined the
chase. But these guys were loaded for bear –rifles, pistols and shotguns. They
shot one cruiser’s windows and tires out and they went into a parked car.  They
hit the side window of the second and glass blinded the driver and they went
into the front window of a furniture store on 6th.”


Myra nibbled at her dish while the rest of us drank. I had a
second Tequila Sour. Nobody could take their eyes off of Anderson.


“But we stayed on their tail. They kept firing at us, nearly
killing pedestrians and other drivers at 110 mph plus, but Suzanne was like a
tick on a hound. They could not shake us loose. I thought she was going to kill
us a dozen times over. But she wouldn’t let them go and she just ignored me
when I tried to get her to slow down, that other units were headed our way.”


He looked up at us from a mug of Tequila that Bianchi had
ordered for him.


“I didn’t realize until later that her husband had been in
the unit assigned to the robbery initially. He was in a one-man car. And when
they radioed officer down, she knew it had to be him. That’s why she wouldn’t
let go. Anyway, we ran them to Fourth Street and they whipped into a side
street and didn’t realize it was a dead end until they’d rammed the back end of
a liquor store.  Suzanne pulled around to block them. but they gunned their
motor a couple of times and nothing. They'd blown something in the motor.


“So we sat there looking at each for what must have been 10
or 15 seconds. Suzanne slipped out using the cruiser for cover and pulled a
shotgun out of the trunk. She’d slipped in to sit beside me. She put two shells
in it and looked out the window down the alley at them. She hadn’t said a word
since she heard about her husband.


“She pulled her Glock out and laid it on the seat beside her
and said, ‘You can get out of here before the shooting starts, Richard. They’re
not paying you for this.’


“I was still wanting to look good in her eyes so I said,
‘What, and miss all the fun’?”


He looked up and out at the Jacksonville nightline outside
the Rose.


“It’s a funny sound. If you’ve never heard it, you can’t
figure it for a moment. Like somebody smashing a tomato with their fist. I
heard the rifle shot and then the glass shattered all over me. You don’t have a
good sense of time when something like that happens. I just knew that I had
blood all over me and wondered where I’d been hit.


“Then I looked at Suzanne. She was leaning over against her
door. Half of her forehead was gone. It was her blood and brains all over me.


“I wasn’t thinking. I just hunkered down and grabbed my .45
Colt. Left out part of the story. I’m not a gun nut, but my SOB stepfather was
retired Army and he had me on a firing firing when I was 10 years old. I could
take most rifles and pistols apart blindfolded and put them together again. I
got my revenge on him by staying as far away from the military as was humanly
possible. But I’d brought my .45 along planning to impress Suzanne on the
firing range.


“While I hunkered down and listened to Suzannne – what had
been Suzanne -   make funny gasping noises until she stopped – the four sons of
bitches in the car at the end of the alley slid out and made a line across the
alley. The head honcho, he was carrying a rifle, yelled at me.


‘Hey, asshole. The cop is dead. You don’t look like a cop.
We need that cruiser. You got a choice. Get out and we’ll let you walk away.
Get in our way, and you die here.’


“I wasn’t even thinking. I just remember looking over at
Suzanne and I remembered the way she’d smiled at me. The way those big boobs of
hers swelled when she breathed. The color of her eyes. I just remembered her –
alive. And I decided there was no way those assholes were going to walk away
after killing her.


“I slid out and stood in the alley. I had her Glock in my
left hand, and my Colt .45 in my right. I stared at those mother fuckers and
they stared back at me as if they couldn’t believe their eyes.


‘You gave me a choice,’ I told them. ‘I’ll give you one.
Throw down your weapons and walk out with your hands up. Or get carried out
feet first’.


“There was nobody in the alley but us. I was thinking what a
damn shame it was that there were no witnesses. I was going to die and nobody
would know the coolest thing I’d ever said in my life.


“And then they came at me.”


The entire table was silent. Until I broke the silence.


“And when it was over about 45 seconds later as best anyone
could tell, all four were dead or dying in the alley, shot to pieces by Mr.
Anderson, who took five slugs himself.”


He smiled at me as I finished.  I could tell he’d heard the
story a million times. But if I’d been him, I wouldn’t mind hearing it again.


“Which would have been a great story, but what propelled our
friend into the history books was the fact that the owner of the bar was inside
when it went down. With her nine-year-old daughter. They’d peeked out –
actually the little girl did even though her mother tried to keep her head
down. And when the local television people were doing their stories, she told
them about Anderson’s  ‘hands up or feet first’ quote. It went national the
first night, international the second.”


“When I woke up after surgery two nights later,”  Anderson
said, emptying his drink, “one of the nurses pushed my bed to the window so I
could look out. There were police officers two abreast around the entire Shands
hospital, shining their flashlights into the night. They told me they had cops
from as far away as Virginia standing out there. It - .uh – it made the hair
stand up on the back of my neck. I’d never seen anything like it before. Never
have since.”


“And that’s the story,” I told Myra, leaning over to kiss
her because she’d already started to get that look in her eyes that too many
women got around Richard before he headed for Hollywood. He was candy coated
sex appeal and I’d seen him cut a wide swathe through Jacksonville before
leaving, and I selfishly didn’t want Myra to be another notch for him, metaphorically
speaking.


She glanced over at him and then at me and read me. She
leaned against me, placed her hand on my dick and whispered, “You’re my hero,
Maitland. Don’t ever forget it.”


Bianchi said, “I think I’ve seen the movie of that event.”


“There were two of them,” Anderson said. “There was a
quickie TV movie on CBS the same year and a theatrical release in ’99, the one
with Kevin Costner. The box office wasn’t bad. Good enough I got a few leads in
some small action flicks. But that kind of fizzled.”


Giada had come up behind him and placed her hand on his
shoulder.


“You were in “Gangs of New York” with Leonardo diCaprio,
weren’t you?”


He gave a small smile as if embarrassed,  but I could tell
he was pleased.


“You do have a good eye, young lady. Yeah, I had a
two-minute part. Gotten work here and there, but I haven’t burned up the  big
screen yet.”


At that point the models, Bianchi, Deel and McConnell got
lost in the intricacies of Hollywood productions and deals and who was screwing
who and backstage gossip and  two very well-known 30-ish sex symbols that
nobody could imagine doing a three-way, but the manner in which Anderson set up
the scene and matter of fact way he described their bodies had Deel and
McConnell almost drooling. I believed the story.


I sat back and helped Myra destroy the Lemon Shrimp Cerveza
while Anderson held court after a second Tequila. I looked back and noticed two
attractive brunettes in shorts and tight tight tops had walked up behind him
and were hanging on every word. Anderson finally noticed them behind him and
looked back.


The prettier and bustier of the two reached out to place one
hand on his shoulder and leaned in toward him.


“Mr. Anderson, I didn’t want to interrupt but my friend
Janine and I – I’m Darlyn – have been big fans of yours since your time in
Jacksonville. We’d love a chance to talk, but it’s so loud in here. Could we
interest you in coming someplace – quieter – for a drink and – chance to get to
know each other better.”


“I’m staying at the Omni a few blocks from here. If you’d
like a chance to – hang out – I’ve love to have you.”


“We’d love that.”


He looked back at the table and said, “It’s been really fun
talking to you. But you know how it is in the entertainment business. You have
to take care of your fans.”


He reached over to shake my hand.


“I’m probably going to be leaving tomorrow or Sunday, Bill.
But if you can get by, I’d really like to get together with you before I
leave.”


I couldn’t contain my smile.


“I’ll try to get by before you leave, but probably not
tonight. I’d hate to interfere with your – interaction – with your loyal fans.”


“You’re welcome to come by tonight, Bill. You know the old
saying, “the more the merrier.”


I didn’t even touch that one.


When he had left with his groupies, Myra leaned over and
whispered to me, “Good answer.”


Bianchi looked around the table. The hormones were so damned
thick people should have been doing it under the tables surrounding us. 


“Gentlemen, ladies. Is there anyone who would like to retire
to my yacht. I can give the crew the night off and we can have a few drinks and
party the night out. There are separate cabins for anyone that would like
privacy.”


McConnell and Deel were up with their girls and walking
toward the outside before he’d finished speaking. The other two girls exchanged
glances, then grabbed Bianchi by both hands and pulled him to his feet. The
smiles were distilled sex. There were obviously some nice benefits to being a
wealthy yacht owner who was the ticket to steady work in the modeling business.


He freed his hands and said something in Italian that
probably meant, “keep it warm until I get there.”


They flounced out of the restaurant to lusting stares from
guys and angry ones from the guys’ girlfriends.


Bianchi looked back at Myra.


“Ms. Martinez, I hope I’m not being offensive, but I have to
ask you one last time. Could I get your number? There are times when demands
for a woman – with your look – comes up and you would be perfect for a number
of highly paid modeling and photo assignments. I can guarantee there would be
nothing inappropriate or dangerous or illegal in any way. My models can tell
you I look after them very well.


He glanced at me guardedly, assuming I was the obstacle he’d
have to find a way around, then back at Myra.


“In all candor, Signorina, it is very seldom that a man in
my line of work comes across a woman graced with beauty, such a figure,
intelligence and – something indefinable. I can’t even give you a word to
describe what I want to say, but you have a  - presence. You are a hard woman
to forget.”


She took a sip of the remainder of white wine that remained
in her glass.


“Give me a piece of paper.”


He reached into a pocket and came out with piece of fine
linen parchment and what looked like a solid gold fountain pen. She jotted
numbers down. Then he handed her a Blackberry that looked like it probably cost
only a little less than my Escalade. I’d seen them and their use had even
spread down to the wilds of Jacksonville, but I’d never been bitten by the bug.


She punched her number into it as well. Bianchi took it,
stood up and bowed to us.


“If you don’t mind, Signorina,” he said, and took a quick
photo of her with the Blackberry. “To refresh my memory and pitch you for
various assignments. Words don’t do you justice.”


After he left, paying a large bill and leaving a tip large
enough to cause smiles to blossom on  the faces of all the servers, Myra
swiveled around in her chair to face me.


“You didn’t want to go with your friends to their yacht?”


“I guess I’m too old for the orgy scene. I have a feeling
there’s going to be a lot of swapping going on out there tonight. And I have a
feeling I’ll be doing good to keep up with you.”


She leaned over and stroked me again where it would have the
most effect. I grabbed her hand.


“It’s not that I don’t love that, but I think we’re going to
have to walk out of here in a little while and – I can’t really believe it –
you’ve already got me hard as a rock for the second time tonight.”


She pressed down harder.


“But you’ve got a limited repertoire with me tonight, Bill.
If you’d went with those nubile young things, you’d have the whole buffet.”


“Don’t get into another snit, but I’d rather be doing
anything with you tonight than anything I could even imagine with those sweet
young things.”


She sighed.


“I’ll overlook it this time. But how did you manage to avoid
getting hooked up with someone and married early before you ran into Debbie.
You’re a romantic Bill. I bet you were one when you were 18. Considering the
assholes most women encounter early on – the ones that don’t remember your name
after you spend the night with them, the ones that are only interested in
what’s between a woman’s legs, you must have stood out like a lighthouse in the
fog.”


“You’re sweet, Myra. Unfortunately, a short, average looking
guy could be a Prince, but girls that age – girls any age – don’t respond to
good hearts. They respond to good heads of hair, good looks, good height, a
great car and big spenders. None of which I was.”


“Women aren’t that shallow.”


“I’m not the person to be asking that. In my experience,
until I met Debbie, they were just that shallow. And I never really quite
understood why she fell for me.”


“There are a lot of women that would say the exact same
thing about men, and probably with better reason.”


I leaned back to take in all her golden beauty, then leaned
the other way to kiss her.


“Let’s agree to disagree as to which sex is the more shallow
and just agree that I’m one of the luckiest guys on the planet. What you see in
me I don’t know, but I’m glad you do.”


We wandered out onto the outside deck of the Rose. Rock
music still drifted through the night air from the pavilion. This far away the
blaring music dissipated into the air around us and on the walkway along the
riverfront, quiet seemed to swallow us up. It was cold enough that she fit
naturally into my arms as we walked along. Walking leisurely down the walk away
from the courthouse in the direction of the old and now rebuilt federal
building, we seemed to have left the city behind. We could have been the only
two people on the walk.


As we walked slowly, looking  out onto the river and the
occasional yachts powering down the river toward the St. Johns exit into the
Atlantic twenty miles away,  I found myself worrying over a stray thought that
I couldn’t quite pin down. It had been a busy day and my mind was full, but it
seemed like there was something I should have remembered. But for the life of
me, I couldn’t imagine what it might be.


“Penny for your thoughts.”


I looked down and caught her smile. It felt natural and
right to be looking down at her. I had spent my entire life looking up at
Debbie. I had loved Debbie. It was only two inches and horizontally it made no
difference at all. But it was there. I’d even thought once, for a short time,
about buying built-up shoes to be on her level. 


But she would have known. And knowing that it made a
difference to me, it would have made the height discrepancy even more
disturbing than it already was. It would have made me even more pitiful in her
eyes than I already felt. I would have felt even less her equal than I always
had. Tell me it made no difference. Tell me millions of men had happy marriages
with women that towered over them. Tell me love was a matter of what was in
your heart, not how tall you measured in your stocking feet.


Tell me all that shit. I’d told myself the same thing a
million times over 20 years. And it never stopped bothering me.


Now, looking down on the blonde goddess who was just tall
enough for me to lean over for a kiss, it felt RIGHT to hold her. I felt like a
man should feel with a woman who belonged to him, if only for a few hours.


And even knowing what I was likely to be doing with her
later tonight, that smile warmed me more than even the promise of sex. She was
one of those women you look at and in the first instant, you couldn’t make
yourself quite believe that she was real. And knowing just how perfect she was
in body and face, the hair, the lips, the eyes,  she had no right whatsoever to
be a NICE person. Women who looked like she did, weren’t nice. They didn’t need
to be.


“Thinking about how much nicer your warm apartment would be
than this cold sidewalk, which is getting colder by the minute.”


“Just about the temperature differential?”


“Maybe a little bit about what might happen later on tonight
at your place.”


She shook her head in mock dismay.


“Just another sex-crazed male. And I thought you liked me
for my mind.”


“I love your mind, so round, so firm, and so fully packed.
OW!”


The last came after she slugged me in the shoulder with one
small, hard fist.


“Truce. I don’t want to mix it up with you after seeing what
you did to those bruisers at the Rose earlier. I was just teasing.”


“I won’t hurt you if you tell me what you were really
thinking about. You went away for a little while. Your body was here but your
mind was somewhere else.”


We had walked far enough from the Landing to reach a
concrete octagon built out into the river. It was a covered pavilion where you
could stand out at the farthest point from the shore and see a good distance
north and south down the river.


There were a couple of younger people leaving the pavilion
as we walked onto it. Teenagers listening to IPODs walked linked at the hips.
At the far end, an elderly couple looked south down past the lit-up Acosta
Bridge, the FEC Railroad  bridge which was just being lowered into place after
being raised for a tall-masted sailing ship and further to the longer span of
the Fuller Warren Bridge. The lit-up Christmas bridges were probably the most
beautiful view of the city.


We walked out to the point facing the Riverwalk on the other
side of the St. Johns.


“I was thinking about a lot of things, Myra.  Mostly, I
guess, about you and me.”


She gave me a quizzical look.


“You already know what caught my eye about you. Just a
typical male. I lusted after you first and over time I realized that you were
smart, and funny, and didn’t act like you knew how beautiful you were. And felt
guilty about my fantasies because not only was I married, but I believed those
stories about you and Dallas and in addition to being my boss, he’s my friend.
Married and cheating on his wife or not, I didn’t feel right to be thinking
about you the way I was.”


“And?”


“There’s no mystery about why I was fascinated by you. What
I don’t understand is why you had any interest whatsoever in me?”


“Didn’t we already have this discussion once?”


“No.  This isn’t a poor me pity rant. I know that you were
interested in me when you found out what was happening with me and Debbie.  And
maybe I started looking better and I definitely feel more like a man than I did
for a long time before my marriage blew up. But, I’m still not on the level of
the kind of guys that might – you know- get you hot. The good looking guys. 


“And I always – for a long time – had a sense that you were
– curious, intrigued, interested – in me the way a woman is interested in a
man. I told myself that it was my imagination, just something I wanted to
believe and that it couldn’t be real. Plus, I’m realist enough, and I think I
know you well enough, to know, that losing some pounds and looking better,
wouldn’t be enough to sweep you off your feet.


“So, impossible as it seems, I think you must have  –
somehow – started thinking about me – as a man  back when I was fat and sloppy
and losing my hair and happily married to another woman. And I don’t understand
that.”


She wet her lips with that incredibly pink tongue. It could
have  been because the night breeze had dried her lips. Or it could have been
because she was trying to drive me crazy.


“So you’re saying, Mr. Maitland, that women are only curvy
men and we couldn’t possibly become interested in a person of the opposite sex
because of – their personality, the kind of person they are, their kindness,
bravery and sincerity.”


I looked into those green eyes and despite the serious
expression on her face I couldn’t help grinning as I said, “Actually, yeah, I
guess that is what I’m saying. That is something only a woman could say.”


She tried to stifle the smile, but finally gave way to it.


“Alright, I laid it on a little thick. But women aren’t
men.”


“Thank God.”


“Yeah. Thank God. But it’s the truth. Women just don’t think
like men. About sex or love- attraction – or anything. Most men couldn’t
possibly develop feelings for a woman that doesn’t attract them at all
sexually. Women do it all the time. Of course great hair and good looks and a
great body doesn’t hurt. But women are attracted by other things.”


“Like flab and a receding hairline and tongue-tied lust?”


“Like…”


She turned her back on me and stared out black water,
leaning her soft curves against me. I instinctively wrapped my arms around her.


“I’d seen you in Dallas’ office the first week I was here.
And the way you tried to hide your obsession was my boobs was a little creepy,
but Dallas said you were VERY married and I could see you trying not to be
insultingly obvious. I was used to the way men react, but at least you were
making an effort to treat me like a normal woman. And the women in the
courthouse were already calling you The Iceman.


“In the first few months I heard the way people talked about
you, the way Dallas talked about you and I saw you in a few trials. I could
tell even then that you weren’t your average attorney. You weren’t a 9-to-5er.
And I started admiring you for the way you put everything into your job. I
didn’t know then that you were destroying your marriage.”


She leaned back and shivered. I thought it was the cold wind
off the river.


“But you didn’t start to work your way into my head until
the Welaka Cannibal trial. I was in the witness section when the jury brought
back the guilty verdict. I remember Charlie Case standing behind him when the
foreman pronounced him guilty of 11 counts of first degree murder. I remember
the Cannibal leaping to his feet with those chains on his hands, screaming. I
remember Case grabbing him by the shoulders. He was like a giant spider,
quivering, all arms and legs.


“Case told me later that he wasn’t really frightened. I
don’t think any human being ever has really scared him. But he said it – chilled
– him.


“I remember the Cannibal pointing at you  behind the
prosecutor’s table. I remember Case holding him, Herring sitting behind his
desk, and the whole courtroom frozen. I don’t think the spectators were
breathing. And I saw you come out from behind the prosecutor’s table and walk
over to where Case was holding the Cannibal. I didn’t think he could break free
from Case. But, I heard him promise to tear your heart out. And I saw you say
something so low that nobody but Case and the Cannibal could hear. Then you
smiled at him and Case grinned. I always wondered what you said to him.


“I think that’s when you started to get under my skin for
real.”


She twisted in my arms and buried her tongue in my mouth.
When she pulled away I told her, “I told him that when he got out, if he lived
to be 120 and I was still around, I’d be glad to meet him anywhere. I don’t
think he got the humor of it.”


She raised one hand and ran her fingers along my jaw line.


“And when I knew I was lost, was the day they brought the
verdict back on the Toddler Torture and Murder case about a year later.  The
jury had brought back the guilty verdict against the  foster mother. I watched
you when they brought the verdict back. No emotion. And I wondered how anyone
with a heart could not be moved.


“I’d gone back to Dallas’ office and he said he’d tried to
reach you on your office phone but you weren’t answering and your secretary
wasn’t either. I went down and your office door was open. I could see you
looking out your window. You never saw me. You were crying.


“I went back up and told Dallas you were collecting yourself
and you’d be available in a few minutes. I didn’t tell him what I’d seen, but I
never forgot it. I couldn’t understand how someone could smile at a threat to
tear his heart out, and cry over the murder of a little boy. You intrigued me,
Mr. Maitland, and the more I saw of you, the more intrigued I became.”


I remembered both afternoons, although I had no idea she’d
been aware of them.


“I thought I was going to be okay with the Toddler case. It
was a hard one but I held it together until I got back to my office. I had
pictures of BJ and Kelly when they were about the Toddler’s age. I was looking
at BJ and I thought about what it must have been like for that little boy in the
last months and weeks of his life, the pain he’d gone through. He couldn’t have
understood what was happening, or why. And I just – lost it.”


She buried her face against my shoulder.


“And that, Mr. Maitland, is how you swept me off my feet. By
being the kind of man who could taunt insane maniacs, and cry for little boys
lost.”


We started walking the long way back to my Escalade and her
condo.


 


 


The elderly man and woman on the other side of the pavilion
watched the man and blonde woman walk off the structure and stroll down the
sidewalk. With no transition, the old people seemed to shrug and became taller.
There was no one watching from the river side to see the gleam of moonlight on
metal. As the departing couple moved down the sidewalk, the old woman no longer
so old, made a move to follow. The man shook his head no and said something
only she could have heard, in lilting Spanish.


After a moment, the old man and woman turned and left the
pavilion walking up the sidewalk in the opposite direction. Moonlight revealed
only the shabby, out of style-clothing of a lower middle-class senior citizen
couple. There were no glints of metal in the moonlight. After a bit, the woman
slipped her hand into the man’s and they walked hand in hand alone through the
night without words.


A teenager sitting in a dark corner of a building just off
the sidewalk was busily trying to slip his hand under the blouse and bra of the
girl who lay in his arms. If he could only get his hands on a nipple, the night
might be fun. The was no sound but something made him raise his gaze to the
sidewalk as the old couple passed by.


Watching them shuffle along was depressing, if not downright
disgusting, but the way they held hands was kind of sweet. He nudged his girl
and she looked up. It had the effect he’d hoped. She pressed herself against
him in all kinds of wonderful ways. Girls were suckers for that kind of crap.


As he used his hands on the girl he kept watching the old
couple. There was – something – something strange about them. Probably too many
horror movies seen lately. They were just a couple of old farts.


The girl didn’t notice because her head was buried against
his neck, but the couple stopped for a moment and the old man turned and looked
straight into the shadows into the boy’s eyes.  The boy stopped breathing for a
second. How could he even see or sense the boy and girl in the deep shadows.


But the old man did. Except those weren’t an old man’s eyes.
After a moment the old man turned his attention back to the sidewalk and the
couple shuffled off. The boy tried to get back into the mood, but finally he
gave it up. Rising to his feet, he pulled the girl up and even though she
grumbled he walked with her away from the river, back toward the Landing and
lights and people.


 


 










CHAPTER FIFTEEN  -  MYRA’S MESSAGE AND
CASSANDRA’S PLEA


 


November 12, 2005


Friday, 11 P.M.


 


We made it only as far as the Escalade. I turned on the heat
and we sat in the darkness letting the warmth soak into our middle-aged bones.
My hands gravitated to Myra’s soft mounds, my fingers sinking into the soft and
yielding masses. And I thanked God she was sensitive there as I felt hard nubs
in the center of each rise and stiffen. I pinched them and pulled on them and
when I could get her blouse up, laid her back against the seat and began to
suck and milk them like a greedy infant. She moaned, twisted in her seat and
fed them to me one at a time.


We hadn’t said one word since entering the Cadillac. But
words were supremely unnecessary. If I’d had any, I would have lost the power
of speech as her mouth dropped to swallow my hardness, rising and falling,
sucking and slurping and gently nibbling. 


I would have said that I’m one of those men who tends to
have a harder time climaxing through oral ministrations rather than old fashioned
sex. But tonight it didn’t seem to matter. In a few minutes I was leaning my
head back against my seat and holding her head steady in my hands, although she
needed no encouragement.  Before I even knew it was coming, I was exploding
into her mouth and throat so hard my head swam.


She lay her head against her seat next to mine.


“You spoiled the surprise I had planned for you back at my
place. Kind of anticlimactic now.”


“If you were planning to do that again, you’d have to give
me an IV. I don’t know how I’ve got anything coming out but dust.”


“I have vodka and rum and Bloody Mary Mix. Something might
put a little blush back into your cheeks.”


“I take it you’re determined to get me to your den of
iniquity and to have your way with me?”


“That’s my plan.”


We were pulling through the guard gates at her condos in a
half hour. When we got up to her unit, we got tangled up on her couch as soon
as we made it inside. I didn’t deliberately try to do it, but in the process
clothes came off and I realized she was as messy a bleeder as she’d warned me.
With an embarrassed expression on her face, she vanished into a bathroom. Ten
minutes later she stuck her head out.


“I’m sorry Bill. This was a bad idea. I hoped we could
cuddle and spend the night, but that’s not going to happen. One of us is going
to get carried away and I’ll have a mess. Would you be terribly offended if I
threw you out.”


“No, we had a really good night. To be honest, I was
thinking I’d like to see Anderson tonight if I had time.”


“You’re not going over there to see his groupies?”


“I don’t think even industrial-sized quantities of Viagra
would do me much good at this point.”


“Well, would you stay here until I get cleaned up and then
I’ll let you out and lock up behind you.”


While I heard the roar of the shower through the
sound-proofed bathroom door, I wandered around her condo examining what she had
in her fridge – mostly diet foods, vitamin supplements, protein shakes. There
were almost no photographs in the place. There was only one of her with an
older light browned haired woman with an obvious family resemblance, including
very healthy breasts. That had to be the sister she had fled to. Another group
shot showed Myra, the older woman, and a guy in a Navy uniform. Her sister and
brother-in-law. And a final group shot of Myra, the sister, and a raven-haired
shapely younger woman. Maybe not Myra’s equal, but big boobs obviously ran in
the family and between Myra and what had to be her niece, there was a striking
family resemblance.


As I inspected the photos, the phone of the kitchen wall
rang three times and then I heard:


“Myra, babe. I’m going to be in England working on that
buy-out though next week end but  I’ll be back in New York by the 20th.
I’ll send you the tickets and I’ll meet you at JFK. We will be in Monte Carlo
by the 21st and I’ll be making you scream in the most expensive
suite in the Hotel De Paris at the Place De Casino by the evening of the 21st.
You remember the one I’m talking about. I can’t wait to be with you and I hope
you’re just as hungry for me. This is going to be a fantastic Thanksgiving. And
what I’m most thankful for is that I have you.”


I stood there staring at the phone, the red message light
blinking. Why did I feel like I was on an elevator plunging down a 100-story fall
with no end in sight. The bottom had fallen out of my stomach. I couldn’t tear
my eyes away from the phone. My thoughts swirled. When I moved it was like I
was sleepwalking. I moved, but I didn’t know what I was going to do until I did
it.


I walked to the granite  island that separated the kitchen
from the den and turned the phone so that blinking red light faced the kitchen.
It wasn’t visible from the den and couldn’t be seen unless you walked all the
way around the island. I leaned forward and rested my palms on the cool
granite.


Now I knew what I was going to do. I was going to do
something as stupid as anything I’d ever done in my entire life. I was going to
lose the hottest sexual fantasy of my life. I’d lost Debbie through my own
actions but I’d been doing what I thought was right, Aline because it wasn’t
meant to be. But this time, this time, I was throwing away a beautiful woman,
probably the most beautiful I’d ever know in this life, and there was no reason
for it.


But I couldn’t stop myself. I remembered Paula Donnally’s
terrible short dissection of my soul in Carrabba’s Italian Grill on Atlantic
months before. It hurt, because it was true. And Debbie had told me the truth
as well. Too late. But she had been honest with me.


I knew myself.  Pretty well. I was smart. Stubborn.
Determined to the point of obsession. I was honest. I thought I was a decent
man. I’d tried to do the right thing my entire life and be worthy of my father.
I’d been obsessed with big breasted women since I’d discovered sex. I had a
deep streak of anger that I tried to control and forget existed as much as I
could. Professionally, I was successful and I’d made a good life for myself.


But away from the courtroom, away from work, one on one with
a woman, in the bedroom, I was a failure. Always had been.  Even slimmed down,
with the grace I’d acquired boxing, that dark streak that Aline had sensed, I
was still a loser in the most important arena. You don’t live in the work world
although a lot of people try. You live in your personal world, and in that
world I would always be a short, not very impressive guy. I’d always be the
second choice, the other guy. The one a woman settled for.


I knew that was the shock speaking in the depths of my mind.
That telephone message had knocked me off my moorings, had suddenly changed my
life. In time I’d see my life more clearly.


I moved out into the den and sank into a chair that massaged
and provided firm support to provide a sensation that was almost, but not
quite, better than sex.


She came out of her bathroom, her hair up in a swirled heavy
white towel turban, her body cloaked in  a plush white  robe. She sank into the
chair onto my lap. She nuzzled the side of my neck.


“I am sorry you have to go tonight. We’ll get together next
week and I’ll make it up to you.”


“That sounds like fun. Uh-“


I almost stopped myself. Why was I doing this?


“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about this earlier. My
mom’s invited me down to her place near Orlando for Thanksgiving. I haven’t
been down there in a few years. If you’re free, I’d love to have you come with
me. We can have dinner with them and then hit some places in Orlando. Or we
could catch a quick flight down to Miami. Do you have plans?”


She had leaned back as I spoke but again she nuzzled the
side of my face. So I couldn’t look in her eyes.


“I’m – sorry – Bill. I thought you’d have plans. I already
told Valencia – she’s my sister from Homestead, that I’d spend Thanksgiving
with her and her family. They moved up to Norfolk a few years ago and I haven’t
spent much time up there.”


If I’d been a perfect bastard, instead of merely a pathetic
one, I’d have pushed it and asked her if I could go with her. But I’d already
found out what I wanted to know.


“Oh well, I knew I was asking late. You go – and have fun
with your family. Someday I’d like to meet her.”


“I’d like that too, Bill. I’ll be thinking of you.”


Somehow I bit my lips and stifled the “I really doubt that,”
which almost made its way out.


She pushed herself away from me and stood. She held her hand
out and I stood. She gave me a kiss on the cheek.


“I know you must want to get together with your friend,
Bill. Just don’t – exhaust yourself.”


I grabbed her and pulled her to me and kissed those
luscious, lying lips.


“I’ll save myself for you.”


 


 






November 12,2005


Friday, Midnight


 


I walked down the steps from Myra’s condo instead of taking
the stairs. For some reason, I felt like hitting something. Or running. Or
doing something. Nervous energy. I knew where I was going. Anderson  was
probably waiting at his suite in the Omni, with two or three or however many
fame-inflamed groupies he’d managed to pick up over the last few hours. Which
wasn’t the attraction. I didn’t know why exactly, but I wanted to talk to him.


My head felt like it was about to burst. I wasn’t drunk. I
wasn’t emotional. It was as if there was just too much – of everything jammed
in there swirling around. Anger. Jealousy, Uncertainty. Guilt. Thoughts about
trials and enemies and allies  and the past, and the future. Maybe I should
just go up to Richard’s suite and get drunk with him and spend the night there
sleeping while he enjoyed the sybaritic never ending fantasy of guilt-free fame
fucks. Maybe, if I was conscious at all, I could pick up a few pointers on how
to live my new life.


Because it felt so clear now as I stood in the cold early
morning November darkness, I was never going back to my old life. There would
be no reconciliation, no renewal of my life with Debbie. Aline was never coming
back. Whatever relationship I might forge with Myra, if there was a chance of
some kind of relationship, it wouldn’t be like anything I’d ever known before.
Those four words uttered by Debbie what seemed like a lifetime ago, had blown
my life to hell and gone. 


As I stood there, something drew me to talk toward the back
of the condo and pool complex. Maybe I just wasn’t ready to be around people.
Maybe what I needed was the quiet of still water and shadows. I needed time to
absorb what had just happened.


I stood at the edge of the deep pool and wished I  smoked. I
wanted something to do with my hands. The moon drifted in and out of pools of
darkness and the intermittent light revealed clouds of my exhaled breath
condensed into drifting banks of fog.


“You’re not going to spend the night with her? Did you have
a fight?”


She sat shrouded in shadow in a chair near the polar ice
pool. A brilliant red flame lit the night  and she let out a cloud of cigarette
smoke. By that short-lived illumination, I saw she was wearing trousers and a
sweater with UNLV towel draped over her shoulders.


“No. Did you?”


“Yeah. Leo, my friend – main fuck right now – got so drunk
he couldn’t get it up. What kind of damned boyfriend is that? He’d rather be
out drinking with his buddies than banging a hot girlfriend. Were guys that
stupid when you were young?”


“Trust me, he’ll regret it tomorrow. And yeah, guys are
always stupid about the important things in life. Sad thing is,  we say we
learn, but we don’t. We stay stupid as long as we live.”


“That’s depressing.”


“Tell me about it.”


The cigarette flared a couple more times in the silence.


“You don’t look that stupid, but you’re going to keep seeing
her, aren’t you?”


“That’s personal.”


“It’s the boobs and that face and body of hers. Men are so
simple.”


“They don’t hurt. But she’s my friend.”


“You know she’s a whore, don’t you?”


“No. I don’t know that.”


“I’ve been here a year and a half, and I can’t tell you how
many guys have stayed over, how many have come through here.”


“You might not have noticed, but she doesn’t wear a wedding
ring.”


She threw the blanket aside and stood, walking over to stand
beside me at the edge of the deep pool.


“My dad is an independent film producer. Works all over the
world but he does a lot of work in Hollywood. He’s loaded. He put me out here
on the other side of the country to get me out of his hair. As long as I don’t
get myself arrested, and pretend to work on a college degree, he lets me live a
good life. He’d been here twice the first ten months I was here. The second
time, she was in the lobby as we were coming in from supper. He went back out
with her. I didn’t see him for two days.


“He came back – to see me – three times in the next three
months. I saw him about four hours. She spent every weekend with him. And then
she went away with him for a week, to Cabo San Lucas. And came back with the
most beautiful emerald necklace. A gift from him. It cost $25,000. I saw the
receipt in his luggage.


“She wore it a few times, but when he stopped coming by, it
vanished. I’ll bet it’s hanging in some Florida jewelry store right now. And
I’ll bet she gets nice things from every guy she goes with.”


She took a deep drag and I was close enough to smell the
marijuana, but I’d forgotten my prosecutor hat somewhere.


“Like I said, Bill, she’s a whore.”


“I hate to be the one to break it to you, but men give
pretty things to women they’re attracted to. Expensive things. I’ve done it
myself. And I didn’t consider the women I gave those pretty things to be whores.
To be honest, if you haven’t already gotten them, I think you’re going to get
some of those pretty things one day, and keeping them won’t make you a whore.”


She stared at me and said, “What happened to you? You get
into a fight over her?”


“No. Just some foolishness in a bar. Just typical Friday
night stuff.”


“Boys.”


Then:


“You’re got it bad for her, don’t you?”


“No, I don’t, Cassandra. You might think so, but you don’t
know me, or her.”


She took a last drag on the pot and thumbed the butt into
the pool.


“I know you, Bill. I’m young, yeah, but I know guys. And
you’re blind about her. Because she’s beautiful. And she’s going to hurt you.”


“She’ll have to stand in line. And it’s a long line.”


I almost reached out to give her a hug, but stopped myself.
She wasn’t Kelly.


“Have a good night, Cassandra.”


“Goodnight, Bill. Good luck.”


 


 










CHAPTER SIXTEEN: NOTHING BUT A HERO


 


November 12, 2005


Friday, 12:15 P.M.


 


I could hear the sounds of music from one of the doors on
the Omni’s third floor as I stepped off the elevator. As I walked past another
one, I heard laughter and what could have been shattering glass. Oh well, it
provided employment for hotel maids and cleaning crews. The floor was carpeted
with a plush fabric that gave underfoot without a whisper of sound. The
corridor smelled good. Maybe a piney, or woodsy fragrance.


I walked to the end of the hallway and made a left. 305
became 306 and 307 and finally I got to 310. I listened and thought I might
have heard girlish laughter and maybe a little scream. I knocked, and then
knocked again. And then again. And then I hit the buzzer on the door.


“Hold it. Be there in a sec.”


The door opened onto a very naked Richard Anderson. And a
very tumescent Anderson. He looked at me, then down at his rampant dick and
back up at me with a smile.


“Sorry Bill, don’t take this the wrong way. I’m not batting
for the other team. You just interrupted me in the middle of something –“


“Very pleasant. I can see. But would you mind pointing that
in another direction before it goes off and I really don’t want to witness
that.”


“Of course,” he said, grinning. He reached over to a chair
behind the door as he gestured for me to come in  and grabbed a robe and threw
it on. Of course, his dick still stuck out, but the robe lessened the impact. I
sat on a comfortable chair and he leaned back into a couch. There was a low
coffee table between us. He stretched his hand and grabbed my hand and shook it
vigorously.


“I’m glad you decided to come by, Bill. I’d been wanting to
have chance to talk to you. But when I got a look at that man-eater you were
with, I figured I’d never see you. How the hell did you tear yourself away from
that, anyway?”


“Her time of the month and you can only survive so many blow
jobs before you might blow – no pun intended – some of the wiring out.”


“Oh, so you had to escape in self-defense? I can understand
that. By the way, how the hell do you do it? Two hot blondes with huge tits.
And I hate to break it to you Bill, if no one has, you’re not good looking
enough or rich enough to merit ass like that. Now me, at least I’m famous and
tall and relatively good looking – and hung, don’t laugh – me I can understand.
But you?”


“I’m pure of heart. It’s apparently an aphrodisiac.”


He laughed again. “God, it’s good to see and talk to you
again, Maitland. I’d love to hug you, man.”


I pointed to his still rising erection and said, “Not with
that thing sticking out there.”


He grimaced and pointed behind him to what had to be a
bedroom.


“I really was busy, and after a while, you take enough
Viagra and coke and booze and pharmaceuticals, it’s either going to blast off
into orbit or fall off. I’m not sure which.”


“You’re apparently not planning on living to collect your
Social Security.”


“What’s that?”


A female voice rang out from the bedroom, singing, “Ricky,
Ricky, you gotta get back in here. All our hot places are getting cold.”


And another:  “Rickkkkyyyy, I need another one of your hot
injections. I’m burning up.”


I looked over his shoulder.


“Apparently your public needs you.”


He looked over his shoulder with a satisfied little smirk.


“They just need it over and over. Believe it or not, but
they’re school teachers. And they’re making me practice over and over until I
get it perfect.”


“That’s an old joke.”


“But very young and nubile teachers. God they are flexible.”


“Look, Richard, I can see I came at a bad time. You have
business to take care of. I’ll leave you my cell number and you call me when
you get a chance.


“I really could use your help, Bill. The blonde must have
left a little in your tank. Why don’t you come back and take one of them off my
hands.”


I threw my hands up.


“I’m an old man, 42 now, and I’ve blown a load twice in the
last four or five hours. I’ll probably regret this later, but I really came by
just to talk to you for a bit. But you go ahead. My feelings won’t be hurt.”


He looked back toward the bedroom and sighed.


“Oh well, believe it or not, this is fairly standard orgy
fare. Not too hard finding ladies that want to have an up close and personal
acquaintance with a hero dick. But how many times will I have a chance to shoot
the shit with The Angel of Death himself?”


I couldn’t help laughing.


“I guess it’s true what they say about the rich and famous,
Richard. They really are different.”


“They really are.”


He stood up and yelled, “Girls, take a break. Got to talk to
a friend for a couple of minutes. Enjoy the booze, the champagne, the coke,
whatever goodies are back there. And keep each other warm. I’ll be back there
as soon as I can.”


A minute later the bedroom door and two naked ladies jiggled
outside with a great display of jiggling ability and girlish laughter.


“Dickie, baby, it’s not the same without you back there,”
said the one I thought had the better tits when she was dressed. Naked I could
see I’d been exactly right. She plopped herself into his lap and feed one of
those soft round breasts into his mouth.


“Suck, baby.”


And while she tried to force-feed him, the second  lady
whose breasts might not have been quite as impressive but who had an ass that
begged to be bitten, squatted down in front of him and pushing her girlfriend
over, found his cock and began sucking, moving her lips up and down. I didn’t
think either one really even noticed I was there.


Finally Anderson pushed both of them away and stood with
them.


“C’mon girls, please. This is an old friend of mine. You
don’t have to work tomorrow, do you? No school on Saturday. I promise we can
party hard tomorrow. And I’ll give you autographed pictures and if you are VERY
nice, I’ll give you some private autographed photos that none of the your
girlfriends will ever be able to match.”


After much grumbling, they trotted back to the bedroom.


Anderson looked back at me and said, “You know, of course,
that I was referring to a few cases of Coca Cola I have in my bedroom, right?
My favorite soft drink.”


“Of course, I know you wouldn’t be breaking the drug laws.”


“Of course.”


Then he couldn’t help himself and collapsed on the couch in
helpless laughter.


“Why the hell do I like a law-breaking reprobate like
yourself, Richard?”


“You’re envious, Bill. But don’t blame yourself. Sometimes I
have to pinch myself to make myself believe this isn’t all one long,
pornographic dream.”


He looked back at the bedroom. Then at me.


“Do you realize there was a time when I’d have to work for
weeks to get one of them naked and in bed and it would have been the highlight
of my life to have gotten two honeys like that in bed at the same time? And now
I walk into a bar and they wind up inviting THEMSELVES up to my room to fuck 
my eyes out. Fame is a wonderful thing. But you ought to be seeing some of that
yourself. ‘The Angel of Death!’ My God, that should send pussies creaming all
over Jacksonville at the least. And you probably stand to harvest a few hot
Bible Thumpers.”


I grinned.


“Not exactly.”


He leaned forward.


“C’mon, Bill. This is me. Let your hair down. I read something
online about your divorce.  And I am sorry about that. I could tell without
ever meeting her how hung up you were on – what was her name?”


“Debbie.”


“Yeah, Debbie. But that must have opened the floodgates. You
were the most married man I ever met. But when she dumped you, and you got that
‘Angel of Death’ rep, you must have gone out and made up for – what? 20 years –
of monogamy.”


“Not exactly.”


“Why the hell not?”


“I guess- the short answer is that I was still in love with
her. Still am in the parts of me that don’t remember what happened when I wake
up in the morning. Only now it’s all messed up. I got involved with a married
French woman.”


“You – with  a married woman? Jesus Christ, I expect your
head to start spinning and you to start vomiting green pea soup. Were you
possessed by the devil?”


“No. It’s a long story. I doubt you’d understand even if I
gave you the sordid details. But I just found out that I probably wrecked her
marriage and maybe caused her to lose contact with her son. I have done a royal
job of fucking my life up and now the damage is spreading.”


He leaned forward and put his hand over mine which I’d
rested on the coffee table. I looked down and noticed he still had at least a
semblance of an erection.


“You’re not going to try to put the moves on me, are you? A
lot of things have changed,  but I really haven’t changed that much.”


“Don’t flatter yourself. I was just trying to lend a little
moral support.  As far as fucking up a life, you’re not even in the running. I
have been fired from six major movie projects in the last seven years. Usually
for showing up drunk, or high, or bombed out of my mind. I have judgments
against me – the last time I bothered to add that up – of about $20 million. I
figure if I keep working I might pay them off sometime in the 22nd
century.


“I have had sexual relations – to the best of my reckoning
and I know I’m a few hundred off – with at least 1000 women. Before the
shootout, I had sex with 22 women and thought I was hot shit. I have been
treated for a couple dozen strains of sexual illnesses. Fortunately no HIV. I
have been admitted for treatment – involuntarily twice – for alcohol and drug
abuse six times.


“I have been married three times. The longest lasted eight
months. I have two children. Two daughters. I saw the oldest one the last time
three years ago. I’ll never see her again. Momma is an actress from a very
wealthy family. When it got to court, her attorneys cut me to pieces. A drunk.
Drug abuser. Unable to hold a job, any job. Violent. Bar fights, a couple of
drunk and disorderly arrests when I got so uncontrollable that the local cops
had to arrest me. A killer. They used the gunfight to damn me as too violent to
be allowed around children.


“So that’s my life. Oh, forgot to mention, I’ve been named
as the other party in three fairly high profile divorces. Just never could
learn to keep it in my pants.”


“Good to know I’m not the only screw-up out there.”


He got up and came back with a magnum of champagne and two
water glasses. He poured healthy slugs in both and handed me one.


“Free. Provided by the hotel. Another perk of fame. I’m
supposed to get pictures taken with the management they can put up in the
lobby. More advertising for them. So everybody wins.”


It was good. I sipped. Probably champagne wasn’t the best
thing to mix with Tequila and a few other drinks, but fortunately, I’d always
had a cast-iron gut when it came to booze. And complete immunity to hangovers.
I had never been able to figure that out. No matter how much I drank. I  might
pass out, but I always woke up fresh and head clear. Probably when God gives
you a life full of shit, he feels compelled to throw in a few nice things.


“I’m sorry, Richard. I had no idea.”


“Don’t feel too sorry for me. I did it all myself. And I’ve
been places and done things and seen things I never would have seen if not for
the Gunfight.”


Then he mentioned the name of a twenty-something Part-Indian
(subcontinent) and part French actress I’d seen in a few movies and more than a
few polls of the 10 most beautiful women in the world. She had it all, the
boobs, ass, face, eyes, lips, but it was more than that. She was like a
younger, more exotic Sophia Loren.


“I fucked her. In every hole. For three days.”


“That’s hard to believe. And if it’s true I really do hate
you.”


‘I was trying to hide from two different sets of attorneys a
few years ago. I wound up in a small California town right on the Oregon border
– Yreka. I was in some halfway decent motel with a pool. It was mid-summer and
I was doing some laps when this woman came and slipped into the pool. I tried
not to look for a few minutes, but Hell! Women usually like it when I look. I
knew I’d seen her before, just wasn’t sure where.


“She actually came to me and asked me if I was that
gunfighter guy from the movies. That broke the ice and we started talking. Long
story short, she was hiding from her own set of attorneys and a guy she was
married to but getting ready to dump. We went out from a meal, had drinks and
wound up fucking away all our frustrations in her place and mine for the next
three days.


“Then she called her agent, flew back to LA and that was the
last time I ever saw her, in the flesh. As far as I know, she’s never told a
soul about that three days. Neither have I. So now you’re in a privileged minority”


“Why do I not feel privileged?”


“It could have happened if I hadn’t been famous. But, that’s
another reason why you take the  bad with the good.  The good can be pretty
damned overwhelming.”


We both drank silently for a few moments and I tried not to
listen to the sounds coming from the bedroom. Evidently they were having a good
time without Richard.


He took another sip, swirling the golden liquid in the glass
and then looked at me.


“You know why we really clicked, don’t you?”


“You always had a thing for my body?”


“Despite the fact that I can’t get this damned erection to
go down – it’s the Viagra – that’s not it. It’s because we’re the same type of
people.”


I just nodded. I already knew that. I always had. I had been
in the office only a couple of years, but I’d already been bitten by the bug
and I spent more time in the office and in the field than I should have,
because I knew instinctively that I was taking time away from Debbie and the
kids. But it was my life, it was what I did, every day counted and made a
difference in someone’s life. I told myself there would always be time to make
it up to Debbie and the kids.


I wasn’t the best attorney in the office, but I worked
harder than anybody else. And over the years I realized that Richard was the same
type of player. He wasn’t as good a writer as Carl Cameron. But I’d never met
anybody who was. Harry Bass was the other more or less regular police reporter
and he was just – different. He had earned the nickname of the Love Bug in past
years because there were stories about his snake-bit love life that had to be
heard to be believed, and they were hard to believe even then. But Harry had a
way of ending up with stories, some of which could have been novels in their
own right, that nobody could have seen coming. Nobody could compete with that.


But Richard Anderson worked his ass off every day and on his
days off as well. He didn’t have a personal life, but he managed to squeeze in
enough female companionship to keep him in good spirits most of the time. 


We sat drinking silently. The noises from the bedroom were
growing louder and I began hear cries of “Dickiiiieee” rise again. He looked
over his shoulder and sighed, “Shit, the natives are growing restless,
Maitland. I’ve always made it a policy to never let a hot pussy go to waste,
and I don’t want to let this (pointing to his visible evidence lust poking out
from his robe) go to waste. Waste not, want not.”


“It’s a rough life, but –“


“I know,” he said shaking his head and reading my mind, “a
man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.”


We both sat quietly. It was time for me to go. I probably
wouldn’t see him again. He’d go back to his life and me to mine. There was a
sadness there. Maybe it was just because he reminded me of a much better time
in my life.


“There are times, Bill, when I think about what it would
have been like if I’d rode with Suzanne a different day. Or those assholes had
chosen a different day to commit suicide.”


He looked into the distance of years past.


“It would have been a routine day. I’d have gotten a decent
story and had a chance to flirt with Suzanne and I know – I just know – I would
have made a run at her. I think I would have had her. Not that day. She wasn’t
that kind of woman. But she liked me. You can tell when a woman is interested,
even if she shouldn’t be. I probably would have had her sometime in the next
six months. And she’d have been guilty about it and broke it off in a few weeks
or months and we’d have smiled at each other anytime we ran into each other
over the years.


“She’d be alive today, probably, and her husband. And I’d be
working here or maybe in Atlanta or Miami, who knows Chicago or LA. I think I
would have found my ticket out of here, the story that would get people looking
at me. I might not be Edward R. Murrow or Walter Cronkite, but I’d be a good
reporter wherever I landed.”


He looked down at his hands, which he held out in front of
him as if he’d never seen them before.


“When I got out of the hospital and got the offers for the
first books and went to LA and New York and did the talk show circuit, I loved
being the center of attention. I loved the money. You wouldn’t believe how much
they threw at me. And the women. It took me a long time to see past the glitz
and the fancy restaurants and the chances to write opinion pieces and the
chance to sleep in in $500 a night suites in Manhattan.


“All that came to me because I was a hero. Because I got
pissed about a woman I knew being shot to death and I went out and killed four
bad guys to make them pay. But, being a hero is not an easy gig. I could stand
around as the guest of billionaires and cut ribbons at supermarket openings and
do guest shots on television series and movies.


“But, when I went for jobs at newspapers, nobody really
wanted me. Yeah, they’d give me a shot, but I didn’t fit in because women who
were supposed to be mentoring me were more interested in fucking. The guys were
jealous and the higher-ups never thought I could be a working journalist after
being spoiled with the celebrity lifestyle.


“I wrote two books, by myself. They were okay. But, people
either expected them to be illiterate celebrity trash, or to be great
literature. And I’m not a great writer. Not even really very good. Cameron
could have made it. But I just didn’t have it in me. I can write newspaper
stories, not much else.


“I went out for parts in movies where I didn’t have to shoot
anybody. I took acting lessons. I’m not an actor. I could get parts based on my
name, but after the first or second time, casting people didn’t call me back
for real acting jobs.”


He stood up.


“The truth is, I’m nothing but a hero. Probably never will
be. And you can’t go back.”


He looked around the hotel room and he looked like he wanted
to cry.


“When you come right down to it, Bill, strange as it sounds,
I miss this life. This life, here. Who would have thought?”


He reached out and I stood, taking his hand.


“I would tell you not to let it suck you in, Bill. You’ve
got a taste of it and it’s growing. It will be easy to let it pull you in,
especially if you win more high profile cases as the Angel of Death. They’ll
come to you with movie and television series offers. I don’t know that women
will be any temptation considering that walking wet dream you’re seeing now.
But there will be money and women and every lure they can dream up to tempt you
into that life.


“I would tell you not to forget who and what you are, but I
don’t need to. You’re different from me. You love what you do. You ARE what you
do. When I go back, I’m going to think about you from time to time. Doing your
thing, being a prosecutor, a father, probably a husband again because you’re a
marrying man. I’m going to envy you, Bill.”


“If you ever need anything, Richard, legal advice or a place
to hide out, you know where to find me.”


He walked me to the door and as I stepped out into the
silent hallway, he smiled at me.


“You know I’m going to forget all that noble shit as soon as
I open that bedroom door and see all that naked female flesh, don’t you?”


“Enjoy, Richard. I’ll remember for you.”


 


 










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN – SOME DATES YOU
CAN’T FORGET


 


November 13, 2005


Saturday Morning, 12:45 A.M.


 


After I walked out of Anderson’s room at the Omni, I took a
deep breath. Winter doesn’t get to Jacksonville usually until January, really
February although there had been rare snows as early as December. Still, the
air was cold as I breathed it in.  I felt the cold even through the lined coat
I’d thrown on before picking up Myra to take her to the Riverwalk. 


I felt the cold more now than I had this time last year. I
think fat really does act as an insulator. Fifty pounds ago I could have walked
around in this area without the chill biting as deeply as it did. And it bit as
the wind blew off the river.


I could have gone home. I had decided I didn’t want to
partake of Anderson’s hospitality. There might come a time when I might, but
honestly, Myra had drained me. It was hard to even think about another erection
right now. And I could have gone back to Myra’s. We had cuddled on other
nights. We were good together without the lubricant of sex, although I
understood why she didn’t want to rely on my will power.


But, there was that phone call.  I had made the right
decision not to say anything directly to her. We were still early in our
relationship as lovers, sexual partners. I didn’t know what the rules in this
game were. Actually, I’d never played this game before.


Oh, there had been times back in college when I’d dated more
than one girl at the same time. And I’m pretty sure they were dating others.
That had been the high water mark of my sexual exploits.  But even if I had sex
with them, it was so tentative. We  weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend,
committed. We just people that went  out together and sometimes wound up naked.


With Myra…I was in Limbo. It wasn’t just two people getting
naked together and having sex. I wasn’t in love with her. I was certain she
wasn’t in love with me. But there were feelings. Cassandra, in the manner of
women from time immemorial, had intuited something. And she hadn’t been
completely wrong.


 But there were things going on under the surface that I
couldn’t get clear in my head. Granted, I’d found out the cool and level headed
Myra Martinez was really even more screwed up than me, seriously more screwed
up.


But as much as I enjoyed her, as much as I liked her, as
much as I’d lusted and fantasized about her in a way I’d never felt about
another woman, I didn’t feel about her the way I still felt about Debbie and
Aline.


So should it have bothered me to know she was seeing other
men? Be honest. She was fucking other men. Because one thing I now knew that
despite her cool reserve, she was a very voracious sexual animal. If she was
dating a man for any length of time, she was fucking him.


And so what? I kept coming back to that. I could be with
other women. I thought I would be if I got a call from ????” or ????” one night
when Myra was unavailable. And I’d take what they offered without feeling
guilty about Myra. So why shouldn’t she be free to do exactly the same thing-
especially when men were a thousand times more likely to want her than throngs
of women were likely to lust after my body.


Logically, there was no reason to look at it with any
concern. But since when did logic have anything to do with feelings? I knew in
my gut that it bothered me. And I knew that I didn’t want to sleep next to her,
with her hot, yielding body draped against mine. It wasn’t that I knew I
couldn’t have her the way I wanted. I just didn’t feel comfortable there
tonight. And I knew that my Thanksgiving invitation would come back to bite me.


Here and now, tonight, there was nothing I could do about it
but put it out of my mind.


But there was still something going on in my head.…I
couldn’t put my finger on it. I was keyed up. Nervous. This had been a LOOONG
day and a lot of things had happened. I’d learned of the existence of David
Bludwurth, like some prehistoric monster alligator looming out of the mists. It
threw all my plans for the Sutton trial into the air.


And I had learned that Myra was still the conundrum she’d
always been, a mystery with secrets that I was only now beginning to grasp.


I knew there were still Mexican drug lords out there that
did not want the trial of Mendoza to come to me, and if it did, I had no idea
what would happen or IF I could protect my wife and children from their wrath. 
And even knowing that I had powerful allies, didn’t relieve the fear that
lurked in the dark corners of my mind.


And like a phantom drifting in the shadows, I had a zealous,
intelligent federal prosecutor on the scent of the secret that had given me a
little bit of protection from the Mexicans. And Prentice might be the most
dangerous, more dangerous than the Mexicans, or Bludwurth.


All of those things would explain the unease that gripped
me, but somehow I knew that wasn’t it. I found myself crossing Water Street and
headed back toward The Landing. My wristwatch under a streetlight showed it was
nearly 1 a.m. There were still partiers, people making their ways to their
cars, but it was more quiet, more alone. I breathed in the night air and it
felt good.


I was back at the Landing now. There were still crowds of diehard
partyers and a few restaurants like Hooters and Cinco de Mayo and Fionn
MacCool's Irish Restaurant & Pub  still rocked as the owners attempted to
separate partyers from as much of their money as possible.


As I watched the entrance of MacCool’s, a group of about ten
men and women made their way out the door. There was a stroller and one young
man in his 20s carried a toddler across his shoulder where the boy had passed
out. A pretty young brunette reached up to stroke the boy’s hair and leaned up
to give him a kiss.


I looked down at my watch. It was 1:15 a.m. On Saturday
morning, November  13.


I looked up at the fat, almost full moon that hung over the
river and the city of Jacksonville like a poster from a science fiction flick.
It looked close enough to touch. Its light gilded everything beneath it.


The light gleamed through the prism of tears.


We say that some dates will live forever, will never be
forgotten. And when we make that pledge, we mean it. If only life would stand
still, would not keep rolling inexorably forward, diminishing the strength of
our memories by replacing them with newer and stronger memories.


I started walking back toward my car parked at the Omni and
before I knew it I was jogging and then trotting and then running at a full
sprint. And then I was in the Escalade and speeding and I knew that I’d play
every card – political and the brotherhood of cops and prosecutors and personal
friendship if that would help get me out of a ticket if I was stopped. Because
I wasn’t going to be stopped.


I was almost there when I realized she might not be there.
Maybe I wasn’t the only one who’d forgotten. What would I do then? She had a
life, too, and maybe new loves and new plans had replaced the old memories. It
was such a small thing, this ceremony we held each November 12th. But-


It would break my heart, I realized, if it ended tonight. 
It would be as if he were once, and forever, and finally forgotten. Gone as if
he had never existed.


I pulled up in the driveway. The house was dark. Her car
might be in the garage. 


I walked up the driveway onto the steps of the house and
listened. I heard nothing. No radio, no television. I knocked on the door.
Nothing. I knocked again, and then hit the doorbell, and knocked, and hit the
doorbell and each time I knocked I hit harder, with more force. And I knew then
that she wasn’t there and we would not keep a memory alive. We might get
together on another day. But it wouldn’t be the same.


The light came on around me. And then the door opening a
small bit, and then it was pulled back.


Her hair sprawled across her face, bangs down across her
eyes. They were red, her face still wet with tears.


“I thought you’d forgotten. I didn’t think you were coming.”


“I almost did forget. I’m sorry.”


She turned around and went back into the house. I followed,
locking the front door behind me. She walked into the den. A bottle and two
glasses sat on the coffee table. The other items were there as well. She poured
me a finger of Bushmills. Actually it was Bushmills  Original
Irish Whisky  which my mother said my father and his family had called White
Bush.


I had never had the chance to drink with my
father, but when I was old enough, she had told me that the day I was born my
father had toasted my birth with White Bush. And when he had been born, his
father had toasted his birth with the same whisky. It had been a tradition in
the Maitland family.


So with my mother and Debbie,  once the stress
of labor had passed, we had toasted the birth of a our first child with White
Bush. As we had toasted BJ’s birth.


“To Roy Brian Ewan Maitland,” she said,
lifting her glass high in the air, so the whiskey caught the light and hurled
it back.


“To Roy Brian Ewan Maitland,” I replied,
lifting the glass and touching it to hers.


Without looking at each other, we drained our
glasses.


She picked up the long, slender candle that
sat in the center of the table. 


“I’m glad you waited and didn’t light it.”


She finally looked at me.


“I was going to, Bill, but I couldn’t. I
decided if you couldn’t be here, I’d just drink a toast to him.”


“You could have called me.”


“If we begin to forget him, there’s no point
to any of this.”


I grabbed the box of matches and struck one,
then lit the candle. We watched the flame twist in the air.


“Happy birthday, Brian,” I made myself say. It
didn’t sound like me. We had just missed it. The actual date was November 18 at
11 p.m. But it was close enough.


Debbie had turned away from me, her body
shaking. It felt so strange, but I put my hands on her shoulders and turned her
around. She buried her face in my chest. Tactile memory really is stronger than
sensory memory. She felt RIGHT against me, no matter how much my mind told me
this was wrong.


We sat there for a while and eventually she
relaxed into me and we lay back against the couch.


“How did all this go so wrong?”


“I don’t know, Deb. I’ve never understood any
of it. Even when it began with Brian.”


“Do you ever think about him, anymore? I mean,
except for tonight?”


“Sometimes. But the memories fade. Today was a
wild day, and his memory – got pushed away. But I remembered him.”


“Kelly and BJ are forgetting him. Bj was too
young, but even Kelly, I don’t think she remembers.”


“That’s what we wanted. There was no reason
why they had to live with his death, forever. As long as we remember him,
that’s what counts.”


“But we’re forgetting him, too.”


“No, Deb, no. I haven’t forgotten him and I
don’t think you have.”


She leaned into me again.


“I think a lot of times- it was my fault.”


“No, don’t ever think that.”


“I drank a lot. It could have been what caused
– his loss.  I just didn’t know. I had no idea.”


“The doctors said there’s no way drinking in
the first few months could have caused it. And there’s no way you could have
known. You were on the pill and it doesn’t fail that often. Besides,  it was a
spontaneous miscarriage. Your body just wasn’t ready for a baby then. It wasn’t
your fault, Deb. You have to believe that.”


“You can say that, Bill, because you didn’t
carry him. He wasn’t a part of you.”


“He was a part of me, Deb. I felt him kick. I
saw the pictures. He was mine, too.”


She reached out to the last item on the coffee
table. The picture in black and white was encased in plastic. It would never
age. It showed his little body curved in the fetal position. You could make out
his arms and legs, his little fingers and toes. It was the only picture we’d
ever have of our third child, our second son. He would have been nine tonight,
if you counted the night he died as the night he would have been born.


She ran her fingers over the sonogram.


“It’s not fair,” she whispered. “We will never
see what his baby pictures would have looked like. Or his first grade class
photo. Or know who his first crush would have been. We’ll never see him
graduate, or hold his children. It’s not fair.”


‘I know, Debbie. It’s not fair.”


She was silent for a long time. Then:


“It doesn’t matter what happened between us.
He was our son. And no one understands that. He was real.”


“We understand it, Deb. We’re the only ones
who count.”


After a bit, she turned my face toward her.


“You’ve turned into a brawler in your old age,
haven’t you? You were fighting over her, weren’t you?”


“I definitely had better sense when I was
married to you.”


At 2:30 a.m. she began to nod off.


“Bill, you don’t have to leave. It’s okay
tonight. You can sleep out on the couch. Or the bed.”


“It’s not a good idea, Deb.  We kept the faith
with him. And we’ll do it next year. But you need to get into bed and I’ll let
myself out. I never did get rid of my keys.”


We walked together back to what had been our
bedroom.  She stared at me for a moment before sliding into the bed. I pulled
the covers up and then knelt down  beside her. She stared at me and I couldn’t
read her eyes. I kissed her on the forehead and stood.


“Good night, Deb.”


I think we both had tears in our eyes. It had
never been so clear before, what we had lost. Every other night that we had
marked our son’s brief life, no matter how bad it had gotten for us, we lay in
each other’s arms and declared a truce for that one night.


It was even colder when I stood on what had
been my front porch.  Things had changed and they’d never be the same again.
But, we had remembered and celebrated his life and told him without words that
we loved him. It was enough.


 


 










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: LIFE IS WHAT HAPPENS…


 


November 15, 2005


Monday morning, 10 A.M.


 


I set my alarm for 5 a.m. Monday morning  and hit the bed by
10 p.m. Sunday night. I woke up feeling physically rested and emotionally
exhausted. I still hadn’t gotten my head around that phone call at Myra’s
condo. The weekend had blown all my circuit breakers. Between the confrontation
with Bludwurth and his goons, the upcoming trials, the wild night at the
Mexican Rose, the meeting with Anderson,  an old and still painful memory of
our dead son, the feel of Debbie in my arms, and that phone call, I'd spent an
odd, unsettled Sunday.


At 3 p.m. my head was sore with thinking and I swung by
Carlos’ gym. Ernesto was shooting the shit with a couple of other young
wanna-bes when I walked in. He acknowledged me with a nod, but that was a lot
friendlier than he was most of the time. I slipped on gloves and started
punching the heavy bag. It felt good. The more I hit, the better I felt. And
when I imagined that the bag was that fucking mystery man who was going to make
Myra scream in Monaco, who was probably dark, handsome, tall and hung, I felt
even better.


The world went away and it felt good to think about nothing
other than getting my hands up over and over in shifting patterns and trying to
hit the bag a little harder each time. After a while I noticed that Ernesto was
standing on the other side of the bag.


“Who is it?”


When I didn’t answer, he stepped in between me and the bag and
was able to deflect my last punch which would have probably paralyzed his vocal
cords if it had connected. I backed up.


“Who you trying to beat to death, Maitland?”


“Just a guy. I think he’s one of your countrymen.”


“It’s a woman, right?”


“A woman?”


He grinned at me.


“Guys don’t hit that hard unless it’s over a woman. Just
surprises me.”


“What?”


“Didn’t think guys as old as you could still get that upset
about somebody poaching your pussy.”


“Carlos must have told you that you have a big mouth.”


“Yeah, but I can back it up.”


I looked him over. He was just as big as he had been then.
But he didn’t scare me anymore.


“This isn’t seven months ago, Ernesto. And Carlos isn’t here
to save your ass.”


He smiled.


“Ooohhh. Somebody must have had a bad weekend. You feeling
tough today?”


“Just royally pissed off.”


“Step on up into the ring. Let’s see how tough you are.”


I thought about it for about two seconds. My face wouldn’t
look much worse. And I didn’t really have anything against Ernesto. But I
really, really wanted to pound that asshole who’d left the message for Myra,
even if in absencia.


I stepped into the ring. Ernesto was stepping in behind me,
through the ropes, when I turned and caught him with a right to the jaw as he
was off balance. He toppled backward off the ring. He rolled to his feet
outside the ring and grabbed a rope to pull himself up.


“You son of a bitch.”


“You forget that lesson about never letting your guard down?
I didn’t.”


He bruised me up pretty good with body blows and gave me a
bloody lip, but I think he took it easy on me.


The rest of the day slipped by fairly quietly. Around 6 p.m.
my cell rang. It was Kelly.


“Daddy, have you made any plans for Thanksgiving?”


“No not really. Why?”


“Grandma and grandpa are having it at their place this year. 
BJ and I were wondering-do you think you could come by? Just for a few hours.”


“I don’t know. What does your mother think?”


“She was kind of quiet when we brought it up, but Grandma
and Grandpa love the idea and she hasn’t objected too hard. It doesn’t have to
be any big deal, but it would be nice. For us – to be together…for a few
hours.”


‘I’ll think about it. You talk to her and make sure it’s
okay with her. I don’t want to come if it’s going to cause problems.”


A few hours later my cell rang again.


“Hello, Bill. This is your mother, who is still, by the way,
alive and looking forward once in a while to a call from her only son. Or
maybe, even, a visit once a year.”


“I came by in September, mom, remember ? It’s been a busy
year.”


“I should feel honored to see you once a year? I wonder how
often a year President Bush makes time to see HIS mother. I suppose you’re
busier than he is, though.”


“Where is that College that all mothers go to learn how to
make their children feel guilt?”


“Sarcasm is not your most attractive feature.”


“I’m sorry, Mom. This has been a bitch of a year. But I am
sorry I haven’t been down there.”


“You can make it up by coming down for Thanksgiving.”


“I don’t know, Mom.”


“Why not? I’m doing a turkey, cornbread  dressing, giblet
gravy,  whole berry cranberry sauce, mashed potatoes. Everything you love.
Charles has invited his son and daughter and they’ll be coming with their
children. You’ve only seen them a few times since we married, and they’re
family now.”


When I didn’t say anything she said, “DO NOT tell me you’re
going to spend Thanksgiving with HER, Bill. Please don’t tell me that.  You
are, aren’t you? What does that woman have to do to you to break her hold on
you?”


“It’s not what you’re thinking, Mom.”


“You’re going to spend it with her.”


“Sort of.”


“I don’t believe you.”


“Kelly called me a few minutes ago. The Bascombs are having
a Thanksgiving dinner and the kids are going  to be there – and Debbie. Kelly
asked me to come. KELLY asked me. Apparently BJ wants me to spend some time
there. What am I supposed to do? They’re my kids. I spent years ignoring them.
We haven’t spent much if any time together since the split, and for the FIRST
time, the first real holiday since our break-up, they want me there. I can’t
not go, Mom.”


“When will they be eating?”


“I didn’t ask but I assume it will be Thursday. That’s the
24th. The Bascombs usually eat around 1 or 2 p.m.”


“I suppose…we eat our main meal Thursday and have another
Thanksgiving Friday. Charles’ children are planning on spending the weekend
down here and probably taking their kids to Disneyworld on Saturday.”


“Let’s do this, Mom. If – If I go because I’m not sure
Debbie wants me there and I’m not going if it’s going to be causing problems,
I’ll get there in the morning, eat and then take off by 3 or 4 p.m. and drive
straight South. I could be at your place by 7 or 8 p.m. In time for a late
turkey dinner. And then I’ll stay and visit the next day. How does that sound?”


“It sounds good, Bill. Charles and I will look forward to
seeing you. And it will do you good to get away from Jacksonville. I know you
want to see Kelly and BJ, but try not to let it get you down when you see HER.
Don’t say anything, but it is going to be hard. This will be the first time
you’ve been with her since everything went bad. Holidays can be hard and, like
you said, this will be the first one after your divorce.”


“I expect it will be hard, but I’ll survive.”


“Just be careful. And remember what she did to you.”


“Mom. We’re divorced. The war’s over.”


“It’s never going to be over for the two of you.”


“Mom, for Christ’s sake. I love you and I know you’re going
to be on my side, and I know you’ve never been Debbie’s greatest fan, but you
have to let it go. We got divorced. We didn’t declare a war to the death.”


“It won’t be over until you stop loving her, and you can lie
to yourself and everyone else, but I know you’re not there.”


“How long did it take for you to stop loving dad, how many
years after he was cold and in the ground?”


“It’s not the same, Bill. Your father loved me until the
last moment of his life. I know he did. And I never gave him reason to doubt my
love for him. But she betrayed you. She had another man in your bed while it
was still warm with your body heat.”


“I know what she did. I haven’t forgotten  anything.”


“You say that, but the biggest fear I’ve got is that one day
I’ll pick up the phone and you’ll be telling me that you two are back together
and you’re going to try to make it work.”


I took a deep breath before I could control myself enough
not to snap at her.


“It isn’t going to happen, Mom. It will never happen. But if
it did,, I’m 42 years old. I can make up my own damned mind. I love you for
your concern, but I’m not a college kid. I’m a grown man, a father myself. It’s
my life.”


“You made up your own mind once before. You are a grown man
and I can’t tell you what to do. But, I can tell you this. I was always
faithful to your father. I loved him with everything that was in me, but if I
had done to him what she did to you, he would have thrown me out. He would have
divorced me. And I wouldn't have blamed him.”


She was silent for a long moment. I could hear her ragged
breathing on the phone.


“And, if – if – he had taken me back, I would have lost all
my respect for him. I would have taken you and left him. How could I respect a
man that would swallow his pride and respect like that?  That’s what you need
to always remember, Bill. I am a woman, and I know what I am talking about. If
you take her back, she won’t love you for it. She will have contempt for you,
even if she doesn’t admit it. And she will do it again. Because you can’t love
a man you have no respect for.”


After another silence, she hung up on me. I wondered what it
would have been like to have lived in one of those fictional happy all-American
families where wife and mother-in-law loved each other and there was affection
rather than a 20-year-long Cold War.


After I got up at 5 a.m. Monday morning  I made it to
Hurly’s Gym by 6:45 and was able to put in an hour and a half and be to the courthouse
by 9 a.m. I walked into my office and did some preliminary clearing of the
undergrowth, the unruly jungle of papers and memos that seemed to grow like
kudzu if you didn’t stay after it every day.


I hadn’t talked to Myra since early Saturday morning. About
10 a.m. I got to thinking about her. Not that I’d ever NOT thought about her
since that damned phone message. A part of me didn’t want to talk to her. And a
part of me wanted to talk to her more than I wanted not to.


I started to punch in her office extension and something
stopped me. I got up and walked to the elevator and rode up to the fifth floor.


I stepped off the elevator and walked toward Edward’s door
and her desk which sat just to the left. She was dressed in a lime-green
scoop-neck top and a pants-suit. She was typing on the desktop with her back to
me.


“Hi,” I said, leaning forward to rest my hand on her
shoulder since there was no one around.


She swiveled in her chair and stared at me with an
expression I hadn’t seen in five years. Actually, I’d never seen it. Even in
those first days, there was a hint of smile and an undercurrent of amusement
when I was around. Now there was nothing. It was as if she had never seen me
before. Actually, it was colder than that. My hand stopped in the air.


She pushed herself back  away from me.


“Mr. Edwards isn’t in yet. We can use his office. We need to
talk.”


I was a little taken aback, but I couldn’t figure out what
could possibly have created this Big Chill. Actually, I was the one who was
supposed to be jealous and pissed off. But the more I thought about it, going
into Edwards’ office for a private meet might make for an interesting morning.


I had hoped she’d go ahead of me so I could watch her
undulate in those green trousers, but she gestured and I opened it and went
inside with her following me. When I was midway inside I turned back to her.
She stood there with her arms crossed over that amazing chest, in the universal
– don’t touch me, don’t even think about it – gesture of feminine anger.


We just stared at each for a moment silently. Then:


“Don’t call me.”


“When?”


“Ever.”


“What?”


“Don’t call me at work. Don’t call me at home. Forget my
personal number. I know you have to come up here to meet with Mr. Edwards, but
don’t…let’s keep things professional. I don’t want any more personal
communication with you.”


The words were in a flat, emotional monotone. She stared
directly into my eyes and the emerald green in them had turned to ice.


I stretched my hands out to her and her shrinking back spoke
volumes.


“Why, Myra? What’s going on here? What have I done?”


“Mr. Maitland,  you heard what I said. I don’t want to talk
to you. You are a smart man. I don’t want to see or hear from you unless it’s
under a strictly professional setting. What’s hard to understand about that?”


“Why? Two nights ago we were friends – very good friends –
and I thought we parted that way. Now you don’t want to see or talk to me. That
doesn’t make sense.”


“I don’t have to explain myself. I just don’t want to have
anything more to do with you. That’s a woman’s prerogative. I hope you’re
enough of a gentleman to accept that gracefully and leave me alone from here
on.”


I dropped my hands to my sides.


“Of course, that’s your prerogative. I won’t attempt to
contact or communicate with you if that’s what you really want. But-“


“That’s what I really want.”


She turned to walk out.


“I have enough respect for you to accede to your wishes. I
just wish – that you had enough respect for me to tell me what happened. I
thought we were friends. I guess I was wrong.”


She stopped with her hand on the doorknob.


“You couldn’t let it go, could you, Bill.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


Still without turning back to face me:


“You think I’m a complete idiot?”


“I still don’t-“


She swung back around to face me and in place of the cold
expression was fierce anger and something else.


“You know that the messages on my answering machine are
timed, right?”


I couldn't think of the right words. Of any words


“The message was made while I was in the shower. While you
were outside in the den. You heard it.  You could have asked me about it. You
could have ignored it. But, not you. You had to make me lie to you. Make me
into just another lying slut, right?”


She kept staring at me.


“I knew I shouldn’t have.  Even while I was doing it, I knew
I was wrong. But I – I just stopped thinking for a few minutes. I could have
asked you. But I knew I didn’t have the right to pry into your personal life.”


“That’s right, Bill. You didn’t have the right. We’re not
married. We’re not engaged. We’re not going steady. We are two people who like
– liked – each other. Inside and outside the bedroom. But that’s all.”


She took a deep breath and trembled.


“But since we’re over and done. Ask me. I’m know you’re
dying to know.”


“I don’t-“


“ASK ME, DAMMIT!”


“Who is he? And what is he to you?”


“Tomas is a 34-year-old investment banker who works with one
of the largest investment groups in Latin America. He has an office in Miami.
He’s worth millions. We met in Miami three years ago. And we’ve been seeing
each other off and on since then. He has lots of money and he likes spending it
on me. I’ve been to some wonderful places with him.”


“So, he’s another friend. Like me?”


“Not JUST like you, but he’s a friend. A friend I love
having sex with. He is great in bed. I’ve enjoyed doing the same things with
him that I’ve loved doing with you. And if we’d been together longer, and I
hadn’t thought it would hurt you, I would have told you that. So I lied to
spare your feelings.”


She rubbed those luscious lips and said, “Don’t look at me
that way, Bill, you self-righteous bastard. I’ve never asked and I never would
what you do when you’re not with me. Because I have no claim on you. And you
have no claim on me. What I do, and who I do it with, is not your concern.


“You’re right, Myra. I know that. But it’s hard to think
about you that way because-“


She shook her head sadly.


“Because you’re still married in your head, Bill. Because in
your mind, I’m going to turn into Debbie if you love me and you’ll be married
again to another hot blonde and maybe have another child. And it will be as if
all that pain never happened, won’t it?”


She stepped up to me until we were almost touching.


“But it will never happen. Because I’m not Debbie. I never
will be Debbie. I don’t want to be Debbie. I don’t want to be married.”


“You tell yourself that, Myra, but if you’re honest, at
least admit there is something going on under the surface between us.”


She looked down, then up at me and then raised her hand to
gently rub along my jawline.


“Yes, I know there’s something there. There can’t be
anything more than friendship, but there is. I knew I was taking a chance, but
I wanted to be with you. And now what I was afraid of has happened. You can’t
be just friends, Bill. It’s not in you.”


“We could try.”


“No. I did that once. With another guy, a good guy like you.
I wound up driving him away and breaking his heart. And I hurt myself.  I
promised that I would never  make that mistake again. And I didn’t, until you.
Good guys are the ones that hurt you. I should have made myself stay away from
you.


“But I didn’t. And now comes the hard part, Bill. I know
you’re going to think I’m the ultimate bitch, but I’m doing this for you as
well as myself.


“No discussion? No second chances.”


“No point, Bill. Whether you understand or not, I’m doing
the right thing. You’ll be alright.”


I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her. I expected
her to resist. But she didn’t.


“I won’t bother you again, Myra, but I have to thank you.
You made the last few months the hottest of my life. I screwed up so I can’t
blame you. But I’ll never regret the time we spent together. I wish you luck,
and if you ever need a  friend, I’ll be around.”


As I walked away there was a funny sinking feeling in the
pit of my stomach. I was going to miss her. But I could walk away without  the
feeling that something was trying to claw its way out of my guts, taking my
heart with it.


Myra was hotter than should be legally allowed, but she
wasn’t Debbie. Or Aline. If there was any good aspect to the break-up, it was
that. I did have feelings for Myra and maybe they could have developed with
time. But they weren’t in the ballpark of what I’d felt for Debbie or Aline. 


I left Edwards’ office and walked  back to the elevator and
down to my office. Cheryl was back at her desk in front of mine.


“Oh, Good morning, Mr. Maitland. I noticed you’d been in and
then left. Busy on personal matters?”


She smiled at me.


“Just wrapping some things up, Cheryl. I was enjoying an
idyll, but everybody has to wake to the cold dawn eventually.”


She gave me a funny look.


“I know you don’t mean to, Mr. Maitland, but there are times
when you can be – what is that expression – a riddle wrapped in an enigma.”


“Didn’t mean to. I just meant that it’s time to go back to
work. Any chance I could get you to head down to the Starbucks and bring me
back my usual?”


“Say please.”


But she grinned.


“Please.”


An hour later deep into paperwork, the phone rang and Cheryl
said, “It’s him.”


“What did you do, Bill?”


“Be more specific.”


“Your favorite secretary is dragging around like her best
friend  died and she won’t say a word about it – or you. I repeat, what did you
do?”


“Something stupid, but it was probably inevitable. You know
she’s not meant for mortal men, don’t you?”


There was a long silence. 


“I know. But I had hopes she was the one that might spackle
some of the holes you’re still bleeding out of. Is there any chance? If I was
20 years younger and single, I’d grovel with the best of them for a second
chance.”


“Thanks Dallas, but this one cuts to the bone. I don’t think
groveling will help.”


“Okay. Are you going to be alright? You know you’ve got the
worst luck with women of anyone in the Western world.”


“I think I’m finally growing scar tissue, Dallas. I’ll be
alright. I’m already back to work.


 


 










CHAPTER NINETEEN: LIFE IS WHAT HAPPENED


 


November 15, 2005


Monday, 10 A.M. 


Washington, D.C.


 


“Mr. Prentice, you have a call from Mr. Smith at State. Can
you take it?”


“Put him on.”


“Jeremy, you got a minute?”


“Just about ten. There’s a section meeting in Villa Nueva’s
office. Some new stuff out of Mexico. Looks like there’s another leak out of
DEA or maybe the Joint Mex-US Drug Task Force in Tijuana. Keeping secrets down
there is like trying to capture fog in your hands.”


“Good luck with that. But, just heard something that I
thought you might want to know about.”


“Yeah?”


“You asked us to keep an eye out for anything out of the
ordinary that might have any connection to the Mendoza situation, the Cartel
and now this Maitland guy in Jacksonville.”


“You got something.”


“Something.”


“Like what.”


“That’s the thing, Jeremy. It’s – on the one hand kind of
nebulous. On the other, it’s kind of mind-blowing.”


“Before I die of old age, tell me.”


“Well, we’ve turned the computer analysis programs loose on
any communication between known Cartel sources with emphasis on Mendoza, the
Cartel leaders, Maitland and the general situation involving a possible Cartel
trial in the U.S. The programs are still running and there’s a little chatter
about Maitland, but not much more than you’ve already gotten.


“So we thought we’d throw the net a little wider. We’ve had
some of the most powerful programs on earth looking at communication in general
into and out of the Jacksonville courthouse and we’re running backwards from
five minutes ago through the past few weeks and we’re hoping to cover the last
several months.”


“And?”


“We cross-referenced the search patterns to cover ANY known
narco trafficking figures, terrorism links, known criminal organizations of any
kind including the Mafia, South American drug financed armies, the Russians,
Chinese and Japanese crime elements.


“When you throw a net that wide, you might not turn up
anything worthwhile in 20 years, or you might do it in 20 minutes. So we
weren’t expecting anything dramatic.. And then a few hours ago, something
figuratively and literally ‘pinged’.”


“I will die of old age. I really believe that.”


“Does the name Leandro Rojas ring any bells with you?”


“Not…that can’t be-“


“Yeah, the Old Man.”


“How did a Columbian Bogey Man that a lot of people think is
already dead wind up popping up on your communication grid?”


“A very good question. When his name comes up, ears always
perk up so we started looking closer at the data. We cross referenced with the
DEA, FBI, National Security, CIA, Army Intel. Turns out the old fart is very
much alive, as best we can tell, and while he’s been laying low, he’s got his
fingers in some very unsavory pies literally all over the globe.


“Turns out also that we believe one of his major bases is in
Cali in Columbia. Now, he seems to have security that the Pentagon wouldn’t be
ashamed of, so we couldn’t pick up any actual messages or chatter into or out
of there.


“What we did pick up were several highly scrambled
transmissions from Rojas’ base in Cali, into the Jacksonville Courthouse. Which
means that-“


“Somebody in Rojas’ organization  is using very
sophisticated technology to chat with somebody in a small town American
courthouse. Wonder what they were talking about?”


“Yeah, Jeremy, makes you wonder. But, and you won’t believe
this, it gets better.”


“How?”


“There aren’t only messages coming out of Rojas’ base to the
Courthouse. There are messages originating in the courthouse and sent to Cali.”


“So Cali is calling Jacksonville, and Jacksonville is
calling back.”


“Yeah. But, even that isn’t what’s really so mind-blowing.”


“That would be mind-blowing enough.”


“I know, but think about it. The Rojas organization has
security that rivals most governments around the world. No one can just pick up
the phone and dial the Rojas main number and ask for an operator. There are a
thousand electronic hurdles, barriers and walls to go through, just to get
somebody in the general area of the main headquarters.”


But these calls went straight through the maze. No
clearance, no checks, no passwords, no NOTHING. For all we know Rojas could
have picked up the phone and taken the calls. Who has the clout to do that?”


“Hmmmm?”


“That’s all? Hmmmm?


“I don’t even know what to think, at this point. It’ll take
some time to sink in.”


“Well, I’m only an analysis drone and not involved in the
upper reaches of policy and planning, but even I wonder if this might be a
pipeline, an opening, into one of the most powerful criminal organizations on
the planet. The Old Man has got people deeper inside some governments like
China and Japan than we do. There are places they don’t whisper his name like
you’d avoid saying the name of a demon out loud because it might draw down evil
forces.


“Jeremy? You still there?”


“Yeah, here. Just thinking. I know how big this might be,
but it blindsided me. This was the last thing I expected to hear. It’s just –
off the radar. What could Rojas have to do with the Cartel, Maitland, the
Mendoza trial? What possible interest could he have in it? Any of it.


“Rojas is a major player in the global drug trade, Smith,
but I’ve never heard of any direct dealings, or any shooting going on between
the Cartel and Rojas’ people. They run separate, and clearly demarcated
business zones.”


“Borders shift, Jeremy, business alliances are broken and
reformed. Rojas is a businessman, even though his business usually involves
blood and broken bones and death. Something may have come up that’s drawn him
into the Mendoza trial. And because this guy Maitland seems like he may play a
part in that trial, it could explain the communications.”


“Yeah, it makes something else that’s puzzled me begin to
make sense. The Cartel according to some communications we’ve intercepted has
put out the word to leave Maitland and his family strictly alone. Especially
since it seems like there’s a real chance the trial may move down there.
Everything we know about the Cartel leaders indicate Maitland and his family
would be in their cross hairs. Not given a pass.


“But if Rojas had put out the word that Maitland was under
his protection, even the Cartel might have second thoughts about going up
against the Old Man.”


“There’s one big hole in this theory, though, Jeremy.”


“I know. Why the HELL  would Rojas care about a small town
State Attorney. Assistant State Attorney at that. I can’t get my head around
that.”


“Maybe he’s the Old Man’s illegitimate son?”


“Now wouldn’t that be a Lifetime Movie of the Week? Too bad
it never works out that wonderfully.  Look, Smith, thanks for this, even though
it’s going to drive me crazy. Keep up the monitoring and the guy can’t have
better resources than the U.S. Government. There’s got to be some way to crack
his communications. Keep looking. And if anything else along these lines
breaks, reach me. I’ll be moving around because these Mexican fuckers are
slippery, dangerous assholes. But I want to know if anything else happens.
Okay?”


“Consider it done. Only, I have to ask, why not have
Homeland pick Maitland up, take him off to an interrogation site, and just ASK
him what’s going on. If its innocent – and we both know there’s no way in hell
it can be – he’ll just tell you. If not, between drugs and waterboarding and a
few other tricks, you’ll get it out of him”


“You ever do any offshore fishing, Smith?”


“I get bad sea sick before I step off the dock. Why?”


“I have. Went out for a swordfish  about eight years ago off
Miami. Were out about four hours before I got a strike. I hung in there for
three hours. I couldn’t believe how damned hard it was. I thought I was in good
shape, but my arms were about to fall up when suddenly, it was over. I was
pulling him toward the boat and guys were slapping me on the back.  I looked
down and saw the poor bastard just letting me reel him in. I grabbed a knife
and cut the line. There are still guys eight years later that rib me about
that. Just couldn’t close the deal. But I couldn’t do it.


“You let the fish run to exhaust it. I don’t know what we’ll
get if we grab Maitland. Maybe answers, maybe we’ll screw up an important pipeline
into the Rojas organization.  I have no idea what we’re dealing with. I feel
like I’m walking into a pitch dark room not knowing who or what is in there. So
for now, I’m going to let Maitland run. Maybe I’ll learn enough to ask the
right questions. He’s been in Jacksonville forever. Built a life and a career.
His ex and kids are there. I don’t think he’ll run, but we’ll be watching him.”


“Okay, your call. Just remember this when the next opening
comes up in your section.


“Course.”






 


Five minutes later:


 


“Roberta, this is Jeremy Prentice. How would you like to do
me a big favor. Big favor.”


“As in, how big?


“I have an assignment that will take two or three people.
Not field agents because I don’t think there’s going to be anything but
research and interviewing. And there’s no immediate rush or deadline. Doesn’t
have to be completed by any time certain. But I’d like a report within a month
or so.”


“How about your first born?”


“Talk to Susie. She’s in charge of that.”


“Of course. If you’re asking I’ll see that it gets done.
What’s the assignment?”


“It’s down in Jacksonville but most of the actual legwork
will probably be done in West Virginia.”


“Jacksonville? Oh, the place where the Jaguars play?”


“Yeah, Northeast Florida. Anyway, I’m doing a deep
background investigation into a State’s Attorney – Assistant – down there that
might be handling the Mendoza case. William Maitland.”


“The Angel of Death?”


“How famous is the guy? I didn’t think you paid that much
attention to anything but ‘Survivor,’ and ‘American Idol” outside of your legal
reading.”


“C’mon. He’s cool. Loving husband who gets screwed over by
his slut wife and becomes the embodiment of justice, puts all his passion into
the courtroom. Somebody ought to make a miniseries.”


“They probably will. But seriously, Roberta, he’s just
another lawyer. I didn’t think a hard headed, hard driving professional broad
like yourself would fall for that soap opera crap?”


“Broad, huh. I can see sensitivity training in your future.
But for your information, it’s a great story. And have you seen his picture?
Slender, and that bald head. There’s something more than vaguely phallic about
that. And those eyes. Tortured eyes. Sad eyes. You want to hug him and make him
feel better,”


“Jesus Christ, Roberta, my opinion of your taste in men
drops with every word you speak.”


“You’re just jealous, Jeremy. Women love tragic figures.”


“Losers.”


“He’s a world famous trial lawyer. Bet there are more
Googles of him than any other 10 big name ambulance chasers.”


“So I can expect you to find some excuse to just drop into
the Jacksonville courthouse wearing that red, low cut tube top and accidentally
run into the Angel of Death?”


“He’s more appealing as a romantic figure than a date. I
spend enough time with men bitching about their exes already.”


“Ho-Kay. Here’s the deal. I want you to profile Maitland’s
mother. I think she’s alive. I know Maitland, who’s 42, was born in West
Virginia. I want you to do a complete workup on her background. Where was she
born? How did she meet Maitland’s father, who died in some sort of mine
accident while he was young? How was the marriage? And look at the year BEFORE
Maitland was born.


“Talk to any friends or family of his or hers from the time
when Maitland was born. Do the ‘high security background check’ because
Maitland is being considered for a federal government job and the interviewees
can never say anything to anyone about the interviews. 


“They were probably young, teens or early 20s. Did  they
break up prior to or after their marriage? Did she stay in the small town where
she was probably living with hubby, or did she go away for any length of time
before coming back?”


“Is this leading where I think it is?”


“Yes. Look for trouble in the marriage. Did she have any old
boyfriends, any new male figures in her life that might have shown up in that
period of her life?”


“And why are we doing this?”


“If I told you, I’d have to kill you. And, while you’re
doing that, look into the history of 


Leandro Rojas, a Columbian national. Forty two years ago he
would have been in his early 30s, we think.”


“Is that-“


“Yes. Today he’s a mythic figure shrouded in shadows. But 40
years ago he would have been a rising figure in the Columbian crime world.
There are probably American intelligence sources, Columbian Army or police,
newspaper reporters, that would have known him and something about his
movements at the time. Maybe you can find an old mistress or girlfriend. Hell,
there may be ex-wives.”


“And?”


“Look hard and see if there’s any way the two of them could
have come into contact.”


“A small town Southern girl, probably recently married, and
a Columbian drug kingpin on another continent?”


“I know it seems like a stretch. But – things happen. Maybe
she had a fight with hubby and went to visit an aunt in New York. Or Miami?
Maybe he was in the U.S. on business and they shared a plane ride? Maybe they
met while she was shopping or getting drunk with friends and trying to forget
the marriage. He wasn’t an old man then. She wasn’t a sainted elderly mother
and grandmother.”


“But what would cause you to suspect an affair – or a
one-night stand – 40 years ago? And why the hell would anyone care?”


“I can’t tell you Roberta. And I care enough to assign a
team to check out it. And I care enough to insist this has to be HIGHEST
priority clearance.  This is personal between you and me. I don’t want anyone
outside your group to know anything about what you’re doing. Tell Krutz that
it’s a routine clearance check prior to the Mendoza trial if it heads for
Jacksonville.


If he asks you any questions. And if he gets to be a pain,
call me and I’ll take care of things.”


“How soon do you want me to assemble a team and get
started?”


“Yesterday.”


 


 










CHAPTER TWENTY:  THE WIND
IS RISING 


 


November 16, 2005


Tuesday


 


I was up at 6 a.m., which wasn’t hard
considering that I was in bed by 9 p.m. the previous night. After my breakup
session with Myra – and God, every time I thought about it I felt 16 years old
again - I fell right back into the work and exercise focused routine I’d been
in after my divorce. I just decided that instead of thinking about Myra and
that godlike body and the genuine affection she had shown toward me, for a few
days I’d go on an emotional cleansing health regimen.


I did not think about sex – very much – and I
spent three hours at Hurly’s and an hour at Carlos’ gym. If I ran and lifted
and jumped rope and pounded the heavy bag  long enough I’d work off all those
poisonous sexual toxins. I’d been focused too much on sex recently. The last
few years in a rapidly cooling bed with Debbie might not have been my prime
sexually, but I’d gotten a hell of a lot of work done.


And somehow it wasn't ‘t too hard to get into
that frame of mind again. I knew that golden body was sitting in a desk only
one floor over my head. That soft ass wearing the silken panties I hadn’t known
she preferred squirmed in her chair, those huge heavy breasts rose and fell,
the nipples sometimes rubbing against the fabric of her heavy bra until she
told me once that sometimes she fantasized about highly inappropriate figures.


I laughed until I hurt myself when she had
once told me who one of those figures was. Thinking about that, I realized we
had probably broken it off at the right  time. It suddenly dawned on me that I
missed those moments of shared laughter almost as much as I missed the
incandescent sex.


She had been right. I would have fallen for her and wanted
something more from her than she was willing or able to give. So the memories
of what I was no longer going to enjoy hurt, but not as bad as I’d expected.
Myra had been right, I wasn’t ready to be single. I was going through the
motions, but in my heart I hadn’t begun to think like a single man.


Working myself to exhaustion yesterday, and
three hours at Hurly’s this morning, I felt a familiar veil drawing down around
myself. It was like viewing the world through a gray film, one step removed
from  the concrete world around me. It made the emotions of sorrow, anger, loss
less real and immediate.


It made it easier to turn my attention
completely back to my working life.


And life went on.


At 10 a.m. Carlisle walked into my office
without getting a wave though and just sat himself in a chair opposite me. He
gave me a quick smile. Despite our prickly beginning, we’d worked well together
since. He was a hard worker who put 150 percent into his job, because although
he had a girlfriend, a teacher in some Jacksonville high school, they weren’t
married and he didn’t have a relationship where he had to choose. I hope he
made it to a managerial position where he didn’t have to devote most of his
life to his job before he had to choose between his teacher and the job.


“We’re still doing the  backgrounds on the 10
murder victims and there are a couple that might be possibles, but there’s one
that feels right.”


“Tell me.”


“A cop named Lee Henry. With the Spring City
Police Department in Spring County. Between Ocala  and Gainesville. Highway 301
runs through it and it would be one of the two ways Sutton could have traveled
north from Ocala on his way to kill his wife. Highway 95 would require him to
travel east to hook up with 95 and there would be more stops, more cities, more
chances for him to run into somebody that might remember him. 301 runs through
a lonelier stretch more toward the center of the state.


“Timing?”


“Sometime during the night or early the next
morning four days after Sutton’s wife was murdered, according to what the ME
said. Henry had been working the night shift the night that Sutton’s wife
disappeared. He had switched to days  and had gone home when firefighters were
called to the wooden cabin he lived in that night. It looked like a  propane
explosion had set the cabin on fire. He lived off in a relatively isolated
stretch of woods  a few miles from Spring City.”


Carlisle tossed a couple of photographs onto
my desk. The burnt out remains of a wooden structure in a heavily wooded area.
And then two more showing what had to be the badly burned remains of a big dog
and a human being.


“The ME down there said neither Henry nor the
dog, a big German Shepherd, had been shot. Because of the fire it was hard to
be sure, but it looked like somebody beat Henry’s brains in with some kind of
club and stabbed the dog to death. Now an investigation  showed some of Henry’s
belongings, a wallet, some other items including a pistol, that had apparently
been taken out and scattered away from the fire.


“The Spring City Police report says it appears
that Henry and the dog were overcome by a burglar who stole various items and
probably set the cabin on fire after killing Henry and the dog to cover his
tracks. It also says nobody down there believes that for one minute.”


“Yeah, hard to see a regular burglar going up
against an armed cop and a dog without a gun. More likely whoever killed the
cop threw the stuff around outside and set the house on fire to make it look
like a bungled burglary.”


“That’s what they think too,” Carlisle said.
“I talked to their chief for a few minutes. But I definitely think it’s got
promise. The only thing no one can figure out is why anybody would have wanted
to kill the cop. They’ve been working this – hard – for eight months and
tracked a lot of leads and haven’t come up with anything.”


“Sutton could have run into the cop on his way
up to Jacksonville or on his way back after killing his wife and son,” I said
as hope exploded inside me. “If Sutton had done something to attract the cop’s
attention and that might have linked him to his wife’s murder, he could have
gone back to remove a loose end.”


“That’s what we’re thinking,” Carlisle said.
“But what could have scared Sutton bad enough to go up against a cop that would
shoot back and a dog that would rip his balls off. You’re not talking about a
woman and a fetus.”


“That’s what you’re going to find out. Jasper
Hill in Felony 3 is going to retire in six months. We’re going to need a new
head attorney for his division. You crack this, and I have a strong feeling
that might be you.”


He just stared at me for a moment. Standing
up, he held out his hand.


“I never did apologize for what I said that
day, Mr. Maitland. I was pissed, but there’s no excuse for kicking a man when
he’s down. I’ve got a girlfriend who is probably going to turn into a fiancée
if I get that promotion. If she – if something like that happened to me – it
would tear my heart out.”


“I was saying a lot of things back then.
Remember what I said. You’re entitled to be stupid when you’re young. You’ve
done a good job since. Forget it.”


As soon  as I put the phone down Cheryl buzzed
me.


“Mr. Maitland. McConnell at St. Vincents.”


I knew it couldn’t be good, but I wasn’t
prepared for the flat, “Bell’s dead, Bill.”






 


November 16, 2005


Tuesday, 2 P.M.


 


I saw McConnell waiting in the hallway as I
stepped out of the elevator and headed for Bell’s room. A half dozen evidence
techs, the Beat Lieutenant, and surprisingly, Sheriff Knight., stood near the
nurse’s station along with Dr. Bartram Williams, his cardiologist and one of
the top cardiac surgeons in the state. 


He had been taking care of Bell since his
initial heart attack and, having privileges at most area hospitals, had been
responsible for transferring Bell from Baptist Medical Center to St. Vincent’s
simply because of his belief he’d have better odds there.


Williams, 60, and bald as a billiard ball and round as a
barrel, stepped toward me, a glowing cigar held between the fat
fingers of his right hand. I noticed the dirty looks he got from several of the
nurses and a woman I would have bet was a hospital administrator. He shifted
the cigar to his left hand and held out his right.


I took it, not sure what was happening.


“I wanted to shake the hand of a decent
lawyer. I’m not sure I’ve ever had the chance to do that before.”


“Thanks,  but-“


He took my arm just above the elbow and said,
“Walk with me for a minute. Away from crowd.”


We walked away toward a supply closet on the
other side of the nurse’s station. As he did he, with great evident glee,
brought the  cigar to his lips, took a deep lungful and then released a wreath
of cigar smoke. The look of the nurses at the station, particularly one older brunette
with a decent body but a stare that would have turn any human to stone, told me
he was not universally beloved.


“Aren’t you violating any number of hospital
protocols smoking that thing in the hospital, on a floor with patients, in
front of a nurse’s station and probably hospital administrators?”


He looked back at the station, smiled and
directed a wink at the Gorgon. If she had had a firearm in her hands I would
have been diving for cover.


“Probably, but I’ve taught most of the heart
surgeons operating in this city, I’ve got the best operating results of any
cardiac surgeon in Florida, my son is engaged to the Lieutenant  Governor’s
30-year-old daughter who is not good looking enough to ever get another man
like my boy in the sack and I saved the lives of the current senior senator
from Florida’s mother AND father after major heart attacks over the past ten
years. I could shit in this corridor and they would just keep smiling and clean
it up.”


He glanced back at the nurse’s station and
added, “And Nurse Ratched back there – the one with the great tits and the look
of somebody who has been constipated for too long – I banged her brains out
between my third and fourth wives and she just didn’t believe me when I told
her it was just an office thing.”


He stopped and took another puff.


“I talked to Wilbur after you brought him in
from the River. That was a gutsy thing to do.


I don’t know any attorney with the kind of
shit case you’ve got that would gamble with losing the ONLY thing he had going
to let a dying old man enjoy the sunshine one last time. It makes no sense
legally.”


He took another long puff and held it for a
minute, let the smoke out and said, “I just wish this was pot. But, anyway. I
don’t know that anyone is ever ready to go. But, I’ve seen enough of them over
the years to know that Wilbur had made his peace. And I think that little trip
out into the fresh air was a big part of it. I just wanted to tell you that.
For what it’s worth.”


“Thank you. It’s worth a lot.”


“Just out of curiosity, why did you do it?”


“I could say it was the right thing to do.
Most people want to run as far and fast away from the legal system as they can.
A natural response. The legal system is a great thing when you’re in deep shit
and drowning. Otherwise, it can be a very unpleasant place to be. Witnesses can
be hard to find and harder to keep. But Wilbur came to us and volunteered. He
stayed with us even when he knew he was dying. I know he didn’t like Old Lady
Sutton, but that’s not enough reason to do what he did. I promised him I’d try
to get him out in the fresh air one time before – the end.  So I did.”


He looked at me, took another puff, and then
shook his head and walked away in the other direction.


Knight was waiting for me. He held a manila
folder.


“Maitland. Something I thought you might like
to take a look at.”


I took it from him and opened it, There was a
photograph encased in a plasticene jacket, the kind used to avoid contaminating
and possibly destroying evidence such as fingerprints. I examined the photo. A
young woman sat in a rocking chair with an infant cradled in her arms. There
were outlines of curtains on either side of the photo. It had to have been made
with a telephoto lens because the curtains showed it had been made from outside
the trailer and evidently some distance away.


But every item of the young woman’s face and
clothing was crystal clear, as was the back of the head of the infant. The baby
couldn’t be more than a year old and he, if the hair was any indication, was
suckling on her fat breast with enough force to make his mother wince.


She was a pretty brunette and I’d never seen
her before, but I could swear that I had. There was something familiar about
her. I could tell that, even though some features of her face were obscured by
a red ‘X’ marked through her face. The odd thing was the same red ‘X’ covered
the back of the infant’s head.


“Details?”


“As you know, we had a man in Bell’s room but
close to shift change a husband and wife got into a loud argument, actually
throwing punches and hospital security was called in. He was drawn away for
just a few moments. There was a gap of only a few minutes – no more than five
minutes tops – when anyone would have had access to the room.


“When our man got back inside he found Bell in
distress and nurses and doctors flooded the room. There will have to be a lot
more tests, but they’re pretty sure after they ran tox tests, that he wasn’t
poisoned. There are other ways he could have been killed but they’re pretty
sure he had a heart attack. A classic heart attack. He was on borrowed time
anyway.”


That paralleled the first information we’d
gotten but the doctors hadn’t been as certain that a poison or some other
physical method had been used to prompt the heart attack.


“Pretty suspicious a fight breaking out just
in time to draw away his protection,” I said. “And we know they already tried
once to scare him to death. You wouldn’t need poisons to do that.”


“That was the thought we had. So I had the
hospital checked floor by floor for – anything – out of the ordinary. In the
trash can  at the end of Bell’s floor, we found this photo.  We have no idea
what it means, but it’s odd.”


I looked at it again, trying to figure things
out and it came to me. It was the woman in the picture, and something I
remembered Bell telling me once. The only thing that didn’t make sense was
finding the photograph, and finding it so close to Bell’s hospital room


And then it did make sense.


“Let me borrow this for a moment. I don’t
think this will ever be used, but I can testify that it was in my custody from
you to keep the chain of custody clear.”


“Why?”


When I explained,  Knight’s expression grew
grim.


“The son of  a bitch. He’s spitting in our
face.”


“Like I said, unless there are fingerprints or
other tangible evidence as a tie-in, I doubt we can prove anything against
anyone, but I’d like to know for sure. Just to give us all added incentive to
put this bastard away.


From the St. Vincent’ s administration office,
I placed a call to the Ocala/Marion County Sheriff’s Office and Deputy Ned
Colman and when I reached him told him what I wanted him to do. I had the photo
faxed without compromising the integrity of the evidence.


Then I had a photo of Mama Sutton copied and
passed out around the hospital. Not that the photo would solve any our problems
even if somebody identified it, but  it might nail down what was going on. Then
I went to work with Mitch McConnell tracking down some loose ends to confirm my
suspicions.


At 7 p.m., my cell rang.


“Hi, Bill. I heard. I’m sorry.”


“Hi, Dallas. How’s Miami?”


“Hot, in all kinds of ways, and productive.
I’ve picked up a couple of very important endorsements and  a promise of some
serious financial support for the campaign. But what about Sutton. Any break on
anything?”


I took a swig of  Starbuck’s cappuccino that
I’d had brought over from the courthouse. I’d moved into an unused
administrative conference room on Bell’s floor  that I’d taken over.  The cappuccino, 
along with a platter of Zaxby’s chicken strips, would have to hold me tonight.
I doubted I’d get out to eat or get a workout because there were too many
aspects of Bell’s death I wanted to look at while everything was still fresh.


“No. We’re still looking for any connection to
that second murder, but nothing’s come up yet. And I expect that by tomorrow
Macon will be filing motions to have Pizarro drop the case.”


“Just remember that you have the final say on
whether you go forward. Now that Bell is gone, his taped testimony is going to
be as good five years from now as today. A lot of the urgency is gone.”


“Macon tried that same argument on me,
Dallas.”


“It’s your call. You can go right down to the
wire and pull up, if you feel you have to.”


“I know. ‘


“So tell me what you know.”


I filled him in the facts that I knew, the
mysterious photo and some other information I’d acquired.


“Jesus, you can’t say they don’t have balls.
Now we don’t have proof,  so don’t go after Bludwurth or his people.”


“Could be them but for some reason it doesn’t
feel like it. That’s why I’m passing the other photo around.”


“It won’t prove anything.”


“Except how incredibly fucking arrogant Sutton
and his mother are. And that might help in the long run.”


“Well, keep me in the loop. I’m supposed to be
going down to meet with another group of donors, so I’ll let you go.”


“Good luck, Dallas.”


“Thanks. It’s all a numbers game. You guys
keep the convictions and the headlines coming and the money will keep rolling
in.”


“Do my best.”


After he’d hung up, Dave Brandon walked into
the room.


“Any luck?”


“Pretty much what we thought.  Henry Drummer
and his wife Miriam were home yesterday when they got a call from a female
party wouldn’t identify herself. Said she knew that Miriam was coming in here
to St. Vincents today to get tested for STDs Henry might have passed on to her
from an affair he’d just confessed to. Said if they looked under their welcome
mat, they’d find $10,000 in $100 bills. They  checked and sure enough, it was
there.


“The caller said if they’d pretend to get into
a knockdown drag out fight at exactly 3 p.m., on the dot after they’d
synchronize their watches, they’d find another $15,000 around their house in
the next week. The caller didn’t say what the fight was about, and the Drummers
didn’t ask.


“They were shocked of course when we detained
them and said they might be involved in a homicide so they were very
cooperative about running their phone records. The call came from a payphone,
one of the few left in the city. No way to trace who called.


“We also had a witness who saw a courier walk
into Bell’s room just as Deputy Haoward walked out. From the company logo, we
tracked him down. Johnny Sellers is a 55-year-old former Miami city cop. He
said he received a manila envelope and a separate business envelope containing
$1000 cash  with the instructions to deliver it to Bell’s room at exactly 3:01 p.m..


“He saw Howard leave, but like he said, he was
paid not to be curious. He walked in, handed the envelope to Bell and helped
him open it up. He never looked at the contents. Then he dialed a number and
handed the phone to Bell. He said Bell’s face turned ‘whiter than a sheet of
typing paper.


He let Bell hold the photo for a moment, then
asked if he could have it back, and when Bell gave it to him, put it back in
the manila envelope and walked out. His instructions had been to take it to the
trash container on the next floor down and dump it.”


Brandon shook his head. 


“You know the number he gave us tracked back
to a public payphone off  Dunn Avenue on the Northside. No witnesses to see who
was calling. So…”


“No eye witnesses, no phone numbers. I’m sure
there won’t be any useable prints on anything,” I said looking down at the
photo and the manila envelope that had contained it.


Knight walked in behind Brandon with Chief of
Detectives Harvey Barrow. Barrow was a white haired, heavyset cop who walked
with a slight limp from a bullet a quarter century before. But he was valuable
enough, and a good enough political game player, he’d refused to let it force
him out. And he’d beaten the system.


Another plainclothes detective came in quietly
behind the two biggies. I wondered if homicide detective Bill Franklin owned
anything other than the rumpled brown suit and brown tie that had been his
uniform for the entire 10 years I’d been seeing him at crime scenes. He always
looked like he was coming in after a 48-hour shift or a 72-hour drunk.


He’d been a detective forever,  had never gone
for promotions, been content to be a homicide grunt working all hours, any day.
I had no idea if he was married or had a family, but somehow I was certain he
was a bachelor.


“Our guys told me what we gathered,” Barrow
said. “What do you have?”


“A very slick murder.  By terror.”


“So you identified  the people in the photo?”


“Yeah. I called the Ocala SO. I remembered
Bell told me about a granddaughter who’d had a baby shortly after the Sutton
murder. She’d had problems with the delivery, had been in the hospital, and had
occupied his mind and attention so that he just forgot about Sutton driving off
at night.


“I had Deputy Colman go out to the
granddaughter’s home. She’s living in a doublewide in a trailer park near Ocala
with the baby and his daddy.  Colman showed the photo to her and she identified
it as a photo of herself and her son, and said it had to have been taken the
day before because of what she was wearing and what the baby was wearing.”


Barrow sat down heavily at the table across
from me.


“And then the courier dialed a number where a
guy undoubtedly reminded Bell that if a telephoto lens could peep in through a
trailer window like that, it would be just as easy to train a sniper scope
through the window the same way,” Barrow said. “And probably reminded him that
a lot of high powered shells would go clear through the baby’s head, momma’s
head, and the other side of the trailer.”


“That was my thought. That’s the reason for
the ‘x’s over the baby’s head and momma. A visual aid to drive home the point
how easy it would be to take them both out in  a second. I gathered Bell was
fond of the girl, and his first great-grand. That would be enough to drive up anybody’s
blood pressure, but for a sick old man whose heart was almost gone, it was
enough.”


Knight stood at the table looking down at the
photo. 


“Turns my stomach. Killing a man without
getting your hands dirty. Mean and effective and smart.” 


“Very smart. Which is why it could have been
the Suttons or Bludwurth. But I’m leaning toward the Suttons.”


“Me too," Barrow said. “That photo in the
trash said it all. They’re giving us the finger, telling us they killed Bell
and were going to get away with it. Bludwurth wouldn’t bother to brag. The more
I see and hear of Sutton, the more I don’t like him.”


“I have a head start. I’ve known him longer
and I dislike him a lot more.”


Knight stared down at me.


“I’ll give you any support you need and I’ll
have detectives see what we can dig up, but what are you going to do in the
meantime?”


“Try to figure out a way to stall, legally. We
have Bell’s testimony on tape and we have one other piece of evidence that
might mean something if we could tie it to the case.  But we’re also scrambling
trying to find something else on him.”


“My guys in homicide told me about that
possible second murder,” Barrow said. “You know that’s a long shot’s long shot.
When you don’t even know for certain that there is another crime…”


“I know. And I know a lot of people would say
I should just drop the case and hope that something else turns up. But….you
both know that the longer you go, the harder it is to make a case. And it makes
me physically sick to think that that fucking wife and baby murderer will be
walking free, a rich man, because he battered them both to death with a tire
iron.”


Knight and Barrow exchanged a glance. Franklin
spoke for the first time. 


“There’s a pool going in the Sheriff’s Office
and the PD on whether you’re going to drop the case and let him walk. The odds
are 100 to 1 you’re going to go after him no matter what.”


I looked down at the chicken strips and popped
it into my mouth following it with a mouthful of lukewarm coffee.


“A lot of people would say there’s a fine line
between stubbornness and obsession.”


“Yeah, that true,” Barrow said. “But, I have
to say Maitland, if it was my daughter and grandchild who’d been murdered,
you’re the guy I’d want on the son of a bitch’s ass.


Knight looked down at the table and saw the photo
of Mama Sutton.


“I hear you have her here in the hospital?”


“Yeah, they’re holding her down in security,
two of your officers and two of my investigators.’


“On what charge?”


“No charge. I could try suspicion of being a
monster, but I’m just going to settle for rattling her cage, and hopefully
rattling Sutton.”


They had her down in one of the surgical
waiting rooms which we had emptied. One of Knight’s men stood at the doorway. I
walked in and saw her sitting in a chair with a big black bag on the low table
in front of her. She was dressed entirely in black, probably didn’t wear 90
pounds and 10 pounds of that had to be the iron-gray bun  that appeared to be
held in place by two crossed old-fashioned hair sticks or knitting needles.
Each was slim and pointed and about six inches long.  From the height of the
bun, I probably should have had officers take the needles out as dangerous
weapons.


She gave me a look that could have chilled
serial killers.


“Your men took my cell phone, Maitland, but as
soon as I can get to a phone I will have you charged with kidnapping, holding
me against my will, abuse of power, brutality against an old woman and anything
else my attorney can think of. What gives you the right to have your men grab
an innocent woman in a hospital on medical business and treat her like a
criminal?”


“How have you been mistreated, Ms. Sutton?”


“Your men came into my doctor’s office and
marched me out like a common criminal. I will never be able to show my face in
there again.”


“They weren’t MY men, Ms. Sutton. They were
deputies. And I was told they came in and very politely asked you to leave with
them. There was no ugly scene, until you called them uniformed Nazis and asked
other patients in the waiting room to get up a list of names of witnesses you
could call to testify in your trial against the Sheriff’s Office and State
Attorney’s Office.”


“They came into the waiting room in their
uniforms. Anybody with a brain would know they were arresting me.”


“In that case, you’d be sitting in a cell
right now, Ms. Sutton. Not in a comfortable hospital waiting room.”


‘Call it what you like, this is harassment,
persecution, by an arrogant prosecutor who is obsessed with sending my son to
his death because a miserable slut who trapped my son into a hellhole of a
marriage was killed – by one of her lovers, undoubtedly. And now you’re not
only persecuting my son, but harassing an elderly woman – who’s never even had
a traffic ticket in her entire life.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way. You can
obviously take whatever legal action you feel is appropriate, but I think that
any action you take will just be a waste of your time and money. When a jury,
or a judge, hears the context of our actions, I feel confident we’ll be found
justified in our actions.”


I sat down in a chair a few feet from the
couch.


“In case you haven’t heard, Wilbur Bell was
murdered a few hours ago.”


“I heard he had a heart attack.”


“Who told you that?”


“Somebody. A deputy. A nurse. Someone. I don’t
remember who.”


“That’s possible, I guess.  I think there’s a
more likely explanation, but it would probably be impossible to prove that you
knew he was murdered because you murdered him.”


There was a stony lack of expression on her
face as she stared at me. Why did I feel that she was smiling a big smile of satisfaction
on the inside?


“Even for someone as insanely obsessed with my
son as you are, that would be a true marvel, Mr. Maitland. I was driven to
Jacksonville by my friend who was in my presence from 10 a.m. this morning
until your men took me away. And there were at least a dozen patients who will
swear I was sitting in Dr. Moore’s office for three hours before your men
arrived. Just how and when was I supposed to have murdered Wilbur Bell, who by
the way, was the scum of the earth and richly deserved whatever death he
endured? I just hope it was painful.”


“I don’t know how painful it was. I know and
we can prove he was murdered. You don’t have to put a bullet through somebody’s
head, or a bullet through their heart, to murder them. People have been charged
and convicted of murdering people by scaring them to death. Or setting up a
situation that led to their death.”


“So you think I’m the mastermind that killed
that old liar?”


“Not necessarily. I think it could have been
your son. We may never know who actually set up or arranged for it to be
carried out. But I know it came from one of you. And there is a very simple
reason why I know you two did it.”


She reached behind her to twiddle with one of
the two needles in her bun. I wondered if that was a tell. I reminded myself to
remember that. I hoped it showed her nervousness.


“I’m dying to hear this.”


“Your son is an arrogant son of a bitch. And
he undoubtedly comes by that through you. He could have had Bell killed and we
would never have been exactly sure what happened. We’d have had a pretty good
idea, but we could never be certain. But he couldn’t resist the temptation to
rub our nose in how much smarter he is than anybody else.


“He instructed the courier who delivered the
photo that killed Bell as surely as a bullet through the heart to drop the
photo untouched in the trash on the next floor down. He could have told the guy
to rip it into shreds, or drop it in the trash outside the hospital. But, he
wanted us to find it. To know how he did it. Why he did it.”


I stared into her eyes, studied her face.
There’s a theory that our emotions eventually transform our faces. People that
are happy, at peace with their lives, tend to have faces that reflect that. And
people whose lives have been marked by painful emotions, such as rage and fear
and hatred, eventually are marked by it. She couldn’t have been a hag her
entire life. She had convinced at least one man to lie with her and impregnate
her. She had to have been a girl once, must have laughed, must have flirted.


But for the life of me, I couldn’t see it.


“And then there’s the coincidence of your
presence here today. Just by sitting in your doctor’s office while Bell was
being murdered, you were giving the law enforcement establishment and myself in
particular, the finger.”


“People do go to the doctor.”


And I knew there was a smile she was fighting
to keep off her face.


“That’s true.  What’s more unusual is for a
patient to call their cardiologist with only three days advance notice and
insist on coming in for a checkup that wasn’t due for three months. To become
so much of a pain in the ass that the office manager eventually relented and
said if you showed up and were willing to wait, they would try to work you in
if an opening occurred. They told you it probably wouldn’t happen and that you
might wind up wasting an entire day in the waiting room, but you insisted on
coming in – today.”


“I had my reasons.”


“I’m sure you did, or at least you can give
plausible ones. Doesn’t matter.”


I stood up and looked down at her petite
frame. She could have been anyone’s sainted mother or grandmother if you didn’t
look into her eyes.


“Doesn’t matter because it worked.  Bell is
dead and that will hurt our case. We know you and your son killed him but
you’ll probably get away with it. And there is the other person Billy killed a
few days after he slaughtered your daughter-in-law and grandson. We don’t have
that nailed down, but we do have some good leads. I think  he’ll eventually
wind up fighting two first degree murder charges.


“But even that doesn’t matter, Mrs. Sutton. I
know mothers love their sons –even twisted monsters like your son. I know you
bore him in your body. I know you could have had William by artificial
insemination, but you probably had a son with a man you loved or at least
lusted after. I know you’ve been his champion, been the one person on earth
that has always had his back.”


I stared into those dark eyes that had
witnessed terrible things and was still able to love William Sutton.


“That’s why I want you to know this. More than
William himself, I want YOU to know.  Sutton is a monster. He’s killed women -
his own wife,  children – his own son, an old man and some stranger. I could
wait. If he got off this time, he would kill again. Because somebody would
enrage him, or get in his way. I could wait.


“But I won’t. He will die in Raiford for what
he’s already done. I don’t care how impossible the odds are, I don’t care what
I have to do. I don’t care about the Angel of Death crap. I promise you, as a
man, that I will put him into the Death Chamber. 


“He will die a thousand times before they pump
those chemicals into his veins that will stop his heart. And his dying will
hurt like hell. Don’t believe that bullshit about death by lethal injection
being painless. There have been at least two men that they began the process
with and had to stop. I interviewed both of them before they died. And they
told me it was like having liquid fire injected into your veins. They said it
felt like fire ants crawling through your arms and into your chest. And the one
that came the closest -  he only lived three days and died in the prison
infirmary - he said it was like drowning in fire.”


I stepped back. The almost-smile had vanished.


“It doesn’t matter what you do. Doesn’t matter
how good the attorneys you hire and throw at me are. Doesn’t matter if you’ve
got the most deadly sheriff that can be bought running interference for you.
But don’t let me dampen your hopes, Mrs. Sutton. I don’t want you to despair. I
want you to keep hoping until the last moment. I told you before, I hope you
live a long life. I want you to live long enough to see him rot on Death Row.
And die.”


We locked stares but she didn’t break.


“It must be comforting to have such a high
opinion of yourself, Mr. Maitland. You need to stop reading your newspaper
clippings. You are going to lose. My son will walk free.”


“One of us is going to turn out to be wrong.
If I’m wrong, William will walk free, but that’s only a matter of time. He’s a
sociopath and he’ll kill or rape somebody else. And he’ll never be lucky enough
to commit a crime so perfect again. “


“But, if you’re wrong, he’s going to be stuck
in a cage with murderers and rapists who love good looking men and monsters
that will kill you for a pack of cigarettes. He’s going to be stuck in a jungle
where no one can guarantee his safety, not the prison authorities or any
bodyguards you hire for him inside. I’d hate it, but he might not make it to
the death chamber.”


I turned my back on her and walked to the
doorway.


“You’re free to go, Mrs. Sutton. Go and enjoy
the fresh air that Wilbur Bell never will again. And enjoy your son’s company-
for as long as you can.”


I took the elevator down to the first floor
and walked past the big patient relations desk down a hallway to a non-descript
door marked, “Hospital Personal Only.” You would never have guessed that a
morgue with dead bodies lay behind it. And that was the point. People walked by
here a thousand times a day without realizing this was the Realm Of The Dead. 
White, sterile lights illuminated a desk behind which a lanky individual in
hospital scrubs was sitting pecking at a desktop computer. There was an opening
to a back room to the left.


He stood up quickly and stepped in front of me
into the opening. 


“Sorry, only authorized hospital personnel
allowed in here. No members of the public.”


I showed him my SA ID and said, “Wilbur Bell.
A witness in one of our cases died today. I’d like to see him.”


He led me to a gurney at the back of the room.
The room was cold. The metal of the gurney as I gripped it was chilled. The
morgue attendant pulled back the white sheet. They had already cut him open for
the autopsy and while they had made an effort to put him back together again,
it was nothing like the job that a mortician would do. It looked like a body,
not like the man I had spent an hour talking with in the afternoon sunlight.


“Could I have a moment?”


When he’d walked away I looked down at the
corpse that had been Wilbur Bell. It looked like a wax figurine of a man. I
tried not to think of the thoughts that must have run through his mind in the
moments while he was dying. That must have been the worst. The helplessness. A
dying man has been taken out of the game. There’s nothing more he can do for
the people he loved. All you can do is helplessly go down into the darkness.


“I’m sorry, Wilbur. I wish we could have done
a better job in protecting you. I’m sorry you gave up your last months for this
case. All I can do is promise you I’ll do my best to make sure your sacrifice
was worth it. And, as much as I can, provide protection for your granddaughter
and her baby.”


I remembered our talk by the river. 


“But, you had a good run. Godspeed.”


I walked to the front of the hospital and the
circular drive. The police presence had disappeared. There wasn’t anyone in
uniform and the evidence techs had packed up and left. The sun had vanished and
full night enveloped the hospital. A cold wind blew in off the river. I pulled
my coat around me. The temperature had probably dropped into the 40s since I
had walked into the hospital. But it felt good. 


My Escalade was in the parking garage. Instead
of turning to the left, I turned to the right and crossed the few feet to the
river railing. I leaned over the railing. Wind whipped rain peppered me.


“Feels like a storm’s coming.”


I turned to see Bill Franklin in the darkness
standing beside me.


“I’ve got a bodyguard now?”


“They say that the last stage in egomania
comes when you think everything that happens revolves around you.”


 


 


But he smiled.


“I won’t deny that I’m almost there, Franklin,
but I couldn’t see any reason why you’d be here after the rest of the
department is gone.”


He looked out to the river. I could see
whitecaps  from the stiff breeze that ruffled his pale brown longish hair.


“No real place to go, Maitland. My shift is
over. They’ve got other detectives handling the paperwork. Nobody home.
Besides, I like the river.  Sometimes I think it’s the only reason I’ve stayed
this long.”


“I know what you mean.”


In the distance, in the direction of the
coast, a deeper darkness against the night sky was lit by internal fires.
Before too many hours those flares would become lightning and the cold drops
would become a November storm.


“I’d say it will blow in in a couple of hours,
and it will be in the 30s by tomorrow morning.”


“You sound like the proper meteorologist.”


“Just somebody who’s lived here most of his
life. I’ve felt these storms coming for 30 years. You can smell it in the wind.
You can feel it.  The buildup of that energy creates electricity that you can
smell. 


“When I was a kid and caught outside with some
friends, we looked at each other and saw our hair writhing and rising on our
heads. I’m lucky to be standing here. People told us afterwards that out in the
flat open ground the way we were, we should have been hit by lightning. But for
some reason, nothing happened.”


“Wasn’t your time, Maitland. I’m a big
believer in fate. Personally, I love the storms. The world never feels as alive
as it does just before a big one hits. It feels like anything can happen.”


We stood there silently watching the storm
approach.


 


 










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: AND
THE STORM IS COMING 


 


November 16, 2005


Tuesday, 8 P.M.


Nachi, Cocom Beach, Cozumel, Mexico


 


He stepped over the body near the crystal coffee table. It
had been worth a considerable amount of money before bullets shattered the
piece of artwork into several large pieces and a million slivers.  He found the
fat, naked man, bleeding from a dozen wounds. He had fallen near the rail of
the balcony looking out over the waters of the Caribbean. He had been trying to
climb over and drop the dozen feet to the white sand of Nachi Cocom Beach.


For an instant, Frank thought the fat man had bought it, but
with a  groan he reached up and gripped the top of the railing and heaved,
trying to pull his body up. Frank placed the Ruger he’d turned to when the Sig
Sauer was emptied flush against fat man’s back and pulled the trigger – once,
twice and a third time. The fat man jerked with each bullet and his hand
finally released his hold on the railing.


To be sure, he aimed from three inches away at
the back of the fat man’s head. Two bullets to the brain should make sure he
wouldn’t come back to life. 


A hammer blow to his back drove him forward
and into the metal railing. He dropped the Ruger and was barely able to hold on
and keep from pitching over to the sand below. He turned and saw one of the
security men who had fallen behind the couch peering around the corner, trying
to steady one shaking hand holding a Steyr Semi-Automatic rifle against the arm
of the couch.


His back hurt like hell, it hurt to breath,
and he knew there’d be one hell of a bruise, but it was better than the hole
the bullet would have made in his unprotected back. He slipped to one side
picking up his Ruger at the same time. As he slid down and to his left, a
bullet clanged off the metal of the railing.


Frank looked at the bodyguard, a young,
longhaired type. Blood ran down the bodyguard’s arm. Frank knew he’d put at
least three bullets into his body and the young man’s face was covered with
blood from what he had thought was a brain shot but apparently only creased his
skull. Head shots always looked worse than they actually were, unless there
were brains lying around.


As he prepared to fire, he saw the kid pulling
the trigger of the Steyr back and he didn’t look forward to shooting it out
with a Steyr. In that second,  he felt a grudging admiration for the kid. He
could have tried to crawl out in the chaos while Frank and his friends were
cleaning up, but he had stayed at his post. Like a good soldier.


Throwing himself behind a plush chair, he felt
it quiver as two and then a third bullet thudded into the fabric. Good
construction he thought as he hurled himself to his feet and lunged to the
left. They had stopped high powered rounds. There must be metal under the
fabric.


The bodyguard was trying to swing the Steyr 
around when Frank reached him and kicked it away. It flew across the room. The
kick dislodged the young man’s arm from the couch and he fell backwards to lie
on the plush silver rug that covered the entire room. Frank looked down at him
and saw that he was all in. He wasn’t going to get up again.


The bodyguard had closed his eyes and breathed
heavily, then opened them for a moment. Frank had seen the look before. He
wasn’t any kind of a writer and he didn’t think he could ever find the words to
describe it. But he knew it, and he knew what the man on the floor was
thinking.


“Close your eyes, kid.”


Then:


“Cierra los ojos, chico.”


The bodyguard’s body jerked as Frank put two
bullets squarely between his closed eyes.


He swung around to his right as the door to
another wing of the super-condo opened and a shorter, balding man stepped out
proceeded by an Armalite semi-automatic rifle.


He peeked out.


“Everything okay out here.”


“No thanks to you, Bulldog.”


“I was busy. I heard the shots. I’ve got one
last room to go and then we need to call pickup. This place is isolated, but
the fuzz is going to show up sooner or later.”


“Everything’s in hand. Finish it.”


There were four men and two women in the
combination den and game room complete with a wall of video machines, two hot
tubs and another wet bar. He went through the room methodically putting two
bullets into each target’s head. People had a habit of surviving even seeming
terrible fatal body wounds. But two bullets into the brain was pretty reliable.


He heard something from the wing of bedrooms
where Bulldog had vanished. There was a short scream. Then another. Then shots.
Then two more. And two more.


There had been something different about the
screams. When he gave Bulldog a glance on his return, the shorter man shrugged,
“Two girls. Ten or eleven. They were hiding in one of the closets. They were
the last.”


Frank walked back to the railing. They were on
the most isolated part of the beach, in the biggest and most expensive condo on
the island. It was dark and quiet, the way it was supposed to be.


“I hate jobs with fucking kids.”


Bulldog shrugged again.


“You would want Wilson to get his hands on
them?”


“No.”


“We didn’t have a choice Frank. You know how
the contract reads. Nobody gets out alive. And I don’t want people like us
coming after us.”


After a moment, Frank said, “Call for pickup.”


Bulldog nodded and said, “Okay. I’ll find
Wilson and the others. We’ll get photos to confirm the kills, pick up anything
we might have touched, and get out of here. It shouldn’t take us more than 15
minutes. I figure we might have that long before Mexican cops show up. And I
don’t want to have to shoot our way out.”


When he had left, Frank leaned over the
railing. Drops hit his face. Looking to the left, he saw lightning flickering
in the night up the curve of the island. The wind was starting to pick up,
driving the rain before it. There was a storm coming.


He took a deep breath, pulling in the smell
and feel of the coming storm.


He loved storms. Nothing ever changes, but in
this moment it felt like everything might.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: CHARACTERS













This is a complex story with a lot of characters. Here’s a
list of most of the important characters.


 


William Maitland


The 42-year-old Chief or 1st Assistant State
Attorney for the Third Judicial Circuit in Northeast Florida in Jacksonville
who becomes “The Angel of Death.” His life falls apart at the beginning of the
novel and the question is whether he can ever put it back together again.






 


Debbie Maitland-Bascomb


William Maitland’s 39-year-old wife and formerly Associate
Professor of Business at the University of North Florida in Jacksonville. She
is now  Administrator of the Jacksonville Public Defenders Office and
Maitland’s ex. She finds herself having as much trouble adjusting to a single
life as her ex.






 


Kelly Maitland


The Maitland’s daughter who is 17 at the start of the novel. Kelly
is almost a carbon copy of her mother.  She has an army of would-be boyfriends
until she decides she wants to steal her mother’s boyfriend away from her.






 


BJ Maitland


The Maitland’s son who is a rebellious 14-year-old at the
start of the novel. He’s grown estranged from a father he seldom sees
and who acts as a damper on ANY fun a 14-year-old might want to have. But he’s
not crazy about his mother’s new boyfriend either.






 


Doug Baker


The 28-year-old Associate Professor of Business at UNF  who broke up the
marriage of Bill and Debbie Maitland and later left for another academic post
in Chicago, asking Debbie to go with him. He’d even take her brats. But he goes
alone.


 






Aline des-Jardins


A 37-year- old  Cruise Director on the cruise ship Bonne Chance in an open
marriage with French Federal Prosecutor Philippe Archambault. She falls in
love with Maitland and for the first time endangers her open marriage.






 


Philippe Archambault


A 40-year-old French Federal Prosecutor and husband of Aline for 10 years
who worked on a white slavery ring investigation in Paris with Maitland that
left the two men good friends, until he learns about the affair between
Maitland and his wife.


 


Lew Walters


A 34-year-old attorney nicknamed “The Shark.”  A complete mercenary, he’s a
defense attorney who will  do literally anything to win. He’s Maitland’s best
friend, and there is nobody better to have at your back, or worse to be facing
in court.






 


The Big Man – Dallas Edwards


The Big Man,  is the elected State Attorney in Jacksonville, who made
Maitland his number two and lets him run the office while he runs for Governor
of Florida. 






 


Myra Martinez


Dallas Edwards’ Secretary/Personal Assistant, a 34-year-old platinum blonde
with an unearthly body.  She’s intelligent, has a wicked sense of humor and has
been subtly flirting with Maitland for years. 






 


Dr. Ernst Teller


Teller is the primary psychiatrist working with the court system in
Jacksonville.  He also has private patients like Debbie Maitland, as he tries
to discover what is the cause of the rage against her ex-husband that is
literally making her sick.






 


Patrick Leary


A 34-year-old  top Assistant Public Defender,  who has an eye for the
ladies, hates prosecutors, but genuinely likes Maitland.






 


Clint Abbott


A 40-ish professional writer who meets Debbie Bascomb while a visiting
professor at UNF and becomes her lover before embarking on a dangerous search
for the “Saint of the Flowers” in war-torn Africa.






 


Aunt Clarice


The baby sister of Debbie’s father, the woman who was a second mother to
Debbie growing up and was almost as wild as Debbie.  Her abandonment by her
husband who left her for a younger woman led to Clarice poisoning Debbie’s mind
against Bill and her suicide scarred Debbie.






 


Charlie Case


Case is a bailiff , an ex-con, and a mountain of a man,  who keeps order in
Circuit Judge Herman Herring’s courtroom. He moves back and forth from the
world of lawbreakers to law enforcers and is Herring’s best friend inside and
outside the courtroom.






 


Circuit Judge Herman Herring


A veteran criminal court judge as feared by most attorneys as the  criminal
defendants who come before him. In another time and place he was even more
feared as a behind the lines military assassin.






 


Johnny August


The blind six-foot-six Elected Public Defender who a very good lawyer and a
very poor administrator of the Public Defender’s Office.  He hires Debbie
Maitland/Bascomb to overhaul and run his menagerie of young, hungry, defense
attorneys.






 


Tyrone Biggs


A 6-foot-4 charming black teddy bear, who is a major South Florida Drug
Dealer and cold blooded killer. Maitland sent him away for two years, kept him
away from his mother’s funeral, but gave his brother a minimum prison sentence
when he could have come down hard. 






 


Carl Cameron


The  Times-Union’s number one police reporter. His stories have and will
change the lives of Maitland and others. He is in love with Assistant State
Attorney Jessica Stephens, who will have sex with him, but won’t marry him.






 


Jessica Stephens


Stephens is a tall  blonde ASA who’s the kind of woman who’s “plain if you
look at her one way, and beautiful if you look at her in another.” She offers
to spend the night with Maitland at his lowest point, but he takes a pass, for
which he’s very grateful later on.






 


O’Brien


O’Brien is an early 60-ish former professional boxer who retired with a
good ring record and one dead man on his conscience and now runs, “O’Brien’s” a
“honky-tonk” which is what a Pub is called in this country. “O’Brien’s”  is
where everyone eventually comes.






 


Father Eagen Dunleavy


A famous Irish priest, the recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in the 90s
for his work in, and bravery, in saving innocents from slaughter in the
Hutu/Tutsi genocide. He meets Maitland on board the Bonne Chance and makes a
very big impression before being murdered on a trip to try to head off another
bout of bloodletting.






 


Officer Shawn Smith


A veteran  and respected black cop. The shooting of his girlfriend’s white
husband and two  brothers sets up a conflict with Maitland. Maitland knows he
should take the hero cop before a Grand Jury, no matter what it costs him. And
it could cost him a lot.






 


William Sutton


A 37-year-old stockbroker and all around asshole whose divorce stood to
lose him a share of the $5 million his nurse wife was poised to receive in an
inheritance. Until someone lured her to the dunes of North Jacksonville and
beat her and her unborn son to death.






 


Paul Donnally


The 44-year-old  Director of Publicity for Duval University, a small
private Jacksonville university, is married to Paula Donnally, whom he has
loved for 20 years. Until the day everything changes. And puts Maitland in the
middle of a domestic tragedy. 






 


Paula Donnally


A 42-year-old Realtor. Like her husband, she has Secrets. Those secrets
lead her to challenge the criminal justice system and Maitland to get what she
wants. She’s used to getting her way, but in Maitland’s case, she wants more
than her way. She wants Maitland. 






 


Carlos Herrerra


A  former boxer who has been training fighters for decades met Maitland
when Maitland prosecuted the son of a millionaire Texas oilman for the death of
Carlos’ son Juan in a bar fight. When Maitland comes to him for help, Carlos
sets him on the path that will eventually led to the prosecutor’s physical and
mental transformation.






 


Mendoza


Mendoza is the highly placed figure  in a feared Mexican drug cartel who
has been captured and is scheduled to be tried somewhere in the U.S. Cartel
leaders have sworn not to allow this to happen and have killed American
prosecutors to make their point.






 


The Old Man


Leandro Rojas known universally as The Old Man is the long-time head of one
of the most feared criminal organizations in the world. In his eyes, he owes a
debt to Bill Maitland and nothing will stop him from paying that debt. Not even
Bill Maitland. Not even a war with the Mexican cartel.






 


Richard Anderson


Richard Anderson, former Times-Union reporter and friend of
Maitland, he became an international hero in the “Gunfight on Fourth Street” in
the late 90s and went on to enjoy fame, fortune, and a LOT of women in
Hollywood and elsewhere.






 


Sergeant Heather McDonald


A Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office investigator who plays a big
part in the “Granny Killer” trial and gives Maitland a new appreciation for hot
and sexy GILFS (granny you’d like to f***).






 


Jeremy Prentice


Jeremy Prentice, a highly placed lawyer in the Justice
Department working on the Mendoza drug trial who becomes suspicious about
Maitland’s possible ties to the Mexican Cartel AND The Old Man. He may be more
dangerous to Maitland than professional killers.






 


Meagan  Whitcomb


Also known as “Dimples”, is a Jacksonville lawyer who worked
with Maitland when he was the “Most Married Man in the Courthouse” and now that
he’s a free man, she has designs on his virtue.






 


Kirk Deel


Kirk is a 29-year-old Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office deputy 
who meets Maitland while providing security at St. Vincent’s Medical Center for
a key witness in an upcoming trial. He proves to be a solid ally.






 


Frank, Bulldog and Wilson


Members of a team of professional assassins operating in
Mexico. Bulldog will kill anybody, Wilson is a sexual sadist and Frank is the
team leader who is the best at what he does, except that he thinks too much.






 


Celestial Madonna


Celestial Madonna – a television correspondent whose real
name is Jane Thurman of Pahokee.  She meets Maitland at the Granny Killer Trial
and later tries to show him the merits of the single life in New York City.






 


Judge Leonard Pizarro


Presiding judge in the Granny Killer trial and scheduled to
hear William Sutton’s murder case. At 70, he’s the oldest full-time active
judge in Jacksonville.






 


Mitch McConnell


Mitch McConnell, former Jacksonville Cop and currently an
investigator for the State Attorney’s Office in Jacksonville.






 


Annette Nettles (Annie)


Annie is an attractive red-haired Assistant Public Defender
currently involved in a fairly public affair with Patrick Leary while never
having bothered to divorce her husband, Ian.






 


Ian Nettles


Ian Nettles, hulking 6-4 flame-haired DEA agent whose code
name is Widowmaker. He comes down to Jacksonville to find the wife who walked
out on him two years before to come work in Jacksonville. She wants to know why
it took him two years to come after her.






 


Dave Brandon


Dave Brandon, Assistant State Attorney directly under
Maitland who’s the “most married man in the courthouse” after Maitland’s marriage
collapses, but now his marriage appears headed for the rocks after a one-night
stand with Paula Donnally.






 


Barry Macon


Barry Macon, William Sutton’s defense attorney in his
upcoming trial. A former football great at the University of Florida, he is a member
of the legendary Macon defense lawyer family.






 


Wilbur Bell 


Wilbur Bell, a sickly old man who is the best thing Maitland
has going in his efforts to convict William Sutton of his wife and unborn son’s
murders, and possibly a third murder as well. Maitland has to try to keep him
alive while Sutton and his allies try to remove him.






 


Ewan Maitland 


Ewan Maitland, William Maitland’s coal miner father who died
in a mine cave-in when Maitland was only eight years old. His death has scarred
and shaped the younger Maitland’s life.






 


Elise Maitland 


Elise Maitland, William Maitland’s mother, who took her son
from coal country to Florida after her husband’s death and eventually
remarried. She has hated Debbie Maitland since the night her son was almost
killed saving her from a brutal gang rape that Elise blames Debbie for.






 


Sheriff Gerald Knight 


Duval County Sheriff. Generally an ally and friend of
Maitland’s, the decision to take Shawn Smith to a Grand Jury, caused hard
feelings that are finally beginning to  be forgotten.






 


Sheriff David Bludwurth


Sheriff David Bludwurth is the longtime sheriff in Satsuma
County, a small, insular Florida County. Probably the most corrupt lawman in
the state, neither the Feds nor the state has been able to bring him to
justice. He’s been compared to a rattlesnake that doesn’t rattle before he
strikes.


 


 















 


 


AUTHOR’S NOTE


 


As you’ve noted if you’ve read this far, “When
We Were Married” is a VERY sexually explicit novel. And the language is rough.
If this were a film, it would be Triple X rated. If anyone was offended,  I am
sorry. But the books are what they are.  And the remaining half of this series
will be equally explicit. If you’ve read “The Wind Is Rising,” I hope you’ve
seen that the sex is only a small, but a necessary, element of the novel. “When
We Were Married” is the story of the marriage of two people, how it came about,
how it ended, and what lies in store for both of them as they enter new lives
after 20 years of a very different life. Sex has to be in it because sex is a
vital component of most people’s lives, married or not. But it is equally about
the impact of fathers on sons, obsessions that guide lives, the call of duty,
the way we let our lives slip through our fingers never realizing what’s
happening until it’s too late and the connections that tie people together
across continents and oceans. It is about the law, the world and power of the
prosecutor, race relations in the early 21st century in the South,
drugs and international crime.


 “The Wind Is Rising” is the third in a series
of novels which are really one long story, which I anticipate hitting the million-word
mark. The first is “The Long Fall” published in 2010-2011 and in altered format
in 2012. The second novel in the series was “Second Acts” published in 2012.
“The Wind Is Rising” was planned to be one LONG volume but I decided to break
it into three volumes. I hope to release the second volume later this summer
and the third and final part of “Wind” in the Fall, if not earlier. The fourth
part of the novel, “Nobody Gets Out Alive” will also be released in three
parts, in 2014.


Most readers of this series have been with it
from the beginning in 2010. But because I know new readers discover it on a
regular basis – and email me trying to find out where they can discover the
continuation of the story – I am going to post blurbs for both previously
published volumes and some sample reviews. I would ask anyone who’s read this
volume, or reads any of the others, to please email me your thoughts or
comments or any reviews you might want posted. I can be reached at Danielqsteele1@aol.com. Both my websites are currently operating at less than 100 percent
efficiency so any comments I’d prefer to come in by email.


 


 
















 


 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


 


Daniel Quentin Steele is a Florida author and one of those
rare native Floridians. A former educator, he has worked for three major
Florida newspapers. He has been a public relations professional for a major
statewide professional association and a speechwriter and political and media
consultant as well. He has covered and reported on crime and cops, courts and
trials in several Florida cities. He has had one novel, “The Exile of Ellendon”
published in the U.S. and Great Britain as well as short stories published in
the U.S., Canada, Australia and England. He has written a series of very
different novels under another name.
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BOOKS IN THE ‘WHEN WE WERE
MARRIED’ SERIES


 


When We Were Married, Volume 1


 


OJ SIMPSON, CASEY ANTHONY, TRAYVON MARTIN. Three of the best
known names in the world, figuring in three of the most internationally famous
criminal trials of the past quarter century. Those trials made their names
famous and made media stars of defense attorneys. Prosecutors don't fare as
well. Which Jacksonville Assistant State Attorney William Maitland says only
exposes the most ill-concealed secret of the criminal justice system.


“That’s what most people don’t understand. The people with
real power aren’t cops. They just investigate and arrest. The people with real
power aren’t judges. They have a lot of power, but who they see and what
charges they deliberate on don’t come from them. I decide that.


In my hands is the power to decide who is arrested and who
is released; who faces death or 25 years or who gets mercy. And there really is
no oversight, nobody looking over my shoulder. Cops can bitch, but my decisions
are final. Judges can bitch and threaten to take action, but they never do. The
only person with any real power is the Big Man, and he had given me the Keys to
the Kingdom and he had never in five years countermanded any decision I’d made.


Most of the time it doesn’t bother me. I’ve made mistakes,
but it comes with the territory. Surgeons kill people. It’s how they learn. I
have sent people to prison who didn’t deserve what they got and let people go
free or out early and regretted my actions. But it's part of the job.”


William Maitland has that power because the eyes of the Big
Man – Florida State Attorney Dallas Edwards - are focused on the Governor’s
Chair in Tallahassee in 2006 and he trusts his top assistant to garner the
headlines needed to win that office.


Follow the loves, hates, affairs and blazing sexual
encounters behind closed doors that are a part of the court system in
Jacksonville. Because, as one Public Defender notes, “every courthouse is just
a little Peyton Place.”


“When We Were Married" is the story of the death of a marriage
of a driven prosecutor and a beautiful professor, and what happens afterward.


It has psychiatrists and assassins and CIA Black Ops teams,
the protective head of a deadly Colombian Crime Cartel, a cold blooded and
savage murderer who is determined to save the wife and family of the prosecutor
who sent him to prison, the Angel of Death, the Shark and the Iceman. It
features loyal friends, friendly enemies and really, really bad people.


The first volume of four, "The Long Fall"
introduces Bill Maitland, a short, fat, balding Assistant in the Florida State
Attorney’s Office in Jacksonville, Florida in 2005. He is married to Debbie
Maitland-Bascomb, a tall, gorgeous, blonde Associate Professor of Economics at
the University of North Florida (UNF) in Jacksonville.

Over the past five years Maitland has lost touch with his wife and two children
as the demands of his job have swallowed up his personal life.


He is, despite the demands of the job, an ignorantly happy
man until the night his wife utters four fatal words. That Freudian slip
unleashes his pit-bull instincts upon his wife and results in a discovery that
changes both their lives forever.


In the courtroom, Maitland will face baby killers and stone
cold drug lords, mercy killers and deadly grannies, killer cops and drug
cartels.


Against these and all odds, Maitland is armed only with a
superb legal mind, the powers of the prosecutor’s office, bulldog stubbornness
and a compulsion to do the right thing no matter what the cost. And a basic
decency that gives him surprising allies from the Florida underworld to a
Colombian crime cartel.


And in the wake of a bitter divorce, Debbie Maitland-Bascomb
will dump Maitland for a gorgeous young stud, but will find that beauty is not
a shield against pain and loneliness, and that it is harder to walk away from
Maitland than she expected it to be.


 


 


When We Were Married, Volume 2: Second Acts


 


BETRAYAL, DIVORCE AND COURTHOUSE MAYHEM WAS ONLY THE
BEGINNING. 


Four words ended their marriage.


In the wake of those four words, the 18-year marriage of
Jacksonville Assistant State Attorney William Maitland and University of North
Florida Professor Debbie Maitland ends in a painful divorce.


As Volume Two begins, Maitland faces the greatest challenge
of his professional life as he must stand against the African American
community, the Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office and his own boss in his
prosecution of a heroic black cop who killed three men during a home invasion.


AND he must decide whether to undertake a court case he
almost certainly cannot win against a cold blooded murderer who beat his
ex-wife and his unborn son to death.


AND he must prepare for a possible prosecution of a kingpin
in a Mexican drug cartel.


But for their part, the shadowy men in Mexico must decide if
they are prepared to take on “The Angel of Death,” as Maitland has become
known.


And they will soon find they are challenging a man at whose
back stands a deadly criminal organization.


The Colombian Crime cartel is headed by the legendary Old
Man. And if they strike at Maitland, the Colombian crime lord has put the
Mexicans on notice that he can and will reach into the deserts of Mexico to
strike at their heart.


In his personal life, Maitland has transformed himself from
the flabby couch potato who lost the love and lust of his wife, Debbie
Maitland/Bascomb, to a younger man.


But he now finds himself facing the question of what to do
about Aline des-Jardins, the married French woman he has fallen in love with.


Aline has followed him to Jacksonville. He walked away from
her once before, because she is married to a French federal prosecutor he
considers a friend.


But now that Aline is in Jacksonville, can Maitland send her
away again? Can he do the right thing, especially when he isn’t sure anymore
what the right thing is?


While Maitland is preoccupied with professional challenges
and Aline’s presence, Debbie is finding that beauty is no shield against loneliness
and pain.


A woman who has never lacked for male attention, in the wake
of her divorce she’s lost a husband and a lover, is estranged from her
children, besieged by would-be seducers, and trying to find her footing in a
new career.


She’s done what she knows to be the right thing in seeking a
life apart from Bill Maitland, but doing the right thing hasn’t protected her
from psychosomatic illnesses, nightmares involving a dead aunt, and emotional
distress that leads her to the office of empathetic psychiatrist Dr. Ernst
Teller.


As she tries to understand why she can’t break the emotional
ties to a man she believes left her long before she left him, she finds herself
becoming increasingly closer to writer Clint Abbott.


 As the world of crime and brutal violence circles closer to
their life in Jacksonville, Bill Maitland and Debbie Bascomb are learning that
sometimes being divorced and apart can be as painful and confusing as being
trapped in an unhappy marriage.


Is it possible to have a Second Act in two lives ripped
apart by neglect and obsession and betrayal and lies? Or is it too late to ever
go back?
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